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Most women — even most career women — would
have jumped at the chance to spend time on a
millionaire prince's yacht in Portofino. But Jessica
Shelburne wasn't most women. She resented being
dragged away from her all-absorbing work, and she
detested the fact that the Prince's nephew, Leandro
Volpi, was forever trying to persuade her to treat her
stay as some sort of holiday. Most of all, Jessica
loathed the fact that she found Leandro so attractive.
After all, he was nothing but a lazy, uncaring playboy
who was trying to tease her...wasn't he?
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CHAPTER ONE

"Bur what's he like? Sue demanded impatiently.

Jessica Shelburne negotiated the long low car care-
fully out of the approach road to Genoa airport before
answering.

“Prince Giorgio? she asked, having accomplished this
feat with the aristocratic paintwork unblemished, at
which she expelled asigh of relief. 'Oh, very charming,
as you might expect. Though he wants his money's worth
out of us, asyou'll find.'

Sue snorted. 'Giorgio di Stefano is sixty years old and
highly unattractive into the bargain. What's more |'ve
already met him—though you're pretending to have
forgotten the fact. | mean the nephew.' She threw Jes-
sica's profile aquick look and gave a mock-languorous
sigh. 'The devastating Leandro.'

"Oh, the Body Beautiful.' Jessica's answer was absent-
minded. She glanced in her wing mirror as she swung the
borrowed car to the left on to the autostrada. Then,
relaxing, she answered the question, her tones tinged with
mischief. 'He's very much as advertised. Tall. Tanned.
Gorgeous. Doesn't do a stroke of work. .

Sue laughed. "When you look like he does, who needs
to do a stroke of work?

‘When you live like Leandro Volpi, just about any-
one,' Jessica said drily.

“Oh, don't be sour, Jess,' protested Sue. 'Just because
you're aworkaholic, it doesn't mean the rest of the world
has to be the same.’
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"You and Leandro are clearly soulmates,' observed
Jessica. 'He's been telling me the same thing every day
for the last fortnight.'

Her assistant grinned. She knew her employer. 'Been
lecturing him, Jess?

Jessicalaughed aloud. 'l wouldn't even try. He'saman
who knows what he wants and how to get it. Honest tail
doesn't come into the equation.'

"And what about lectures from his uncle's employees?
Where do they figure? murmured Sue.

"On the list of occasional amusements.’ There was a
pause, then Jessica said with something of a snap, ‘Lean-
dro Volpi finds me highly entertaining.'

"Ah,' said Sue, not entirely sure of the right response.

She knew that Jessica had wanted the assignment. She
had worked hard for it, harder even than her usual ten-
hour day. Prince Giorgio had been impressed by her
preliminary ideas; that was why he had asked her out to
Italy to look at the site and meet some of the other peo-
pleinvolved in the project. Andrew Lamont, her partner
in architectural practice, had teased Jessica about her
“holiday' on Prince Giorgio's luxury yacht, but in truth
neither he nor anyone else in Shelburne and Lamont
believed that Jessica would do anything other than work
during her visit.

“Shelll get annoyed if they try to make her enjoy her-
self,' Andrew had said with relish to Sue. He was a bit
afraid of Jessica, who was the driving force in their part-
nership.

Sue had not agreed with him. For one thing, she was
Jessica's secretary, not Andrew's, and loyalty kept her
silent. For another, she had known Jessica long enough
to realise that she only worked so hard because she gen-
uinely enjoyed it. She was nothing like the killjoy that
Andrew liked to.pretend.

So Sue had been more surprised than Andrew when
Jessica had returned from that first visit to the boat
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clearly in two minds about whether to return. Andrew
had laughed and said they had probably tried to take
Jessicawindsurfing, but Sue had detected areluctancein
her employer which she really did not think was due to
the frivolity of shipboard life. She had waited for Jessica
to tell her what was wrong, but Jessica had kept her own
counsel and in the end had gone back to the yacht as
planned.

Now, looking at Jessicas set face, Sue began to won-
der whether the reluctance had anything to do with the
presence on board of Leandro Volpi.

Unaware of Sue's speculation, Jessica was concen-
trating on her driving. She needed to concentrate; she
was afraid of the great car that Leandro had insisted on
lending her. Pride, of course, would not permit her to
admit that to him, so she had accepted the |oan grace-
fully.

But it was not just the car. She was afraid of the road,
which was a brilliant feat of engineering, alternately
crossing gorges on tilts or plunging into tunnels through
the hillsides. The adjustment every few mintues from
blackness to glaring sunshine made Jessica stiff with ten-
sion. She realised she was hunching over the steering
wheel and made a conscious effort to relax before Sue
noticed.

A car shot past. It was travelling fast, too fast, and
Jessica jumped as it flickered across the corner of her
vision. Thiswas ridiculous, she told herself. She was
travelling at a moderate speed herself; it was pointless to
be frightened by the speed of those drivers whizzing past
in her left wing-mirror.

She set her teeth. Think about something else, she
urged herself, think about work, think about an ordi-
nary journey to the office.

Her lips twitched involuntarily. Shelburne and
Lamont had an exquisitely decorated but small set of
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officesin a Regency house behind the British Museum.
Jessica seldom took her car to the office because of the
traffic and the difficulty of parking, so the journey to
work usually consisted of a short period of determined
endurance on the underground and then a brisk walk.

*I don't know how you can bear it," Andrew Lamont
said to her. Heloved his car and was quite prepared to
sit in traffic jams for over an hour in order to travel to
work in that fashion.

Jessicalaughed at him. 'One of thereasons | livein
Holland Park is so that | can use public transport,' she
told him. 'If | were prepared to drive I'd live somewhere
leafier and much cheaper.'

Andrew doubted that. Jessica’s flat was a stylish stu-
dio, very high, with skylights that captured light like a
prism. It was elegantly decorated and very comfortable,
but she was, as he pointed out, hardly ever there. Jessica
had rapidly become the primary international specialist
in the firm, and she spent much of her lifein hotel rooms
asaresult.

"But it's so inconvenient to have to go home to pick
up the car if you're going to a party or something,’
Andrew protested.

Jessica gave a choke of laughter. 'Exactly, Andrew,'
she said approvingly. 'An excellent excuse not to go.'

He sniffed, unamused. 'Y ou're unnatural !’

"Because | dowhat | like? she asked, cocking an eye-
brow at him.

"Because you don't like anything but work!"

Another car flared past, and Jessica winced. Her palms
were damp on the steering wheel. She looked sideways
to see whether Sue was nervous, but Sue, bless her,
appeared to be asleep.

Jessica bit her lip and tried to concentrate on her
thoughts.

Wasit true that she liked nothing but work? She
reviewed her life. When she was not travelling, she was
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usualy in the office by eight o'clock, but that was only
sensible. That way you avoided travelling with the
crowds in the rush-hour tube trains.

She recalled, sharply and unwillingly, her first
encounter with Leandro Volpi. That had been one of the
rare mornings when she was late and had arrived hot and
dishevelled from her brush with London's commuters.

The moment she hurried through the door, she had
been aware of the tall man with Prince Giorgio. He was
casually dressed, wearing an open-necked shirt and dark
glasses, and patently amused. Jessica distrusted the
amusement and she hated the glasses on sight.

And Leandro, she was fairly sure, had taken the
measure of her reaction at once. It had increased his
amusement. In fact, that amusement was the only pos-
sible justification for all that had followed.

Unconsciously, Jessica sighed. What was Sue going to
make of it all? So far Jessica had not confessed to anyone
that Leandro Volpi, for whatever dubious motives, had
decided to entertain himself by pursuing her. Now, how-
ever, Suewould see it for herself. She could hardly avoid
seeing it.

Jessica sighed again, slowing into a curve. She did not,
she acknowledged, know what Leandro was up to. She
had not known, right from that first day.

He had taken no part at all in her discussions with
Prince Giorgio. He had sat there looking indifferent
while they discussed outline specifications and when, on
one occasion, his uncle had asked his opinion, he had
shrugged comprehensively.

When the visitors had |eft, Jessica had been oddly
relieved. She had not liked the way Leandro Volpi kissed
her hand with what she was perfectly aware was out-
dated ceremony. But she had not expected to see him

again. . .
To her astonishment he had materialised on her door-
step that evening. She returned from work to her quiet
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mews to discover him sitting cheerfully on abollard at
the mews entrance swinging his feet and till wearing his
sunglasses, although it was nine o'clock at night.

“Good evening,' Jessica said frostily. 'Are you staying
in this area, Signor Volpi?

It was the first of many opportunities, she was to dis-
cover, which she gave him to tease her.

He laughed. 'So far, | am not so fortunate." And gave
atheatrical Latin lover's sigh which made her glare at
him, even while she blushed. He hopped off his bollard
and took her portfolio case from her. 'No, | am dining
here. With you.'

Jessicawas outraged. 'l am not cooking you dinner,'
she said forthrightly, forgetting the man was the nephew
of avalued prospective client.

“Of course not," he soothed with a kindness which set
her teeth on edge. 'We will go out to dinner. | have
booked atable at arestaurant run by a friend of mine
just afew streets away.' He took her key, which she had
just extracted from her handbag, and went to her front
door. 'This house, isit not? Charming.'

He stood back to allow her to precede him. In a daze—
astate of affairs which he seemed to bring about all too
easily, as she was to find out—Jessica did so.

“You havetime,' hetold her gracioudly, 'for a shower
before you change. | did not know when you would be
home, so | gave no time. Carlo will hold our table for
us.'

Jessica stared at him for amoment, torn between
annoyance and a sneaking amusement. She had intended
to work on the project she was completing before Prince
Giorgio's assignment, and had come home wanting a
bath and a piece of toast before she went back to work.
Now, however, she hesitated.

There was no hesitation in Leandro. He was wander-
ing round her studio looking with interest at the books
and prints. He looked up.
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‘Well, go on,' he said gently. 'I'm hungry, even if you
aren't.'

If he had tried to persuade her she would not have
gone. At the slightly impatient rebuke, however, Jessica
capitul ated.

"Do you know something? Y ou're mad," she informed
him, going.

Shewas to tell him much the same thing later.

‘What do you normally do in the evenings? he asked,
when she thanked him for the unexpected 'treat.

Jessica shrugged. 'What does anyone do? | read. | lis-
ten to music quite often. 1

Leandro flung up ahand. 'l know. Don't tell me. You
work.'

Jessica eyed him coldly. 'Y ou disapprove?

He grinned. 'Naturally. Work isthe only rival aman
cannot compete with.'

Jessica gave a choke of laughter, quickly suppressed,
and primmed her mouth. 'In my case, you hardly need
to compete.’

"No? He leaned forward, looking interested. 'Y ou
have aready succumbed to my manly charm?

Jessicawas horrified and it showed. 'Of course not.
What on earth have | said?

Leandro sat back again in his chair, shaking his head.

“You are too sensitive, cara,' he said. 'Too sensitive
and too serious. There is more to life than work, you
know.'

He paused. There was a pregnant silence. Jessica held
on to her temper and met his eyes levelly. They were, she
found, dancing.

It wasirresistible. In spite of her annoyance at his
teasing, she felt an unwilling laugh rise.

“Oh, you'reimpossible,' she said at last, smiling. 'If I'm
too serious, you're never serious at al. It makes you very
irritating.’
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He flicked her cheek with long, careless fingers.

“Alas, | know it. You are very charming when you are
irritated, though.'

Jessica sniffed. 'l think it most unchivalrous of you to
bait me as you do. Y ou may be surprised to hear it, but
I'm normally held to be very even-tempered.'

I am not at all surprised,’ Leandro said calmly. 'l have
very little doubt that normally you get your own way all
thetime.'

Just for an instant her eyes flashed, then she caught
herself and flung up ahand in surrender.

“All right, all right, | givein!" She lowered her hand
and tried for a conciliatory tone. 'I'm aterrible man-
aging woman and you don't know what to do with me.'

Leandro gave a chuckle. 'l know exactly what to do
with you, caraJessica, asyou will discover oneday.' He
eyed her expectantly. Jessica disappointed him, holding
on to her blank expression with determination. He
shrugged his shoulders, though his eyes twinkled. 'But
for the moment we will not speak of it.'

Jessica refused to be drawn. She gave him a bland
smile, which totally belied her inner wariness. Leandro
Volpi had a reputation with women which, she judged
from her brief acquaintance with him, he fully deserved.

Jessica half expected Leandro to make a heavy pass
at her when he escorted her back to her apartment that
night. If he had done so, she would not have seen him
again. But he wastoo clever for her.

As she stood looking at him cautiously, he gave her
that devastating lopsided grin.

"Wewill, | hope, see more of each other in the future,’
he murmured, shaking her hand firmly. 'It has been very
stimulating.'

And he walked away without so much as kissing her
goodnight, to Jessica's amazement and unconfessed dis-
appointment. It was amost like a challenege.
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Sexual challenges were problems she needed like a hole
in the head, she told him in exasperation when he rang
her the next day. He laughed and soothed her.

‘Why so excited, cara?What can | do to you? he
asked, reasonably enough.

And the trouble was that she did not know what he
could do to her. She did not really doubt her own ability
to keep things cool if he was bent on seducing her. The
trouble was that she was not sure whether that was his
object or not. Sometimes it seemed asif he was abso-
lutely determined on it; sometimes it seemed as if it was
all agameto him.

The other trouble, Jessica admitted to herself, was her
own lack of experience, particularly with the practised
charmers of Leandro Volpi's type. For her own reasons
she had avoided involvement with men. There had been
one devastatingly hurtful but fortunately brief encoun-
ter, after which she had decided that work was more
rewarding. So she was peculiarly unfitted to handle
Leandro's sophisticated teasing.

After her first sojourn on the yacht she had very nearly
decided to turn the project down, so unfitted was she.
After talks with Andrew, and at Sue's evident astonish-
ment, however, she had decided that she owed it not only
to the partnership, but also to her self-respect, to carry
the thing through. But she had not wanted to return to
the yacht, more than she would have believed possible.

It was extraordinary. She had never been so conscious
of aman—or so wary of one. Not even when she was
young and in love for the first time had she felt so utterly
helpless. None of it was made any easier, of course, by
the dark suspicion that for Leandro the whole business
was simply away of whiling away otherwise boring hours
while he lazed about his uncle's yacht.

Jessica bit her lip in recollection. It had been there from
the moment she had come on board, like a palpable
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presence. She had become aware of it from the moment
the stewardess, sighing romantically, had told her that
she would be dining a deux every night with the signor—
who was, of course, so glamorous.

Faintly amused, Jessica had replied neutrally. She had
not, however, remained amused. For one thing, she was
not used to having her private life as comprehensively
monitored as the crew of Prince Giorgio's yacht
favoured. For another, there had been a general air of
expectation which had made her both angry and super-
stitiously uneasy. There had been no disguising the
happy assumption of the entire cabin crew that the star-
lit nights, the voluptuous warmth of the days, the
abundant hospitality of her absent host and the innate
seductiveness of Leandro's presence would all conspire
to tip their guest headlong into love with that famed
breaker of hearts. They had all been generously pleased
at the prospect.

Jessica was not so sure that Leandro himself shared
this romantic view. He had paid her extravagant com-
pliments, certainly, and.pantomimed strong attraction.
But even when he was carrying her stiff fingersto hislips,
or gazing into her indignant eyes, there had always been
atell-tale twitch at the corner of his mouth, no matter
how limpid the eloquent eyes, or how beguilingly husky
the voice. Jessicawas fairly certain that Leandro had
been hugely enjoying himself—partly at playing up to
the romantic expectations of the crew, partly at her own
disapproval.

The signs were coming up for Portofino, and Jessica
followed them carefully, holding the big car at alow
speed. Shefelt asif she were trying to restrain atiger.
Beside her Sue stirred.

They reached the area where the di Stefano cars were
normally left. A uniformed man was waiting for them,
Sue saw. Jessicagot out of the Lamborghini rather stiffly
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and handed him the keys. He took Sue's cases and put
them on asmall trolley before wheeling them down to
the port, and within mintues they were on the launch,
headed for the big yacht in the bay.

“How was your journey, signorina? Did you enjoy the
car?

Sue hodded. Jessica, frowning slightly, did not seem
to hear. The uniformed sailor cast Miss Shelburne alook
of respect.

“Itisagreat honour. The signor isvery careful of his
car. |,' thiswas clearly adeeply felt grievance, 'am not
alowed to driveit, though | use all the other cars,
including the Prince's Porsche.'

Sue nodded again, impressed. She wondered whether
Jessica knew and concluded, from her abstracted
expression, that at the moment at least she would not be
interested. Sue began to wonder, for thefirst time, exactly
what was the relationship between her hard-working
employer and Leandro Volpi, who, from what Jessica
had said, she gathered was more or less a professional
idler.

She wondered even more when they arrived and
Leandro came to meet them, tanned and smiling, mus-
clesrippling unashamedly in his naked shoulders as he
bent to reach for Jessica.

'‘Carissimal’ His voice was tender, even affectionate,
and just atrifle too husky to be sincere.

Sue cast him alook of respect. Jessicawas clearly being
teased by an expert and it looked as if, for once in her
self-possessed life, she did not know how to handle it.
She seemed flustered and faintly cross as he raised her
hand to hislips.

The crewmen, waiting to unload the luggage, were
impassive.

"And Miss York.' Leandro turned to Sue with a
friendly smile quite unlike the elaborate charm he had
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used on Jessica. 'l| hope you had a good journey.'

Ex—excellent, thank you," stammered Sue.

Even when he was not sighing meltingly over alady's
hand, Leandro Volpi was, she discerned, dynamite. She
encountered alook of burning reproach from Jessica.

The smile crinkled the corners of his eyes, which were
wide and golden, fringed by long curling lashes that
many a professional beauty might have envied. As he
handed her aboard, smiling, Sue had the distinct impres-
sion that he was inviting her to share his amusement at
Jessica's discomposure, as that lady tugged her hat into
amore aggressive angle and glared at him.

But all he said was, 'Nevertheless, you must rest, if you
would like to do so. Graziellawill take you to your cabin.
She will bring you whatever you require—food, a drink,
coffee; even English teaiif you are like Jessicaand insist
on drinking that abomination.'

Sue looked uncertainly at her employer. There was a
lot of work to be done, she knew, and not a great deal
of timein which to do it. Maybe it would be better if they
started at once.

Leandro intercepted that look and interpreted it accu-
rately.

“Surely,' he drawled, though there was an unexpect-
edly steely notein hisvoice, 'Jessicawill not grudge you
arest after travelling for. . . what? Six hours?

"Nearer eight,’ snapped Jessica, who knew exactly
where Sue lived in the depths of the Berkshire country-
side, since she was a frequent and welcome visitor in the
Y ork family home. 'And | was about to suggest that she
took a siesta, as a matter of fact. It was very hot in Genoa
and the air-conditioning in you car either turnsit into an
iceberg or doesn't work at all.'

He raised golden eyebrows, mocking her. '‘And you
are objecting?’ He managed to sound incredul ous. 'But
| thought you were only comfortable at arctic temper-
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atures. | will have the thermostat changed before you
travel init again. If you're sure.'

“Thank you,' said Jessica. 'l see no need to travel in it
again, however.'

He laughed, shaking his head at her. 'What isthis
need? It will be my pleasure to drive you.'

And he, presumably, would take the monster at the
speed for which it was designed, thought Jessica, sup-
pressing a shudder; she was not proud of her phobia
about speed. Which was something even Sue did not
know, and she would die rather than admit it to Leandro
Volpi. She registered a vow that she would never, under
any circumstances, accept an invitation to drive with
him.

Sue was being escorted to her cabin by an attentive
stewardess, and adjured by Leandro to ignore any
demands Jessica might make and rest for aslong as she
wanted.

When she had gone, the crew disappeared as if melted
by the afternoon sun. It was done tactfully, and the very
tact added fuel to Jessicas fury.

“You never give up, do you, Leandro? she said coldly.

The golden eyes which were so eloquent when not hid-
den by the habitual dark glasses turned to her
guestioningly. 'l ?

"Don't sound so innocent! Y ou know what 1'm talk-
ing about.'

His grin became lopsided. 'l do, certainly. | some-
ti mes wonder whether you have realised. Y ou will,
though.'

Jessica looked eloquently round at the deserted deck.
She was well aware that the twenty-man complement of
the yacht regarded her prickly relationship with Lean-
dro as a source of huge entertainment. It galled her, but
she was fairly certain that it only added to his own
enjoyment of the situation. She was not, therefore,
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alarmed by the sensuous, caressing note that he had per-
mitted to invade his voice. Leandro, she was fairly
certain, was being wholly mischievous.

She gave him her sweetest smile. 'Isthat athreat or a
promise, signor?'

The golden lashes flickered. 'Let uscall it aforecast,
Leandro said smoothly.

“Oh, like the weather? Eyes wide, Jessica nodded. She
let the pause draw out before adding innocently, 'Of
course, they're often wrong, aren't they?

He was laughing. 'Their timing is sometimes alittle
erratic,' he agreed. He paused, as she had done. The
golden eyes became smoky, even ardent. 'My timing, on
the other hand is impeccable.'

Jessicawas startled into a choke of laughter, quickly
suppressed. She would not give him the satisfaction, she
told herself—almost certainly in vain, because he was
looking complacent.

*| suppose you have often been told so'? she enquired
in astrangled voice.

“Frequently. Not, of course,' he added, 'that | needed
to be told. With some peopl e these things come natu-
rally,' he assured her in al solemnity.

Jessica strove with herself. 'l congratulate you,' she
said at last.

He gave her another of his slow smiles. She privately
thought of it as his satisfied tiger look.

“Talents are nothing if they are not shared,' he told her
largely.

Jessica gave up the unequal struggle against mirth.
When she had stopped gasping with laughter she dis-
covered Leandro looking at her with akindly expression.

“That is better. Now you are not so tense. Now you
will go and sunbathe on the foredeck and snooze until it
istime for cocktails.'

But this was too much.
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"Oh no, | won't, said Jessica. 'I'm aworking girl, not
aloungelizard. | have plans that need looking at.'

Leandro appeared pained. "You think | am alounge
lizard, beautiful Jessica? His voice took on that spu-
rious, caressing note again. 'Even though |, too, have
plans?

“I'm sure you have,' she agreed drily. '‘But | doubt if
they're the sort you plot out on graph paper and accom-
pany with costings.'

He did not answer her at once. Eyes dancing, he leaned
back against the side of the boat, one tanned leg bent,
bracing him, while he flung back his head to gaze
mournfully at the cloudless sky.

Jessica did him the justice to acquit him of adopting
the pose deliberately. He was, after all, quite accus-
tomed to his own magnificent physique. In fact, he
seemed uncharacteristically modest about it, even una-
ware. Of course, he must be accustomed to being
admired. He did not need to pose to attract attention.

But it was a stance which threw into relief the beau-
tifully proportioned muscular frame, the jutting
shoulders that gleamed like oiled gold, the fine profile,
the brown curling hair bleached in streaks by long hours
of exposure to the Mediterranean sun. Jessica swal-
lowed hard, looking away.

L eandro seemed not to notice her reaction. "Y ou
know," he was saying musingly, 'l don't think |'ve ever
met a woman who had as low an opinion of me as you
have, Jessica. Initsway, it isasalutary experience.' His
eyes narrowed against the brilliant sky. After a thought-
ful pause he went on. 'Almost like a challenge.'

"No!" said Jessicaforcefully.

He turned his melting golden gaze on her, one eye-
brow raised in enquiry.

"Absolutely no challenge,' she said with great firm-
ness. 'Not asmidgin. | don't play out of my league.'
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“You don't play at all,' pointed out Leandro gently.
“Itisagreat pity.'

“I'm not paid to play,' she reminded him. 'Paid very
well, what's more.'

He gave a crooked smile. 'My uncle always buys the
best and pays the going rate. I'm sure you could play a
little more and still earn your fee.'

"Not if | spend long hours quarrelling with you,' Jes-
sicasaid ruefully. 'l've got to go, Leandro.' She wished
she did not sound so apologetic—or so regretful. 'lI've
got afeasibility study and outline plans to produce by
the end of the month.'

He shrugged, indifferent. "Then go and produce them,
cara. I may deploreit, but | cannot stop you.'

“You have stopped me," she pointed out, going. ‘For
agood half-hour.'

“That,' said Leandro drily, 'is progress.'

Though it cost Jessica dear, she let him have the last
word. It was preferable to prolonging the encounter. For
one thing, she was working to a very tight deadline and
really did have too much work for comfort. For another,
although she teased him about his film-star looks and
sybarite existence, she was becoming aware that she was
not asimmune to Leandro Volpi's famed charm as she
might have expected. This was as unwelcome as it was
unforeseen; his company was therefore best avoided.

Jessica was cool-headed and ambitious. She had,
moreover, only too good a reason to know what havoc
emotional entanglements could cause in the lives of the
unwary. There was no place in her life for aromantic
interlude with anybody, least of al the playboy nephew
of one of her most valued clients. She reminded herself
of that fact sternly as she made her way to her state room.

The files awaiting her were stacked neatly on her desk.
She observed the fact ruefully. Jessica, particularly when
in one of her creative phases, worked in furious bursts,
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strewing papers, books, files, plans and plastic folders
about every conceivable surface. When she had left for
Genoa airport to collect Sue, the desk, and a goodly pro-
portion of the Persian carpet, had been covered in exactly
this manner. In her absence, obviously, the attentive
cabin staff had restored order to chaos.

Jessica sighed. Neat as her cabin now was, it would
take her agesto restoreiit to the inspirational disorder in
which she needed to work. She was surveying it dispir-
itedly when a scratch came at the door.

"Comein, shecalled.

It was Sue.

“I'verested as much as | can bear,' she announced, 'and
I'm dying of curiosity. Are you available for conversa-
tion?

"It looks like it, doesn't it? said Jessica, with a gesture
at the orderly desk.

Sue's eyes followed the indignantly pointed finger and
widened.

Tut you said you'd already started work this morn-
ing—oh!" Sue broke off. She looked at Jessicain mingled
sympathy and amusement. Y ou've been tidied up after,’
she deduced.

Jessica nodded gloomily. Sue, to her great credit,
maintained a straight face. She knew how Jessica felt
about having her papers organised. Indeed, Sue had only
got the job with the rising architectural practice of Shel-
burne and Lamont five years ago because she had
understood Jessica's feelings so readily.

Sue had been, as she knew herself, much too young
and inexperienced to be secretary to the senior partner
of adynamic company with an increasing international
practice. Jessica had been working on amajor oil com-
plex development for a Near-Eastern government at the
time. It had been heady stuff for an eighteen-year-oldjust
out of secretarial college, particularly when she realised
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that her predecessors had all been efficient forty-year-
olds with super grooming and innumerable language
qualifications.

But Jessica had been adamant. 'Y ou can pick up the
languages—you only need a few phrases in each—and
we'll pay you enough to buy designer clothes if that's
what you think is necessary. What I'need in a secretary
is good sense, good humour, the ability to work long
hours if necessary. And above all the ability to keep her
hands off my papers while I'm working.' She had glared
at Sue across her enormous, over-burdened desk. '‘Can
you handle that?’

Much amused, after her initial nervousness, Sue had
said she thought so.

She had handled it so spectacularly that she now had
a secretary of her own. She frequently accompanied Jes-
sicawhen she travelled on business, as she often did.
Giorgio di Stefano's yacht was, however, a new experi-
ence for Sue, though she knew that Jessica had been
aboard a couple of times for discussions before she had
agreed to accept Prince Giorgio's commission.

Now, looking at the devastatingly tidy desk, Sue asked
with only the faintest quiver in her voice, 'Did you know
the staff were this—er—conscientious?

Jessica shook her head. 'They haven't been before. |
told the chief steward not to touch things while | was
working and he agreed. | suppose it must be different this
time because I'm here for a month instead of just a week-
end.' She looked despondent.

Sue chuckled. 'I'll speak to the steward and see if we
can work out an honourable compromise,' she said soo-
thingly. 'If 1 hold the plans down, some maid can whisk
afeather duster over them and then we'll al be happy.'

Jessica's frown disappeared as if by magic. "Thank
God for you, Sue,' she said fervently.

"Right," said Sue, 'l'll handle that. And—as you
obviously can't plunge straight back into work until
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you've rebuilt your nest—what about adrink? Y ou can
give me aguided tour of the dos and don'ts of life aboard
aluxury yacht. And a potted biography of the resident
wildlife!

Jessica laughed. 'Oh, very well.' She flung herself back
on adeceptively fragile Louis Quinze chair—on which
plan and elevation drawings of afour-bedroomed villa
had been displayed earlie—and pressed a bell pushin
thewall. 'There are drinks of some sort in every cabin—
cognac, gin and tonic, that sort of thing. But when there
are guests on board, the Prince has the crew provide per-
manent room service. So you can order whatever you
want at the press of abutton. It'sjolly useful if you get
lost, too. Y ou have no idea how big this damned boat is
until you're late for ameeting.'

The telephone on Jessica's desk rang. She picked it up,
listened and then said, 'Thank you, yes. | didn't lean on
it by mistake thistime.' There was laughter from the
other end of the line. 'Miss Y ork is with me and we were
wondering about drinks in my cabin.' She paused. 'Y es,
that would be fine, thank you. Oh, the usual for me, and
for Miss York. . .' sheflicked an eyebrow up at Sue who
mouthed ‘white wine' a her, . . white wine.! Shelis-
tened again and then said in amusement, "NO, not
champagne at this hour, Enrico. Her shorthand goes
haywire on champagne. Some nice cold local vintage
with minimal acohol content would be best.'

She put the telephone down. Sue glared at her, mock-
outraged.

'‘Areyou trying to spoil my fun, Jessica? | may never
have the chance to drink champagne at four o'clock in
the afternoon again," she complained.

'Oh yes, you will,' Jessica assured her drily. 'On this
boat you can get it at four in the morning if you want it.
It's Leandro Volpi's favourite beverage, I'm told, so
they're not going to run out.'
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"Really? Sue was intrigued.

“Yes, redly.' Jessica sounded amost irritated. 'The
man's a complete cliché.'

°I thought he seemed rather nice,’ said Sue mildly. She
surveyed Jessica carefully. 'Not as patronising as I'd
expected, she added, 'or asvain.'

Since this was very much an echo of Jessica's own for-
mer thoughts there was really no excuse for her reaction
to Sue's remark.

"Vain? she echoed in patent disbelief. " The man'sa
walking monument to vanity! Do you know he spends
al day lying in the sun? When we first met, | asked him
what he did for aliving, what he worked at, and do you
know what he said? His tan!' Her voice was full of scorn.

Sue gave a choke of laughter. 'Well, he seems to have
doneit very successfully,' she murmured.

Jessica snorted. 'So would anyone who did nothing but
concentrate on his physical appearance.’

Tut you must admit he has excellent material to work
on,' observed Sue, still chuckling. 'Don't you always say
that the secret of successisto capitalise on your natural
assets?

"And Leandro Volpi doesthat, | agree,' Jessica
acknowledged drily. 'With dedication.'

There was a short knock at the door, which opened to
reveal asmiling man in white, sporting epaul ettes and
gold buttons on his jacket along with a small shield-
shaped embroidered motif on his breast pocket.

“Thank you, Enrico,' said Jessica, standing up to take
from him the silver tray he was carrying.

“Itisnothing, signorina.' He smiled. 'Can | get you
anything else? Tea, perhaps? Later? Y ou will be joining
Signor Leandro for cocktailsin the stern saloon at eight?

Although it was phrased as a question, it sounded
more like a piece of advice, Sue thought. She looked at
the steward curiously. Had Jessica given offence by
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turning down the family invitations? Or by failing to turn
up to meals? Sue knew that when Jessica was working
shewould ignore all distractions, including the necessity
to be graciousto clients, and was quite likely to lose all
sense of time.

Her suspicions were confirmed when Jessica made a
face.

“You mean, will | turn up of my own free will, or have
Signor Leandro come to fetch me? she interpreted rue-
fully. 'All right, Enrico, | won't forget. Miss York,' she
added with a gleam of fun, 'is here to remind me of things
like that. It's part of her job. You can stand down now.'

He smiled back but said gently, "The signor was most
anxious that you should attend, signorina.'

He closed the door behind him on Jessica's sigh.

“Trouble? asked Sue, scenting it.

Jessicawas pouring afaintly greenish wine into along-
stemmed Venetian glass.

"Here you are,' she said, not answering. 'They tell me
Ligurian wine doesn't travel—and | certainly never
remember having it before—but ice-cold like this, it's
nectar.'

“Trouble, Jessica? persisted Sue, accepting the wine
but refusing to be deflected. 'With the gorgeous nephew
and heir, maybe?

Jessica looked dlightly guilty. 'l have locked horns with
the Body Beautiful once or twice,' she admitted.

Sue sighed. 'To the extent that he came and dragged
you away from your desk kicking and screaming? she
asked wearily. 'Marched you bodily into a cocktail party
to meet his associates?

Jessica looked startled. 'Something like that,' she
agreed. "Y ou're much too quick. How did you guess?

"It wasn't too difficult. I've had to do much the same
thing myself once or twice," Sue observed in adry tone.

"Oh." Jessica began to look amused. 'Yes, | suppose
you have.' She wrinkled her nose. 'But at least in your
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case the party was full of people with whom | had busi-
ness. The Body Beautiful just dumped, mein the middle
of a stampede of Rivieraplay people. | didn't see the
point of it.'

Sue sighed again. She liked Jessica. She admired her
work, enjoyed her company, and trusted her as she
trusted few friends. She had no opinion, however, of her
tact and diplomacy.

*| suppose you said so? she asked in aresigned tone.

"Well, | did get rather cross.' Jessica flashed her an
amused glance. "Don't. look like that, Sue. | wasn't
rude—on my honour, | wasn't." She paused, consider-
ing. 'Well, maybe | was alittle rude. But only to the Body
Beautiful, who doesn't count.'

Sue looked appalled. She took along draught of her
wine and then said in a suffocated voice, "The adored
only nephew of our most important client doesn't count?

Jessica shrugged. 'He takes no interest in Prince Gior-
gio's business. He just lounges around, topping up his
suntan and flexing his biceps at passing females.' This
was unfair and she knew it. *I doubt if he even knows
which project I'm working on for Prince Giorgio. And
caresless.’ Thiswas not.

"He might care about having you thrown off the proj-
ect, though,' Sue said crisply and, as Jessicalooked
bewildered, explained with patience, 'l mean, if you
antagonise him. People are odd like that—touchy, even
vengeful, if you get them on a sore spot. If you've been
attacking his ego—and frankly, Jessica, that sounds
exactly what you've been up to—he may want to get his
own back on you quite badly.'

Jessicalooked shocked. 'Oh, | don't think so. He's not
spiteful or anything like that. He wouldn't be petty.'

'Y ou know him so well? asked Sue politely.

'"Me? No, of course not. He's not my sort of person.'
Jessica looked flustered for a moment. 'But I'm still
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positive he wouldn't do anything mean. Not like that.'
She hesitated. 'He's not the type.' And then, as Sue till
looked disbelieving, she added, 'He couldn't be both-
ered. I'm not that important to him.'

In some agitation she seized the other glass from the
tray and gulped some of the dark liquid it contained. Sue
watched her thoughtfully. She decided to change the
subject.

"Have you taken to drinking Coke to keep a clear
head? she asked, indicating the drink.

"No, of course not.' Jessicawas affronted. ‘'Thisis
Enrico's specia iced coffee. He makesit for me when |
want to work |late and leavesit in a Thermos on my desk.'

Sue was impressed. 'Every consideration! Is Prince
Giorgio so anxious for the plans?

Jessica considered, frowning. 'No, | don't think so. It's
just his standard of courtesy, | think. Guests on the boat
have whatever they want: champagne, midnight coffee,
whatever.' She chuckled. 'They're even alowed to drive
the speedboat, I'm told, though it sends the mechanicin
charge of it into afrenzy!'

"Have you tried? asked Sue, surprised. She knew that
Jessica had a phobia, which she never spoke about and
normally tried to suppress, about speed.

Jessica shuddered. 'Good God, no! Leandro chal-
lenged meto try, though, and | saw the look of horror
on the poor old mechanic's face.'

"How did you get out of it?

Jessica shrugged. Told him | didn't have the time, and
that | didn't like being driven in a speedboat either. That,’
she added reflectively, 'was one of the things that
annoyed him about me, | think.'

Sue closed her eyes. 'No doubt,' she said carefully, 'he
would have liked the opportunity to demonstrate his
skill.!
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“Put me in my place by showing off, you mean? trans-
lated Jessica. 'Maybe you're right. Well, no harm done,'
she added.

'I hope he thought so,' Sue said drily. 'Presumably
timewill tell. At least the standard of service hasn't gone
down yet.' She wriggled pleasurably on the deep sofa.
'‘Are we really treated as guests?

'Really, really.' Jessica nodded her head vigorously.
'It'sabit of a nuisance in some ways—they're dways
summoning you to come and meet some new visitor. But
they mean to be kind.'

'‘And Prince Giorgio is here?

'On board, you mean? No, most of the time not. Helll
take her cruising at Christmas, but during the summer
she's just moored here marking time.'

"So where isthe Prince?

Jessica shrugged. 'Rome, Florence, Paris; Milan
sometimes. . . | don't keep track. His secretary can
always find him. Now she Zs on board. I'm not quite sure
why. Enrico said something about her recuperating after
anillness, but she looks bursting with rude health to me.'

She heard the equivocal note in Jessicas voice. 'Y ou
don't like her?

Jessica hesitated. 'She's very efficient. And she aways
doeswhat | ask.'

‘But?

'But—I'm not sure." She was thoughtful. 'She's very
correct. And beautiful, too, | suppose, in agymnastic sort
of way. She'sjust not very friendly—I suppose that's
what | mean. And all the others—the crew, the occa-
siona guest, even the Body Beautiful—are so relaxed
and friendly! Maybe the poor woman just suffers by
comparison. Anyway, see what you think when you meet
her.'

‘| will,' promised Sue, intrigued. 'And isthat it? The
crew, the secretary, the Body Beautiful and us?
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Tor the moment.'

“That doesn't sound too bad,' Sue remarked, holding
out her glass for Jessicato replenish it. ‘At least you won't
be trying to work with a full-scale yacht party going on
around you.'

"Except if Leandro has one of his weekends,' Jessica
said gloomily. 'l gather they're legendary.' She sipped her
coffee. 'Enrico says there's nothing planned at the
moment, but Leandro might change his mind. He'sthe
typeto give amagjor party at amoment's notice on a
whim,' she said bitterly. 'If only to annoy me.'

Sue laughed, shaking her head. Y our paranoiais
showing! I'm sure he wouldn't. The crew wouldn't stand
forit.'

“The crew,' said Jessica with bite, 'think he's wonder-
ful. If he told each and every one of them to walk the
plank, they'd probably do it.'

"They wouldn't like to have a big party sprung on
them, though,' said Sue with feeling. She had experi-
enced just such an eventuality severa times since she had
joined Shelburne and Lamont.

"They would love it,' Jessica contradicted her flatly.
"They'd think it was the most terrific game. It's part of
why they're so crazy about Leandro: they never know
what he's going to do next. They keep telling me,' she
sounded despairing, ‘how spontaneous heis. Sponta-
neousl What they mean is, he's hare-brained and
completely unpredictable.’

Intrigued by this surprising outburst, Sue chose her
words carefully. 'He certainly seems to have stirred you
up.
IO‘Wel , it's very unsettling,' said Jessica defensively.
"And he's quite capable of having an orgy here on the
spur of the moment. That's one of the reasons I'm work-
ing flat out.'

“To make your escape before the orgy? murmured
Sue, teasing.
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"Exactly. Leandro would think it very funny,' Jessica
said obscurely.

"How far have you got? asked Sue, when it was
obvious Jessica was hot going to confide further.

“First phase complete,' was the complacent answer.
"That's why you're here. | need it typed up and bound
and circulated to Prince Giorgio and his people, to say
nothing of the officials. | don't know what planning con-
sent difficulties we may have; Prince Giorgio is too casual
about it for my liking. | don't think it's going to be as
simple as he wants to believe, but hislocal experts bear
him out so far, so maybe I'm making afuss about noth-
ing. Anyway, after that we're into layout and unit design.
I've got some sketches.'

Sue nodded. To her experienced ears it sounded as if
the project was moving fast.

"Snags? she asked.

Jessicawas thoughtful. 'None at all so far. It's been
almost too easy. Something in my bonestells me it won't
last.'

Y ou foresee difficulties? Sue frowned. 'Where
exactly?

It was a big project, but most of the partnership's fee
depended on it being successfully built. If it was not
completed, though they would of course be paid for Sue's
and Jessica's time, there would be no percentage fee, Sue
knew.

"Not foresee," said Jessicatranquilly. She tapped her
nose. 'Smell. Call it ahunch. Don't look so appalled, Sue.
Sorting out difficultiesis my forte." She grinned. ‘It makes
my otherwise boring life exciting!'
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wHEN Sue left, Jessicalooked at her tidy desk with a
sigh. She had never, she acknowledged to herself, felt less
like working in her life. Nor was it entirely due to the
unwelcome ordering of her papers; she had been aware
of arestlessness for days. All the time she had been
working, she had been aware of a profound dissatisfac-
tion, as if she were looking over her shoulder waiting for
something more important to invite her attention.

Jessica sighed again. There was no reason for it.
Despite her hunch—and her unusual difficulty with con-
centration—the project was coming along well and
ahead of schedule. Prince Giorgio, whose original idea
the project had been, was enthusiastic. Shewasliving in
delightful surroundings, her every wish complied with.
On abroader canvas, she had no financial or personal
worries. Her mouth twisted wryly; it would be more
accurate to say that she had dealt with her financial and
personal worries and was not going to let such things
recur. And she was rapidly scaling the peak of her
profession. So what was wrong?

Jessica sat back in the delicate chair, shifting her
shoulders restlessly against the tapestry back. A frown
crossed her brow, drawing the decided eyebrows together
in ablack line across her face. She caught sight of the
fierce expression in amirror on the other side of the cabin
and was startled by it. Good heavens, she looked like a
harridan!

She stood up and went to the mirror. It wasova ina
heavily embossed gilt frame; probably eighteenth-cen-

31
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tury, she thought ruefully, like so many of the yacht's
furnishings. The face that stared back at her, though, was
far removed from the delicate prettiness of eighteenth-
century beauties.

The brows were too marked, Jessica decided dispas-
sionately. The chin was certainly too decisive. Her widely
spaced green eyes, inherited from a mother more famed
for her looks than her common sense, were striking, of
course. It was a memorable face, she supposed, with its
spare bone structure, inherited from a dozen dissolute
but aristocratic Shelburnes. And she had her gentle
mother'sfall of chestnut hair, too, although Jessica usu-
ally kept it knotted tidily at the nape of her neck. Loose
it made her look—and feel—altogether too youthful.

She leaned forward, inspecting herself. Yes, every fea
ture had had its forerunner in the family portraits which
had been sold, every one, to Uncle Richard. Her mouth
tightened at the thought. That mouth, though she would
never have been brought to admit it, was the single clue
in an otherwise impeccabl e front that she might not be
as cool-headed and passionless as she liked to appear.
Or asinvulnerable.

Jessica had made it a point of principle never to be
vulnerable to anyone or anything. She had made sure
that she never put herself in anyone's power. She con-
ducted her personal life with the sole objective of never,
under any circumstances, leaving herself open to hurt.

Of course, there were reasons for that. Unconsciously
she sighed. The reflected image took on awistful expres-
sion which Jessica, turning away from it, did not notice.
It made her look younger, in spite of the severe hairstyle,
and uncharacteristically fragile.

There were times when she even regretted her tough-
ness, she acknowledged to herself. Sometimes she
wondered whether she could have been different. If her
father had not died when he did, leaving her mother in
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such straits with eight-year-old Jessica to bring up, would
she have been different? If she had not learned, almost
before she knew what money was, that men would cheat
and betray to get it, would she have been different then?
If she had not watched her mother through the painful
cycle of trust, doubt, disbelief and in the end desperate
hurt, would she, Jessica, have been anicer person? It was
the hurt that had been so bad, she realised, for both of
them. Beside the betraya of confidence, the financia loss
was amost irrelevant. It was not poverty that had wiped
the laughter out of her mother's eyes for ever, though at
times they had been nearly destitute. It was Richard
Dempster's betrayal.

She moved her shoulders uncomfortably, pushing the
memory away from her. Her mother was all right now,
installed in a pretty house in avillage where she had
found friends. Her financial worries had been wiped out
by Jessica's success; she was how secure. The trouble,
thought Jessica, was that there was nothing she could do
to take away the residual sadness. Her mother had loved
and trusted Richard Dempster, and nothing could make
up to her for the disaster he had wrought.

She shrugged, suddenly impatient with herself. None
of these thoughts was new, nor could she do anything
about them. Why was she brooding in her cabin, picking
over her character and wondering whether her treasured
independence was quite worth what it had cost? She was
not restless and introspective at home; why here?

She started to frown again blackly. She knew the
answer to the question and was too honest not to admit
it. She did not like doing so, however. It was utterly
unreasonabl e that a butterfly like Leandro Volpi should
have the ability to stir her up like this with histeasing.
It was not even as if it mattered to him.

Not, she reminded herself sternly, that it mattered to
her, either. She did not care a snap of her fingers what
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Leandro Volpi thought of her. His comments were only
upsetting because they made her look harder at herself
and she did not altogether like what she saw. Leandro
Volpi wasjust an incidental irritant.

She began to work. It was in a desultory fashion,
though, unusual for Jessica. Theincidental irritant kept
intruding on her concentration until she could have
screamed with annoyance. Within an hour she was
pushing her writing pad away from her and looking at
her watch.

It was still too early for cocktails, even on this hos-
pitable boat. The foredeck would therefore still be free
from revellers. If she slipped into her bikini and went to
sunbathe now, she ought to be able to manage an hour
or so basking on her own. The evening rays were too
wesak to attract Leandro, who stretched out in the full
heat of midday. And the stewards would not start to set
out tables and canape dishes in expectation of the inev-
itable guests until the sun finally began to sink into the
sea

She found that she had, to some extent, miscal cu-
lated. It was certainly too early for the staff to be
preparing. The foredeck, however, was not uninhabited
as she had hoped and expected.

“Hello, carissima,’ said Leandro from his sun-loun-
ger, not opening his eyes. 'Decided to join me at last?

Jessica hesitated at the top of the companionway. She
was suddenly horribly conscious of her bare feet and the
fragility of the cotton shirt she had thrown over her
bikini. Summoning her courage, she walked forward.
She was being foolish, she told herself; Leandro could
not have looked | ess threatening.

“Good afternoon,’ she said composedly. 'l was hoping
to get in alittle evening sunbathing. If that wouldn't dis-
turb you?

The beautiful mouth quirked.
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"Cara Jessica, you disturb me all the time," he mur-
mured, barely moving hislips.

He did not turn his head to look at her, or otherwise
move from his utterly relaxed posture. His very indol-
ence, she thought, gave the lie to the provocative remark.
Asusual, his objective was presumably solely to make
her uncomfortable. Well, he would not succeed.

She surveyed the still, beautiful body with dislike
before seating herself on another lounger, as far as pos-
sible from him.

“I'm sorry about that,' she said crisply.

She flexed her toes against the deck. It was warm
underfoot from awhole day's sun. With alittle sigh of
contentment she swung her legs on to the lounger and
gazed up at the hazy sky.

Y ou have some sun cream? asked Leandro idly.

Jessica frowned; then, remembering how she had
looked in the mirror, she hastily changed her expression.

"Why? Damn the man! She sounded like a hysterical
spinster, instantly suspicious, much too guarded.

Leandro clearly shared her own thoughts. 'Why, so |
can get my hands on you, bellissima, by covering you
with sticky goo,' he said drily. He gave alittle chuckle.
“Insect repellent would do,' he offered as an apparent
afterthought.

Jessica blushed, yet she was reassured by this mock-
ery, even while she was embarrassed by it.

“Yes, | suppose | did think that was what you meant,’
she admitted. 'I'm sorry.

Leandro gave afaint shrug, a minimal movement of
the tanned shoulders.

"Don't apologise, cara.My reputation-would be on the
wane if that had not been what you thought.' Suddenly
he turned his head and opened his eyes, looking full at
her with that direct gaze. It struck her oddly that, when
he was not mocking or assuming that melting look, his
eyes were very sharp.
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"But on this occasion, | was motivated entirely by
concern. You are very pale and even in September this
sun can be fierce. Y ou will have an uncomfortable time
if you ignore sensible precautions against it.'

"Even at this hour? Jessicawas startled.

"By my standards, my English rose, thisis cool,' Lean-
dro said drily, resuming his former position and
addressing the sky from behind closed lids. 'In fact | am
being immensely macho in staying out here without put-
ting on atracksuit to protect me from the breeze.'

"Well then. .

°| said by my standards. Y our standards are different.
As," he added mischievously, 'you never cease to tell me.
After asummer of English rain—which you probably
spent cooped up in an office, anyway—I imagine thisis
high grilling temperature to your skin. Y ou should use
asun blocker, at least to begin with. If you haven't
brought any, ask Enrico. | know Giorgio keeps things
like that for his guests.'

“I will,' promised Jessica, letting her eyes drift closed
under the soothing rays.

"Now," Leandro said gently.

For a moment Jessica was tempted to mutiny. Then
she gave asmall shrug and sat up. It was for her own
good, after all. Little as she relished L eandro's tone of
C'(l))(l)l command, she had to admit that his advice was sen-
sible.

Sighing, she swung her feet to the ground again.

"Where are you going?

“Asinstructed,’ Jessica said drily.

[ didn't tell you to run away.' Leandro gave her an
ardent, melting look that made her want to hit him. "It
is hard enough for me to get afew minutesin your com-
pany; would | send you away?

'Y ou told me to fetch some sun cream.’
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"Wrong.' He shook his head, gently rebuking her. 'l
told you to use sun cream. Enrico will fetch it—that's
what he's paid for.'

He reached out a long-fingered hand and touched a
bell in the wall behind him.

Jessica snorted, torn between anger and amusement.

“There's no reason why | shouldn't fetch my own. I'm
not an honoured guest, I'm an employee. Enrico isn't
here to wait on me.’

"And you think he shouldn't wait on me, either.'
Leandro did not try to disguise his amusement. 'Y ou
think. I'm an idle fellow, don't you, cara?'

Jessica looked away, faintly uncomfortable.

"Don't you? he persisted.

Seeing that he was not to be deflected, she answered
carefully, 'l think you are rather more—shall we say laid
back?—than | am.’

He grunted. 'My dear child, a hang-glider in a snow-
storm would be more laid back than you are. I've never
seen awoman twitch so much. Y ou're never still!'

Stung, Jessica snapped, 'Just because you never move
if you can help it!' and found herself, quite unexpect-
edly, looking up into laughing eyes that were atogether
too near. Leandro shook his head, the sun glinting on
the golden lights in his disarranged hair. He must have
been swimming, she thought confusedly; the springy
brown hair was not quite dry at the ends and he smelt of
salt.

"How wrong you are,' said Leandro, laughing at her.

And his mouth closed, softly and warmly, over her
own.

Jessica did not struggle. For one thing she was too
surprised. For another, although the embrace was of
exemplary lightness and gentleness, she had a sudden and
inexplicable tremor of trepidation, sensing that the
beautiful body owned aleashed strength which she
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would not previously have suspected. So she stayed still
as a startled mouse under hiskiss.

Eventually he raised his head. He was smiling.

"Thereyou are,' he said.

She looked at him warily. ~ Where am | ?

Leandro laughed. 'In the wrong. Admit it.'

“I'm in the wrong because you kiss me? Jessica quer-
ied drily.

Y ou accused me of never moving unless | could help
it," he reminded her, hiseyes glinting. 'l demand a
retraction.'

She allowed a note of mockery to enter her voice.
“Kissing ismoving?

He chuckled. 'Well, it moves me. Y ou're obviously less
susceptible.'

Jessica gave him a sweet false smile. She wasfairly cer-
tain that he had made an accurate assessment of exactly
how susceptible she was. The thought infuriated her, but
she was not going to let him see that.

*| retract,’ shetold him. 'l misjudged you.'

“You did indeed,' he agreed tranquilly. He was still
much too close, his arms on either side of her barring her
escape, his expression wicked. 'Are you going to apol-
ogise?

"Abjectly," Jessica assured him.

He laughed, withdrawing. 'How very disappointing!'

She did not answer that one. She watched from under
her lashes as he disposed his long limbs on the sun-loun-
ger next to her own, and tilted his head back towards the
sun. He must, she thought dispassionately, be the most
handsome man she had ever met, and the most spoilt,
the most irreverent, the most annoying. . .

Enrico's arrival interrupted her thoughts.

Y ou rang, signor?"

“Yes, indeed. Have we any sun cream for the signor-
ina, Enrico?
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Jessica became aware that two pairs of eyes were con-
sidering her pale skin professionally. A faint flush rose
in her cheeks as they discussed her requirements.

"The signorina is very fair," Enrico was saying doubt-
fully. 'l do not think that any of the usual preparations
that we keep would be advisable.'

‘What about the American girl? Didn't she leave any-
thing behind? She was a blonde.’

"Ah, but she did not have that delicate skin,' Enrico
reminded him. 'It is the skin that goes with Titian hair,
not with blonde.'

“You'reright, of course," Leandro agreed. 'Well, Gin-
asaredhead. What about her stuff?

"The Contessa has her cosmetics made up individ-
ually," Enrico said, clearly doubtful. 'The signorinamight
bealergic. .

“Oh God, yes, they smell, don't they? Leandro agreed
cheerfully.

"They are highly perfumed,’ agreed Enrico in a neu-
tral voice, though Jessica had the strong impression that
he was laughing.

She sat up. 'Look," she said, "no doubt you mean to
be kind, but. .

Enrico and Leandro stopped their conversation and
looked at her with kindly and mildly surprised enquiry.
Asif, she thought dourly, some pampered poodle had
suddenly voiced a preference for back-combing.

“It's not that hot,' she said firmly. 'I'll buy my own
cream tomorrow. And for tonight, if you really think it
inadvisable for me to stay out here,' she said to Leandro
deferentially, 'I'll go back to my cabin.'

“That would be a shame,' he said smoothly. 'l am sure
Enrico will be able to find you something that will do for
now. And | will take you into Portofino myself tomor-
row to buy something more satisfactory.'

"Thank you," said Jessica woodenly.
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Enrico left thep, trying, and failing, to hide his grin.
Oh, hell, another boost to shipboard gossip, thought
Jessica. She flung herself back on the lounger and tried
to calm her temper. Her hands were curled into tight fists.
Slowly she relaxed them, stretching out each finger, one
at atime, and breathing deeply. She sensed that Leandro
was watching this manoeuvre with some amusement. She
ignored him

At length he said, 'Did you really not bring any lotions
with you? Y ou can't have used them al up. | haven't seen
you sunbathing before.'

“I'm here to work,' she reminded him, refraining from
admitting that on every occasion when she had thought
of sunbathing she had been driven from the deck by his
presence.

Tut not al the time,' he protested. 'Surely evenin
London you enjoy yourself sometimes.'

“I enjoy my work," Jessica said coldly. She regretted it
immediately; she sounded priggish.

"And that isall you enjoy?

"What do you mean?

"Well, we have established that you don't expect to
sunbathe—though the weather and this countryside, to
say nothing of the yacht, were created for it. And you
don't like talking to my friends. Y ou don't want to drive
the speedboat. So," he turned his head, his eyes gleam-
ing, 'how do you get your kicks, Jessica Shelburne?

There was afaint prickly tremor running along her
spine. She was, she realised in some annoyance, just the
slightest hit afraid of Leandro Volpi and histeasing. Oh,
she was not afraid that he might lay violent hands on her,
or anything like that, but he was too cool, too sophis-
ticated; she was not sure she could match him. And she
was very afraid that, if she did not match him, she might
at best look afool, at worst get badly hurt.

She therefore said with great calmness, 'l drink.'
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"What?' He jack-knifed up in one fluid movement,
staring at her.

That bounced him out of his complacent mockery!
Jessica thought with satisfaction.

“Rather alot, actualy,' she said in a deadpan voice.

He regarded her narrowly for amoment or two. Then
he smiled. 'Mineral water? he asked, plainly unde-
ceived.

Her annoyance increased, but she did not allow it to
appear. 'lced coffee, actually.'

His voice was filled with unholy amusement. 'Well, it
figures.'

‘It does?

‘It must help keep the blood in your veins at sub-zero
temperature,’ he explained innocently. 'A primary
requirement of ice maidens, | suppose.’

Jessica said between her teeth, 'l amnot an ice maiden.'

'No? He crossed hislegs and sat in the lotus position,
regarding her prone body with his head on one side.
'Have you any empirical evidence?

She opened one eye and glared at him. 'Just because
| haven't thrown myself at your head. .

Carissima, it is| who have thrown myself at you,' he
confessed charmingly, ‘and have the frosthite to prove
it.

She opened both eyes, turned her head and allowed
herself along admiring survey of histanned frame.

'Believe me, it doesn't show,' she told him.

He gave a shout of laughter then. 'How would you
know? | bet you've never seen a man who hasn't got
frosthite.'

Jessicasaid coldly, 'Y ou're very insulting.'

'Yes, | suppose | am,' he agreed without noticeable
remorse.

'If I'd known that | would be subjected to these sort
of personal remarks,' she said, with what she could not
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disguise from herself was horrible pomposity, 'l should
have refused to stay on this boat. Y ou have no right to
talk to mein thisway. And | don't see why you should
want to—unless it's some nasty way of amusing your-
self!

“It'savery effective way,' Leandro said unrepen-
tantly.

She glared at him. He smiled back sunnily. She con-
sidered, and rejected, the possibility of hitting him.
Enrico would no doubt return at the critical moment and
then the gossip would really take fire. Besides, she was
by no means sure that L eandro would take a smacked
face like an officer and a gentleman. She had the distinct
impression that he would retaliate, swiftly and with
interest.

After a pause he continued, 'Y ou know, for such avery
untouchable lady, you have an extraordinarily thin skin.'

There were a number of answers to that and every one
of them would take her into very deep water indeed. She
thought that Leandro was well aware of it.

She ignored him deliberately and sank back in the
lounger, closing her eyes.

"Don't you have to get ready for your party? she asked
in aneutral voice.

“Itisnot aparty. Merely afew friends coming for
drinks and even fewer staying for dinner.'

She grimaced. “So what is a party, in your terms?

Leandro gave a soft laugh. 'Oh, at least a hundred
people and two bands," he told her with compl ete sang-
froid.

Jessica sniffed. 'l believeyou.'

*I thought you would.' He shifted and her eyes flew
open suspiciously, but he was just making himself more
comfortable on his own lounger. Jessica found he was
looking across at her in undisguised amusement. 'Y ou
really don't think at all highly of me, do you?
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*I have no opinion on the subject,’ she said loftily.

Heignored that. 'l've never met anyone who disap-
proved of me as comprehensively asyou do,' hesaid in
ameditative tone. 'l sometimes wonder why. Are you
measuring me by some paragon of manly virtue at
home?

Jessica was hot sure that he required an answer; he
sounded almost asif he was talking to himself. So she
preserved a prudent silence.

"What sort of man would you approve of, now?
Leandro went on thoughtfully.

He was clearly determined to annoy her. Jessica set her
teeth. She would not rise to his teasing, she promised
herself.

"A worker, of course. A hard worker. Perhaps even a
workaholic? He cocked an enquiring eyebrow at her.
“One of these dynamos that live on aeroplanes and touch
down for some private life three times ayear. Yes, | can
imagine that suiting you very well.'

Before she could stop herself she snapped, 'l can't
imagine that would suit any woman!'

Too late she redlised she had fallen into histrap. He
gave her his most brilliant smile. 'Quite.’

She said wryly, 'Are you trying to tell me I'm unfem-
inine?

Leandro grinned. 'Y ou are all too feminine, cara.
Much too feminine for my peace of mind. But so very
unsusceptible." And he shook his head mournfully.

About to deny the accusation hotly, Jessica paused.
Maybe it wastrue. And even if it was not, it was no bad
thing that Leandro Volpi thought she was unsuscepti-
ble.

He said curiously, 'Have you ever been in love, Jes-
sica?

She gave him a startled look. In spite of the teasing,
the question sounded almost serious.
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"Why? she demanded suspiciously.

He shrugged. '‘Because | find you a puzzle. | cannot
account for it.'

“Account for what? That | didn't fall flat at your feet?
she asked ironically.

He chuckled. 'That was, of course, unique.' Then,
growing serious again, '‘But no. | mean rather this feel-
ing you seem to have that it is wrong to enjoy yourself.
And that people who enjoy themselves are some sort of
delinquents.'

She moved sharply, raising her hand in silent protest.

"WEell, no, maybe that is unjust. Let us say lightweight.
That is better. Y ou think people who enjoy themselves
are by definition profoundly unserious people. Not your
sort of people. Y ou despise them.'

Jessicasaid, 'l don't think that's quite fair.'

But the quiet voice went on inexorably. 'Y ou divide
the world into two: those who work al the time, and
those who play alittle sometimes. And the latter are but-
terflies not worth your consideration.' Was there atouch
of bitterness in the smooth voice now?

“I don't think my judgments are quite as sweeping as
that,' said Jessica, shaken.

*| assure you they are.' He shifted on to his side and,
propping himself on one elbow, turned to look at her.
“Take mysdlf, for example.'

Jessica was suspicious. "Why?

“A butterfly, right? A drone, not aworker. An unser-
ious person. Y ou took one look at me and made your
assessment.’

She said incredulously, 'Are you trying to tell me
you're one of the workers of the world?

A wry smile curled the beautiful mouth. "There you
are! That isexactly my point. Because | play alittle. .

‘A little?" echoed Jessica, strongly moved. 'All day in
the sun? That damned great car? Champagne on tap?
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The smile grew. 'And because of these trappings,’
Leandro said softly, 'you have made up your mind about
me once and for al. No hesitation, no second thoughts.
Subject tried and condemned.' His eyes glinted. Tut
what if | wereto tell you | am a hard-working engineer?

*I wouldn't believe you,' Jessica said calmly. 'No hard-
working engineer ever had that sort of tan.'

There was a short silence.

"No, of course not. How perceptive of you.' He sank
back again, his hands behind his head, and surveyed the
cloudless sky. 'l am encouraged that you noticed,
though,' he added wickedly.

Jessicafelt herself blush and cast him alook of dislike.

“It's not easy to miss, especially when you're on the
boat al thetime.'

He asked softly, 'Do | disturb you, Jessica?

She hesitated. 'It's your boat.'

"My uncle's,' Leandro corrected. 'And that was not
what | asked.'

WEell, of course, she wasn't going to answer that. She
allowed the silence to lengthen, hoping that he was drift-
ing off to deep in the late sun. She herself felt oddly tense,
in spite of the warmth and the peace. She had very little
trouble in ascribing her tension to Leandro's presence,
which, of course, answered his question, although she
was not going to g re him the satisfaction of telling him
0.
Maybe it was because there were so few men in her
life; so few people, if she were honest. Apart from her
mother, now comfortably settled in her rural retreat, the
only people Jessica saw regularly were colleagues.

She caught herself; perhaps a few business acquaint-
ances, other architects, commissioning managers of
major building firms, all of them people she saw from a
sense of commercial obligation and put out of her mind
the moment she left their company. Other than that, hers
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was alonely life, she realised. It was what she sought,
living alone, holidaying aone, keeping her occasional
escorts at arm's length so that in the end they all moved
on to more accommodating ladies.

Never once had Jessica been tempted to be more
accommodating herself. When she closed the door of her
flat on a persuasive suitor she would relax in relief and
tuck herself up with work or a book. She knew that she
was safe when she was on her own. With people you ran
the risk of getting hurt.

She had tried to convey some of thisto Leandro, but
he took no notice. From her first visit to the yacht he had
been deliberately provocative, ignoring alike her pro-
tests and her resistance. For once she felt out of control,
asif she were aleaf being driven along by a strong wind.
She did not like the sensation and said so, but Leandro
only laughed and kissed her fingers.

Jessica had no idea why she did not simply avoid him
altogether. He could scarcely order her to dine with him,
after all. She cast a covert look at his profile, etched in
unexpectedly stern beauty against the sky. Why did she
have this feeling that if she did announce she did not
intend to eat with him any more he would just ignore it
and, if necessary, carry her down to the dining saloon
every night?

She was used to dictating terms in her relationships.
She was used to keeping herself aloof and untouched.
Why then wasit so impossible with Leandro? Was it
sheer persistence on his part? He absolutely refused to
notice her resistance and was striding rapidly towards
the position where the crew would have every justifica-
tion for their suspicions that he and the English architect
lady were lovers. Or was it some failing in herself? He
was too practised at charming much more sophisticated
ladies than herself. And moreover, under his mock-
wooing, Jessica had found that she was more than alittle
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attracted to him. Though she did not, of course, approve
of his principles or hisway of life.

She looked at him again, tanned and somnolent and
handsome. No, certainly she did not approve of him or
the unprecedented effect he had on her responses.

At last he said, 'Have you ever played? Ever enjoyed
yourself at al?

She shifted uncomfortably. 'l enjoy my work.'

"Ah, yes. Naturally. | was forgetting.'

“It's very absorbing," Jessica said, wishing she did not
sound so defensive.

"Absorbing so much that you have no energy left to
fal in love? he asked, amused.

‘Notatal.l____

"So you have been in love," he said with satisfaction.

Jessica was annoyed. 'No, |

"Have not beenin love.' Leandro laughed. 'Just as |
thought. It is a shocking state of affairs. | shall do some-
thing about it.'

"Has it occurred to you,' said Jessica with great
restraint, 'that, while you were putting words into my
mouth, what | actually might have meant wasthat | am
in love now? Not in the past. Now.'

"No,' Leandro said positively. '‘Absolutely no. Impos-
sible!

“Itisnot impossible.' If Jessica had been standing up—
and twenty years younger—she would have stamped her
foot. 'As you pointed out, | am wedded to my work,' she
said recklesdly. 'l should remind you that | work in part-
nership with aman.’

"And you are telling me that you are in love with this—
partner? Leandro queried, incredulity warring with dis-
dain. The tone in which he said 'partner' could equally
well have been used to say 'gnat’.

Jessica gave him a cool smile. 'I'm telling you nothing.
But if you want to speculate about my private life, you
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should take Andrew into account.'

It was atotal fabrication. She had never even thought
of falling in love with Andrew, as would become very
clear if Leandro were ever to meet him. She must make
sure that they never did meet; at least, not until this
assignment was over.

"My poor girl!" The eloguent voice was warm with
sympathy. 'Y ou are obviously in avery much worse sit-
uation than | thought.'

Jessicaglared at him. 'Why isthat?

"Because you know so little of life that you do not even
realise that you are not in love,' Leandro said softly. His
eyes met hers. They were dancing with triumph, but there
was something more there than the simple pleasure of
having won their battle of words.

Jessica said, 'Y ou're no judge of that.'

He said evenly, 'Oh, but | am.' And, as she stared at
him, "Y ou cannot escape, you see, cara Jessica. If you

judge me, | judge you. And God help both of us.'



CHAPTER THREE

JESSICA was late for dinner. She missed the cocktails
entirely. She assured herself—and Sue when she came to
fetch her—that it was not deliberate. But underneath she
had the faint, lowering suspicion that that threatening
remark of Leandro's, hislast before Enrico returned with
the sun cream, had left her wary and reluctant to return
to his company.

It was not sensible, she told herself. He represented no
danger to her. He was only a playboy; attractive, but a
playboy nevertheless. She did not care what he thought
of her, and, in spite of Sue's fear, she was sure that Prince

Giorgio would not care either.
So why should it matter that he threw out that half

laughing, half deadly serious challenge? All she had to
do wasignore his overtures. She had done it before with
other men without any great difficulty. Why should

Leandro be different?
Y et he was, and it so annoyed Jessica that she flung

herselfinto work so hard that she did not notice the sun's
decline beyond her porthole, nor hear the dinner gong.
She could not with equal justification say she did not
notice the telephone when it purred into life across the
cabin; sheignored it.

When Sue arrived she found Jessica sitting cross-
legged on the floor, an enormous sheet of paper draped
across her knees, drawing with great care, using a pen
with a minute point, on the section she had braced

against a clipboard. ) o
“You'll tear the paper if you do it like that," Sue

observed.

49
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She had knocked and, on not being answered, had
entered anyway. She was accustomed to Jessica's habit
of total concentration.

Jessicawas frowning horribly over the paper. She
looked up with ajump at Sue's words. Sue went down
on her knees beside her and very carefully removed first
the paper and then the clipboard.

'Y ou know that the clip goes through the paper,’ she
said calmly.

Jessica looked mutinous. 'It doesn't matter. It's only
adraft.’

"And you'll get furious with yourself if you messit up
and have to copy it all out again,' Sue pointed out rea-
sonably. She knew Jessica's habit of impatience as well.
I'll put it up on the drawing board for you tomorrow.
Now come and eat.'

Jessica pushed a hand through her hair. As always
when she was working, it had come loose from its con-
fining scarf. Softly curling strands had wafted forward
on to her cheek and lay feathered out along her neck.
Sue surveyed them.

If you don't come soon, Leandro will come and get
you, | think,' she said dispassionately. 'Don't you want
to er tidy up, first?

For amoment Jessica looked almost panic-stricken.
Sue was surprised and her brows rose. But at once the
expression was gone and the other woman was calm
again, if dightly harassed.

'Isit late? she asked cautiously.

"The beautiful people have returned to their boats and
their villas,' Sue agreed, amused. 'There's just you and
me, a blonde who looks like a weight-lifter, and some
sort of local government official who seemsto be an old
friend of the family.'

Jessicalooked at her. Sue's lips twitched.

And Leandro,' she added teasingly.
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Jessica got to her feet with dignity. 'Naturaly,' she
said.

She went into the bedroom. Sue followed her and sat
on awhite-painted chair while Jessicariffled through her
wardrobe and extracted a light, elegant jersey dress the
colour of beech leavesin the autumn Sue knew the dress.
It was beautiful, but it was also very formal. Jessicawore
it when she was in one of her crushing moods.

Sue looked at the dress speculatively while Jessica
found underclothes and disappeared to shower. She was
back inside five minutes and dressed in three. One thing
you could say for Jessica, thought Sue, she might forget
her appointments, but she could get ready faster than any
other woman in the world. She told her so.

Jessica's worried expression lifted and she gave Sue a
grin.

Y ears of practice,' she admitted.

“Yes, | suppose so,' Sue said thoughtfully. Tut you
usually only forget the parties you don't want to remem-
ber. Why don't you want to remember ordinary family
dinner, Jess?

Jessica shrugged, not answering.

"Has Leandro got to you, then? pursued Sue, rather
amused.

She was surprised at the furious look it earned her.

"Don't you start, too, for God's sake!' Jessica sighed.
“The whole crew are winding up for us to have a steam-
ing affair." The humour in her voice was forced, but for
once Sue seemed not to notice.

“Then why don't you? Old Chinese proverbs and all
that.'

Jessica smiled perfunctorily, but the green eyes dark-
ened. She looked away, out at the blackness through the
porthole. Sue watched curioudly. The sudden gravity was
unexpected and she wondered, with alittle jolt, whether
Jessica could possibly really have fallen for Leandro
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Volpi. It seemed unlikely from what she knew of her, but
unlikelier things had happened. And she certainly looked
serious enough for it to be true.

"No," Jessica said with a smile that was more sad than
anything else. 'No, Sue. Not my style.' She gave herself
alittle shake and turned away from the porthole, pick-
ing up awide brown leather belt and clipping it round
her waist.

Sue was nonplussed. She had not expected her teasing
to lead into realms of real feeling and was filled with
compunction. She was, however, also curious; she ven-
tured one last question.

‘Might it not be fun to change your style, just for once?

Jessica had her back to her. 'l changed it,' she said
briefly, 'along time ago.' And, as Sue stared at her, she
turned round, saying with an effort at lightness, 'l know
the Leandro Volpis of thisworld, Sue, better than you
can imagine. And | don't get involved with them.’

They went to dinner almost in silence, Sue feeling
faintly worried, though she could not have said exactly
why. Jessica maintained an imperturbable front.

Her cool self-possession did not slip, even when they
reached the deck and Leandro strolled towards them,
taking Jessica's hand between both his own and caress-
ing it openly.

“Late asalways,' he said teasingly. 'Are you trying to
make sure we appreciate your company properly?

Jessicawithdrew her hand. 'l doubt whether you have
the slightest concept of what is proper,' she told him, but
with a smile that took the sting out of the words. Or was
intended to. Her eyes, Sue noted, stayed aloof. From his
wry expression, she deduced that Leandro Volpi noticed
it too.

He shook his head and smiled lazily down at her.
“You'll find you are wrong," he murmured under his
breath, asif he did not intend to be overheard.
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Jessica fought a blush and pretended she did not hear
him.

He sighed. 'L et me introduce you to my good friend
Simone Spinoletti," he said in quite a different tone. ‘He
isavery important man round here. Mayor of Castel San
Giorgio, no less.'

Jessicasinterest quickened.

"Really? She held out her hand to the man, smiling.
“The village on the hill above the grotto?

Spinoletti nodded, pleased. He looked quite young,
probably younger than Leandro. He was short and very
wiry. He looked asif he worked out of doors all day, from
histan and air of glowing health. Jessicaliked him.

His outdoor air, however, was deceptive, she found
over dinner.

‘"My family have worked the land for years," he told
her. '‘Centuries. And | too have alittle farm with corn
and vines down the terraces. But | work in La Spezia.'

"Really? She was surprised. She had thought the vil-
lage too remote to be the home of commuters, and said
0.
"Oh, | do not live in Castel San Giorgio during the
week. | have an apartment in La Spezia.' He grimaced.
"But | am at home at weekends.'

“Isthat not very complicated? asked Jessica. 'Run-
ning atwo-centre life like that?

He nodded. 'And it does not make it any easier when
| haveto fight. . ." He broke off, looking confused, with
aquick glance at Leandro that seemed to be begging for
help.

Jp&ssica was thoughtful. Fight? Fight Prince Giorgio's
holiday development plans, maybe? She had thought
that the Prince was altogether too casual about the atti-
tude of the local authority. But what game was Leandro
playing? She looked at him thoughtfully.

He had been talking to the woman he called Sandra,
the statuesque blonde secretary. But now he turned,
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apparently sensing Jessica's eyes upon him.

He met her gaze enigmatically, his eyes very steady.
He raised an eyebrow at her expression.

Beside her, Simone Spinoletti leaned forward.

f Iil have been talking too much, my friend," he said rue-
ully.

Leandro's eyes did not leave Jessica's, though he
answered his friend. 'Been spilling the beans, Sim?

"Beans? The man looked confused.

Leandro smiled into Jessica's eyes. 'Explain to the
man, carissma.'

With an effort she dragged her eyes away from that
mesmeric power.

“It meansto—to tell everything, | suppose,’ she said
haltingly, trying to concentrate. 'Sort of--to confess.'

Simone Spinoletti made aface. 'As bad as that?

Leandro gave alaugh, throwing his head back. 'Oh,
poor Sim! One glance from the lovely enemy and you are
abroken man!'

Enemy? Jessica's gaze swung back to him rapidly. Was
she right, then? Was Spinoletti opposed to Prince Gior-
gio's plans?

She said carefully, 'l don't see what |'ve done to make
me an enemy.’

Spinoletti was quite frank. 'It is not your fault,' he
assured her generoudly. 'Prince Giorgio has certain-
ideas—which are not very popular, that isall. Y ou were
not to know.'

“The village?

Leandro said drily, 'Which village, Jessica? The one
that exists? Or the pretty new one that my uncle wants
to build and take all their water?

Jessicalet out along breath. 'l see,' she murmured.
“Does he know of your objections?

“Intimately,' said Leandro, smiling faintly.
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Spinoletti looked uncomfortable. ‘It is not anew proj-
ect, you understand, signorina. For awhile it was
stopped. But now ' He shrugged.

"Now,' said Leandro very softly, 'he has employed
Shelburne and Lamont of London to turn hisideas into
redlity.'

The blonde said sharply, "This can hardly concern
Miss Shelburne, Leo. She did not write her own brief.'

Leo, thought Jessica, oddly put out by the use of what
was clearly a pet name. Leo, for heaven's sake!

Sue leaned forward. She knew quite as well as Jessica
what a stumbling block local resistance to a new devel-
opment could be. She said anxiously, 'But surely Prince
Giorgio will have taken the local council or whatever
along with him? And, as Simone looked puzzled, trans-
lated with impatience, 'Got permission. Got their
agreement.’

Leandro and his guest exchanged looks, then slowly
Spinoletti shook his head.

I can see you do not know the way my uncle works,'
Leandro drawled. 'He does not normally waste time
asking permission.’

"He does not need permission to build on his own
land,' snapped Sandra suddenly, reaching for more wine.

“Ah, but isit hisown land? | would say that was a moot
point," murmured L eandro.

Jessica threw him a startled look. She had not both-
ered to check the land title. It was not her job, for one
thing, and for another she assumed that the Prince's legal
advisers would know more about Italian law on land
ownership than she did.

Sandra's hand appeared to be shaking. She said, ina
strangled voice, 'He paid for it.'

Leandro did not answer. He merely allowed his eye-
brows to flick towards his hairline in insolent disbelief.

Hedid,' Sandrainsisted. She gulped at her wine.
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Here, thought Jessica, looking from one to the other
in slight dismay, was a mystery and, more than that, a
nuisance. She caught Sue's eye. It was plain that her sec-
retary was thinking very much along the same lines.

“You'rejust being difficult,’ Sandra said crossly.
“Trying to make trouble.’

"Now why should | do that? He was soft asa cat's
paw and ten times as dangerous, Jessica judged.

"Because you're jealous of him,' Sandra snapped.

Then, asif she was suddenly startled into sobriety by
what she had said, she sat back in her chair suddenly,
looking rather white.

Leandro's eyes had narrowed, and once again Jessica
was reminded how sharp those eyes could be when he
was not play-acting.

“Jealous? he mused. 'Now | find that very interesting.
Why should | be jealous of my uncle, Sandra?

But she said nothing, nursing her wine against her
breast in a protective gesture, her mouth mulish.

‘Why?

Their eyes met and locked. Jessica had the strong
impression that there was some unspoken conversation
going on, perfectly intelligible to both parties involved
but hidden from everyone else. She shifted uncomfort-
ably.

%lhe little scene was interrupted only by the arrival of
Enrico, flanked by two manservants bearing silver trays
of food.

Sue's eyes widened. Jessica looked across the table at
her in amusement; she had felt exactly the same herself
on her first evening. Asthe meal progressed at its normal
stately pace and Sue's eyelids began to droop, Jessica's
amusement was tempered with sympathy.

As soon as she reasonably could, she excused herself,
declining cheese or any of the sticky pastries that the chef
served to terminate the meal. Sue, in profound grati-
tude, followed her out.
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“Phew!" she exclaimed when they were in the softly lit
corridor. 'Isit always like that?

“Like the Hapsburgs on a good evening?

Sue nodded.

"Moreor less,' Jessicatold her. 'l didn't believeit the
first time | saw it. There was the Body Beautiful wearing
nothing but jeans and medallions, and me in my travel
stains, and Enrico went parading up and down the table
between us asiif it was the Coronation.'

Sue gave aseepy giggle. 'I'd have given alot to see
that!"

Jessica said gloomily, ‘Leandro thought it was amaz-
ingly funny.'

They were walking slowly down the corridor, their
heels clicking on the parquet floor.

"He'snice, isn't he? said Sueidly.

They turned a corner.

"No,' said Jessicawith great calm. 'He's glamorous,
gorgeous, and he has a nasty sense of humour. Heis not
nice.' She sent Sue awarning look. 'Very much not nice.'

Sue shrugged. Y ou're thinking of the newspaper sto-
ries.'

With great restraint Jessica said, 'I'm thinking entirely
of the way he's behaved since | arrived.'

Sue looked at her speculatively but refrained from
asking the obvious question. It hung in the air between
them, though, pal pably the next step in the conversa-
tion. Jessica refused to respond to the unasked query,
pacing beside Sue, her lips folded resolutely. Sue sighed.

“Isit so very dreadful that an attractive man should,'
she hesitated, 'make up to you alittle?

They climbed a carpeted staircase, unlike anything Sue
had ever seen on a boat before, and entered the corridor
that Sue recognised, before Jessica answered. When she
did, it was not to tell Sueto mind her own business, as
she had half expected. Nor was she angry. She seemed,
if anything, dightly puzzled.



58 CHALLENGE

“I know it must seem silly, but it unsettles me.' She
stopped and turned to face Sue suddenly, her face dis-
turbed. 'He makes me feel asif he's laughing at me al
thetime. Asif he knows something | don't. | know he
pays me compliments and you think he's flirting with me.
Well, the staff al think he's flirting with me." She fell
silent.

"And that's so terrible? prompted Sue.

"No,' said Jessicaslowly. "No, it wouldn't be, if that
was all. But | have afeeling--oh, you'll say it's my par-
anoia, | know but | feel asif it'sall azwedat something.'
She started to walk again, staring ahead, her expression
unhappy. 'He makes me uneasy, Sue. | can't explain it
better than that.'

Sue did not know what to say. She shook her head,
sure that Jessica was over-suspicious and not knowing
how to tell her so in the face of her obvious perturbation.

At last she said in a practical tone, 'Do you want to
leave, then?

Jessica was so deep in her thoughts, she almost
jumped.

“Leave? she echoed. 'Oh, no, | can't. | haven't fin-
ished.'

“You could finish in London," Sue pointed out, sup-
pressing ayawn.

Jessica shook her head. 'I'd have to keep coming back.
It would bejust as bad.'

‘Maybe worse. At least if he's underfoot every day
you'll get used to him," observed Sue, failing to suppress
the next yawn.

Jessica looked unconvinced but said no more, con-
tenting herself with making sure that Sue had found her
own cabin again, and bidding her goodnight.

Then she went slowly back to her own cabin, trying to
shake off the feeling of unease with which the evening
had left her. She felt like a player of a bit part who had
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arrived in the third act of atragedy and had somehow,

by dint of casual clues dropped by the protagonists, to
pick up what was going on. Simone Spinoletti clearly had
Prince Giorgio written down as the villain of the piece.

Sandra defended him, but she did not seem very sure of
her ground. And Leandro—where on earth did he stand?
Was he accepting his uncle's hospitality while hetried to
do adeal with his opponents behind his back?

Jessicafrowned. That seemed out of character. She did
not know how, but she was certain that L eandro would
do whatever he intended to do out in the open, with no
underhand skulduggery. Except perhapsin relation to
herself.

Her frown grew blacker. She had the feeling that he
was manipulating her. She did not know to what end and
she did not know why. She was not even certain what she
felt, beyond a deep, irrational instinct that told her
Leandro regarded her as a puppet and that he pulled the
strings.

She went into her state-room, pulling the door shut
behind her with quite unnecessary vigour.

Thistime, at least, her papers had been left in the
disarray into which she had sorted them. Jessica gave
them a satisfied glance before crossing into the bed-
room, where she sank on to the kidney-shaped stool in
front of the dressing-table. The face in the mirror looked
strained.

She passed a hand before her eyes. God, but she was
tired! She was working hard, of course, but it was not
that. Work invigorated her. Maybe the confines of the
boat made her feel claustrophobic. Y es, maybe it was
that. She was not used to having to summon alaunch
every time she wanted to leave the premises.

Jessica shook her head, ashamed. She could be honest
in her thoughts, at least, she thought with a flicker of self-
contempt. It was not the hothouse atmosphere of the
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yacht, though she did not like it. It was not even driving
that hateful car of Leandro's, though it had taken all her
self-control to do so and she had been in a sweat of fear
by the time she reached the airport. She hoped Sue had
not detected it.

It was the man himself. He was the threat. She knew
he was athreat, had known from the first time she set
eyeson him.

"God help me,' she muttered, angry with herself, and
stood up, fiercely averting her eyes from the mirror
image.

That charm, those heart-throb looks, made him a
threat to all womankind. She was making a fuss about
nothing if she thought they were directed at her to any
specific purpose. And she had reason enough to take
evasive action. She must stop letting him get to her like
this. She must just stay calm, laugh at him alittle when
she could not avoid him, and for the rest of the time sim-
ply keep out of hisway.

She showered fast, fixing her thoughts firmly on
tomorrow's tasks. She took her make-up off with rapid
strokes, running an experimental hand over the skin of
her cheeks. It was warm. In spite of the cream Enrico
had found her she had caught the sun on her face and
shoulders. She would probably have an uncomfortable
night.

She shrugged philosophically, wrapping the light
towelling robe with Prince Giorgio's monogram on the
lapel round her as she went back to her room. She
paused. There was something different. Something
wrong?

She looked at the door. She had left it gjar, surely?
Now it was tight shut. She hesitated. Then, swallowing
hard, she went across to it and wrenched it open.

The outer cabin was till in disorder and quite empty.
Maybe the door had closed itself? She had got so used
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to it that she no longer noticed, but the great yacht
rocked gently all the time in the sea swell. Perhaps that
movement had been sufficient to nudge the door shut?

And then her eye fell on the outer door into the cor-
ridor. It was open; only slightly, but it was distinctly
open. She could see the faintly pink light from the cor-
ridor wall brackets.

Jessicawent cold. She remembered, with total recall,
the dull thud as she had closed that door. There was no
possibility that it could have been swung open by any-
thing short of aforce-nine gale.

Her mouth went dry. For amoment she stood frozen
in the middle of the floor, her eyes flying round the cabin
again. Shetied the belt of her rabe, pulling it tight with
fingers that shook dlightly.

Then; summoning all her courage, she went to the
corridor and looked out.

There was no one in the passageway. No other door
was open. Sue's room, at the far end, seemed undis-
turbed. There were, Jessica knew, two empty cabins
between herself and Sue and then a further cabin on the
other side of her own. She turned towards that and,
without warning, encountered a stunning blow.

She staggered, the world reeling before her eyes. Light
seemed to blaze up and then extinguish suddenly, asiif
there had been an explosion. She heard avoice calling
out in surprise, aflurry of banging doors, rushing feet,
questions.

And at the same time, it seemed, there were strong
hands on her body, laying her almost tenderly on the
carpet before she was aone. She lost consciousness.
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THE world was swirling. Jessica was being pushed for-
ward. Someone was pushing her hard, very fast. She was
speeding down corridors so that their wall-bracketed
lightsran into a blur, and all the time there was that
insistent hand in the small of her back urging her to go
faster.

She moaned.

“Lie still," someone whispered.

Jessicaturned her head towards the voice and the uni-
verse owed alittle.

“You'real right now.' That was the same voice.

She ventured to open her eyes. The world lurched to
astop, leaving her feeling slightly sick. The light was not
bright, but it was oddly placed, she thought, so that she
could only see the shadow of a shape.

"Chuck? she said doubtfully.

There was a sharp movement. The light seemed to
sway and flare. She closed her eyes again, turning her
head into what she now realised was a pillow.

"Who is Chuck? asked Leandro thoughtfully.

Jessica did not open her eyes, but she was now wide
awake—wide awake and with a pounding headache. She
knew how she had come by that headache, too. It had
all come back to her; it came back as soon as Leandro
spoke.

She kept her eyes tight shut, her brain working
furiously.

"Who is Chuck? he said again, and touched her face.

In spite of her wariness, her eyes flew open at that
gentle caress. She found he was leaning over her. She
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could not read his expression. There was concern there,
yes, but something else as well, something inflexible and
rather frightening. She stared at him from the pillow, her
eyes widening.

"So you're awake.' He straightened and then, to her
consternation, sat on the side of the bed. She was, she
saw, back in her own room. Somebody had placed her
on top of the bedcovers and turned on the bedside lamp.
Leandro?

She considered him cautiously. She could not forget
those hands, breaking her fall. She was almost certain -
that had been Leandro. In which case, had he hit her as
well? Because somebody certainly had. She put a hand
to her temple and winced.

Y ou bumped your head,' Leandro told her.

She could read his expression now. It was very, very
firm and faintly challenging. It chilled Jessica as nothing
else about L eandro had ever done.

"What were you doing wandering about the corridor
in my uncle's bathrobe? he went on. He sounded
amused, but his eyes, Jessica saw, stayed watchful. 'Dare
I hope you were looking for me? No," he gave a soft
laugh, 'l thought not. Did you decide you wanted poor
little Miss Y ork to take midnight dictation?

Jessicadid not answer, simply staring up at himin
gathering indignation. The indignation was tempered,
however. Somebody had, after all, hit her hard enough
to knock her out. She found she was just alittle afraid.

Angry with herself and refusing to admit the fear, she
levered herself up on her elbow.

“The door was open,' she said, not very lucidly. To her
annoyance she sounded breathless and very shaken.

Leandro sent a quick, instinctive look over his shoul-
der.

"Door? Which door?

“The door from my cabin into the passageway. | know
| shutit.'
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He said soothingly, 'Y ou were dreaming.'

Jessica shook her head. Her hair had come down at
some point and brushed her cheek in the movement. A
hairgrip fell on to the bed.

'No, | wasn't asleep.' She swallowed. 'l wasinthe
shower. When | cameout, | ' She stopped. 'l thought
| heard something,' she finished lamely.

His face darkened. 'Are you telling me that you went
investigating noises on your own? Wrapped in a bath-
robe? Have you no sense at al?

Jessica was bewildered.

Seeing it, he calmed, saying with exaggerated pati-
ence, 'Did it not occur to you that an intruder might see
that as an invitation?

"It never even crossed my mind,’ she said.

'You're afool, then," he informed her. 'But go on. You
heard noises and the door was open. What them?

"That's all. | was certain that 1'd shut the door, so |
went and looked out. .

He drew in his breath sharply but, when she paused,
shook his head, saying nothing.

"There didn't seem to be anybody about. Then |
turned, | think.' She frowned with the effort of remem-
bering exactly. 'And somebody hit me. That's all.'

'Hit you'?

Mutely she touched the tender place above her right
eye.
'Y ou could have bumped into the door lintel, if you
weretired. Still half asleep, perhaps.'

'Y ou forget.' Jessica reminded him, 'l hadn't been
asleep.'

'Oh.' He fdl silent, his face unreadable. 'Why are you
so sure somebody hit you, though'? Did you see anyone?

Slowly she shook her head. There was an unmistak-
ableflare of relief in his eyes. She looked down at her
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fingers, not wanting to see it. But the mask was replaced
before she looked away.

“If you're no more certain than that it might be a good
idea not to go round announcing your suspicions,’
Leandro said deliberately. ‘It might worry people.’

Her eyeslifted then. He met and held them.

“Very well,' Jessicawhispered, wondering why she felt
near to tears.

He touched her face again, fleetingly.

"Don't look so worried. It won't happen again.' And
when she did not reply he added fiercely, 'l give you my
word.'

For some reason that only seemed to make it worse.
Jessica swallowed alump in her throat.

“Thank you,' she said.

He stood up. 'Do you want anything? A drink, per-
haps? Something to make you sleep?

"No.'

He paused, looking down at her. 'Try to put it out of
your mind," he said abruptly. 'I'm sure there is areason-
able explanation. Some mistake. .

"Yes,' she agreed. She sent him a quick upward look.
“I'm sure it was amistake.' Her tone was dry.

He seemed to flinch for an instant. Then he smiled, that
lazy devestating smile that for once she found she could
not respond to.

"And | give you fair warning, Jessica carissima;if | find
you wandering around in indiscreet bathrobes again, |
won't be answerable for the consequences!’

He strolled to the door. Jessica smiled at the sally, but
it was aforced smile. He looked back at her.

“There'sjust one thing I'd like to clear up. .

"Yes? Her head was pounding now and she felt
exhausted.

"Who is Chuck? he asked, for the third time.
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At another moment she would have told him to mind
his own business, maybe she would have said that Chuck
was another cynical heartbreaker like himself, so she had
had her immunity dose. But she was too tired, too
unhappy and too confused for a sharp retort. She made
asmall, eloquent gesture of her hands, revealing her
helplessness, her inability to answer his questionin a
halfway rational manner.

Leandro's eyes narrowed. 'That important?

| "Her voice broke. 'Look, | think I'm in shock.
I'd like to go to Sleep.'

He nodded, but not, she thought, at what she had said.

“You and |, he said grimly, ‘are due along frank dis-
cussion.'

"Not now!" she protested with akind of horror.

"No,' he agreed. 'No, | don't think either of usisup
to it at the moment. But tomorrow | shall want along
talk. And if you barricade yourself in your room behind
your plans and your secretary, | give you fair warning |
shall carry you off by force.'

He smiled at her. But Jessica, with her forehead
throbbing and her unwelcome suspicions, could not
manage to smile back.

“Poor child," he said then. Y ou really are shaken,
aren't you? Go to sleep, then.' He blew her amischie-
vous kiss. 'I'll see you in the morning.'

The next morning it all seemed like adream. In fact, if
it had not been for the soreness of her head, Jessica could
have convinced herself that she had imagined the entire
incident.

Nothing was missing from her papers; as far as she
could see they had not even disturbed. None of the ele-
gant furniture had been moved and the small wall-safe
behind the ornate gilt mirror was untouched.

She sipped her coffee, mulling over the whole course
of events. In the light of day it seemed ridiculous to sus-
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pect her host's nephew of having laid violent hands on
her. For one thing he had no reason to; for another she
did not think violence was his style. He was too lazy, too
charming. If he wanted to get anything from her, infor-
mation or advice against his uncle's interests, she was
fairly sure he would try to woo it out of her first. And
shewas not at all sure that she had the strength of will
to resist him, which annoyed her more than alittle.

By the time Sue arrived, she wasin afair way to con-
vincing herself that it had all been a mistake and she had
somehow managed to knock herself out by turning
unwarily into the door frame.

Sue, taking one look at the darkening bruise on her
brow, commented, 'Goodness, plays rough, does he?

"What? Jessicalooked up from her coffee.

Sue looked faintly uncomfortable. 'I'm afraid |—er-
saw Leandro last night.'

Jessica stared at her. 'l don't follow. Last night? Y ou
mean after we left the dinner table? She raised her eye-
brows. 'Are you trying to tell me you've had afling with
the Body Beautiful ?

Sue snorted. 'Of course not. | mean | saw him here!'

"Here? In thisroom?

"Well, coming out of this room, actually.' Sue poured
her own coffee. 'I'm sorry, Jess. | wasn't spying, hon-
estly. | thought | heard something. | padded around my
cabinin apanic for abit, then | stuck my nose out into
the corridor and saw Leandro.'

"Ah." Jessica put her cup down. 'Leaving my room. |
see.’

"Er—yes,' said Sue, spooning sugar distractedly.

Jessica observed her with dispassionate eyes. 'Y ou'll
turn that into treacle if you're not careful. So you saw
Leandro leaving my room and drew the obvious conclu-
sions. Did he see you?

"Ohyes.' Sue sipped her coffee, made aface at its
sweetness, and sank on to a chair.
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"And what did he say?

Sue shook her head.

Jessica's mouth tightened. 'Do? she asked, without
much hope of it being anything that would salvage her
reputation.

‘Well he waved,' Sue said doubtfully. 'He seemed quite
pleased with himself. But abit preoccupied, if you know
what | mean.

“I'll bet," muttered Jessica. She said, 'I's there any point
in me assuring you that | had an accident last night and
he helped me?

"Why him? Sue asked simply. 'Why didn't you ring
me or—or Enrico?

"Because he happened to be there.'

"Happened? Sue allowed the question to convey all
her amused suspicion.

But Jessica was not amused. It brought alive too viv-
idly her own suspicions of the night before. Y es, Leandro
had been there very conveniently, hadn't he? And he had
not offered any explanation for his presence in the cor-
ridor, either. Jessica knew well enough that he had one
of the master suites on the higher deck. There was no
reason for him to penetrate to the level where she and
Sue were staying.

"Hey, Jess, don't look like that! | told you, | don't
blame you. He's a nice guy, and it'stime you had afling.'

Jessica put away her dark suspicions. There was noth-
ing she could do about them, and he had given hisword
that it wouldn't happen again, hadn't he?

So she snorted and said with areturn to her usual
astringency, "Y ou ought to offer Leandro a deal—you
do his public relations for him, he plies you with cham-
pagne at four in the afternoon.’

Sue grinned at the reference to their conversation of
the day before.

‘Well, | haven't had any yet,' she pointed out, though
the look she gave Jessica was searching.
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Jessicawaved a hand at the bell push. "Then summon
Enrico and demand a whole new life experience,' she
said.

“Champagne for breakfast?' Sue's voice was awed.

She had it, too. Admittedly it was mixed with freshly
sgueezed orange juice and flanked by hot sweet rolls, but
Sue's expression was as bemused as if she had floated
home at dawn to drink champagne in romantic bliss with
the love of her life.

°| prefer egg and bacon, myself,' said Jessica, teasing
her.

"Then why don't you have it? asked Sue, lathering
homemade plum jam on to aroll with enthusiasm.

"Because Enrico doesn't like bringing full breakfasts
into the cabins. If | want to make a pig of myself I'm
expected to go and do it formally at the table," Jessica
said candidly.

“So why. . .? Sue stopped and put down her jammy
handful. 'Leandro? she asked with understanding. Y ou
don't want to have breakfast with Leandro.'

“Or any other meal if | can get out of it,' agreed Jes-
sica.

Sue resumed eating. At length she said abruptly, 'How
did you get that bruise? Y ou didn't really have afight,
did you?

"With the Body Beautiful ? Jessica hoped she sounded
suitably disdainful. There was no reason for it, but she
had the strongest urge to keep the exact details, and
above all her unwilling suspicions, about last night to
herself. 'Yes, of course.' She clasped her hands to her
breast dramatically. 'He tried to seduce me and, when |
resisted, struck me to the ground in his rage.'

“Oh, right,' said Sue placidly, clearly relieved. 'And
then went home leaving you unseduced?

'| have no ideawhere he went,' said Jessica loftily.

Sue laughed. 'Probably drowned himself, in the best
tradition.’
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Jessica sniffed. 'No such luck. He swimslike afish.'

'Yes, | suppose he would." Sue contemplated the
thought of their host's nephew for afew pleasurable sec-
onds. 'Do you suppose there's anything he doesn't do
superbly well? she wondered, her voice just alittle wist-
ful.

'Y es,' snapped Jessica. 'Work.'

She was able to see the truth of her assertion within a
few hours. She was returning from alight lunch on deck
when she saw the launch approach. Leandro was stand-
ing behind the spray shield. He waved to her.

Reluctantly, Jessicawent to therail. It was odd, she
thought, impatient with herself, the effect he had on
her—as if she was compelled to obey his dightest whim,
even when it was unvoiced.

She was wearing her most disagreeable face when he
came up to her. Leandro duly took note of the fact.

'You're looking very sour," he remarked in his most
caressing tone. 'What have | done now?

'‘Done? Jessica gave him her most limpid smile. 'Y ou?
| didn't know you believed in doing things, Leandro.'

He gave a soft laugh. 'Y ou know, when you are angry
your eyes go bright green,' he said irrelevantly.

She shrugged, annoyed. It was perfectly true, she
knew.

‘Angry with me?

She hunched a shoulder, turning away from him to
look across the water to the little sheltered harbour. The
sun turned the seainto a glimmering cluster of light.
Beyond, the little town, with its ochre and rose paint and
wooded embracing hills, looked unreal.

"Why? he asked quietly, his hand just touching her
bare arm.

She stood very still, like amesmerised animal.

‘I don't know." It was not much more than a breath.
'‘Because you make me-1 can't explain.'
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‘What do | make you do? For once he was not play-
ing the heavy romantic. He did not seem amused, either.
He might almost have been serious.

Not looking at him, Jessicasaid in arush, "Do things.'
She drummed her fists on therail. ‘Do things | don't want
todo.'

“Jessica. . . Heturned her round into his arms. She
was tiff, still angry, but she went.

He held her against him for along moment. His skin
was warm from the sun; she could feel his heart beating
under her cheek. He said her name again, and she looked
at him.

"What things you don't want to do? he murmured, a
smilein hisvoice. 'This?

And kissed her. Jessica knew he was going to kiss her
and did nothing to resist. She even reached up to him,
her hands sliding round his neck as his head dipped and
her eyes unfocused.

It was a surprisingly ungentle kiss. His hands were like
steel bars on her shoulder blades and his teeth grazed the
soft inner skin of her lip. He kissed her until she was
breathless and then went on kissing her until she strug-
gled away from him, gasping.

She held herself away from him, one hand braced
against his chest, which was rising and falling deeply.
Presumably, thought Jessica as sanity returned, he was
as badly in need of air as she was herself.

She said wryly, 'Are you into suffocation, Leandro?

His eyes danced. 'It has its compensations.'

She stepped back, one hand at her throat in a pantom-
ime of relief. can't say | see any.'

“You will," he said, crinkling his eyes at her.

She smoothed her hair. Y ou think?

'I'd put money on it,' he said, with infuriating assur-
ance.

She looked away from him. He was too attractive,
damn him, and he knew it.
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*I doubt it," she said in her coolest tone. She surveyed
him, now taking in that he was dressed relatively for-
mally, with a blazer thrown over a crisp open-necked
shirt, and impeccably creased dark trousers. 'Have you
been to town?

For amoment his eyes blanked, then he said, 'Y ou saw
me in the launch. Y ou know | have been ashore.'

“Yes, but where. Portofino? Or the big city?

He seemed to hesitate, then he said, 'l have been tak-
ing the car for arun. | felt like some speed.’

The opportunity to tease him in return for once was
irresistible. 'Company on board a bit slow for you? Jes-
sica asked innocently.

His eyes gleamed. 'Not at all,' he said, and whirled her
back into his arms and off her balance in one lightning
movement.

“Let me go!' snapped Jessica, thoroughly annoyed.

But Leandro was enjoying himself. Her feet flailed. She
caught atoe against the side of the boat and gave a
squeak of pain and annoyance, but he ignored it.

At last Leandro lifted his head and laughed down at
her. He was still holding her so that her toes were just off
the ground. She tossed her hair back and glared at him.

“Oaf!" she snapped.

He set her down with exaggerated care. She shook her
shoulders, smoothing her cotton skirt with fingers that
shetried not to notice were shaking.

"Not at al.' He helped her straighten her skirt. Jessica
could have hit him. 'l am simply reluctant to let a chal-
lenge go unanswered.'

“I'll bear that in mind,' she told him with feeling. 'No
more challenges.’

The golden eyes laughed down at her. "That,' he told
her solemnly, ‘would be a pity.'

It was unthinkable that this man could have hit her in
the dark last night, surely? The little chilled question in
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the back of her mind surfaced again unbidden. Jessica
shook her head, unaware that her eyes darkened unhap-
pily.

"What's wrong? asked Leandro, suddenly sober.

She gave him a swift, not very convincing smile.

“I'm not wild about being grabbed and swung in the
air,' she said with a palpable effort.

“I'll grab you and throw you to the floor next time,
then," he promised lightly, but his eyes were searching.
“There is something more than that, though. Tell me.'

He must know, surely. Still. . .

Soberly, Jessica said, 'Last night.'

At once he was tense, still and tense like a fighter
poised for combat. But his voice was silky. 'What about
last night?

‘Why were you there? Just at the moment when. .

"When you had your accident,' he interrupted
smoothly. 'But | wasn't. | came along and found you out
cold. I don't know how long you had been lying there.'

And Jessica, remembering the hands which had bro-
ken her fall, had to accept that either her memory was
at fault or he was not going to tell her the truth. She
looked at him, searching his eyes for aclue, but there was
nothing there.

She had afedling, in her bones, that he was lying. She
did not know why. It hurt, too, and she could not account
for that, either.

She turned away. '| must get back to work,' she said
in a colourless voice.

‘Wait.' He did not touch her but, as usual, she obeyed
him, she thought wryly. "We have not yet had our talk.'

*| have no time,' she said, not meeting his eyes. 'There's
alottodo.

“Leave it till thisevening when it is cooler.' His voice
was an invitation in itself. ‘Come and sunbathe for an
hour and talk to me. We need some time together, |
think.'
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Jessica, who could think of very little that she needed
less, gave a strangled laugh.

"That's not what I'm paid for.'

"Don't be prim. My uncle won't care.'

care,' she said obstinately, and backed away from
him.

"Don't ook so scared!" Leandro was amused. prom-
ise hot to jJump on you again.' He threw hishands up in
the air comically in mock surrender. 'Look, | givein. |
only want to talk.'

*No," said Jessica amost violently. It was addressed as
much to herself asto him. will not!

She amost fled from him, down the companionway
and back to her cabin where Sue, typing furiously,
looked up in some surprise.

"Thereyou are! | thought you'd got lost again. Prince
Giorgio telephoned.’

“Oh, blast!" Jessica swung herself on to the desk and
pounded her fists on her knee. 'l've been trying to get
hold of him for days. Bother, bother, bother. Why did
he haveto call the onetime | was away from the phone?

"Well, it won't matter much," Sue comforted her. 'He's
coming aboard.'

"Really? Jessica was astounded. The Prince had told
her that he would not be returning to the yacht for sev-
eral weeks, that she had the free run of it in his absence.
"Areyou sure?

“Positive. He says there's some trouble.'

Jessica swung her legs thoughtfully. "Trouble? What
sort of trouble? Difficulties about planning permission?

Sue shook her head. 'Nothing to do with the project.
He said it was personal.' She hesitated. "He didn't sound
too pleased.’

"Personal ?

For amoment Jessica's overactive conscience made
her wonder whether the Prince disapproved of her sun-
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bathing with his nephew as she had done yesterday. Then
she caught herself. That was nonsensical. As Leandro
said, hisuncle would not care, even if he knew. And there
was no one to tell him. She frowned.

Sue said, 'He said something about it being afamily
problem. | wondered—that is, | rather got the impres-
sion that—well, to be truthful, that he was annoyed.’

“Leandro,’ said Jessica slowly. "The adored nephew
has dropped in the popularity ratings.'

Sue bent over her keyboard. 'That's what it sounded
like,' she agreed.

"Now why do you suppose that is? Jessica mused.
"Because he's lazing around doing nothing? Prince Gior-
gio must be used to that. Because he's flirting with the
opposition? Maybe Prince Giorgio isn't keen on him
inviting Spinoletti on board.'

“Or maybe because he's flirting with the architect?
murmured Sue.

Jessicanearly fell off her corner of the desk in outrage.
Sue grinned at her.

“You'reridiculous,' Jessicasaid crossly, and took her-
self off to work in dignified—if dightly sulky—silence.
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PRINCE GIORGIO arrived before dinner. Jessica vaguely
heard the commotion of hisarrival and, when she went
out into the corridor, saw a mountain of matching bag-
gage being wheeled along. She was slightly surprised.
Although the Prince was always dapper, she had not
expected him to travel with such avolume of luggage.

When she arrived on deck for pre-dinner drinks, how-
ever, she saw she had been mistaken.

"May | introduce Miss Shelburne, Ida? the Prince said
to atall lady. 'Miss Shelburne, my sister, SignoraVolpi.'

Jessica murmured something, holding out her hand.
For amoment, to her intense surprise, she thought it
might be ignored, then Ida Volpi lifted a heavily ber-
inged hand and just touched the ends of her fingers.

“You are working for my brother? asked Signora
Volpi in strongly accented English.

Jessica agreed that she was.

“You are lucky to be here on his boat," was the next
comment.

It might of course have been meant kindly and lost
something in the Signora's evidently imperfect com-
mand of English. Jessicadid not think so. She wondered
whether the Sgnorawas rude to employees on principle,
or whether she particularly disliked foreign females.

“Young foreign females,' said Sue later. 'She's got a
chip on her shoulder about being over fifty, apparently.
And about being the poor relation.'

Jessica gave alittle shiver. She knew all too clearly
what it was like to be a poor relation and she pitied Sig-

76
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noraVolpi sincerely if that was the case. She did not tell

Sue, however. That was part of her life so buried in the
past that nobody knew about it. It was even fading from

her mother's memory, or so she hoped.

So she said, 'She doesn't look poor. Maybe it depends
on your benchmark, though. | suppose in relation to her
brother sheis hard up.'

She did not think any more about the matter. For one
thing it was none of her business, for another she really
was working flat out now. She had had an ideato solve
the acute drainage problems of one end of the site and
was furiously bent on calculation as a result.

She even managed to put Leandro out of her mind for
long stretches at atime.

He, however, sought her out eventually. Sue had gone
to Portofino in the launch the next afternoon, leaving
Jessicawith dlide rule and cal culator, happily absorbed.
The door of the cabin opened without her noticing.

“Impressive,' said an amused voice.

Jessica jumped violently, displacing severa filesand a
sketch that had been balanced on top of them. He picked
them up courteously.

°I didn't mean to startle you out of your skin,' he said.
Y ou do throw yourself into your work, don't you?

Jessica, remembering their last encounter and her all
oyt s, gt f oo e end
achair.

"That'swhat I'm paid for," she reminded him coolly.

A look of annoyance crossed the handsome face. 'l
wish you'd stop talking like that. | don't give adamn
what you're paid for.'

“I'd noticed,' she agreed—and then added, perhaps
unwisely, 'l think your mother might not agree with you.'

Leandro's face darkened further. 'My mother,' he said
precisely, 'isafool and a snob. | avoid her whenever pos-
sible. When not, | ignore most of what she says.'
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Jessicawas startled. There was real feeling in the cold
voice. She felt embarrassed. She did not want to know
about Leandro Volpi's feelings; it made him all too
human. It made him seem like herself, or Sue. Aslong
as he remained a glamorous, remote figure she could-
just—resist him. If he came any closer, it might no longer
be possible.

So she said hastily, 'Y our mother was quite right to
remind me that I'm here as an employee. The prevailing
holiday atmosphere can be very distracting.'

Leandro showed his teeth. 'l have never managed to
distract you," he complained.

Prudently Jessica did not answer that, though he
waited expectantly.

When she stayed resolutely silent he laughed. 'Cow-
ard," he remarked. 'l suppose you won't come ashore
with me either?

“Certainly not,' said Jessica with more haste than was
quite dignified.

Leandro shook his head sorrowfully, 'Not even when
my uncle approves? Even ordersit?

Jessica's eyes narrowed. 'What are you talking about?

‘"My uncle Giorgio," said Leandro airily, 'thought it
would be agood ideaif | took you back to the site. He
does not have the time himself. He was,' he added mis-
chievoudly, 'grateful to me for offering.'

Jessica strove with herself. 'How good of you,' she said
at last.

“Yes, | thought that," he agreed, pleased with himself.

“Unfortunately, today is not convenient.'

*I thought my uncle was paying you to suit his con-
venience, not your own? murmured Leandro.

Jessica could have hit him. She pressed her lips
together to keep back a sharp retort, while Leandro
watched her in not unsympathetic amusement.

At last he said, 'Come on, Jessica. Y ou want to see the
site again, you told him so. | heard you tell Sandra so,
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myself. And here'stheidea opportunity. I'll see you on
deck in ten minutes.'

When he had gone, Jessicawalked over to the wall
and, with great precision, banged her fist against it. It
served to relieve her feelings, but it also made her feel
very childish. Why did he have this effect on her? Nor-
mally she was so calm, so in control of herself and her
surroundings. Why did Leandro Volpi have the power
to reduce her to inarticulate fury—and then make her do
exactly what he had already decided she should do?

There was no point in seething, however. He thought
it very funny, but all it did for Jessica was to make her
lose her sense of proportion.

So she went and climbed into jeans and a workman-
like shirt, pulling on stout sensible shoes for scrambling
over uneven ground, and went sedately up to join him.

When she caught sight of him, her resolution nearly
faltered. Of course, Sue and the others had taken the
yacht's main launch. There must be others Jessicarea
soned, but Leandro had elected to use the speedboat. For
amoment her heart leaped into her throat and she
stopped dead.

Then her courage reasserted itself. The speedboat was
avehicle like any other. It would only go at frightening
speedsif it was driven in that way. All she had to do was
indicate that she disliked speed and they would travel
more moderately.

She was aware, though of continuing reluctance to tell
Leandro Volpi of her fear of speed. It wastoo like giving
apart of herself away.

She climbed down into the boat very slowly. They
were, she saw, going alone. Thistime there was no engi-
neer with them as there had been when Leandro
challenged her to lap the bay.

Hetook her hand in afirm clasp and swung her into
the seat beside him. He was wearing jeans like herself,
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but his shirt had been tied carelessly by the sleeves across
his broad bare shoulders, and he was wearing dark
glasses. He looked the essence of the Riviera socialite at
play. He also looked devastating.

Jessica made great play of putting on her own sung-
lasses. Leandro grinned at her as he released the
anc}l;oring rope anc% they pulled slowly away from the big
yacht.

There was a breeze on the open sea. Jessica shivered.
Although Leandro appeared to be concentrating on the
water in front of him, he noticed.

h‘Di'd you bring a sweater? The wind can get quite
sharp.

“Yes.' She fumbled in her shoulder bag and brought
out a crocheted shawl; her mother had made it for%wer
last Christmas. The familiar folds were welcome in this
unfamiliar setting. She gathered it round her. "What
about you?'

He slanted a look down at her, his eyes hidden by the
darkened glass.

T'm used to it.'

Jessica was put out, she did not know why. 'Oh, of
course.'

‘Now what does that mean?' he murmured teasingly.
It sounds like more disapproval.'

‘I wouldn't dare,' she assured him. 'I'm terribly
impressed when you're being macho.' She gave a fluttery
and utterly false sigh.

Leandro gave one of his shouts of laughter. 'Yes, I can
see you are, he said.

The boat sped onward, bucking as it rounded the first
point. Unconsciously, Jessica clenched her hands in her
lap. Leandro handled the boat expertly, she could see
that. He was unruffled by the boat's swoopings as it hit
the cross swell, but for Jessica the sensation of high
velocity was a torment.



CHALLENGE 8l

She fixed her eyes on the splash screen, trying to ignore
the horizon which appeared and disappeared with such
unsettling motion.

"How long will it take us?' she asked in her best con-
versational tone. The palms of her hands were wet with
sweat.

"To get to Castel San Giorgio?' Leandro considered.
"Half an hour, maybe.'

Half an hour. Dear God!

Jessica swallowed. 'Do you know it well?'

He shrugged. "What is there to know? Half a dozen
families. Maybe thirty houses. A road like a cycle track.'

"And one of the best beaches on the coast,' Jessica
reminded him.

It was the beach that had attracted Prince Giorgio in
the first place; the beach and, he had told her laughingly,
the name of the village. The beach was a great swathe of
sand set in granite cliffs. The village was perched above
it, the houses and the vine terraces on the gentler upper
slopes. There was a steep set of worn steps from the vil-
lage down to the beach past an outcrop of infertile scrub
on a sizeable plateau. It was there that Prince Giorgio
intended to build his holiday complex.

Leandro grinned at her. "The beach, of coutse, is won-
derful. And up to now undiscovered. We used to go
swimming there when I was a child. We would take a
picnic and stay for the whole day, my father and I. My
uncle too, sometimes.'

This was the first time Jessica had heard him mention
his father. To take her mind off the heaving boat and her
wildly hammering heart, she said at random, 'Does your
father come from this area, then?'

"My father is dead,’ Leandro said quietly.

\Oil!' She was shocked. 'l didn't realise. 'I'm sorty.'

‘Don't be.' He stared ahead, the fine profile austere.
"He had a hard life and he was very tired. Though he was
great fun right up to the end.’
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Jessicawas touched. 'Y ou were close?

"Eventualy.'

She looked at him consideringly, His tone did not
encourage questions, but the remark seemed to invite
them. She was debating, when he took the boat in awide
swirling sweep round another headland and she was
flung sideways against him. To her horrified eyesit
seemed asif the nose of the vessel was pointing vertically
to the sky. She clung to the arm she had been thrown
against.

“Sorry. | should have warned you." Leandro spun the
little whedl in his hands. 'There's the bay, directly ahead.'

Jessica recognised it, though she had not previously
approached from the sea.

“It's beautiful ' she said, righting herself in alittle
embarassment.

“There are wonderful little coves all down this coast.'
Leandro looked mischievous. 'l could show you one that
was even better. If you're brave enough?

"Why? demanded Jessica, not trusting that 1ook.

"Well, you'd be marooned. At my mercy.' He leered
at her, laughing. ‘It can only be reached from the water.
Soif | bore you, there is nowhereto run to. You have to
wait until | decide to take the boat home.'

“Could we swim? asked Jessica, not knowing how
wistful she sounded.

"All day, if you like," Leandro assured her. He looked
down at her, his glasses glinting. 'Will you risk it?

She looked at the bay ahead, the fishing boat on the
beach and the figures on the steps. Undoubtedly she
ought to vote for Castel San Giorgio and go and look at
the site, but the thought of an empty beach of warm sand
beckoned.

“I'll risk it," she said quickly before conscience had time
to change her mind.

"Good girl," murmured Leandro.
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And the boat changed course.

The beach was everything he promised. The sand was
almost silver. There were large flat rocks, black as coal,
on which they lay to soak up the sun and on which Lean-
dro spread out the provisions he had brought in the boat.

Did you know you were going to kidnap me? asked
Jessica, eyeing his preparations with ruefulness.

| knew | was going to try.' He was opening a bottle
of wine which he had removed from an ice-packed Ther-
mos. 'Swim now or later?

*I haven't brought anything to swim in,' she pro-
tested.

He shrugged. 'So swim without.'

She shook her head. 'l wouldn't feel comfortable.'

Unexpectedly, he did not tease. ‘Wear your ordinary
underwear, then. It will dry quickly enough.'

That, she thought, was true. She said doubtfully, 'l
don't swim very well. Isit deep?

“I'll look after you,' Leandro assured her. 'No, it's not
deep until you get out of the bay.'

Jessica smiled at him. 'A challenge and a promise all
in one! How could | resist?

He watched her for a moment, the handsome head
flung back to survey her as she stood on the outcrop of
rock above him. The dark glasses hid his expression, but
Jessica had the impression that he was unwontedly seri-
ous.

But all he said was, 'Bear it in mind, then.'

They swam immediately. The sea struck cold at first,
but in seconds Jessica had adjusted. She paddled hap-
pily in the margins, turning on to her back and drifting,
the sun on her face. The water was astonishingly clear
and she could see small fish darting in and out of the
crevicesin the cliff where it drove below the surface.
Eventually she turned over again and stroked in alei-
surely way back to the shore.
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She stretched out on her rock, noticing that her daisy-
sprinkled cotton underwear became virtually transpar-
ent when wet. It caused her a momentary qualm, but then
she thought of the topless beauties on the sophisticated
beaches that Leandro must be used to. He would only
laugh at her if she made afuss.

She leaned back on her rock and sank into a half doze,
soothed by the lulling of the seato her right and the sun
on her closed eyelids. It was only when that sun was sud-
denly blocked that she, reluctantly, opened her eyes.

“You look very peaceful,' Leandro told her softly. He
had removed his glasses and his eyes were narrowed
against the sun. He had obvioudly just emerged from the
sea. There were drops of water on his face and glistening
chest and his hair was dark with it. He was smiling lazily
down at her.

In the suddenly deafening silence, Jessica swallowed.
Something in the core of her body clenched hard. Oh no!'
she thought.

Apparently unaware, Leandro perched on the rock at
her feet, his arms round one bent knee. He shook his head
and the water flew. Some of the drops sprinkled Jessica;
they wereicy on her warm skin.

"Don't,' she protested, laughing, turning her head
away instinctively. If she treated him like any other
friendly companion for an afternoon picnic, maybe that
terrible instinctive clenching would relax. Carefully she
eased herself into a sitting position.

"Then wake up and talk to me," he retorted.

He poured wine and gave her aglass. Miraculoudly it
was till coal.

“The paradise of modern technology,' Jessica said
drily, trying to diffuse the atmosphere that only she
seemed to be conscious of .

"Not at all,' said Leandro calmly. 'In the days before
portable ice boxes, we used to bury the wine in the sea
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until we wanted to drink it. It worked just aswell.' He
raised his glass, toasting her silently.

Jessica responded reluctantly. Sun and sea and the
cool wine were a potent combination, she knew. They
set the scene for romance and she did not want it. She
did not want it so strongly, she was almost afraid of it.

But Leandro was unaware of her reservations, appar-
ently. He leaned back against the cliff, the picture of a
man at peace with the world.

“Every time we came to this coast, | used to beg and
beg my father to bring me here," he said reminiscently.
"It was the one place | remember in my childhood where
| was never hurt or unhappy. We never did anything very
special. We would fish a bit, swim a bit, play foot-
ball. . .' He sighed. 'And the magic aways worked.' His
eyes lifted suddenly. 'Do you feel like that, Jessica?

She looked round her, carefully, aware that her heart
was beginning to beat with the reverberation of adrum
roll. She hoped he could not hear it.

“Itisalovely place, of course. .

He said impatiently, 'Not here. | mean for yourself.
Do you have places where you are aways happy?

Jessica considered it. 'I'm not sure. | used to love my
home and when it was sold | thought it was the end of
the world. But it wasn't magic, not in the way you
describe. | supposeit couldn't beif you lived there al the
time. Magic places are only for visiting, | think.'

*| expect you'reright.' He was watching her. 'Why was
your home sold?

Jessica almost jumped at the unexpectedness of the
guestion.

“Oh, my father died.' He waited and she went on, not
very easily because the memory still hurt. "There were a
lot of debts. His business had not been going very well.
And he had a partner who. . .' She bit her lip. No, she
was hot going to tell Leandro that. It was too private and
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too painful. It would spoil the day if they got too
unguarded with each other. Correct that, Jessica, shetold
herself: if you got too unguarded.

He asked softly, 'What happened?

"There was a car crash. It was an accident.' She put
her hand up to her throat. '‘He was not very sensible
about money and he hadn't really thought about pro-
viding for Mother and me. | suppose he didn't expect to
die, poor love.'

L eandro reached out, without changing his posture
otherwise, and took her hand. Jessica was startled. But
he did nothing else, just held it in aloose, comforting
clasp.

"Goon.'

It was surprisingly easy. 'My mother was very—well,
she'd been protected all her life. She didn't really know
very much about running things, or money. Uncle Rich-
ard, my father's partner, took it al over.'

"And? he prompted, when she fell silent.

She shook her head. 'He cheated us,' she said brutally.

His fingers tightened, suddenly and painfully, on her
own. But al he said was, 'How?

She shrugged. 'Every way, really. We weren't as badly
off as he said, though Daddy hadn't been very success-
ful—that was true. And Uncle Richard set up companies
to buy things—the house, the family portraits, the
china—at what | am told were knockdown prices. He
sold most of it again, devel oped the land; put the busi-
ness back on its feet as aresult.' She paused. 'He'd
bought all my mother's shares by that time, of course,’
she said drily. 'He told her it was an act of charity. |
remember her crying with gratitude.'

Leandro said, 'Surely that was fraud? Could you not
have prosecuted?

Jessica gave him an incredul ous look. 'Do you know
how much it costs to prosecute someone in England?
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Anyway, we didn't know for ages. Then some employee
that he'd sacked came and told my mother all about it.
Shedidn't believeit at first, but. .

"And she did nothing?'

Jessica shook her head. 'She just wanted to forget.' She
hesitated, remembering all too vividly that dreadful
week. 'Y ou see, by that time she'd come to trust Uncle
Richard. Torely on him.' She looked away, out at the
silver mirror that was the Mediterranean. 'She was going
to marry him.'

Leandro said very softly, 'Dear, sweet heaven.'

“Yes,' agreed Jessica.

"And how old were you?

"When my father died? Eight.'

"No. When you found out about kind Uncle Richard.'

“Sixteen,' she said without expression.

He muttered obscenely under his breath. 'Presumably
you trusted him as well. Were you fond of him?

“Yes,' she said desolately.

He gave her along look. 'So what happened? Y ou
didn't prosecute. Did you tell him what you knew?

"My mother had to." Jessica shuddered uncontrolla-
bly. "He even admitted it. He said the end justified the
means. He was going to make it up to us, after al. That
was why he had proposed to my mother. He didn't want
to marry at all realy, but his conscience prompted him.'
Her voice was savage.

L eandro reached out and pulled her into hisarms as
if he could no longer bear the story. Jessica turned her
head into his shoulder, oddly comforted by the gesture.

He said in a measured tone, 'And then what?

“Then nothing, really.' She settled into his arms so that
her head was resting on his shoulder and upper arm, and
looked into the cloudless sky. She shrugged. 'We were
solvent by then, just about. | was doing all right at school.
We had somewhere to live because my mother had got
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ajob as a housekeeper to afamily.'

Y our mother sent him away?

“That's one way of putting it." She gave a harsh laugh.
"He marched out, saying she was ungrateful, that he'd
always looked after us." The remembered fury rose
briefly, then died. '"We never saw him again,' she said.

"What about your mother, though?

*| supposeif | was feeling dramatic 1'd say it destroyed
her," Jessicatold him in an unemotional tone. 'She'd
always been very gentle, you see, very generous. After
Uncle Richard, she got suspicious of everyone. She used
to look for underhand motives in anything anyone else
did for us. Wrongly, of course. That was why. .

"Why? asked Leandro softly when she stopped.

Jessica drew herself out of hisarms. She had been
going to say that that was why she had ignored her
mother's warnings against Chuck. She was so used by
then to the warped view that her mother held of the world
that she had laughed at her dire predictions. But in the
end her mother had been right.

She was not, she found, willing to tell Leandro any-
thing at all about her own venture into incautious trust.

He was too acute. 'Did you travel the same path, then?

She gave him a startled, unguarded |ook.

Answering it, he said coolly, 'Well, you clearly burnt
your fingers somehow. | don't think you're silly enough
to build all these barriers of yours on the basis of some-
one else's experience, no matter how bad your mother's
was.'

Jessica drew even further away, veiling her eyes.
Leandro watched her, his mouth wry.

"And you're not going to tell me, right?

She said as coolly as she could manage, 'Y ou're imag-
ining things.'

There was alittle silence. For an instant his face looked
bleak, amost asif she had hurt him, which had to be
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nonsense. Leandro Volpi was a charming sophisticate
who had seen her determined indifferenceto him asa
challenge. He was perhaps kinder than she had expected.
He certainly seemed more understanding. But that did
not mean that Jessica was going to allow him any closer
than he had already come, which was a great deal too
close for comfort. What to him was a casua afternoon's
conversation, a brief holiday affair, could turn into ato-
gether something much more important for her.
Reluctantly but with determined honesty, Jessica recog-
nised the fact. He was too damned attractive and, no
matter how much she wanted to be, she was not immune.

He said quietly, 'No. But if you don't want to tell, then
| can't make you.' He was still holding her hand He took
it on to his knee now and turned it over, studying the
small bones, the neat, unpolished nails. "Will you tell me
something else, then?

Jessicawas wary. 'What?

“You don't have to if you don't want. It's acheek, |
know,' he said, not very clearly.

‘What isit?

He sighed and said heavily, asif he did not really want
to ask but had no alternative, 'Are you avirgin, Jessica?

She stared at his bent head. She felt suddenly cold and
very frightened indeed, though she was not quite sure of
what. As a prelude to seduction it was unthinkable, so
whatever his reason for asking, she was certain it was not
that. Leandro was neither clumsy not unsubtle. So why
did she feel suddenly very specifically threatened?

She tore her hand away from hisin aviolent move-
ment. She also—though she could not begin to guess
why told him the truth.

"No,' she said.
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IT was very strange, thought Jessica, how he never did
what you expected

After her defiant announcement there had been alittle
pause while Leandro watched her enigmatically. Then
he simply changed the subject. He asked none of the
obvious questions. Instead he began, calmly and une-
motionally, to tell her about the local villages, their
history, their customs, until eventually she was able to
take her share of the conversation with reasonable com-
posure.

Later they swam again and he lent her amask and an
air tube from the speedboat so that she could watch the
fish underwater.

“I've always wanted to try scubadiving,' she said, as
they emerged, pushing the sodden hair back from her
face as she pulled off the mask.

“Then why haven't you?

She grimaced. 'l told you—I don't swim well enough.’

Leandro considered that. "Y ou could improve. All it
takesis practice.'

Jessicalaughed. '‘No time.'

He raised one eyebrow. 'All work and no play. .

She flung up ahand. '‘Makes Jessicaa dull girl—I
know, | know. Y ou don't have to lecture me, | hear it all
day from Sue.'

"MissYork, he said warmly, 'isavery sensible lady.'

"And I'm adull one. Ah, well,' she sighed, sending him
a naughty look under her lashes.

*I do not intend to tell you what you are,' Leandro
informed her drily. "Though it would be a great relief to

90
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my feelings, you would not find it flattering.'

She shook her head, scattering droplets over him,
laughing.

"Did you bring me here to insult me, signor?' she
demanded in mock outrage.

*I brought you here,' he said deliberately, 'to seeif it
was possible to deflect you from work for more than fif-
teen minutes at atime.' He disposed himself on his rock,
reaching for histowel which he rolled up and placed
behind his head. 'l am glad to seeit can be done,' he said.

On this utterance, infuriating and unpredictable as
always, he closed his eyes and gave every appearance of
having drifted off to sleep. Balked, Jessica returned to
her own rock and lay down.

It was unnerving, this feeling she had of his being so
completely capricious. She never knew what he would
say or do from one moment to the next. At one point she
had been positive he was out to seduce her. Then it had
seemed as if the whole thing was much more serious than
that. And now he was ignoring her.

It would be nice, she thought wistfully, to shake him
out of that annoying calm. On the other hand, it would
probably both be difficult and involve somerisk to her-
self. On the whole it was probably wiser to dream about
it than to try to bring it about.

She floated off into a half sleep, involving pleasurable
visions of Leandro wrong-footed and apologetic; even,
though by then she knew she was dreaming indeed,
humble.

He awoke her, arrogantly, by tapping her smartly on
the shoulder.

"The light will be gonein an hour or so. If you realy
want to wander round my uncle's future playground we
should be moving.'

Jessica had been fast asleep. She awoke with ajump,
turned her head, and stared straight up into his eyes. He
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was so close that she could see images of herself in them,
distorted by the curvature of his eye. Confused, she
looked at him, not certain where she was.

Leandro looked amused. Time to go,' he reminded
her.

Her lashes fluttered down and she gave ayawn. Then
focusing properly, she opened her eyes again and |ooked
at him very straightly, not speaking.

His mouth thinned. The look of amusement vani shed.
The eyes looked almost black and very intent.

Jessica whispered his name, making it a question. He
was leaning towards her, supporting himself on one
hand, the wrist so close to her head that she could hear
the pulsein it. The beat was strong, rapid.

She knew he was going to kiss her. She knew she was
virtually asking him to kiss her, for al her silence. Maybe
even by her silence.

And he wanted to. Just for a moment she was abso-
lutely sure of what he wanted, what he intended. She
reached a hand out and touched his cheek lightly with
thetips of her fingers.

Leandro swooped suddenly. His lips brushed hers, just
once; she felt the touch of histongue. And then, as her
eyes closed and her lips parted, he moved, ailmost fling-
ing himself away from her.

No timefor dalliance, cara,' he said in alight, hard
tone. I'm not climbing down those bloody stepsin the
dark we'd break our necks! Twenty minutes up the
steps, half an hour looking round, ten minutes down
again, and we go home with the sunset.'

Jessica sat up very slowly. She felt bewildered. More
than that she felt bereft, asif he had torn something away
from her that he had given her before.

She wound her hair into a knot at the base of her neck
with fingers that were not entirely steady. Leandro was
not looking at her he was looking at the speedboat, half
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turned away from her. His chest, she saw suddenly, was
rising and falling as if he had run arace. Her eyes flew
to hisface, but it was expressionless. He was even put-
ting on his dark glasses, locking his eyes away behind that
mask.

She stood up, brushing the light powdering of sand
from her legs. Her thoughts scurried like caged mice. She
had wanted him to kiss her. He must have known; he
could not have avoided knowing. So why had he turned
away?

She looked at him and away again, quickly, before he
could catch her looking at him, in case that shaming
hunger still showed on her face. He had rejected it,
rejected her. Her mouth was dry.

In ahigh, strained voice, she said, Will it really take
twenty minutes?

He turned back to her then. Presumably he was
relieved that she was not going to make a scene, Jessica
thought. A little gust of anger shook her and then evap-
orated. She half turned away from him, pulling her
clothes on fast, kneeling to tie her shoelaces.

“Depends how good you are at climbing uneven stone
stairways.'

Was it her imagination, or did he sound constrained
aswell?

She stood up and walked towards him with resolu-
tion, giving him a defensive smile.

“I do alot of clambering. It's part of the architectural
course: muddy sites, roofs, lofts. I'm halfway to being a
mountain goat after all these years!

Was his answering smile an effort?

"Then | don't know how long it will take. I've never
been up there with alady goat before.'

They went across the shingly beach to the speedboat.
He did not help her in. In fact, for the rest of the day he
was scrupulous in not touching her—not when they
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disembarked at the larger beach, not when she stumbled
on an uneven step, not even when they were back at the
yacht and she was stiff and less than graceful in climbing
aboard.

Jessica said nothing, but she noticed the way he
refrained from touching her and was chilled by it.

Leandro himself said nothing that would explain it.
He was his normal self, quirky, amusing, with that
underpinning of self-mockery that was so attractive.
Outwardly he seemed the same. Sue Y ork, meeting them
on deck, clearly saw nothing unusual.

"Have agood day? she asked, strolling with Jessica
back to her cabin.

Jessicawas good at disguising her feelings. Over the
years she had had plenty of practice.

“In parts,’ she said lightly.

"Ah." Sue was intrigued. 'Does that mean the dashing
Leandro distracted you?

*| was sidetracked to the extent of aswim," Jessica
admitted.

Sue laughed. 'Only a swim? He must be losing his grip!
At least, if the stories | hear are true.'

There was an odd little pain in Jessica's chest, asif al
her blood had been seeping back to her heart and was
now sgueezing it hard. But all-she said was, 'Very prob-
ably.'

Jessica at last sat back with a sigh. She had been working
without a break since the early hours of the morning and
now it was finished. She surveyed the neat drawings, the
pile of text that Sue had typed, with pardonable satis-
faction.

*I think,' she announced, 'l am pleased with myself.'

Sue looked up from where she was edging punched
paper into afile, and smiled.

Y ou have every reason.'
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"Well, | think so.' Jessica arched back in her chair,
stretching her arms up behind her.

“Tired? asked Sue, closing the file with a decisive snap
and transferring it to her pile.

"M mm.' Jessicalet her arms fall. 'Cramped more than
anything,' she said ruefully.

"And hungry, | should think. Do you know you for-
got to eat your lunch?

Jessica looked guilty. 'l realised later. But | wasn't
hungry, | wanted to get this done.'

Sue picked up another set of papers and began to
punch holes at the binding edge. She gave every appear-
ance of being absorbed in the task.

“Is that because the project is so fascinating? Or
because you want to get away?

Jessicawas not deceived by the neutral tone. She
grinned at Sue's downbent head.

“I've got alot of work waiting for me in the office,' she
said, equally neutrally.

Sue gave her a sharp look. "Y ou're running away,' she
accused.

Jessica turned wide green eyes on her secretary. 'Run-
ning away? Why should | do that?

“You know,' Sue said shrewdly.

But Jessica shook her head.

“Jess, the man's crazy about you,' Sue said impa-
tiently. '"And he's gorgeous. Why won't you even give it
atry? She sounded despairing.

Jessica stood up. 'Because | don't choose to,' she said
decisively.

Sue's lips tightened in evident disapproval, but she said
nothing more. She knew there was no point in protesting
further when Jessica spoke in that tone of voice.

Jessica ignored the subject, going on to discuss the cir-
culation of the papers they had prepared.
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“Send a copy to Andrew by airmail this afternoon, and
another to the office under separate cover. I'll give one
to Prince Giorgio in person when he comes back this
evening.

Sue was making alist. 'And the others?

Jessica surveyed the piled files doubtfully. 'He asked
me for seven copies. | suppose the others must be for his
partners. Maybe the lawyers; the local authority, of
course.' She debated. 'Best give them to Sandra.'

Sue grimaced. The Italian girl had not exactly been
unfriendly but her manner was strange and she had
sometimes forgotten things Sue had asked her to do. Sue
preferred not to ask her for help as aresult.

suppose so,' she said reluctantly.

Jessica shrugged, though her expression was one of
understanding. 'l know. But she's Prince Giorgio's sec-
retary and he is the one who's paying the bills. Anyway,'
she added with alaugh, 'she won't be able to lose a pile
that high, no matter how hard she tries.'

“She seems to be able to lose an amazing amount,' Sue
said drily, remembering one or two painful misunder-
standings as aresult of Sandra's apparently erratic
memory. 'But | suppose you're right.' She made to pick
up thefiles.

Jessica stopped her. 'They're too heavy. Ring for
Enrico and ask him to lend you one of those wheeled
trolley things they serve the drinks from at Leandro's
orgies.'

gThat's an idea.' Sue rang the bell. She gave Jessicaa
mischievous glance. 'And when were you at one of his
orgies?

Jessicafrowned. 'l wasn't. But I've seen the things and
Enrico told me that was what they were used for. |
thought they looked as if they might come in handy some
time.'

"The orgies? Sue teased, and encountered a fulminat-
ing glance from Jessica.
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Before she could take up arms against the accusation,
however, there was a knock and Enrico appeared. He
observed the tray of uneaten lunch immediately and
directed alook of such reproach at Jessicathat she, to
Sue's great amusement, began to fidget.

Sue explained their need. Enrico listened attentively
and then reluctantly shook his head.

I am so sorry, Miss York, but it is not possible.
Tonight the Sgnora has a party, abig party. Already the
little rolling tables you speak of are prepared.

"Oh,' said Sue, philosophical.

"Oh? queried Jessica, suddenly suspicious. 'A party?
A real Volpi-style party? A two-orchestra party?

Enrico looked dlightly taken aback and he looked at
Sue for help. Sue met the question in his eyes with a shake
of the head and afaint shrug, disclaiming all knowledge.

He said rather helplesdly, 'It was arranged some time
ago, signorina. There will be about two hundred guests.’

Jessica's eyes narrowed. 'Why wasn't | told?

"Really, Jess," expostulated Sue. 'Y ou can't expect
them to ask your permission to give a party on their own
yacht!'

That stopped her. She bit her lip. 'No, | suppose not.
But ' she directed her words at Enrico "—I think | could
expect not to be kept kept in the dark, either.'

He avoided her eyes, manifestly uncomfortable. 'l
would be happy to assist Miss Y ork to deliver thefiles
to Prince Giorgio's office,' he offered.

Jessica brushed it aside. 'He told you not to tell me,
didn't he?

“I have received no instruction on the matter from
Prince Giorgio,' Enrico said fluently.

"Not him." Jessicawas not deceived. 'The Body Beau-
tiful. The resident heart-throb. The last of the great
party-givers!' She was so angry, she was nearly spitting
the words out.
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Sue said quickly, "That's not fair, Jess. You can't
expect Enrico to answer that sort of question. They're
his employers, for God's sake!'

| am not,' said Jessica, rather white about the mouth,
“being manoeuvred into going to one of Leandro's
Rivierarevels.

Sue exchanged eloquent looks with Enrico. 'Fine.
Whatever you say. | can't see that one party here or there
matters myself, but that's your business. Go ashore for
the evening, if it's so important to you. Only stop abus-
ing poor Enrico and let me get these files delivered.'

Jessica made no answer. She sat down, watching Sue
and Enrico gather up files asiif she could not quite bring
them into focus. Her face was tense. Sue watched her
unobtrusively as she went about her work and realised
with adight shock that, without make-up, Jessica's face
was showing strain. There were faint shadows under her
eyes asif she was not sleeping properly and the eyes were
pulled down at the corners. As Sue watched, Jessicaslids
blinked twice, and she shook her head asif she were
throwing off tiredness.

“I'm sorry,' she said. 'l don't know why I'm sitting
here. I'll give you ahand.'

She did so, and within ten minutes the files were with
Sandra. The blonde received them with uncharacteristic
preparedness, putting them on two shelves that had been
cleared ready for them in a security cupboard.

“They are highly confidential, no? she asked.

*| suppose they are,' Jessica agreed. 'l certainly don't
want any other firm of architects pinching my ideas,
anyway.'

“Pinching?

“She means stealing__thieving,' explained Sue, asthe
blonde frowned. 'She isjoking," she added in explana-
tion.

“I see. A joke,' said Sandra.
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“| doubt it," muttered Sue, and Jessicarapidly
extracted her from Sandra's office.

‘Why does the woman annoy you so much? she asked.

Sue shrugged. 'l don't know. Maybe it'sjust chemis-
try.' She gave a sudden chuckle. 'l think I'm allergic to
peroxide!'

Jessica stopped dead, giving a great shout of laughter.
“Sue York, you'reacat!" And then, intrigued, ‘Do you
really think that hair is unnatural ?

Sue gave her adisbelieving look. 'Jessical Do you
mean to say you can't tell? And, as Jessica shook her
head, she concluded drily, "The hair is about as natural
as her fingernails—I don't think she was born with crim-
son claws either. | don't know how she can type with
talons that length.’

"No," Jessica agreed thoughtfully. 'Now you mention,
it, | don't either.'

"Maybe she doesn't have to type. Maybe she's the sort
of secretary who orders flowers and reminds the boss of
the family's birthdays.'

“| would think Prince Giorgio was too busy for that
to be satisfactory,” murmured Jessica. 'Of course. .
Her voice trailed off.

Sue scented mystery. 'Y es?

" She sometimes seems very close to the Body Beauti-
ful,' said Jessicalightly. 'She calls him Leo," she added
after a pause, as Sue continued to look at her expect-
antly.

Sue stared. 'Y ou think she keeps the job because she's
having afling with Leandro?

“It's possible.’

“It'snonsense,’ Sue said roundly. "1'm surprised you
should even give it amoment's thought. It is not,' she
added with some emphasis, 'Leandro Volpi's style. Even
| can seethat.’

Jessica looked unconvinced, but all she said was, 'You
may beright,' and, in spite of determined needling from
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Sue she refused to discuss the subject of Sandra or Lean-
dro Volpi any further.

She did, however, make instant and thorough plans
to be off the boat before the unadvertised party began.
Sue was surprised at the determination Jessica brought
toit.

“You'd think you were trying to avoid attending your
own execution,' she observed, when Jessica put the phone
down after arranging to take the launch to Portofino at
seven-thirty.

‘Maybe | am,' said Jessica drily and, true to form, said
no more.

She had avoided Leandro, deliberately and success-
fully, ever since their outing to the beach. It was al too
obvious that there was some pull of attraction between
them which could, if not resisted, upset the even tenor of
her existence. To befair, Jessicawas fairly certain that
Leandro wanted to resist it as much as she did; that had
been clear from his manner to her on the return from the
beach.

She did not really understand why, though. Of course,
it might be that he had at last recognised what she had
told him all along—that she had different habits and
assumptions and their ways of life were utterly incom-
patible. She did not think that was the answer, though.
He had had plenty of opportunity to recognise the truth
of her argument for days before the trip to the beach.

No, Jessicawas inclined to think it was something to
do with that question of his, and her answer. It wasironic
realy. If ever there was a man who was not entitled to
despise awoman for not being avirgin, it was Leandro.
But it seemed that from the moment she answered his
guestion he had lost all interest in her. She shrugged. It
was just as well. Fighting him off was exhilarating, but
it distracted her from her work and made the yacht an
uncomfortable place to stay.
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She did not admit, even in her most private thoughts,
that the loss of him as a sparring partner was also dis-
appointing. The zest had gone out of life, at least
temporarily. She acknowledged the fact but assured her-
self that it was entirely because she was tired. She would
get back her energy when she returned to London and
had a break.

At alittle before seven-thirty she went to the side of
the boat where the launch was moored. The young uni-
formed sailor helped her aboard and cast a quick ook
at hiswatch.

"Do you have atight schedule this evening? Jessica
asked idly.

“This evening, signorina?'

“For the party. Don't you have to ferry people back-
wards and forwards?

“Oh, that.' He smiled. 'No. There are a couple of men
in the port who do that. They are hired on such occa-
sions. | will only help if they get too busy and then only
if Signor Leandro says| may.'

Suddenly uneasy, Jessica queried, 'Signor Leandro?
But surely he'll want you to fetch his guests before any-
thing else?

The young man grinned. 'Perhaps. But these are not
his guests.'

‘What?

"Thisis Signora VVolpi's party, signorina,’ he told her,
happily unaware of her consternation. 'Signor Leandro
has told her he will not stay on board for it.'

He looked at his watch again.

Jessica began to realise, with a sense of numb inevit-
ability, that her careful strategy had been for nothing.
When they were hailed and Leandro swarmed down the
ladder into the launch she was hardly even surprised.

“All right, Gianni,' he said, casting off the mooring
rope and nodding at the young man. 'Let's go.'
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The sailor started the engine as Leandro lowered him-
self to sit beside Jessica. She met his flashing smile with
resignation.

"Good evening, Jessica. | have not seen you lately. Are
you well?

“Very well,' she said gloomily.

He laughed. 'And very bad-tempered!' He patted her
hand. 'Never mind, cara. Y ou can spend an enjoyable
evening telling me off.'

‘\INhy should | do that? she asked, trying to sound
cool.

His eyes danced. 'Because my strategy is better than
yours and you don't likeit," he told her.

She ignored that. meant why should | spend the eve-
ning with you?

"Because I'm kidnapping you," he said flippantly.

*| could walk away,' she objected.

He raised one eyebrow, looking at the sea all round
them.

‘When we land.'

“Then | might decide not to land,' he said outra-
geoudly, adding, 'And you don't swim very well, do you?
Y ou told me so yourself.'

Jessica gave him afar from admiring look, and he
smiled.

‘Much better to allow meto feed you and relieve your
feelings by quarrelling with me," he advised, and leant
back with one arm loosely round her shoulders, the pic-
ture of ease.

Jessicatold him what she thought of him. Shetold him
at length and with precision. The young sailor stood rig-
idly not looking at them, but it was obvious from the
painful concentration of his posture that he spoke
enough English to understand what she was saying. That
infuriated her too, adding acidity to her remarks, but it
seemed to give Leandro even further cause for amuse-
ment.
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“You are quiteright,' he said, when shefinished. ‘It is
afrightful thing to do, to take a girl out to dinner and to
see the sunset.' He shook his head.

‘I am not,' said Jessicain a stifled voice, 'agirl.'

"No? He put his head on one side, quizzically. ‘Maybe
you'reright. Y ou could be afury, mmm? An avenging
angel? A witch?

“Oh!" In childish temper she drummed her fists on her
knees. 'l could tip you out of this boat!" she exclaimed.

“I don't think you could, my dear. But you're welcome
totry.'

Jessica prudently put her hands behind her back as he
turned to her invitingly.

"Don't tempt me,' she gritted between her teeth.

°| have every intention of tempting you. | think it could
be highly amusing,' he said calmly.

“Leandro. .

Yes?

"Oh, you're impossible! Why can't you accept that |
just want to go off and have a quite meal on my own for
once?

“Quiteright. That's exactly what we're going to do.'

"But I'm not alone when I'm with you," she pointed
outinawail.

"Ah." Leandro turned to her and took her hand in a
warm, firm clasp. 'Y ou fedl it too.'

It was no good. He was an expert tease, too quick-wit-
ted to withstand. Jessicatried and failed to resist. Her
choke of laughter was quickly suppressed, but he heard
it. He lounged back on the seat, smiling at her, retaining
her hand.

She sighed. 'Do you ever fail to get your own way?

“Far too often.' He slanted alook at her. 'Can | take
it that that oblique remark means that you are not going
to make a break for it the moment we land?

Resignedly she shook her head.
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"Amazing," he murmured. 'Don't look like that, cara.
Y ou might even enjoy yourself.'

“I might,' she said without inflection.

He squeezed her fingers. 'Particularly if | let you push
me into the sea, | suppose. Well, | don't think I'm pre-
pared to go quite that far. But | will give you the best
seafood on the coast.'

‘Thank you,' said Jessica nastily.

Leandro gave a chuckle. 'Not like that. Y ou say,
"Thank you, Leandro darling. | can hardly wait. "

“Thank you, Leandro.' Jessica showed her teeth.
'‘Darling.' And then, with awistful look at the seaand
the side of the boat, 'l can hardly wait.'

His shoulders shook. 'If you tip me overboard, | will
take you with me," he promised her. 'And then you will
really bein my power.'

She sniffed. "No more than | am now. And it would
be worth it, just to see you ruffled.'

“Darling— it was awicked imitation of her own tone
‘—you ruffle me all the time without having to resort to
violence.'

"No one would guess,' Jessica assured him.

'Oh yes.' He turned her hand and set his wrist against
her fingers so she could feel the pulse there. 'Oh yes,' he
said again softly.

Startled and suddenly uncomfortable, Jessica
snatched her hand back. He let it go without protest. In
fact he began to feel in his pocket for the inevitable dark
glasses which she disliked so much.

"And everyone has guessed. Except you, | suppose.'

She swallowed. 'Don't be ridiculous,' she said sharply.

“Itisridiculousto find you attractive? he asked, dlid-
ing the glasses on to his nose.

'Yes, of courseit is, and you know it.'

"I know nothing of the kind. Explain it to me.'
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She stared at him in frustration. '"We're entirely dif-
ferent.'

He nodded, his mouth quirking. ‘One male, one
female.

Jessicaignored that. 'Y ou don't take anything seri-
ously!

"And you take everything much too seriously,’ Lean-
dro said swiftly. 'l think you need me as therapy.'

"There you are!’ she said triumphantly. "Y ou don't
even deny it. You think I'm dull and boring.'

He gave a soft laugh. 'Kiss me, Jessica.'

‘What?

“Kissme," he invited, 'and see how dull and boring |
think you are.'

There was atense silence. She could not read his eyes
because they were hidden by the smoked glass, but
everything else about him proclaimed that he was enjoy-
ing himself enormously. At my expense, thought Jessica.
She gave him ameasuring look.

“I'll offer you atrade,' she said at last.

He sat up. 'Trade?

"Mmm. Swap.' She allowed him a sophisticated smile.
"Onekiss!'

Leandro said uneasily, 'l have afeeling I'm not going
to like this. What do | have to pay for my kiss?

Jessica opened her green eyes very wide. 'The chance
to tip you into the Mediterranean,' she said sweetly.

There was a choked sound from the helmsman, and
Leandro turned dlightly to look at him.

"Now see what you've done—you've embarrassed
poor Gianni. Really, you liberated women have no con-
sideration for people with more subdued customs,’ he
said in reproof.

I'm sorry.' There was ho sincerity in her voice at all.

"So you should be.' He ran a hand through his hair.
She watched fascinated at the ripples in the streaked
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golden brown, wondering how it would feel to the touch.
"And, provided | get my kissfirst, | accept.'

"What?' Thistime she was really startled.

He gave her akindly smile. 'Only, of course, | shall
choose my moment to take it. Maybe when you're full
of scallops and Ligurian wine you won't feel so com-
bative.'

Jessica surveyed him in unflattering silence. He
laughed again, holding out his hand imperatively, and
she stared at it.

"Or have you lost your nerve? he challenged softly.

She sat bolt upright. 'Of course not!'

“Then you've got yourself adeal.'

He flapped the hand again.

Slowly, reluctantly, Jessica put her own into it. She had
the feeling that once again she had been outflanked by
superior strategy. Asthey shook hands on the bargain,
she had alittle suspicion that this was yet another stage
along the road to her own ultimate defeat.



CHAPTER SEVEN

THEY were eating, she found, in ahotel set high above
asmall bay, overlooking awaterfront of tall, ochre,
plastered buildings. They had moored in the good-sized
harbour and then walked along the pavement above the
shingly beach. Leandro held her hand, lightly but pro-
prietorially, al the way.

"Where are we? Jessica asked, trying to ignore the
sensation that his fingers aroused.

He looked amused. She was very nearly sure that he
guessed what she was feeling and also that she was deter-
mined not to let him seeiit.

But all he said was, "Camogli. Famous for its sunsets
and its thirteenth-century apartment blocks.'

She was startled. 'Are you joking?

He shook his head, indicating the buildings past which
they were walking. They were six or seven storeys high,
with facades decorated in orange and apricot and innu-
merable pairs of shutters.

"It looks like an Advent calendar,' said Jessicainvo-
luntarily, stopping to stare at the one at which he was
pointing.

Leandro grinned. 'Is that the professional architect
speaking?

“I've never designed an Advent calendar,’ shetold him
loftily, unable to drag her eyes away from the facade
before her. Suddenly she narrowed her eyes and said
suspiciously, Isthat shutter at the top there real ? It only
looks painted on to me.'

Leandro was delighted. “Aha! The professional eye.'

107
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She turned to him. Y ou mean it /s painted on?
should think agood fifth of them are,' he said with
complete sangfroid.

She gasped, beginning to feel indignant. He had
plainly prepared atrap for her; but he continued blandly.

"One of the best gamesin thisareaisto walk round
the little towns identifying scene-painters windows. I've
been doing it since | was a child. Have you not noticed
the trompe I'oeil windows in Portofino?

“I'm ashamed to say that | haven't," Jessica confessed.

“That's because you aways rush through it with your
head down,' Leandro told her tolerantly.

His fingers tightened and he gave her hand alittle tug.
Slowly she began to walk along the path again at his bid-
ding.

"What do you mean?

He gave her an exasperated, quizzical look. 'My dear
Jessica, you must know what | mean.'

She shook her head. Truly, | don't. Except,' she added
with aflash of mischief, 'you sound very disapproving.'

I am.' He drew her hand through the crook of his
elbow asif it was the most natural thing in the world.
Her fingers twitched, trying to retreat, and he calmly
covered them with his other hand. 'l am very disap-
proving indeed. As| have aready pointed out to you.'

"Because | haven't done the tourist bit in Portofino?
Jessicas voice was incredulous.

"Because you haven't done anything but work any-
where. Aslong as |'ve known you.'

She flashed a startled upward glance at him. 'But. .

“Jessica,’ he said very pleasantly, 'if you tell me that's
what you're paid for one moretime, | swear | will forget
my fancy education, and smack you.'

“Oh." Jessica digested this and found she believed him.

He went on, 'My uncleis no doubt a hard taskmaster.

| don't care for the way he treats his staff alot of the time.
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But | do not believe, no matter how anxious heis to have
this damned project up and running, that he told you to
slap on apair of blinkers and walk around like azombie
until the work was complete. Now did he?

I____No,' sheagreed in asmall voice.

"Right. So when you dive through Portofino with your
head down, thinking of nothing but the next stage in your
work schedule, it's entirely your own fault.'

“Entirely,' she agreed. Her tone was even, but her eyes
were beginning to glint. By what right did he take her to
task? By what right did he manhandle her along the sea-
front without so much as a token apology?

Unaware of brewing resistance, Leandro said, 'That 's
what | disapprove of.'

| see!

Alerted perhaps by the expressionless voice, he tight-
ened his grip on her arm. But it was too late. With one
swift, strong tug Jessica disengaged herself and moved
to put a safe distance between them.

“I'm glad to know that,' she said politely. 'It will be so
useful—if | ever mind whether you disapprove of me or
not.’

He did not appear in the dightest disconcerted. Instead
he gave a soft laugh, as if he were really enjoying himself.

“I'm glad you see it that way,' he said, smiling. "I'll let
you have alist sometime.'

Jessica so forgot herself asto stamp her foot. The pav-
ing stones were uneven and, as she was mid-stride at the
time, she nearly lurched off balance as aresult. To her
fury Leandro, though he surveyed the action interest-
edly, made no attempt to assist her.

Sherighted herself, rather flushed.

"Tired? he asked solicitously.

Jessicatried to keep hold of her anger but, as so often
with thisinfuriating man, felt it slide away into laughter.

"No. Just letting my worse self get the better of me,’
she admitted ruefully. She sent him a considering look.
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“I've never met a man who made me lose my wig as
quickly asyou do! Y ou must be very bad for my blood
pressure.’

“And you, my dear, are very bad for mine," he assured
her with achuckle.

She was certain he was going to reach for her hand
again, and she avoided him neatly, sighing.

“| suppose | asked for that.'

Leandro laughed. She gave him a measuring look.

‘Why do you keep trying to flirt with me? she asked
in tones of despair. It's pointless, and you know | don't
likeit.'

The dark glasses hid his eyes. The soft voice told her
nothing.

"Ah, but why don't you likeit?

‘Why?Well, because it's silly, | suppose,’ said Jessica,
momentarily floundering. ‘It embarrasses me. It doesn't
mean anything.'

“If it embarrasses you, it must mean something,'
Leandro pointed out in an academic tone. 'Even if it's
only that you're not used to flirting.’

‘Well, that's true enough,' she agreed.

He took her hand again. And that also is something
of which | disapprove,’ he said with finality.

He wasimpossible! He was utterly imperviousto her
feelings, or even the conventions of ordinary good man-
ners, Jessica decided. Thistime she did not try to detach
her hand from those possessive fingers. There did not
really seem much point.

They went to the hotel Leandro had indicated from
the sea. It was a stiffish climb and Jessica was out of
breath by the time they arrived on the geranium-strewn
terrace. Leandro, by contrast, was annoyingly unper-
turbed, she saw.

She complained, 'It's very unfair that, with alifestyle
like yours, you should survive that Himalayan ascent
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unpuffed.' She put a hand to her side where a stitch was
beginning to make itself felt.

He laughed half-heartedly.

‘What do you mean, alifestyle like mine? | lead avery
healthy life.

“Sunshine all day and champagne al night? she asked
drily, as she got her breath back.

“It's better than hunching over drawing boards and
never getting either sunshine or champagne.'

“That's a matter of opinion,’ said Jessica, preparing
for battle, but she was interrupted.

They were recognised, it seemed. Not only recognised
but expected. Leandro, as she was beginning to realise,
laid his plans very carefully, for al he looked so laid back.
She wondered when he had booked their table for din-
ner this evening. Probably as soon as his mother
announced her plans for the party, she thought sourly.
He would not, of course, think it necessary to invite Jes-
sica. He would simply make it impossible for her to go
anywhere else.

He was talking to the waiter in low-voiced conference.
Jessica, ignored, looked about her.

The terrace was on the very edge of the cliff, so that,
if you leaned over the restraining barrier, you looked
straight down into the sea that was drumming against
the rocks below them. She shivered alittle, watching as
the spray was flung high into the air. It was a potent
reminder of the vulnerability of human blood and bone.

Behind her Leandro said sharply, 'Don't lean too far
out!"

She drew back, looking over her shoulder at him. He
looked oddly pale, although that might be an illusion
caused by the dying daylight and those masking black
lenses.

He came quickly up to her and drew her away from
the side.
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“You can get mesmerised,' he said shortly, looking
down like that. This is a bad coast for accidents.'

Not presumably from the terraces of luxury hotels,
however,' retorted Jessica. She found she was slightl
shaken by this uncharacteristic behaviour. It Woul(if
hardly be good for business to have people tipping over
into the sea. That barrier looks pretty solid to me.'

Leandro let out a long breath. Then it seemed as if he
took charge of himself again and whatever had pro-
voked him was either dismissed or put to the back of his
mind He gave her a charming smile.

“You're right, of course. This terrace is designed to give
a front stalls view of the sunset, not for people to leap
into the sea.'

But he nevertheless drew her away from the edge of
the terrace and seated her at a small white ironwork
table. There was a blue and white sun umbrella above
them which he promptly retracted.

"Even your skin doesn't need protection from the sun
at this time of day,' he remarked, seating himself beside
her and sliding his arm along the back of her chair.

Jessica raised her eyebrows, looking pointedly at the
arm. He gave her his most charming and least readable
smile.

"We are going to watch the sunset,' he said blandly.

The bay was set out before them, the little town, with
its promontory of castle and church, to their right. Even
as Jessica watched, the sky began to fill with streaks of
rose and apricot. Light fractured on the edge of the drift-
ing clouds, throwing rainbows into the water.

‘It's going to be a good one,' said Leandro with sat-
isfaction, and he let his hand fall comfortably on to her
shoulder.

Beside them a waiter appeared with a tall bottle and,
two glass flutes on a silver tray. Leandro cast a quick
glance at the bottle and nodded professionally. The man
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put down the tray and glasses on the table and began to
rip gold foil from the cork of the bottle.

‘What. . ." began Jessica.

But Leandro forestalled her. 'Sun," he murmured mis-
chievoudly, with a gesture at the Technicolor sky,
“champagne. .

Jessica watched, flinching dlightly, as the waiter
untwisted wire from the cork and then removed the cork
itself with a great flourish and explosion of sound and
wine.

Leandro shook his head deprecatingly. 'He must have
shaken it up deliberately,' he told her. '‘Removing a
champagne cork is a simple business. One day | will show
you. You do not need to sound as if you are opening
World War Three. Nor do you need to waste the wine
like that.'

“I'm sure you're an expert,’ said Jessica.

°| am," he agreed, oblivious of insult.

The waiter, slightly shamefaced, mopped the table and
glasses, as well as the neck of the bottle, before putting
the bottle in afree-standing ice bucket which he placed
at Leandro's elbow. Then he put the glasses on the tray
and offered one first to Jessica, then to her host.

Sighing, Jessica accepted hers.

“Leandro, are you trying to overwhelm me? she asked,
trying to sound amused and managing only to sound
wary.

"No. | rely on the sunset to do that.' He gave a soft
laugh at her expression. 'Poor Jessical Don't look so
outraged. Drink your champagne and abandon yourself
to the beauties of nature.'

Disturbed, she did as he said. The sunset was certainly
spectacular and, apart from that ominous arm about her
shoulders, his behaviour was quite unthreatening. So
why am | so jumpy? thought Jessica, bewildered.

She lifted her glassto her lips, pretending to drink,
pretending to be absorbed in the expanse of sea and sky.
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But in truth al she was aware of was Leandro: his steady
breathing beside her, the warmth of his body, his eyes
which, though they were hidden behind smoked glass,
she knew never left her. Somewhere deep inside her she
was aware of atrembling. It was a sensation of absolute
weakness, almost asif shewasill or very afraid, and yet
it was not unpleasant. It terrified her, so that she could
hardly bear to sit still there beside him and watch the
evening die.

They were not alone. Quite apart from the waiters,
more and more people were drifting out on to the terrace
to watch the sunset. There was a soft buzz of conversa-
tion. It was al very civilised and indolent. A number of
their companions on the terrace were in evening dress,
and one or two of them greeted Leandro casually.

Watching one of them, atall woman with diamonds
in her hair and ears, stroll away, Jessicamurmured drily,
"The beauties of nature? The clink of icein Martinis and
the scent of Patou?

She thought it would annoy him. She thought he
would frown and call her a puritan as he had done before.
But she misread him. He laughed.

“Close your eyes and enjoy it,' he advised. 'I'll wake
you when the floor show starts.’

Jessica was so annoyed at this flippancy that she tossed
off her glassful of champagne asif it was lemonade.

*I thought it had started,' she said, with a gesture at
the sky.

He shook his head. 'Y ou ain't seen nothing yet.' He
reached round and poured more champagne into her
glass.

The shadows were lengthening rapidly on the water-
front path. A slight breeze had sprung up, stirring the
leavesin the potted lemon trees on the terrace, and mak-
ing the fringe of an awning on one of the buildings below
them ripple. The sea, too, seemed to surge more strongly.
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The clouds were moving fast now, breaking the bars
of light asif they were beams from arc lights. It dazzled
the eyes. Briefly Jessica wished she too were wearing dark
glasses, much as she detested them on Leandro.

She said suddenly, not looking at him, "Why do you
wear those ridiculous sunglasses? They make you look
like aMafia hit man.'

Pained, Leandro said, 'Surely not? | am too fair—and
besides, | dress too well.'

"Oh, they're designer sunglasses, are they? demanded
Jessica waspishly.

*I imagine someone designed them, certainly,’ Lean-
dro agreed at his most equable.

She cast him alook verging on dislike. 'They're an
affectation. A silly, pointless affectation. Like cham-
pagne and all that sunbathing—good for the image.'

His mouth twisted alittle. 'Y ou don't like my image,
do you, Jessica?

°I don't haveto likeit," she said, remembering her
manners and scenting a challenge in one unnerving
moment. 'It's nothing to do with me.'

"And if | told you. .

But she was not to find out what he might tell her. All
around them the desultory conversation sank and a sigh
went up. Startled, Jessica turned back to the vista—and
gasped.

The clouds had now chased themselves out to sea and
the sky was clear. The sun was an enormous disc the col-
our of fire and the whole sky and sea were bathed in the
glow. The water below them looked like a cauldron of
fire; even the foam was pink. The little town turned a
burning rose. The buildings were suffused with it, the
flagstones gleamed with it.

Jessica held her breath; everyone else on the terrace
seemed to do the same. The clink of glasses and bottles
was silent. Nobody spoke.
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Slowly, slowly, the sun sank and the glorious mantle
of colour turned from flame to orange to gold. And then,
as Jessica thought it could not possibly be any more
beautiful than it had been, it turned to the deep true bur-
nished gold of ceremony. Against it the shadows were
very black. The sun itself had slipped below the horizon
and the sky was paler than the golden harbour, where
little boats bobbed like jewels against their midnight
shadows.

High in the sky, insubstantial as gossamer, alemony
moon appeared.

A long sigh went up from the terrace. Jessica found
that Leandro had taken her hand and was holding it
hard. She turned to him, eyes shining.

“Yes,' he said, and leaning forward, kissed her briefly
but with decision.

On the terrace, normal communication was being
resumed. Bottles were circulating, a woman laughed,
someone called out to awaiter. In the amost dark Jes-
sicaand Leandro sat, not saying anything.

At last he moved.

*| wanted you to see that,' he said. His tone was abrupt,
even awkward. 'It's famous, of course. But tonight was
specia.'

‘I'm glad,' Jessica said simply. She turned her hand in
his and her fingers returned his pressure. "Thank you.'

She gave alittle shiver of pleasure, and he saw it.

“Areyou cold?

"No.'

“You must say if you are. | told them | wanted us to
eat out here, but if you wanttogoin. .

"No, I'm perfectly warm. As you pointed out yourself,
I'm used to lower temperatures than you favour.’

“You are indeed.' His answer was amused and
returned to the faintly teasing tone she had become
accustomed to. 'Even so, it's late in the season and there
isabreeze.
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'If | get cold you can be immensely macho and lend
me your jacket,' Jessicatold him calmly. 'l'd rather eat
out here under the stars—truly.'

The arm about her shoulders gave her aquick hug.
"So there is some romance in your soul, after al.'

“Not adrop,' sheretorted. 'But if | sit in the dark
nobody will notice that I'm not a beautiful jetsetter
wreathed in diamonds.'

His shoulders began to shake—she saw the move-
ment in the darkness—but when he spoke he sounded
solemn enough.

'Oh, Jessica, you will break my heart. So lovely and
so cynical!'

“And so dowdy. And so bad for your image,' she added
tranquilly.

The twilight was nearly over now, the last streaks of
amber disappearing from the sky. Attendants began
bringing lights from the hotel on to the terrace. They
intensified the shadows where their illumination did not
fall.

Leandro said sowly, "Ah, yes, my image. | think we
need to talk about that.'

A bracket containing four candles in glass shades
stood at the edge of the terrace beside their table. Jessica
looked up curiously, but behind the glasses his expres-
sion was unreadable.

"What's wrong with your image? she asked flip-
pantly.

“You tell me.' He waswry. 'Y ou don't seem to care for
it.

She managed allittle shrug. 'l suppose you're just not
my type.'

'‘Or my image isn't.’

'There's adifference?

'Ohyes,' said Leandro grimly. 'I'm not quite the shal-
low playboy you like to think.'
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She was taken aback. don't. .

"Don't you? Suddenly and unexpectedly he grew sav-
age. He smashed hisfist down on the iron table so that
the glasses jJumped and alittle of her wine spilled. 'Then
why have you been needling me ever since you arrived
on the yacht? He started to mimic her primmest tones.

"All that lazing about: don't you ever do a stroke of
work? No honest man ever had atan like that." Y ou just
took one look at me and decided | was not worth the time
of day. And you and | both know why.'

Jessica said tiffly, 'It never occurred to me that aman
with your reputation would want me to pass the time of
day with him.'

His smile was twisted. Y ou know exactly how much
I want you, Jessica Shelburne, so you can stop lying
about that for a start.'

She gasped. 'Y ou're talking nonsens!’

"No, I'm not.'

She was lost, floundering. "Y ou can't possibly
want. . . | mean, it'sridiculous. .

“Because of my reputation? Leandro sounded weary.
“Jessica, why don't you drop your prejudicesand  #hink
for amoment?

“Think about what?

“You and me. Us. The pair of us,' he added deliber-
ately.

Jessica recoiled as if some of the hot wax from the can-
dles beside her had spat on to her skin. "We are not a
pair!" she snapped in afury of panic.

L eandro leaned forward and took both her handsin
his, holding them firmly on the table. They were still side
by side and his shoulder was strong against her own. Jes-
sicafelt trepidation touch her again, light and shivery as
amoth'swing.

He said very quietly, without any of that teasing flir-
tation which she had learned to parry, 'l think you're
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wrong. We have been—' he hesitated '—attracted from
the start. Both of us.'

“Attraction is not unique,’ said Jessicain a stifled voice.
“I'm attracted to lots of men.’

"Do you scratch at al of them the way you have at me?

‘| ' She paused, disconcerted. 'No,' she said at |ast.
Then, rallying, '‘But you're a special case.' Her voice grew
wry. ‘They're not often international heartbreakers.'

He gave a sharp sigh and struck the table impatiently
with their clasped hands.

"Look," he said, 'when | was eighteen and had just |eft
school, Giorgio took me under hiswing. It lasted for a
year. OK, | admit | did all the things you disapprove of,
all the things that got my name in the papers and my
photographs in the magazines. But it was nearly twenty
years ago, for God's sake!'

“Areyou trying to tell me that these days you're an
upright citizen without an all-night party to your name?
Jessica asked drily.

Leandro laughed. 'I'm trying to tell you | grew up
years ago. And | can think of something better to do with
my nights than party.'

*| don't doubt that. It's what keeps your name in the
papers twenty years on,' she pointed out.

He groaned, letting go her hand and pushing himself
back in his chair.

'What can | say to convince you? He sounded half
amused, half despairing. "Do you know the way these
gossip-column types work? Herein Italy, at least.'

Jessica shook her head.

'Well, to agreat extent they're invited to things by
people who like the publicity—my uncle, my mother,
people like that.'

"Not you?

He shook his head. 'It's a damned nuisance. And
sometimes worse than that.' His face darkened. 'Some-
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timesit's damaging, really damaging. It turns peopleinto
products so that people they've never met think they
know all about them instantly. It's crazy! In the end,
people like Giorgio don't know who they are any more;
they just know the product requirements.’

Jessica could see the force of that, but she was still
sceptical.

"And you've avoided it? But there's afile of press clip-
pings on you. | saw some in England, and Enrico hasa
whole book of them.'

“Enrico, said Leandro, 'has a nasty sense of humour.
He has known me since | was six. He thought my year
of wine, women and song was a deplorable waste of time
and told me so. He al'so collected al the evidence so that
he could taunt me about it ever after.’

"Recent press clippings,’ said Jessica. Tor instance,
you were in Paris at Christmas and. .

"At adance of my mother's," Leandro interrupted. 'She
invited the columnists. | was there,' he shrugged, 'that's
al.

Jessica narrowed her eyes. 'They'reinterested in you
just because you happen to be there? She shook her
head, 'I'm sorry, but | can't swallow that. There must
have been hundreds of people there.’

“Yes, | concede that. But they knew me. Look—' he
spread his hands "—along time ago | sowed a few wild
oats. They started afile on me; I'min their card index.
It's easy enough to keep it up, | suppose. I'm only on the
fringe, but I do go to my mother's receptions. To Gior-
gio's parties, too, sometimes.' His face darkened briefly.
“I'm not important and they don't pursue me, but if there
is nothing very much worth reporting, I'm good for a
couple of columninches. That'sal thereis. | swear it.'

Almost against her better judgment, Jessica found she
believed him. She said nothing but, from the way Lean-
dro relaxed in his chair, she detected that he realised he
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had won his point. It was faintly annoying to be so
transparent.

She moved dightly away from him, disengaging her
hands. He did not try to recapture them. At that moment
awaiter arrived with two enormous menus. Jessica hid
behind hers asif it was ashield, but Leandro barely
glanced at his. He obviously knew the bill of fare by
heart, thought Jessica with a return to waspishness. He
might not be the playboy she had at first thought him,
but he was still a good deal more sophisticated than most
of the other men she had known.

He said, 'I's there anything you particularly want to
eat? Or shall | order for you?

Y ou know everything on the menu? she asked in dul-
cet tones.

Leandro looked amused. 'Still listing evidence of my
misspent life? No, | haven't eaten my way through the
menu and back. They just happen to have a convention
here whereby they prepare their own specialities daily. |
usually eat what the waiters recommend.' He gave her
anironic look. 'l thought you might like to do the same.'

Jessica had the grace to feel ashamed. 'I'm sorry.'

‘Well, that's a step in the right direction.' He took the
menu away from her. 'So what do you want?

She bit her lip. "Today's specialities, | suppose.'

“Good girl!" he approved, the laughter in his voice
undisguised.

After that he began to talk to her in his most enter-
taining, lighthearted style. In spite of herself, Jessicafelt
exhilarated. It was asiif, just for an evening, he was
allowing her to taste the glitter and fun that he was
habitually accustomed to. She did not really approve of
it, but it was stimulating to sit opposite the most hand-
some man in the place and be teased and flirted with as
if she were a princess.

Eventually she sat back, laughing at something he
said. 'l feel like Cinderella,' she told him, unguardedly.
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He raised his eyebrows. 'Feet hurt?

‘What? she said, not following him.

"The glass footwear," he explained.

“Oh!" She went off into a bubble of laughter. "No, not
that.'

‘What, then?

“Oh, asif I'min afairytale. Time out of the real world.'

Unexpectedly Leandro did not laugh. 'And it al ends
at midnight?

"Naturally.'

“Jessica_____' He put his head on one side, considering
her. 'Why do you have so little confidence?

She was surprised and slightly affronted. 'l have bags
of confidence. I'm a professional woman and | run my
career and my life very satisfactorily. | wouldn't do that
if 1 didn't have confidence in myself.'

*| don't think | meant self-confidence,' Leandro said
thoughtfully. 'l meant confidence in things. Situations.
Other people, maybe. Y ou don't have any belief in any-
thing except what you engineer yourself. | find it very
difficult to deal with.'

Jessica stared at him. 'l don't follow.'

"No? Well then, tell me why this hasto finish at mid-
night," he challenged.

She surveyed him calmly. She had been enjoying her-
self so much that she had forgotten where this dangerous
charm would lead her. It was inexcusable. He had never
made any secret, after all, of his ultimate intentions with
regard to herself.

She said coolly, 'Because | don't want to sleep with
you.'

“Granted,' he said, apparently unmoved. 'Does that
mean we have to stop talking as well?

Y ou want to talk to me?

"Don't sound so unbelieving,' he murmured. ‘'Though
| admit I'd rather you talked to me.'
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Jessicawas instantly suspicious. "What about?

The glasses glinted. 'Who is Chuck? asked Leandro
mildly.

She choked. Whatever she had expected, it had not
been that. He had caught her utterly off guard and it
showed in her face. Leandro watched her thoughtfully.

“The reason you don't trust anyone but yourself, huh?

She said, 'How did you. .

“You may have forgotten, but you once called me
Chuck.' His mouth thinned. 'I've been wondering about
the man ever since.’

Jessica averted her eyes. Beyond the terrace the Med-
iterranean was slapping softly against unseen rocks. It
was odd, she thought, how in all that darkness, when it
was impossible to see things, it was nevertheless obvious
that the great sea beast was moving. She shivered alittle.

‘Was it along time ago? he prompted when she did
not speak.

She turned back to him with an effort. 'l wasn't ateen-
ager, if that's what you mean. | was old enough to know
better.'

She was unprepared for the bitterness in her own voice.
It slightly shocked her. Leandro, however, sounded
completely unshocked.

"Aren't we al? he said drily. "What happened?

She gave a dlight shrug. ‘Nothing very dramatic. Or
very unusual, | imagine. Y ou've probably doneit your-
self in your time.'

He made a sharp movement, quickly stilled. 'Tell,' he
urged softly.

“Oh, it was asimple case of misunderstanding. He was
in London working in the London office of hisfather's
company. It was atemporary thing. What | believeis
called afamiliarisation visit.' She swallowed. 'l didn't
know that.'

Y ou thought he was there for good? With you?
Leandro's tone was neutral.
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Jessica smiled in the darkness. "Well, maybe not for
good. But for more than a few weeks, anyway.'

"A few weeks? It ripped out at her. 'What happened?

fell inlove,' she sad flatly. 'He was very charming.
Life had been abit grim, what with the money and my
mother's broken engagement to Richard. Chuck was
fun. He made me laugh. And he seemed—' she swal-
lowed "—to care.’

"And?

She shrugged again. 'He moved in. We were very
happy.' She corrected it. 'l was very happy. | livedin a
shared house. He simply took over half my room. He got
on well with everyone else in the house. We. . ." She
swallowed again. Thistime she had to clear her throat.
"We used to travel to work together, even. And then we
were on the tube one day in the morning. It was rush hour
and we kept being thrown against each other. We were
laughing like schoolchildren. And all of a sudden he said,
"I'll missthis".'

Leandro made an inarticul ate noise.

Jessicalooked out to sea. 'He'd had a letter from his
father—that morning, | suppose. He'd done well, and he
was getting the promotion he wanted. He was going—I
forget where. Somewhere in Cdlifornia, anyway. Where
he wanted to go. Where he'd always wanted to go. He
seemed quite surprised that | didn't know. He was sure
he'd told me.'

'Oh, love," said Leandro softly, reaching for her.

It was oddly comforting to lean against him.

°I didn't have to pretend for very long. He only had a
week to pack and go—these American companies move
fast.'

The hand about her shoulders was stroking her hair,
very lightly.

‘Why did you have to pretend?

She gave a choked laugh. 'It had all been so public.
Everyone was involved—people at work, the people |
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shared the house with. | couldn't just collapse.'

'‘Why not?

She sighed. 'Pride, | suppose.' She thought for a
moment. 'And a certain amount of vicarious experience.
Collapsing hadn't done my mother any good.'

'‘And nor had trusting friends,' said Leandro, startling
her with his perspicacity. 'l think I'm beginning to
see. .
'Fortunately 1'd nearly finished my training. It was
quite easy to move. And then, after I'd qudified, Andrew
wanted me to go into partnership with him and | got
away from that side of the business altogether. I've never
seen Chuck again.'

Leandro said, 'Areyou still in love with him?

Jessica's laugh broke. 'l don't know. Sometimes | till
hate him. That doesn't seem like indifference, doesit?

'No," said Leandro heavily. 'No, it doesn't.'

It was atemptation to continue leaning against that
warm and friendly shoulder. Sternly Jessicaresisted it.

'So now you know the full horror story. | told you it
wasn't very spectacular,’ she said, straightening.

'Y ou aso told me I'd probably done the same in my
time," he reminded her sharply. ‘Let me clear that one up
now. | have never in my life moved in with agirl. And |
have never started alove affair on the basis of afield trip
to astrange town. It's not my style.'

'I'm sorry." Jessica could sense that he was very angry
and realised that maybe she had given him cause. 'l
shouldn't have said that.'

‘No, you shouldn't. But it was probably just as well
you did.' He leaned forward. 'Do you fall for the same
man over and over again? Is that what you are afraid of ?
Have they all been carbon copies of Chuck?

‘No.'

'‘But they have all let you down? he persisted.

‘There hasn't been anyone else,' said Jessica, goaded.
'‘Once was more than enough.'
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' Whar?' That really did seem to shock him as none of
her eatlier revelations had done. He sat staring at her.

‘T suppose I'm what they call a one-man woman,' she
said trymg to sound uncaring,

‘I don't believe that,' Leandro said almost violently.

‘Don't your Well, that's where the evidence seems to
come down at the moment.

“Why do you talk like that? As if it doesn't matter?'

‘Because I don't suppose it does. Not in the overall
scheme of things,' Jessica told him.

‘Not even in the pattern of your own life?' Leandro
asked swiftly.

'I think that was set a long time ago,' she answered
soberly. "There's not much I can do about it.

"Oh, I have no patience with that defeatist attitude.
You're as bad as Sandra Of course there is something
you can do about it.'

“Sandra?' Jessica was intrigued at this careless refer-
ence, but her question was prompted as much by the
desire to distract him from her own affairs as interest in
Prince Giorgio's secretaty.

Leandro hesitated. 'Yes. She too has managed to con-
vince herself that she is a one-man woman.'

And was the man Leandro? thought Jessica, awatre of
a small pain in the region of her heart for which there
was absolutely no excuse whatever.

“You think she's wrong?'

' think she's making herself ill and worse than ill over
a fantasy,' he said brutally.

Jessica found that her sympathy for the woman spo-
ken about in that dismissive tone overwhelmed the faint
dislike she had been entertaining for Sandra.

"Have you told her so?' she asked coldly.

"Oh yes, many times, but she takes no notice.' He
shrugged. 'It's her hfe If she wants to mess it up, it's
nothing to do with me.'
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Presumably Chuck Haverford would have said the
same thing.

He added acutely, 'And you don't approve of that
either.’

Jessica half turned away. It's none of my business.'

"No," he agreed. 'Buit. .

Sheinterrupted him. 'Look, I'm very tired. I've had a
wonderful evening, but I've got to get up tomorrow.
Shouldn't we be going?

L eandro was thoughtful. ‘Midnight struck, did it,
Cinderella? All right, I'll take you home. On one con-
dition.'

'Yes? she said cautiously.

‘That you don't crawl back under your stone and stay
there. | shall want to see you. Tomorrow and the day
after and the day after that. And if you try and hide from
me, | shall come and dig you out.' He grinned at her.
‘"There's no point, after all. You'vetold me all your dis-
mal secrets now, haven't you?

'Yes,' agreed Jessica, aware of alittle flare of panic,
not at the extent of her revelation so much as at the real-
isation that he knew exactly how much she had given him
in those last, reluctant confidences.

'‘And no more nonsense about me being a drone and
you being aworker. Enjoy the difference.' He pinched
her chin impudently.

Hewasirresistible. Jessica could not help laughing.

'Y ou want to change my character completely,' she
complained.

'No, | don't. | love your character--among other
things,' he teased. 'l just want you to be alittle lesstidy
sometimes.’

Jessicagave asnort of real amusement. ‘Tidy! You
should hear my secretary on the subject. She says| can't
work unless I've built myself anest of paper first. And
it'strue.’ She sighed suddenly. 'Except that your uncle's
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wonderful staff seem to think they ought to clear up after
me.

“Tell them not to," said Leandro, beckoning a waiter.
“The bill, please.'

‘I did. Enrico said he would leave it, but twice I've
come back and found everything stacked up neatly.' She
sounded despondent.

"Have you?' He sounded alert. "What did Entico say?'

"He couldn't account for it. He was very sorry. He
offered,' she added with a chuckle, 'to untidy it for me
again.'

gLeandro laughed. But in spite of the amusement, she
had the impression that he had withdrawn from her and
that a formidable brain was working behind the absent
pleasantries he offered her as he paid the bill and led her
back to the boat.

When she was seated again in the speedboat, with the
uniformed sailor at the helm, Leandro stood looking
down at her for a moment, his hands in his pockets.

‘Jessica, I want you to do something for me,' he said
abruptly, all laughter banished.

“Yes?' she asked with all her former wariness.

‘I want you to lock your door. Both your doors. And
if anything frightens you—anything at all, no matter how
silly—I want you to come to me at once. Do you prom-
iser'

She did not understand his urgency, but she caught
some of it herself. She shivered. Something was wrong,
something much more than the vestigial passing attrac-
tion Leandro felt for his uncle's architect.

But she was not going to ask him about it. She found
she did not want to know.

She said, 'I promise.’

"Thank God for that, at least,' said Leandro harshly
and, flinging himself down on the seat beside her, he
began to kiss her with force.



CHAPTER EIGHT

THE party was still clearly going strong when they
climbed aboard the yacht. There were lights on all the
decks and music came from the main cabin. Jessica hung
back alittle, not wanting to join the throng. She felt
shaken and her lips stung—from the salt, she assured
herself, not from the almost frantic pressure of his kisses.

"1t seems we still have the chance to dance,’ remarked
Leandro, apparently unmoved by their embraces. His
voice was light, amused and just as she would aways
recogniseit.

“It's past my dancing hour,' shetold him as coolly as
she could. 'l need my rest. You go and enjoy yourself,
though.'

Helaughed. "Carissima, you sound like the old nanny
Giorgio once employed for me! She was English too, and
she aways sounded as if enjoying yourself was danger-
ous to the health.'

She shrugged. 'It's your health.'

"And my enjoyment. And I'd rather stay with you than
go and dance in an overheated saloon,' he told her
calmly. "Your place or mine?

Jessica began to feel dightly alarmed. As always, she
could not make out what he intended to do, if indeed he
intended anything beyond throwing her into aflap. He
was not only unpredictable, he was capricious, she
thought, angry with herself and him.

'l," she said, 'am going to my cabin. Alone.'

‘No, you're not,' he contradicted. 'I'm coming too. |
want to see if Enrico has done any more of his devas-
tating tidying up.'

129
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She shrugged, not answering. It was not aloverlike
reason and he made no attempt, now they were back on
the yacht and in the full glare of electric light, to touch
her. Though presumably the unfortunate Gianni could
not have been under any illusion that he had piloted back
to the yacht alady who had spent most of the voyage
locked unresisting in the arms of Leandro Volpi and
being ruthlessly kissed. So Leandro's discretion was
selective.

Her colour faintly higher than normal, Jessicaled the
way to her cabin.

Her companion, however, was quite unembarrassed.
“It's about time they decorated this deck,' he observed
chattily, drawing flaking paint from the walls on the tip
of hisforefinger.

Her cabin was not locked, which he noted with a dlight
frown, and was in darkness. Leandro preceded her inside
and flicked on the switch. Then he went through the sit-
ting-room into her bedroom, and she heard him open the
door and switch on the light in the shower-room. It was
amost asif he was looking for someone, she thought,
chilled.

When he emerged, however, he was till very much at
his ease.

*I like your nightwear,' he told her, amused. 'Very
Cinderella.'

Jessica, to her fury, blushed. Sometimes the maid came
in to turn down the sheets and lay out Jessica's cotton
print nightdress. She must have done so this evening.
Presumably Leandro's ladies did not entertain him in
brief cotton shifts printed with bluebells. It was cool and
comfortable, but it was not seductive. She glared at him.

“Cinderella, as | recall, wore rags. Are you being rude
about my wardrobe, Leandro?

He grinned. 'l wouldn't dare! | thought it looked very
pretty, that's all.' He looked round the cabin. 'As does
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thisroom. Isit tidier than you left it?

Jessica jumped. She had forgotten the excuse he had
made for accompanying her to her room. Or maybe it
was not an excuse, after all.

"No. We finished this afternoon,' she explained. 'We
took the copies to Sandra and then Suetidied up in here.’

"So whereis your copy of the blueprint? he asked, idly
turning over papers and books on her desk.

“In the safe." She nodded towards a rather fine water-
colour of a Tuscan church on thewall. 'Where it will stay
until your uncle tells me to get it out.’

"Oh, still all secret, then?

“It's at the stage where it could be pirated,’ she admit-
ted. 'Secret is probably the wrong word. Confidential,
maybe.'

"Worth something on the open market? he queried
lightly.

Jessica considered the possibility. ‘Not really. Not
unless there was some rival concern with an identical
site. .

"Or the same site? Leandro asked softly.

Jessicathrew him a startled glance. 'But surely that's
impossible. | understood Prince Giorgio had bought the
land.'

“Some of the land,' Leandro corrected her. 'Bought but
not paid for. Or not paid for in full.' He was thoughtful.
'| can imagine arival being very interested in your ideas,
lovely Jessica.' He gave her his most dazzling smile. 'l
should guard them with your life, ' he advised thrill-
ingly.

He won areluctant smile from her, but she was wor-
ried. "Do you really think they're at risk? | haven't been
particularly careful about security.'

“I noticed,' he said with anod at the door. 'Keep it
locked from now on, will you, darling?

“To protect the plans? queried Jessica, still not quite
sure whether the threat was real or not.



132 CHALLENGE

He strolled up to her, loose-limbed and graceful, and
put a hand on either side of her face.

“To protect you from ravening wolves," he murmured
against her mouth.

It was terrible, she thought in despair, the way her
mouth now knew his, responded to his as if they had been
kissing each other al their lives. She pushed him away
and smoothed her hair, trying to disguise her disturb-
ance.

"What do you think you're doing?

"Kissing you goodnight," he said with alurking smile.

She gave him adry look.

‘Well, you've already told me in no uncertain terms
that I'm not welcome to spend the night," he reminded
her. He was clearly enjoying himself. 'So unless you've
changed your mind. . . No? Ah, well then, goodnight it
hasto be.'

Jessica evaded him by the not very subtle expedient of
retreating behind a sofa.

"Goodnight,' she said with emphasis. "I'll lock the
door.’

“The best thing in the circumstances,' he agreed with
a chuckle, then went to the door and blew her akiss
before slipping quietly out.

Jessica turned the key in the lock behind him with
unnecessary force.

He was impossible; he was deliberately provocative;
he annoyed her so much that she lost all sense of judg-
ment. She could never tell when he was serious or when
he was teasing her mercilessly. She wasjust too easy a
target. Damn him!

She went and showered in an angry mood. After-
wards, for all her professions of tiredness, she found she
could not sleep, so she put on the bedside light and leafed
her way absentmindedly through one of the paperbacks
with which the cabin was provided.
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It was then that she heard the knock on the door. It
was firm, not at all secretive. Without a second thought
Jessica got up and went to open it; she was almost sure
it was Leandro. She schooled her expression to one of
indifference, though her heart was beating so hard she
could barely breathe.

It was not Leandro. Instead, dressed impeccably in
scarlet silk and jewels, his mother stood on the thresh-
old.

“Signora Volpi!' exclaimed Jessica, amazed.

The Signora swept past her asif she had been invited
in.

°| seeyou are dressed for bed, Miss Shelburne. Is my
son with you? asked the Sgnora in arctic tones.

Before Jessica could recover from her dumbstruck
state, the woman had moved to her bedroom and looked
inside.

°| see heisnot. | assume you are expecting him.'

Jessica gagged and then said with as much of her
habitual calm as she could command, 'l have no idea
where Signor Volpi may be and I, for my part, would
liketo go to dleep, signora. | would be grateful if you
would go.'

"Sleep? The older woman was plainly unimpressed.
“That iswhy you are awake with your light on at,' she
consulted her watch, 'two o'clock in the morning? Do
you think | am afool, Miss Shelburne?

*1 have no opinion on the subject,' Jessicasaid care-
fully, aware that her temper was beginning rise
alarmingly.

“You spent the evening with my son. Do not try to
deny it.'

Jessica shrugged. 'Why should 1? It's the truth.'

The Sgnora showed her teeth in a horrible parody of
asmile.

"Miss Shelburne, | do not know what my son may have
told you. | know he can be very persuasive when he wants
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to be, but you should be aware that he is playing avery
dangerous game at the moment. No doubt he thinksiit
amusing to involve you, but | assure you my brother will
not be amused. And if Leandro thinks that he can remain
Giorgio's heir and behave like a schoolboy in this fash-
ion, then he is even more heedless than | thought him.'

Jessicawas quite stunned. Pulling her robe tighter
round her, she sank down on to the arm of one of the
luxurious chairs with which her suite was provided.

“I don't think | understand,’ she said slowly.

IdaVolpi gave her a pitying look. 'Oh, did you think
that he would remain my brother's heir—what is your
English phrase?—come hell or high water?

Jessica blinked. 'l didn't think about it at al.'

Signora Volpi gave aharsh crack of laughter. 'Very
pretty, Miss Shelburne. Almost convincing. If | were a
man | would be most impressed.'

Jessica stared at her.

°I am awoman, my dear,' the other woman said softly.
“I know your game; | have played it myself.'

Jessica began to wonder for a hair-raising minute if
the woman were drunk or worse mad. Ida VVolpi was
looking at her asif she hated her.

At last she said, 'Signora, | am very sorry, but | do not
understand aword you are saying. | think you must have
the wrong person.' She stood up. 'And | really am very
tired. .

The older woman grabbed hold of her, the painted
nails like claws against her bare arm. The grip was fierce,
and Jessica gasped at the unexpected pain.

"Then let me explain myself, Miss Shelburne,' Ida
Volpi gritted in aburning whisper. 'l have spent my life -
my whole life, do you hear me? trying to undo my stu-
pidity in marrying Alfredo Volpi and to give my son a
chance to have the things that are his right. My right!
Who do you think paid for his education? Alfredo would
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have sent him to a state school and let him go to work
in the docks when he was fourteen. It was Giorgio who
saved him, Giorgio who educated him.'

Jessica strove to withdraw her arm, to no avail. The
Signora hardly seemed to be aware of her grip. In fact,
Jessica began to doubt whether she even knew who she
was talking to.

made a life for myself without Alfredo, so that
Leandro need not be ashamed of his parents. And Gior-
gio helped. And see how he repays him! He quarrels with
him all the time, will not accept. .

She stopped suddenly and her eyes came back to Jes-
sica, suddenly focusing again and looking alarmingly
shrewd as they did so. She released her hold on Jessica's
arm and spoke more calmly.

know he does not agree with this holiday project of
Giorgio's." She shrugged. 'l do not know why. It does
not matter. But he has been seducing you to tell him
Giorgio's secrets, and that will get him struck out of
Giorgio'swill for ever.'

Jessica said soothingly, 'Not a secret has passed
between us.'

IdaVolpi's eyes narrowed. 'Y ou are like him,' she said
on ahissing breath. 'Like Leo. Everything is agame.'
She fell silent and then said in a completely different tone,
amost composed, 'He won't marry you, you know.'

Totally disconcerted, Jessica sat down hard on the
chair behind her.

*| beg your parton?

‘Marriage. He won't,' said the Signora succinctly. 'He
likes his freedom. | know my son. And anyway, if Gior-
gio finds out about this, he won't be worth marrying. He
had nothing from his father, you know. And I—' her
mouth twisted resentfully '—I am my brother's pen-
sioner and have been so for years. Don't delude yourself
about my glamorous son: he has no title and no money
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to speak of and he wouldn't stay faithful to you for a
week.'

Jessica said lowly, ‘Do you diglike him so much?

IdaVolpi flushed. I—no, of course | don't dislike him.
| only want the best for him. Heismy son. | love him.'

“Except when he doesn't do what he's told? asked Jes-

sica, raising her brows.

Two little spots of colour appeared in the Signora's
cheeks like the painted rosiness on a Dutch doll that Jes-
sica had had as a child.

She said between her teeth, *Y ou—are--impertinent!

Jessica leaned back in her chair, crossing one leg over
the other.

And you are not? she asked gently.

IdaVolpi stared at her asif she had taken leave of her
senses. | am your employer's sister,' she said, asif that
answered everything.

Y ou are the sister of aman from whom | have under-
taken an assignment which is one of many. And which
I might choose to resign from," said Jessica softly. I'm
aprofessional, Signora Volpi. | would not take what has
just been said to me from Prince Giorgio; | certainly will
not take it from you. Y ou have until noon to decide
whether you will apologise. If you do not, | shall have
no aternative but to offer the Prince my resignation. And
tell him why | have reached that decision.'

Y ou would not dare,' said his sister. She did not say
it with much conviction.

Jessica shrugged, not bothering to answer. 'Now will
you leave my room, or shall | ring for one of the staff to
come and take you away? she asked, still in the same
pleasant voice.

IdaVolpi stared at her, unspeaking. Her elegance
seemed to have evaporated. Now she just looked like a
desperately tired woman, painted unsuccessfully to hide
the lines of envy and discontent. The gorgeous red dress
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looked like atent, a piece of brave camouflage. Jessica
felt touched with pity.

“I'm sorry,' she said more gently, 'but you should not
have spoken like that about Leandro.'

“You areinlove with him," said the Signora at last in
arusty voice. She went to the door mechanically, like a
puppet manipulated by an inexpert hand. 'You are a
fool," she said without emotion, not looking at Jessica.

She went out, head bent, closing the door softly behind
her.

In the uncanny silence that followed her departure,
Jessicafound that her hands were shaking. She noticed
it with faint surprise, watching the hands clasped
together on her knee and recognising the faint, uncon-
trollable tremor as asign of tension.

When she stood up, however, she realised it was not
just her hands. Her whole body was shaking. She felt very
cold too. She dragged the robe across her breast, asif it
would warm her. She felt sweat on her brow and thought,
good heavens, it feelslike flul

Then common sense took hold. It had been a nasty
little scene, perhaps one of the nastiest in her life. It was
not surprising that it had upset her or that her distress
had manifested itself physically.

What you need, shetold herself, is a stiff drink.

For the first timein her stay on the yacht—for the first
timein her life, indeed she went across to the tray of
drinks and uncorked the brandy, splashing someinto a
glass as the clock struck half past two. She drained the
brandy in one swallow and began to feel better. She dis-
liked the taste and never drank it for preference, but now
she was grateful for the warmth. The residual nausea of
which she had been aware began to subside.

She went across to the door into the corridor and
locked it with a vicious movement.

"No more visitors tonight,' she said aloud. 'Not for all
theteain China'
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She took some more brandy and went back to bed,
huddling under the bedclothes asiif it was winter, instead
of asultry summer night. She lay down, on her side,
curling her knees up like a child. The smell of the
undrunk brandy in the glass beside the bed wafted over
her. She knew she ought to finish it, but she was too cold
to uncurl, too tired to lift her head; too frightened by
what Ida Volpi had said to want to think about it.

But that's stupid, she thought to herself, circling into
slegp. She can't frighten me; | have much more reason
to frighten her. If | tell Prince Giorgio. . . If | tell Lean-
dro. .. Though | can't tell Leandro anything or shelll
tell him I'min love with him. Shelll tell everyonel'min
love with him.

She did not even know she was crying until the tears
dripped into her ears and she had to scrabble them away
with the edge of her pillow. In the end she fell asleep with
her tears undried. She knew she must have done because
the stains were clearly visible in the morning.

Jessicadid not usually dream. Normally she fell asleep
the moment her head touched the pillow and stayed in
that happy state until seven o'clock. But that night she
tossed and turned on the edge of wakefulness until late
into the morning, a prey to a hundred flickering and
rather frightening images. There was aroaring sea that
threatened to engulf her. There was a burning sun that
bore down on her until she could feel its heat on her face.
Andin her ear all the time was Signora Volpi's parting
taunt, "You are afool. You are afool!’

Eventually she was roused by a scream from the tele-
phone. She struggled up on to one elbow, pushing hair
from her eyes, and reached for the instrument.

"Yes?

“Jessica? Areyou all right? It was Sue, sounding
breathless.
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“Yes, of course,' said Jessica, coming fully awake. She
looked at her watch and her heart sank. Ten o'clock. 'l
just overdept, that's all.’

“I was worried. Y our door was locked and Enrico said
he hadn't been able to get any answer when he brought
your breakfast round.’

“I must have been asleep.' She was annoyed with her-
self and her voice sounded sharp.

"Er—Jessica? Sue was tentative now.

"Hello?

“Are you—er—alone?

"What? Jessica sat bolt upright so that the mangled
bedclothes did finally and irretrievably to the floor.

*I wondered,' Sue explained, sounding unhappy.

“Yes, | am aone and have been so al night,' snapped
Jessica. 'Y ou ought to know me well enough not to have
to ask that sort of question, Sue.'

“I'm sorry.' But she sounded happier. 'Can | come
along now, then? If | bring your breakfast?

Jessica snorted but said, 'All right. Give me five min-
utesto shower.'

Sue actually gave her more like half an hour. When
she arrived, the door to Jessica's cabin had been unlocked
and Jessica herself was sitting in the window-seat under
the porthole, flipping through some drawings. She
looked up as Sue camein.

"Good morning. How are you? | should have asked
when you rang. Survived the party?

Sue sank down into an easy chair with a deep sigh.

"Diabolical,' she said.

Jessica was startled. "What's wrong?

"Everything,' said Sue comprehensively. She looked
very near tears.

Jessica frowned. 'Hangover? Or worse?

"Hangover and worse,' Sue told her frankly. She
looked round the cabin. 'I's there any coffee?
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‘Not yet. | thought you were bringing my breakfast
with you. I'll ring for some.'

'‘No, I've already talked to Enrico. It should be here
any moment.’

As she spoke there came a soft knock on the door and
the steward appeared with atray on which stood three
gleaming silver pots, an assortment of delicate chinaand
a basket of sweet rolls. Sue jumped up to clear a space
on the low table in front of her chair. Enrico thanked
her, depositing his burden.

'l am sorry | have been so long, signorina,' he said for-
mally to Jessica. 'There have been one or two problems
thismorning.'

'I'm not surprised, given the size of the party you had
to clear up after,’ she told him with sympathy. "What
timedid it finish?

He did not smile, which was unexpected. Normally
Enrico was the friendliest of men.

‘It is not entirely the party, signorina. And it went on
until four o'clock. One or two of the guests have stayed
the night, | understand.’

He bowed and went out. Jessicalooked after himin
bewilderment.

"What was al that about? |'s Enrico annoyed because
| lept late or something?

Sue shook her head. 'l should think the poor man is
going round in circles. All hell has broken loose this
morning. Y ou have no idea!

'Clearly not." Jessica could not imagine what even-
tuality would upset the professionally smooth running
of the yacht to the extent that Sue suggested. She looked
at her secretary with narrowed eyes as she began to pour
coffee. Sue was very pae and without make-up her frec-
kles showed clearly. She looked tired too. Perhaps her
sense of proportion had diminished in inverse ratio with
her hangover.
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Jessica added milk to her coffee and passed it across
to Sue with the sugar bowl.

"Did you dance until four as well? she asked gently.

Sue accepted the coffee and groaned. 'l did indeed. |
wish to God | hadn't. Everything you ever said about
the corrupting influence of the rich and idle | now believe.
My head feels asif there's a steam-hammer inside it!"

Jessica found that Enrico had sent her apot of her
favourite hot chocolate. She poured it slowly into the
gold-bordered cup.

'Maybe it's accumulated hangovers that are giving
poor Enrico hell.'

Sue drank her coffee down in one draught. ‘No,' she
said. 'No, it's that damned inefficient, stupid, neurotic
Secretary.'

Sue was normally a moderate girl. She took crises
even-temperedly and, even when thoroughly put about
by others inefficiencies, was seldom heard to complain
or apportion blame. She said she liked the challenge. At
this uncharacteristic outburst, therefore, Jessica stared.

‘More coffee,’ she said hurriedly, pouring it. "What's
wrong, Sue?

Sue'stired eyes met her own. 'She's lost the presen-
tation. The whole thing. All seven copies of it,' she said
in adespairing voice. 'Lost them!"'

Jessica sat down heavily on her window seat. She felt
stunned.

'‘But__but how? she asked at last.

Sue shook he: head. 'Don't ask me—I can't even begin
to imagine. How can you lose two shelves full of heavy
files? Unless she heaved the lot into the seawhile she was
sleepwalking,' she added waspishly. '‘God knows she
seems to be in a dream most of the time.'

'What does she say happened? asked Jessica, numb.

'She doesn't. She cries, and shouts alot. | think the
woman's bats,’ said Sue in disgust. 'First of al shetried
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to pretend that we hadn't given them to her, but fortu-
nately Enrico giving us a hand with delivering them
meant that | had a witness. So then she said it wasn't
meant to be and it was ajudgment.’

'A judgment? On whom? queried Jessica, by now
quite bewildered.

For the first time Sue began to look more of her usua
lively self.

'Well, I'm not at all sure about that. That was the point
at which they started to shut her up and hustle me out
of the room. But | think she meant it was a judgment on
Prince Giorgio.'

Jessica shook her head. 'l don't understand,’ she said
helplessly. 'l thought she was a hundred per cent on his
side, right or wrong.'

"Mmm, so did |." For amoment Sue looked amused.
'| rather gathered there'd been a bit more than boss and
secretary goodwill between them, in the past at any rate,
though no one would think that today. She looked as if
she hated him.'

'‘Maybe she does," said Jessicaindifferently. 'But does
she hate me too? What about all my work?

She frowned. What on earth could have happened?
The secretary was a strange, neurotic woman, but Jes-
sicadid not think that she was as inefficient as Sue did.
She had a cold feeling that something sinister was afoot.

She looked at Sue, who was frowning impatiently. She
was clearly annoyed but she did not seem suspicious.
Jessica gave herself alittle shake. She was becoming
foolish, seeing conspirators everywhere. It was a holiday
complex development, for heaven's sake, not a nuclear
plant.

Y et why had Leandro invited the local Mayor to the
yacht in his uncle's absence? Surely he had not been
playing politics? Could he have been trying to under-
mine his uncle's plans? His standing with the
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community? Y et he had said nothing that could sound
like that at the time and nor had the Mayor. Jessicadid
not think that Simone Spinoletti would prove the most
discreet of conspirators, either.

She pushed a distracted hand through her hair, recall-
ing the sharp exchange of words between Sandra and
Leandro when Spinoletti came to dinner. Certainly San-
dra had defended Prince Giorgio—and seemed to think
that he needed defending against his nephew. She stood
up, in some agitation.

“They're searching the strong room now," Sue told her,
“in the faint hope that Sandra might have put them
somewhere else.’ She grimaced. 'l thought 1'd better keep
out of the way before | hit someone.

Jessica gave afaint smile. 'Sounds sensible.' She
looked down at her chocolate. 'What on earth do we do
now? she queried musingly. 'l thought | was going to
talk to Prince Giorgio this morning, but presumably
that's out of the question now.'

“I'd leaveit,' agreed Sue. 'Why don't you go shopping
or something? Hop into Portofino, buy some lace, go for
awalk. Get out of this floating madhouse, anyway.'

"Yes,' said Jessicawith sudden decision. 'Yes, let'sdo
that." She hesitated, looking at the telephone. 'l suppose
| just might. .

“Leandro," said Sue with some deliberation, 'is already
ashore. Apparently he went with the dawn this morning
and said he was going to Genoa. His car keys are gone
anyway, or so Enrico tells me.'

|—see!

Jessica did her best not to feel let down. From Sue's
expression it seemed that she was not doing very well.

“Sightseeing the great healer,' Sue said gently. '‘Come
aong. I'll buy you one of those outrageous ice-creams
with cherries and strawberries and half alitre of aco-
hol.!
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Jessica gave herself alittle shake and managed alop-
sided grin at her secretary. "Oh, well, in that case. .
she said.



CHAPTER NINE

IT was amost a good morning. The sun was brilliant
and the little town was, as Sue said, like something out
of afairy tale. Jessicalooked out for the painted win-
dows and pointed them out to Sue whenever she
detected a false shutter, or balcony. Sue was amused
and very impressed. Jessica did not tell her that it was
Leandro who had shown her what to look for.

In fact, they did not mention Leandro at all. Sue
seemed to have dropped her teasing approval of Jes-
sica's supposed conquest. Indeed, they both steered the
conversation away from anything approaching the
personal.

Sue bought some lace for her mother. Jessica looked
at adesigner suit in one of the very smart boutiques
off the cobbled port and debated with Sue, over one of
the promised ice-creams, whether its cut and admit-
tedly charming colour were worth the price.

The café they chose was overlooking the harbour
and they saw various vessels from fishing boats to
smart launches arrive and moor and depart. It was a
busy scene, but casual. For all its carefree air, how-
ever, the port was full of some of the most smartly
dressed people that Jessica had seen in years.

'Even their headscarves are designer prints,' said Sue
gloomily, watching a tanned blonde go past wearing
brief white shorts with the emblem of afamous fash-
ion house on the back pocket. 'l feel outclassed.’

'‘Don't worry about it,' advised Jessica. 'These peo-
ple make being beautiful their life work.'

145
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Sue glanced at her quickly. Between them, unspo-
ken, was the name of Leandro Volpi. Both of them
looked away and the moment passed.

Yes, it was amost a good morning.

When the time came to return to the yacht, it was
with the greatest reluctance that Jessica went to where
they had agreed to meet the launch. She felt exhausted,
not so much from the shopping and sunshine as from
the emotional impact of the previous night. She cer-
tainly did not feel happy about the prospect of meeting
Prince Giorgio. Of Leandro shetried hard not to think
aall.

Of courseit was hopeless; he had intruded too much
upon her life. As, she remembered with atwist of the
lips, he had always intended to do. He had even told
her so. What he had not told her was why.

Last night  Waell, last night he had made her feel
asif there really was a strong attraction running
between them, something exceptional. She had felt as
if she could trust him, too. Unlike Chuck, he gave the
impression that he knew what he was doing, that he
knew exactly how important the hypothetical rela-
tionship would be to her. And she had felt that it would
be equally important to him.

Y et his mother thought otherwise. Sitting silently
while Sue chatted to Gianni in fractured Italian, Jes-
sicaexamined her feelings about that interview with
IdaVolpi. She did not like the woman. She hardly
knew her, but she had no reason to mistrust her. Pre-
sumably she knew her son very well. And she had
nothing to gain by coming between Jessica and L ean-
dro, if Leandro was serious.

But for aRiviera heartbreaker, how serious was
serious? Jessica stared out across the flat calm of the
bay, not seeing its beauties. They were so different. It
was al very well for him to tell her to enjoy the differ-
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ences between them, but he did not take her hesitation
seriously. And she—she could not begin to guess what
he would take seriously.

She went over in her mind everything they had said
to each other from their first meeting. They had
sparked at once, crossing swords over his pleasure-
loving idleness, her puritanical devotion to work. Their
battles had been fun. Jessica acknowledged that.

But last night it had been something more than a
battle. And he had not tried to seduce her—or not tried
very seriously. Was that because he realised, and
accepted, that it was too soon for her, that it would
make her feel uncomfortable with herself and him? Or
was it rather because he redlly did not care very much
one way or the other?

She could not tell. She had no way of telling. She
knew nobody like him, by whom she could judge him.
She had known Chuck, of course, who came from the
same sort of privileged, luxurious background. But
Chuck had been intensely ambitious. She had always
known that, even when they were first attracted. Lean-
dro was not intensely anything. Except perhapslaid
back, she thought with a reminiscent smile curling her
lips. Oh, God, he was so charming. She could love him
so much.

She stopped her thoughts right there. She could love
him. It would be stupid to deny it, at least to herself.
But she did not love him yet. She retained enough of
her natural caution to keep hold of her heart for the
time being, Jessicatold herself. He was gorgeous, but
she did not know him well enough to commit herself
irretrievably, particularly not after her experience with
Chuck.

She dismissed the thought that maybe this was not
asituation over which she had the control to decide
whether she was committed or not. Instead, she held
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on hard to the reflection that they were still virtual

strangers. Leandro knew a great deal about her—he
had set out to do so—but she still knew very little about
him. And still, at the back of her mind, was the faint,
uneasy feeling that there was something she did not
understand in his professed attraction to herself,

something, as she had once told Sue, with a purpose.
She did not see what that purpose could possibly be,

but neverthel ess the suspicion remained.

Prince Giorgio was too busy to see her when they
returned to the yacht. He sent a charming message,
hoping she would not be inconvenienced and suggest-
ing that she did everything she could to enjoy herself.
The facilities of the boat were at her disposal; she was
to take the speedboat if it would amuse her. Or she and
Miss Y ork were welcome to play table tennis or bil-
liards. There was a lunchtime barbecue for several
guests on the foredeck which he hoped they would
attend although, regrettably, he would not be able to
be present himself.

All of this Enrico delivered deadpan. Jessica thought
about it.

‘Why are you telling me thisinstead of Sandra? she
asked at last. 'Surely it's the sort of message you expect
to get from a secretary.'

His eyesflickered. 'I—believe Prince Giorgio's sec-
retary has left the yacht, signorina.’

T see.’ She hesitated. 'And Prince Giorgio too?

"So | am informed.’

‘We didn't see him come ashore in Portofino,' she
remarked idly.

Enrico inclined his head and murmured something
about helicopters. Jessicawas surprised. The yacht was
large, but she had not thought it was of asizeto carry
ahelicopter launch pad. However, Enrico was clearly
determined to say no more, so she did not press him.
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Instead, as instructed, she went to the barbecue.

It had clearly beenin full swing for sometime. She
was met by the smell of grilling steaks even before she
rounded the corner and saw a white-hatted chef turn-
ing meat over on a substantial waist-high barbecue
table. There were maybe thirty people there, including
Sue and, to her surprise, Simone Spinoletti. Signora
Volpi was nhowhere to be seen. Nor was Leandro.

One of the waiters whom she recognised greeted her
and gave her aplate.

‘Thereissalad, signorina. And king prawns. And
salmon in aspic which the Sgnor likes.'

She thanked him and helped herself from the gen-
erously loaded table. It was too hot for large amounts
of red meat she thought wryly, sitting next to a couple
who were vaguely familiar. They proved to be guests
from a previous cocktail party which she had reluc-
tantly attended during her stay on the yacht, and were
interested in the progress of her project.

'| hear Giorgio's very pleased,’ said the man, who
was perhaps sixty, dressed in flannels and blazer, and
holding a plateful of steak and freshly baked bread. 'He
was singing your praises.’

'l hear there's ahitch,' said his wife. She was slender
and casually elegant, hung about with thin gold chains
that must, thought Jessica ruefully, be worth aking's
ransom. She looked at Jessica curiously but quite
kindly. 'I's that why he's not here?

Jessica, truthfully, denied al knowledge.

‘Nor Leandro," added her husband.

The woman made aface. 'Oh, darling, you know
what Leo's like. He's probably off on one of his crazy
schemes, building a bridge somewhere.’

Jessicaraised her eyebrows at this unlikely specu-
lation.

The husband laughed, though, and agreed. '‘But |
thought he was out of commission for awhile after. .
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Before he could finish his sentence, however, the
object of the discussion had appeared on deck. Jessica
was startled at how glad she was to see him, how she
wasimmediately aware of his presence before anyone
else. And it seemed he felt something similiar. His eyes
scanned the crowd and seemed to discover her at once.
He strolled over.

He was wearing jeans but otherwise, at least by his
standards, his dress was formal. He had on a crisp
white shirt, the sleeves rolled up to show muscular
forearms, the deep collar open at the neck. Over his
shoulder adark jacket was thrown negligently.

The husband remarked on hisdress at once. 'You're
abit over-dressed aren't you, Leo?

Leandro grinned. 'l've been to town. Decency pre-
vailed.'

He kissed the woman's cheek and she gave him her
hand.

"Darling,' she said. 'Y ou aways ook so handsome,
even when you're decent.'

Leandro chuckled. 'l wish everyone agreed with
you."' He turned to Jessica and put his arm round her
with acasual air of ownership that set her hackles up
and raised their companions eyebrows.

'l,' she said captiously, 'have never denied that you
look handsome.'

“"But. . ." he murmured, laughing down at her; and
before she could answer kissed her full on the mouth.

It was area kiss, not just a conventional brush of
the lipsin greeting, such as she expected. It was brief,
but it was warm and wickedly intimate. His laughing
eyes, not hidden for once by dark glasses, defied her to
protest. Much to her chagrin, Jessica swallowed and
found that she did not have the resolution to protest.
He let her go.
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'I'm starving,' he announced. He sounded very
pleased with himself. 'lI've been to Genoa and back and
al | had for breakfast was flat orange juice. | need
sustenance.'

The woman laughed. 'It looks like it, darling.' She
tapped hiswrist. 'All those wonderful muscles wilt-
ing.'
g‘]They will if | don't get outside a substantial steak,'
he agreed, not at all embarrassed by the intimate ges-
ture, Jessica noticed. He flicked a hand at a passing
steward. 'Food,' he said. 'Drink. Lots of them.'

The man grinned. 'S, signor.'

Leandro sat down on a slatted bench and stretched
hislong legs out in front of him. Quite asif he were
entitled to—as if he knew it would be welcome—he
took Jessica’s hand and held it lightly.

‘What were you doing in Genoa? asked the man,
with aquick look at his wife in which amusement and
surprise seemed to be compounded equally.

Jessicawas glad he had asked. She did not like to
ask herself; it sounded too possessive. She did not want
to give anyone, least of all Leandro, the idea that she
wanted to be possessive of him. She met hislazy grin
with some indignation.

'‘Clearing something up,' he said cheerfully in
answer. 'Eventualy.’

‘Satisfactorily? asked the blonde.

'Very much so. A distinct triumph.’

'‘Another conquest, darling? the blonde asked, with
afaintly barbed look at Jessica. 'Another broken
heart?

He frowned but said pleasantly enough, 'l don't
regard broken hearts as an achievement, Sara. And
evenif | did, | don't think I am so lethal.'

'Y ou wouldn't, darling. Y ou see everything from a
man's point of view. Jessicaand | know you're lethal '
Saratold him.
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"Don't be foolish,' said Leandro, annoyed.

“It's hardly foolish.' The blonde seemed to bein a
provocative mood which Jessica recognised was
caused, at least in part, by the fact that she was
attracted to Leandro herself. 'Remember. .

There followed ateasing list of conquests by Lean-
dro and imputed to Leandro which plainly made him
furious. Her husband tried and failed to stop the flow.
Maybe Sara had had too much sun and wine, or maybe
she was feeling recklessin the face of Leandro'sindif-
ference. Anyway, she produced a catalogue that, if
Jessica had not been wary already, would have wor-
ried her extremely.

"Oh, come on, Leo, admit it,' she ended. 'Y ou're an
expert on women, from frightened virgins onwards.'

Her husband intervened in alast praiseworthy
attempt to deflect the conversation. 'Frightened vir-
ginsareamyth, Sara. At least, I've never met one.
What do you think, Leo?

"A myth? Leandro was thoughtful. Whatever he
thought about Sara's comprehensive anatomising of
his past life, no anger showed in his face, thought Jes-
sica, admiring his control. She knew in her bones that
he was angrier than she had ever known him before.
"A myth? No, | don't think so. But | don't think they
present quite the difficulty that Sarathinks.'

‘Why? asked her husband.

Leandro shrugged. ‘Well, they don't know what
they're afraid of. Y ou can talk them out of it, or so I'm
told. I've never done it myself.' He gave Sara a cold
smile which made her flush and look away. "No, the
real problem iswith the frightened lady who is not a
virgin and therefore knows exactly what thereisto be
afraid of '

Jessicawent rigid and withdrew her hand. She man-
aged not to look at him and she managed not to blush,
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but it was a struggle. She was indignant that he should
try to tease her in this cruel fashion in front of other
people, but when she looked at him, she saw the seri-
ousness behind the social manner and realised he was
not teasing at all.

She stared at him, wondering. He held her eyes very
steadily. His smile was lopsided, rueful, but he was def-
initely not teasing. Asif in adream she put her hand
out again. Something flashed in his eyes, quickly veiled,
and he covered her fingers with his own.

Sara's husband was talking, still lightly, in that
amused, sophisticated fashion. °. . . gone over to the
opposition,' he said.

hL eandro squeezed Jessica's hand, unseen by the
others.

“| don't think | regard arelationship of thiskind as
quite the battle you and Sara seem to believeit is.'

Sara gave alittle scream of laughter. 'Darling, you
sound like asocial worker! Of course it's a battle. Too
dreary if it weren't. Where would be the fun?

Leandro grinned. 'l could think of one or two areas,’
he drawled.

Hisfood arrived and with it glasses and a bottle of
champagne.

"Ah, good,' he said, pleased. Now | can show Jes-
sica how champagne ought to be opened.’

The smile he gave her was full of complicity, of
awareness of what they had already shared, unknow-
able by their companions. This time Jessicadid not
manage not to blush.

Leandro took awhite napkin from the steward and,
having stripped the gold foil and restraining wire from
the cork, took the bottle firmly in hisright hand, drap-
ing the napkin about its neck.

"Observe,' he said. 'Hold the cork firmly. It will
probably be beginning to move out on its own anway
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under pressure from thewine. If it isnot, thenitis
wedged very tightly and the pressure will be that much
greater when it is eventually released.’

Saragiggled and put her hands over her ears. Jessica
scorned to do so, but she winced slightly, watching the
threatening cork.

"All that is needed,’ instructed Leandro airily, “is
perfect co-ordination of hand and eye. And a strong
nerve. The secret is to turn the bottle, not the cork.' He
proceeded to do so. ‘And when the cork eventually
goes—' there was a restrained pop which made Jessica
blink "—keep it close to the mouth of the bottle so that
the gas escapes in a controlled fashion, without mak-
ing the wine fizz all over your shoes.'

Therewas afaint hiss. It died eventually. Leandro
then whipped the cork away and poured the liquid very
slowly into four tall flutes. Even the pouring was done
carefully so that the wine did not froth up in the glass.
Sara applauded enthusiastically. Leandro bowed.

"Voila!

Jessica accepted her glass from him rather austerely.
It was an impressive talent, she conceded, but one
which spoke all too clearly of the habits that made up
hislife. She gave him a sweet smile.

“If you ever get tired of lotus-eating, you should have
an excellent career open to you as awine waiter,' she
informed him.

Sara gasped, but Leandro grinned at her, flicking her
nose. 'lI've had severa offers. | might even consider
them.' His eyelids drooped wickedly. He leant towards
her and whispered for her ears alone, 'If | were saved
by the love of agood woman, for instance.'

Jessica could have kicked him. What was the point
of convincing herself that she had lots of room to man-
oeuvre before she need decide whether or not to fall in
love with him when he made her blush and tingle with
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amusement and excitement like this?

"Thank you,' she said repressively.

'‘Not at al.' His eyes laughed at her before he turned
away to give wineto Saraand her husband. 'Y ou can
do it next time.'

'‘Open the champagne? she asked, challenging him.
She knew quite well that was not what he meant. It was
part of his private teasing of her.

He nodded. 'Our very next bottle." He managed one
of hisardent looks. 'l look forward to it.'

Jessica plunged her nose into her champagne flute,
positive that even the tips of her ears were scarlet.
Damn the man! Why did he think it was such fun to
behave like this? And why couldn't she stay immune
to histeasing? She was hardly a child, after all.

She bore very little part in the conversation that fol-
lowed. It was clear that Leandro knew the couple fairly
well. They spoke of places and people that were
unknown to Jessica. It was almost asif Sarawas trying
to exclude her, trying to demonstrate that she was not
one of the crowd. Maybe aso she was trying to hint
that she, Sara, knew Leandro better than anyonein
Jessica's position would ever begin to. Not, thought
Jessicawryly, that that needed demonstrating.

She was not, however, convinced by the hints that
Sarathrew out, very delicately, that she and Leandro
were more than friends. She told him so when, Sara
having been claimed temporarily by a mutual
acquaintance and her husband being at the bar, Lean-
dro turned to her anxiously.

'| don't know why she's behaving like this,' he said
under his breath. 'I've known her for years and never
laid ahand on her.'

‘Maybe that's why,' returned Jessica under her
breath.

He gave her a searching look. Y ou believe me?
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She said drily, 'Shouldn't I?

“Yes, but that doesn't usually seem to determine
whether you do or not,' Leandro said, equally drily.
"Have you decided to trust me, after al?

Jessica swallowed. “|—don't know.'

“Then come with me. Come with me now," he said
urgently. '‘Before they get back.'

She was taken aback. 'But won't it [ook rude?

L eandro shrugged. 'l don't give adamn. Do you?
he challenged.

She gave an excited little laugh. 'No, | don't suppose
| do,’" she acknowledged.

“Then come. Now.'

He pulled her hand, taking her after him along the
deck. She was amused. She felt like a child escaping
from school. She wondered what Sara would think
when she returned from her conversation. The woman
would not be pleased, she knew. She might not have
any claim on Leandro, but she would not want to
relinquish the chance of aflirtation—certainly not to
aforeigner and an unbeautiful one at that.

She considered Leandro under her lashes. She won-
dered if he had any real idea how attractive he was. She
was beginning to suspect that, in spite of hisvainglo-
rious teasing, he was actually quite oblivious of his own
charm.

But what had he been doing at Genoa? And why
would he not talk about it? She brushed the flickering
suspicion away. He would tell her when he wanted to.
In the meantime, she knew him well enough to believe
that it was nothing dishonourable.

Jessica squared her shoulders and followed him as
he swarmed down arope ladder from the deck.

“Gosh, we are bolting,' she said breathlessly, when
her feet touched a wooden floor. 'Where. .
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He gave a soft laugh. 'Round the bay. As many times
asit takes," he said, and let out the throttle.

It was the speedboat. The floor was not wood after
all. Jessicaregistered it with dismay as he cast off and
turned the boat out to sea.

Above theroar of the engine she could hardly think,
much less make herself heard. And, asthistime they
were without the services of ahelmsman, Leandro was
concentrating all his attention on the boat.

Jessicafell back against the bench seat, a hand at her
throat. The boat heaved and pulled like awild animal.
She could feel the powerful engines pounding. The
deck beneath her feet shook with them.

“Leandro. . ." She had to shout.

He turned his face towards her, laughing. He was
clearly exhilarated by the activity. He was wearing his
dark glasses again, but his whole expression was openly
one of delight. He shook back his hair as the spray
broke over the cockpit shield.

"Wonderful!" he shouted back. ‘Thisis freedom for
you!'

If Jessica had been alarmed at their previous jour-
ney, thistrip terrified her. He seemed to be playing with
the boat asif it was indeed awild animal and one that
he was determined to master. The spray drummed
againgt the protective shield with the regularity of gun-
fire. The boat bucked and rolled. And the distant shore
shot past them at arate that made it feel asif they were
on aracetrack rather than at sea.

Jessica closed her eyes. It did not help very much,
but at least she did not know exactly how fast they were
going if she kept her eyes shut.

It brought back all the worst nightmares: the sound
of the engines, the sensation of speed, the smell of
petrol. And her own frozen terror, unable to move,
unable to protest.
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She gave alittle moan which Leandro did not hear.
In amoment she would be sick with fear. She could
not bear it, and yet she was too afraid to touch him, to
distract him from his struggle with this demon vessdl,
in case she surprised him into a mistake and they ended
up drowning or, worse, run over by the monster. She
began to gabble lines of half-forgotten poetry in her
head in avain attempt to calm her senses.

At last it was over. At last the boat slowed and he
cut the engine first to a purr, then to nothing. In the
sudden silence the boat rocked as gently as a cradle.
Leandro turned to her.

‘My darling. . . He broke off. 'What is it? Jessica,
my love, what on earthisit?

She could not speak. She could not even move, she
was trembling so hard. She simply held out her hands
to him.

He took her in hisarmsin a movement so violent
that it sent the boat rocking furiously. His head moved
against her tousled hair.

“Tell me,' he commanded.

l It's very stupid.' Her voice did not sound like
her own. It was a mere thread of sound, shaky like
faulty tape.

“It doesn't matter, tell me!'

‘|—I'm afraid of speed,' she said simply. She pushed
her head hard into his shoulder. 'l always have been.
Ever since my father. .

Helifted a hand and cradled her head.

Y our father? Y ou told me he was killed in a car
accident. Oh, God, are you going to tell me you were
inthe car?

She nodded, her voice suspended. His arms tight-
ened convulsively.

He swore long and softly. She pulled herself away
from him, knuckling her eyes.
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“It doesn't matter. Y ou weren't to know. My mother
and | were both in the car, you see. My mother won't
drive now. I'm not quite as bad as that, but. .

"But you don't like speed,’ he finished for her. 'And
I have to throw Lamborghinis and speedboats at you
like a macho schoolboy!

Hisvoice was so full of fury that she was moved. She
put a hand on his shoulder, touching the hair behind
his ear shyly but comfortingly.

"No, you mustn't think like that. | could have told
you. And for most people it would have been a great
treat.'

“And that'swhat | assumed, didn't I? Leandro said
bitterly. 'Just like you said. | made no allowance for
the differences between us. | kept saying they didn't
matter. And look what I've done to you as aresult!
You're trembling like aleaf, my poor love.'

"Like acoward," Jessica said more strongly. She
shook him alittle. "Y ou're not to blame yoursel f
because I'm an irredeemable coward.’

“I'm afool,' he said, unheeding. ‘A blind, insensi-
tive, arrogant fool.'

“That's no worse than being a blind, over-sensitive,
arrogant fool," Jessica said dispassionately.

She was still shaking, but her voice had gained
remarkably in strength. She continued, however, to
cling to him. He looked down &t her.

“| thought we'd go ashore,' he said hesitantly. 'But
if you'd rather go back. .

She shook her head.

"Or | could leave you here and come and collect you
by road?

She shook her head again. 'I'll be fine. Let's go and
sit on the beach. Just let's take the journey back a bit
more slowly, mmm?
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His arms tightened again. 'Half aknot all the way,'
he promised. 'And now let's get you on to dry land.’

But she could not stand, her legs were trembling too
much. She felt afool and said so, but when she tried
to stand her knees buckled and she reached for the side
like an old woman.

Leandro caught her.

*| shall haveto carry you," he said, not without a cer-
tain satisfaction, Jessica thought.

He did so. They both got extremely wet.

It was not the beach to which he had brought her
before. It was hardly abeach at all, just afew stony
yards before a clearing of trees and bushes, cushioned
with moss. Jessicatook off her shoes and let her toes
savour the softness of the warm moss, while she sat
with her back against atree.

Leandro waded out to the speedboat and guided it
inshore until it was firmly wedged on the beach. Then
he came back to Jessica, stripping off his sodden shirt.

"How are you, my poor darling? he asked, dropping
the shirt beside her and going on one knee, taking her
hands between his own. 'Still shaking.'

Looking at the handsome face, drawn in anxiety,
and the width of tanned muscular shoulder, Jessica
thought it was not so very surprising that she was
shaking. She said nothing, though.

Very gently he tucked a strand of chestnut hair
behind her ear.

“Y our coiffure has come adrift,' he said in a still
voice.

She put up a hand and loosened the ribbon at the
back of her neck, shaking her hair free. For amoment
it seemed almost asif he stopped breathing.

Then, very gently, he reached out and combed his
fingers through it, drawing it forward over her shoul-
del sashedid so.
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He said in a voice shaken by amusement and some-
thing else, 'Do you know what a challenge that damned
hairstyle of yoursis? I've been wanting to do this since
the day | first saw you.'

And he leaned forward and kissed her hard. Jessica
tensed, not with rejection. Her head tipped back and
her mouth opened and she met the kiss with afervour
of her own. It surprised both of them.

When he let her go, he said dazedly, 'How long have
you felt like that, for heaven's sake?

But she did not answer him, not at least with words.
The trembling was worse now. It started deep in the
core of her body and radiated out, so that every cell of
blood and bone felt alive and humming with what was
between them. She pulled his head down almost
angrily, as her mouth sought his:

He said, half laughing, 'Jess, Jess, we've got to tak.'

But she would not listen. She clung to him, running
her hands over his shoulders and down his spine asiif
she was not sure hewasreal, asif she could not believe
he was there. Her breathing came in short shallow
gasps. To the man holding her it sounded almost asiif
she was crying and he tried to pull away, concerned.
But she tightened her embrace and would not ook him
in the face.

"Hush,' he said, stroking her face, running hislips
tenderly along the line of her eyebrow. ‘Hush. It's not
arace. Don't tremble so, my poor love. The last thing
| want isto hurt you.'

Jessica believed him, but nothing could stop the wild
trembling now. She ran her thumb the length of his
spine between his shoulder blades and down to the belt
of hisjeans.

“You're crazy, do you know that? His voice was
muffled in her hair. He was trying to stay friendly, she
know, friendly and amused and in control. She moved
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under him and his voice got harsher. 'Crazy!'

They were lying full length on the moss, shaded from
the full glare of the sun by the tracery of |eaves above
them. Her T-shirt had ridden up and she felt the
imprint of little pebbles and twigs in the moss against
her skin. Nevertheless, she did not resist when Lean-
dro began to pull it over her head.

He moved alittle, easing on to one elbow, folding
the shirt with unsteady handsto lay it gently beneath
her head. Jessica could not look at him, but she fol-
lowed him with her lips, kissing the bare warm
shoulder.

“Jess.' His breathing was not much steadier than her
own but, unlike herself, he still seemed capable of
making sense. 'Jess, my darling, listen to me. Just for
aminute.’

Under her hand his chest wasrising and falling. She
kissed it lowly, using her lips and tongue until he
groaned.

"At least tell me this.' He caught her head, held it till,
then made her look at him. ‘Do you trust me, Jess?

And she had no reservations, none.

"Yes. Oh yes,' she said in hardly more than awhis-
per.
A light came into his eyes she had not seen before.
He brought her mouth down to his and the kiss spir-
alled off into outer space.

Jessica was unbearably moved; she had never
dreamed it could be like this. Even with Chuck, with
whom she had been utterly unguarded, she had never
felt this dow, irresistible ascending desire. Leandro was
unhurried, deliberate, and yet the urgency was there
all the time, accelerating both of them to an intensity
that was almost tangible. She twisted and turned in his
hands, made half savage by the unexpected heights he
was showing her. And in the end he was savage too.
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Jessica heard him call her name on afierce note, almost
asif hewerein pain, before he sank, breathing hard,
on to her breast.

She found herself very still and at peace. Only her
hand, in a sort of reflex action, continued to stroke the
smooth skin of his back. She looked up through the
leaves to a cloudless sky and felt she was floating there,
free and soundless as a bird. She gave asigh of pure
happiness.

Eventually Leandro moved, dropping alight kisson
her breast before he looked at her searchingly.

“All right?

She gave him alazy smile. "What do you think?

He caught his breath and the golden eyes darkened,
but he laughed nevertheless and drew a slow sensuous
kiss across her parted lips. 'l think you're a danger to
shipping!"

She gave awarm chuckle. "No. No. Only fast ship-
ping.'

Leandro hugged her. shall reconsider my promise
to return at half aknot, in that case.’

Jessica stretched dreamily. 'l shall probably have a
heart attack.'

“That will make two of us,' said Leandro, his voice
dry. He leaned forward and trailed aline of kisses
between her breasts. ‘God knows what my doctors will
say. No excitement, they told me.'

‘Doctors? She was still floating, but that worried
her, she tried to sit up, but Leandro refused to allow
her to, so she subsided again. 'What doctors?

"A couple of pinstriped types in Genoa. I'll tell you
some other time,' said Leandro, clearly preparing for
sleep. He pulled her down so that her hair was spread
over his chest, and set hisarm firmly about her shoul-
ders. His voice began to slur. 'Not important.'
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She did not know how long they slept. It could have
been an hour or it could have been just a few minutes.
It felt perfect, relaxed against him in the warm shadow,
his arm round her protectively.

At last he stirred, running his hand down her body
rhythmically as he woke. Already it felt familiar.

He said, 'l suppose we need to go back.'

*| suppose,’ she agreed without enthusiasm.

“I more or less hijacked the speedboat. 1'd better let
Gianni know it's safe."

Y ou more or less hijacked me," Jessica pointed out
sniffily. "Who are you going to assure that I'm safe?

He gave a chuckle. It rumbled under her ear like
underground tremors.

“You're not safe, you're dynamite,’ he told her,
beginning to sit up.

Jessicafollowed suit, rubbing her ear. "That tickled,
she complained.

L eandro was unrepentant. 'Y ou'll just have to get
usedtoit, | guess.'

She dressed slowly, weighing his words. Did he mean
she would have to get used to it for the rest of thetime
she was on the yacht? But he said he did not have brief
circumscribed affairs and she believed him. So he must
mean get used to it permanently. Could he possibly
mean that?

He took the speedboat back to the yacht very slowly.
His arm was round her all the way, tightening when-
ever she showed the slightest sign of flinching. He told
her how it worked too, in minute and distracting detail,
so they were back almost before she knew it.

They tied up and then, as she turned to climb aboard,
he stopped her, turning her back to face him. He looked
very grave.

“Jessica.' He scanned her face. "Do you__regret this?

She shook her head, without hesitation.
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Leandro said, 'Look, | have to see Gianni and |'ve
got to talk to Giorgio aswell. But | don't want to let
you go.' He held her to him, laughing alittle into her
hair. 'I'm afool, | know. Don't tell me. | just don't want
to see you walk away from me. Not after this after-
noon.'

Jessicatook his head between her hands and kissed
him gently.

“Then what do you want me to do? she asked softly.

His arms tightened. 'l want you to go straight to my
cabin. Wait for me there. Not talk to anyone else or be
with anyone else. Only me." He held her away from him
and looked down into her smiling eyes. 'I's that too
much to ask of an independent lady?

She shook her head, her hair swinging about her
shoulders. He took a strand of it and carried it to his
lips.

“You're wonderful,' he said. He fished in the pocket
of hisjeans. 'Thekey. | won't be long.'

They climbed aboard. On deck nobody was in sight
and they clung together, kissing.

"Hey,' protested Jessica, drawing away at last. 'This
isn't alast goodbye!'

“It's the end of the beginning, though,' said Lean-
dro, unwontedly sober. Then he gave his unmistakable
grin. 'Pity, really. | enjoyed the beginning, in spite of
the scars.’

They parted.

Jessica already knew where his cabin was. She went
to it slowly, aware of some trepidation. It was like being
an invader, this going into someone else's room aone,
even on such a pressing invitation. For a moment she
pondered going first to her own cabin to shower and
change. She rejected the thought. For some reason it
was important to L eandro that she went first to his
cabin, so she would do it. She owed him that much.
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His room was devastatingly tidy after the chaosin
which she lived. There were afew books on the table
in the middle of his saloon, but apart from that not a
thing was out of place, not even the exquisite velvet
cushions or the neat arrangement of inkstand and
monogrammed blotter on the desk.

Jessica hesitated before going into his bedroom. But
that was undoubtedly what he would want, she
thought wryly, so she went.

There was almost nothing there either that gave a
clue to his personality. A dark blue robe hung behind
the door with the di Stefano monogram on it, so pre-
sumably it too was an accessory of the yacht. There
was atracksuit, though, flung over an uphol stered
chair. It looked asif Leandro had left it to be laun-
dered: it was creased and there were great flakes of
paint along one of the sleeves.

On the bedside table was a plain alarm clock with a
soft leather pouch beside it. Both looked old and
stained. Jessicainferred that they were old friends,
unlike the bathrobe.

She looked around the room. There was absol utely
nothing else, not so much as a half-read book on his
bedside table. Though she looked closer—she
thought there was some odd cloth arrangement on the
table, too heavy to be a handkerchief. She picked it up
and it fell into the folds of asurgical blindfold. She
stared at it confused. Did he sleep blindfold? Why? She
had heard of light sleepers blocking their ears with ear-
plugs, but surely nobody needed to bandage their eyes
while they were asleep?

She heard the outer door go and went back into the
saloon, expecting to see Leandro. Instead, to her
intense embarrassment, she met Sue Y ork's shame-
faced gaze.

“Oh, Jess, you are here. | was so afraid. .
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'‘Afraid?

Y ou don't understand—you've been out of the way.
Oh Jess, it's been terrible!'

And, most uncharacteristically, Sue sank on to the
velvet chaise-longue under the Sheraton mirror and
wept. Jessica crossed to her and put her arm round her
shoulders.

'What's happened? Has someone been rude to you?
Tried to blame you for what Sandra's done? she asked,
speculating wildly.

She shook her head, sniffed, and drew an already
soaked tissue from one sleeve to blow her nose.

"No, worse than that. It's the plans. Y our copy of
the plans. They've gone!'

"What?'

“Gone,' repeated Sue in a stronger voice. 'Prince
Giorgio came back and asked if there was another copy
and | said yes, of course, and went to the safe and—
they weren't there.'

'‘But that's ridiculous,’ said Jessica. 'l put them there
myself yesterday--you saw me.'

'I know. And nobody knew they were there except
you and me.'

"No." Suddenly and sickeningly Jessicarecalled tell-
ing Leandro; more than telling him, had she not
actually waved at the picture, virtually showing him
where the safe was?

'What isit? asked Sue quickly.

‘Nothing,' said Jessica unconvincingly. She had gone
very white.

Was this why he had not wanted her to go back to
her own cabin? To keep her from finding out that the
safe had been rifled?

Sue said, 'Do you redlise that if it hadn't been for
the set you mailed to Andrew, there wouldn't he any
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record of the plans at all? Or any proof that you'd done
the work?

Jessica shrugged. 'That wouldn't be the end of the
world. | dare say | could put them together again.
Unless al my workings have been stolen as well? she
added as an afterthought.

Sue shook her head. 'They're all still there on your
desk. At least, asfar as| can tell. | checked and |
couldn't see that there was anything missing.'

“So why bother to steal all these copies? asked Jes-
sica, pale but till fighting.

“Because apparently Prince Giorgio has to talk to the
local people by the end of thisweek,' said Sue. 'l didn't
know that. Did you?

Jessica shook her head very slowly. Shefelt asif her
heart had suddenly grown too big for her chest. It hurt.

"He was keeping it quiet because he didn't want a
big protest meeting, | think. Sandra knew, but no one
ese’

“Spinoletti,' said Jessicain an unrecognisable voice.

“Oh, the Mayor. Yes, well, he had to know, of course.
He arranged it.'

“So if he knew, presumably Leandro Volpi also
knew,' said Jessicain avoice likeiron filings on stedl.

Sue's eyes met hers in sympathy.

“Yes, | suppose so.' She did not say that she had
aready come co the conclusion that Jessica was now
painfully and so reluctantly reaching.

Sue said, 'l don't understand, because it's some-
thing to do with ecclesiastical law, | think, but if Prince
Giorgio can't convince them that his schemeisagood
one this week, they can stop him more or less perma-
nently. He needed your plans because they show where
and how the water source will be tapped, demonstrat-
ing that it won't be deflected from the village or the
fields. And now he can't doit.’
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"Yes, he can. Unless Andrew's copy has been lost in
the post,’ said Jessica. 'Have you rung him?

"Not yet. | wasn't sure what to say.'

"And didn't trust the lines from the yacht? Jessica
gave awintry smile. 'Very wise. Don't ring him. I'll fly
back to London myself and collect them. If I'm too late
for aflight this evening, I'll stay overnight in Genoa
and pick up thefirst flight out in the morning.'

Sue said, amost imploringly, 'Jess, you don't know
itwashim.'

"Don't 17 asked Jessica bleakly.

"It could have been anyone. The servants, say.'

"They've been here for years.'

‘Well, Signora Volpi, then,’ said Sue desperately. 'l
wouldn't say she'slong on loyalty.'

"Maybe not, but she likes money. | can't imagine her
doing anything that would make Prince Giorgio less
rich.'

“One of the guests from the party then. Or Sandra,
even.'

‘Don't be silly, Sue," Jessica said wearily. 'l know
you're trying to help, but it really hasn't got much
point.' She swallowed suddenly, remembering some-
thing else. 'His tracksuit in there has got paint oniit. |
remember seeing that the paint was flaking in our cor-
ridor. And when | walked into a door—well, | didn't,
| was hit over the head.' She shut her eyestight. 'He
must have doneit. | -wasn't sure at the time, but
now. .

Sue said gently, 'Go to him. Ask him. Don't con-
demn him unheard, not if it'simportant.'

It isn't important at all,' said Jessica with resolu-
tion. 'Not to me. Not to him. Except of courseit isnice
to know why he's been chasing me as he has. | was
beginning to wonder. It's always satisfying to have a
mystery solved.' Her voice broke.
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Sue looked appalled. "You'rein love with him,' she
whispered.

'l amnot!" It came out like awhiplash.

“Jess, for heaven's sake!'

Jessica almost pushed past her. 'l shall go and see
Prince Giorgio,' she said. 'At once. Would you talk to
Enrico about getting me off this damned ship and back
to Genoa, please?

She did not wait for Sue'sreply. Prince Giorgio's
apartments were in a corridor at right anglesto Lean-
dro's. She went in after only a perfunctory knock.
Leandro and his uncle were confronting each other,
looking very stern. Their expressions turned to amaze-
ment when she appeared, then Leandro took a step
towards her.

Sheignored him, addressing herself to hisuncle. 'I'm
told that my own copy of your plansis missing.'

The Prince looked startled at this abrupt statement.
‘Well, yes, but. .

“| am to blame," said Jessicain her most professional
voice. 'l should have delivered them to you person-
aly.'

If possible, the Prince looked even more uncom-
fortable, 'My dear young lady, you are hardly to
blame. | cannot involve you in my—er—private affairs,
but I can assure you that no blame attaches to you
whatever.'

"Nevertheless, | must do what | can to make
amends.’

The Prince looked tired. 'My dear child, what can
you do? | have been very secretive, but | suppose your
excellent secretary has told you that | need afull set of
the plans by Friday night. Even if you worked the clock
round, you could not reproduce everything in that
short time.' He shrugged. 'I must resign myself and
chalk it up to experience.’
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“That will be unnecessary.' Jessica spoke with pre-
cision. She avoided Leandro's eye. 'l posted a copy to
my partner, for his views and for our archive. | will
have it copied and return it to you.'

They both stared at her.

"But—I did not think it would be possible.' The
Prince gave a great shout of delighted laughter. '‘But
that is wonderful! Do you hear Leandro? It will not be
total defeat after al!' He clasped her to him and kissed
her enthusiastically on both cheeks. 'l did not know
what atreasure | was employing when | gave you the
contract, my dear Jessica. | congratulate you. | con-
gratulate myself. Leandro, my boy, you will see, you
will see!’

"I look forward to it." Leandro's voice was even. Y ou
would not have thought that he had been totally found
out and defeated at every turn. In spite of her misery,
Jessica could not help admiring his cool.

“I'll go then,' she said. 'If | could just borrow aride
into Genoa?'

I will take you," Leandro said swiftly.

Jessica sucked in her breath. 'No, thank you.'

"But certainly. .

“| would rather you did not,' she said in avoice of
deadly quietness.

Prince Giorgio, suddenly distracted from his trans-
ports of triumph, looked sharply between the two of
them.

Leandro said, 'If | promise to leave the Lamborgh-
ini behind, will you let me drive you to Genoa?

Jessicaturned to face him then, her green eyeswide
and steady.

*| think | would prefer to be certain that | will arrive,'
she said clearly. 'Prince Giorgio will send mein one of
his chauffeur-driven cars.'

Leandro looked as if she had struck him.
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The Prince said, 'Of course, of course. But | assure
you, you would be quite safe with Leo.'

Jessica gave a crack of laughter before she could stop
herself. Leandro's head went back. His mouth was a
grim line and he looked suddenly very tired.

Jessica said to the Prince, 'l do not want to pry into
your family affairs, signor, but can you tell me that you
don't know who stole the plans?

"No," he said heavily. 'No, | cannot do that. | know
very well, as | think you must also by now.'

“Yes,' agreed Jessica. She felt sick. 'It's obvious,
when you know the answer, of course. And | don't
want to get involved. So | prefer to take a car driven
by a stranger, if you don't mind.'

The Prince cast an apologetic look at Leandro.
"But—forgive me, my dear, | understood that you were
aready involved in my family.'

"No,' said Jessicain avoice not much above awhis-
per. 'No. And | don't want to be. I'll just get my case
and go.' Shelet her glance rest somewhere in mid-air
between them. 'I'll bid you both goodbye,' she said,
before she fled.

Sue had her overnight case packed. There was a
shoulder bag with lire and travellers chequesin a
pouch beside it, together with her passport.

"Areyou sureyou'll be all right? Sue asked wor-
riedly.

\}/es Jessica checked her papers and zipped them
into the overnight case's safety pocket.

"There's alate flight; it leaves at ten-fifteen. If you
missit I've booked a hotel room you'll find the reser-
vation in your passport. Go straight to the Alitalia
desk, they'll have your flight tickets. | paid by Amer-
ican Express, so all you need to do is pick them up and
board.'

Jessica hugged her. 'Thank you. I'll seeyouin Lon-
don. Come back as soon as you've cleared up here!'
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"You're not coming back, then? said Sue, not really
surprised.

"Andrew can doit." Jessica gaveatravesty of asmile.
“I've earned a holiday. I'm going to stay with Mother,
| think.'

Sue nodded. 'Well, good luck. And bon voyage.'

Jessicawent swiftly to the boat deck. A dark figure
detached itself from the railings and handed her down
the companionway into the launch. She did not look
at him, she was so blinded by tears.

There were two others in the launch: Gianni, whom
she knew, at the helm, and a short fat man who dou-
bled as steward and chauffeur. Presumably he would
be driving her to Genoa.

In her ear Leandro said, 'Unless you change your
mind.'

Jessicawent rigid. She did not turn, continuing to
stare straight ahead at the back of the little man's head.

Leandro said, 'Why are you running away, Jess?
There was no laughter in hisvoice at all. 'Second
thoughts?

“First thoughts,' she corrected hardily. "This after-
noon | wasn't thinking at all.’

“Oh, my love!' He put out a hand to stroke her hair
and she recoiled violently. His hand fell to his side.
After apause he said, 'l won't try to stop you, Jess. But
you can't go on running for ever. When you're ready
well talk.'

"I do not,’ gritted Jessica through her teeth and an
infuriating film of tears, 'want to talk to you.'

"Not now, perhaps. . .'

"Ever,' she said with unmistakable conviction.

He shook his head—as if she was the one who was
at fault, she thought, her temper flaring. He said soo-
thingly, 'Things will look different tomorrow.'
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"No, they bloody well won't!" She rounded on him
as her temper went up like aflare. "Y ou've shot your
bolt with me, Leandro Volpi. Oh, you were very clever,
very convincing. I'd never have guessed it was just for
show. But I've found you out now and | don't want
any more of it. Do you understand me? | don't ever
want to see you again!'

She was panting by the time she had finished. Apart
from the steady chug of the launch's engine there was
absolute silence. Leandro stood like a statue.

Then he said slowly, 'Y ou said you trusted me.'

Jessica gave a hard crack of laughter. 'Y es. That
must have given you a good laugh!

He turned away sharply. 'Were you lying then?

°I told you__I wasn't thinking. It will teach me,' she
said hitterly, 'to keep my wits about me in the future.'

"It will indeed.' His voice sounded muffled.

They were coming into the little port, curving care-
fully between the moored sailing vessels. Leandro went
to the prow to help the others. Finally they were till
and the engine was cut.

Leandro came back to her, helped her courteously
to disembark. She found, in the lights of the port, that
he was wearing his dark glasses again. Her lip curled.

"Redlly, you're just one affectation after the other,
Leandro,' she said disdainfully, and flicked the glasses
off his nose on to the paving stones.

He stood rocklike, not attempting to retaliate, not
attempting to pick them up.

"Goodbye, Jessica,' he said in aremote voice. 'l hope
you will be happy.'

He turned his back on her and jumped back into the
boat before she could find a suitable retort.




CHAPTER TEN

THE journey home passed in ahaze. Jessica sat in the
aeroplane like azombie, feeling emotional exhaustion
wrapping around her like another life. She looked
blankly at the air hostess when she was offered a snack,
accepted wine which she forgot to drink, and eventu-
aly fell into an unreal torpor that had the appearance
but not the relaxing qualities of sleep.

The flight went to Gatwick. The arrival hall was
almost empty. They must be the last flight of the day,
she thought. That would mean there would be no taxis;
she had arrived late at Gatwick before. Oh well, the
train was just as quick, though less convenient, and she
was too tired to care much about anything.

But Andrew Lamont was waiting for her at the bar-
rier, his childish face screwed up in an expression of
respectful gravity, his natural exuberance damped.

“You look dl in," hetold her, escorting her out to his
waiting car.

Andrew fancied himself as a sportsman and as a
result his chosen vehicle was one designed to carry
hockey sticks and fencing foils in preference to people.
Jessica dotted herself into the passenger seat, swinging
her feet sideways to avoid a pair of mud-encrusted
hockey boots.

"Sue sounded very mysterious,’ said Andrew tenta-
tively, having negotiated his machine on to the
motorway. ‘Conspiracies galore, | gather.'

'Yes.' Jessica sounded as empty as she felt.

175
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"Um—isthere anything | can do? he asked, rather
pink-faced at the embarrassing intimacy of the ques-
tion.

"Not athing,' she told him. 'Except take your copy
of the plans out to Portofino.'

“That'sin hand. I've already had copies made, and
I've lodged one at the bank for good measure,' he
added, plainly proud of himself for his forethought.

“Good thinking,' Jessica congratulated him. 'l wish
I'd had the sense to do that at the start. Not that it will
make that much difference now. The Prince knows who
stole the blueprint and he knows there are other cop-
ies. Soit's checkmate.’

'‘Ah." Andrew drove for several minutesin silence.
'He? he asked at |ast, delicately.

“Leandro Volpi,' said Jessica without expression.

'Oh, you mean the nephew chappie." Andrew whis-
tled silently. 'Gosh! Family feudsin abig way there.'
He looked at her curioudly. 'He was the one you called
the Body Beautiful, wasn't he?

She swallowed. 'Yes. Heis—very.'

"Gosh,' said Andrew again, sounding faintly put out.
He was kind and talented and enthusiastic, but he was
little and round; nobody was ever going to call him
beautiful. 'Sounds a bit of apain.’

Jessica nodded her head. 'That too.'

"Sounds to me as if you're well out of it," Andrew
told her.

'Yes,' she agreed desolately. 'Yes!'

She saw him off in the morning. To begin with he was
not inclined to play messenger boy, but he grew so
intrigued with the tales of high living and family feuds
that he extracted from Sue's telephone conversation,
that in the end he decided to make the immense sac-
rifice and travel out to Italy himself.
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With Sue and Andrew both out of the office, Jessica
was tempted to stay in London and remain the public
face of Shelburne and Lamont. But she was too tired
to concentrate and too wretched to pretend, so in the
end she decided to surrender to her feelings.

“I'll be at the address on the index card,' she told
Sue's assistant. 'Don't give the phone number to any-
one, or the address, but if there's anything you can't
handle you can get in touch with me there.'

‘What if anyone rings for you? asked Diane profes-
sionally.

“I'm out of town taking a short break and can't be
disturbed. I'll call them when | get back in aweek or
s0. In the meantime, they can talk to Mr Lamont who
will be back the day after tomorrow.'

"Right,' Diane nodded. She gave Jessica a sunny
smile. 'Y ou certainly look asif you could do with a
holiday, Miss Shelburne. Y ou must have been work-
ing atwenty-hour aday. Have anice time.'

"Thank you,' said Jessica drily.

Her mother was surprised to see her. She too echoed
Diane's strictures.

“Isit work that has done this to you? she asked after
dinner on the first evening.

Jessica's smile slipped alittle. 'That's what everyone
keeps asking me.'

Her mother asked quietly, 'Are you in trouble, Jes-
sica?

She bit her lip. 'l don't know. | hope not, but maybe.'

Her mother's brows rose. 'Surely you know?

‘No, not yet. It all depends on whether | can get over
it. Thistime.'

"Ah," said her mother, putting both elbows on the
table and resting her chin on her hands. 'A man.'

Jessica's eyes flashed. 'Isit so surprising?
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'No, dear,' her mother said calmly. 'lI've been
expecting it.'

"What?

The only surprising thing,' she went on, unheeding,
“isthat it hasn't come before. One bad apple _ Chuck
and then you more or less went into purdah. It's not
normal, Jess.'

Jessica gave a spurt of laughter. 'That's just about
what he said.'

"Then he sounds sensible, at any rate.' Her mother
looked at her narrowly. 'Have you known him long?

“Less than amonth,' said Jessica defiantly.

If she hoped to shock her mother she was disap-
pointed. "They're aways the worst, the ones you fall
for immediately. | remember | realised | wasin love
with your father after about ten minutes.'

I am not,' said Jessica, goaded, 'in love with him.'

“Aren't you, dear? Or do you just not want to be? It
doesn't usually work, you know,' said her mother
kindly.

Jessica left the table abruptly and retired to bed. Her
mother, with what she felt was atotal lack of maternal
sympathy, could be heard singing blithely as she
washed up in her pretty kitchen.

The next day Jessica announced that she was going
to work in the garden. Her mother acquiesced. Jessica
set about digging up a huge patch of plantains and
goose-grass with awill. She refused to stop for lunch,
going grimly on with her work until her hands were
sore where she gripped the fork and her back was ach-
ing.

It was as she was taking another ferocious thrust at
a clump of weeds that she heard a step behind her.

“You're going to ache tomorrow if you go about it
inthat way,' said Leandro's voice in exactly the light,
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amused tone which had been echoing in her head for
the last two days.

Jessica gasped and her sweaty hands lost their grip
on the implement. Leandro caught it neatly, and drove
it, one-handed, into the earth. Then he came close up
to her and tilted her face up for his inspection.

'l don't think hard labour agrees with you," he said
at last. Y ou look tired.'

She snatched her chin away, compressing her lips.

‘What are you doing here?

“Chasing you, of course,' he said, asif it was obvious.
°| told-you we would need to talk.'

“That wasn't what you said when we said goodbye
in Portofino," Jessica muttered. That goodbye had
hurt, for all that she knew she had deserved it and did
not really want anything different.

“Ah, but you had hurt my feelings, my darling. | was
smarting, and | was very angry.'

“So why have you come here now? To carry on being
angry?

He shook his head. For once he was not wearing
those detestabl e glasses.

"When your excellent Miss York explained, | for-
gaveyou at once,' he told her smugly.

Jessicaglared at him. 'Forgave me for what?

“For not trusting me, of course,’ said L eandro, and
took her into hisarms.

She had been wrong. He was not laughing; he was
not in the least amused. His mouth seeking hers had
the hunger of desperation and his arms were shaking.

At last he raised his head and gave an unsteady
laugh.

"And now | suppose you'll have to forgive me for
rushing my fences again.'

Jessica disengaged herself slowly. That kiss had
shaken her more than she wanted to admit.
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She said uncertainly, 'Are you trying to tell me you
want me? | mean really want me? Not just for the plans,
or anything? She was incredulous.

He shut his eyes briefly. "What do you think?

| think you're wasting your time,' she told him
frankly. 'There's a copy in the bank now, so even if you
managed to throw Andrew'sin the sea, it will be pre-
served for posterity.'

He took her by the shoulders and shook her. 'l don't
give adamn about your plans, or Andrew's, or the
bank's, or my uncle's whole damned project. | told him
when he started it that it wasn't my sceneand | didn't
want anything to do with it, and that still stands. It is
none of my business.'

Jessica stared at him. "Then why did you have Spi-
noletti to dinner?

"He's an old friend. He asked me how he should
approach my uncle they were worried about their
water supply. My uncle Giorgio is not the sort of man
who would bother about someone else's water supply
if it inconvenienced him. | gave Sim a bit of advice,
that's all. No conspiracy. No threats.'

“Then why did you get involved with—I mean, flirt
with me?

Y ou mean get involved with," Leandro assured her
grimly. 'And because | couldn't help myself. Heaven
knows, it was bad timing. | never meant to.'

Jessica flinched.

"Don't look like that," he said. 'It's nothing to do
with you. It's just that I'd had an accident, and | was
supposed to be convalescing. It's not easy,' he added
with agrin, 'to woo and win alady of your suspicious
nature and convalesce at the same time.'

“Accident? So that was why he had spoken of doc-
tors on that day on the beach. Jessica went towards him
anxioudly. 'What sort of accident?
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He hesitated for a moment, then he shrugged. 'l'd
better tell you, | suppose. You'll only find out later and
start suspecting me of thingsif | don't.' He looked
round. ‘Can't we go inside or something? | fedl this
might take some time.'

She led the way into the conservatory. Onceinside
he did not reach for her, as she had half expected, but
leaned against a workbench, watching her carefully.

Leandro said slowly, Y ou've always thought | was
aterrible playboy, haven't you, Jessica?

'Wasn't that what you wanted me to think? she
retorted.

‘No—I—oh, yes, damn it, | supposeit was.' He gave
asnort of self-disgust. 'l was so sure | had you summed
up, you see. One look round that apartment of yours
and | thought, aha, here's alady who lives entirely for
work. It was so tidy, almost ascetic. It hardly looked
livedinat all. It was asif all your real energieswere
poured out in work. Y our office looked more like a
home than your home did.'

"That's—very fair,' said Jessica, taken aback and
faintly shamefaced.

'Oh, yes, that may be fair; therest of it wasn't.'

"The rest of what?

'Of my brilliant conclusions,' said Leandro grimly.
'I decided, you see, that you'd taken refuge in your
career because you could not handle your own sex-
uality. | never dreamed there was someone like
Chuck to say nothing of your mother's history— in
your background. | just took one look at the obvious
and leapt to all the wrong conclusions.’

She said, bewildered, 'Did it matter'?

He looked at her impatiently. 'Of course it mat-
tered. If I'd realised, | wouldn't have been so
complacent. | thought all | needed to do was shake you
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up alittle. Make you realise that you were attracted to
me, if you like.'

He saw her flinch and his mouth compressed.

“Yes, well, it didn't work out quite like that. | was
determined, you see, to make you givein, to make you
acknowledge that work was not the most important
thing in life. | was pretty certain that you would not
find time for me if | approached you in the ordinary
way, but if you thought | was aloafer and a playboy,
you might just be intrigued. Irritated but intrigued.
Otherwise, | didn't think | stood a hope, not from what
| had heard, anyway.'

Jessica thought of the escorts who had never man-
aged to achieve more than a quarter of her attention.
Y ou were probably right,' she mumbled.

“Up to apoint. The important thing, though, was
that | didn't realise you'd aready bumped your nose
on the sort of golden youth | was pretending to be and
had the scarsto proveit.'

She shook her head decisively. 'Y ou're wrong there.
Chuck worked a great deal harder than you've ever
suggested you might be prepared to do.' She gave a
small laugh. 'l don't think your tactics were so wrong,
after al.'

“But they hurt you,' he said shrewdly.

Jessica could not answer that. She turned her eyes
away and said with an effort, "Y ou were going to tell
me about your accident.'

"It was Sandra, of course. Y ou may have guessed.'

“Sandra? She made you have an accident?

“Shetried to kill herself,' Leandro said soberly.
“Throw herself off acliff, to be precise. Y ou may
remember | nearly scared you out of your wits once
when you were leaning over the edge.'

On the hotel terrace the night of the sunset, Jessica
remembered.
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He said apologetically, ‘It brought back too many
memories too quickly. I'm not normally an hysteric,
but, with Sandra, one moment she was looking at the
view from one of the vine terraces, the next she was
launching herself into space.’

“She was hurt? Y ou both were? | remember Enrico
saying something about her being ill," murmured Jes-
sica

"No, she wasn't hurt. | caught her.' Leandro gri-
maced. 'Not very heroically. | dived at her legsin a sort
of rugby tackle and got her just in time. The trouble
was, | hit my head quite hard. | was concussed. Then,
when | came round, | couldn't see properly. They told
me to take three months off and then they would look
again to seeif | needed surgery.' His mouth was wry.
'Hence the dark glasses you so object to. To say noth-
ing of the lolling around in the sun.’

'Oh, lord," said Jessica, deeply ashamed and full of
foreboding.

“Sandrawasn't hurt in quite the same way. They
diagnosed a nervous breakdown. We were fairly sure
it had been coming on for some time.' He cleared his
throat. 'She had an affair with my uncle, you know. It
went on for several years, then he got tired of her.'

Jessicasaid, 'Was it Sandrawho destroyed the plans,
then?

'| am afraid so. She's il abit crazy, you know. Half
the time she loves Giorgio, thinks she is the only per-
son in the world who can protect him from his enemies.
The other half,' he shrugged, 'she hates him. | think
she threw the plans overboard thinking that the proj-
ect was desperately important to him and he would be
hurt. | know she knocked you out, trying to frighten
you away before you finished them.'

'Isn't it important to Giorgio, the project'?
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"Not in the way she thought, poor woman.' Lean-
dro passed a hand over his eyes. 'Y ou know, when we
found out, she went to pieces. She was shouting and
screaming, throwing herself around. | think it shook
Giorgio. He wasn't there before, when she tried to
jump. Anyway, he had her air-lifted off to hospital by
helicopter at once. And | think he's pretty ashamed of
himself.'

“That's what he meant when he said he wouldn't
involve mein his private affairs,’ Jessicasaid slowly. 'l
thought he meant it was you and he knew it.'

“I know you did, my darling. As| said, Miss Y ork
explained. | must say it never occurred to me at the
time. | just thought you'd decided you didn't want to
have any more to do with men who scared you silly
and then jumped on you.'

Jessica found that, in spite of the light tone, the
golden eyes were very intent. She swallowed deafen-
ingly.

“Oh!

He said, '"Will you tell me now, my darling? Did |
take you too far too fast that afternoon?

She said in astrangled voice, 'l don't know what you
mean.'

°I mean that | never meant to rush you like that. |
knew this mare, Chuck ' he said the name with dis-
taste “--had hurt you badly and | was full of good
intentions to prove to you how much more reliable and
sensitive and generally an excellent thing | was. Only
| rather got carried away.'

Jessicalifted her chin. 'As| recall,' she said in her
professional lady tone, 'we both got carried away.'

“Yes, but you were scared half out of your mind by
my stupid game with the boat. Y ou weren't responsi-
ble. .
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*| was perfectly responsible,’ said Jessica, ruffled.
very much wanted you to make love to me. 1'd been
wanting you to,' she added for good measure, “for
days.'

Leandro stared at her. The mask had slipped with a
vengeance now. He looked bewildered, uncertain. It
suddenly occurred to her that he was no less vulnera-
ble than she, and she had hurt him a great deal worse.

She drew a deep breath and said, "I hope you'll do
S0 again very soon. If you can forgive me, that is.'

There was an unnerving silence while she blushed
fierily and Leandro looked as if he had been sand-
bagged.

At last he said tonelessly, “Say that again.'

Jessica, whatever her failings, was no coward. She
lifted her chin, ignored her hot cheeks, and repeated
her observation.

She was taken into a comprehensive embrace.

"Oh, my love, my darling, you wonderful, wonder-
ful girl,' Leandro said, kissing her fiercely. 'Whenever
and wherever you say, my love. Just aslong as at some
point you let me marry you.'

Jessica, who was kissing him with equal frenzy,
stopped dead.

'"Marry? she echoed dazedly.

“I'm sorry if you don't care for the idea—' the laugh
was back in hisvoice if it offends your independ-
ence or anything like that, but | don't want any more
mistakes or misunderstandings or messing about. Y ou
and | belong together and always have done. So we
might just as well get married and make sure the rest
of the world takes note.

Jessicawas dazed. 'But what about my job?

'What about mine? countered Leandro at once.

She gave him areproving look. 'l didn't know you
had one until today," she reminded him.
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'l told you, I'm a perfectly respectable engineer. |
build ail rigs and things. | have to travel alot. Perhaps
you could come with me, sometimes.' He tucked her
hair behind her ear. 'When you want me to make love
to you," he added, earning himself alook of burning
indignation. He kissed the tip of her nose. 'What do
you think?

'I don't know. | never thought about it. Y our fam-
ily...Your mother. .

His mouth tightened and he stopped laughing. 'My
mother need not concern you,' he said deliberately.

Jessica was shocked and |ooked it.

He gazed down into her eyes. 'Listen, | hardly knew
my father because of her. She resented him for not
being rich and worldly like Giorgio, so she left him
when | was a child and did her best to turn meinto a
sort of substitute son for Giorgio. God knows what
sort of complex that would have given me if Papa
hadn't stuck around. He used to take me off for sneak
holidays. She couldn't prevent him, but when he used
to come to pick me up she would treat him like dirt.'

Jessicasaid in asmall voice, 'She warned me off, you
know. She said you wouldn't be serious about me; it
would all be aimed at something.'

'She wants kicking,' said Leandro dispassionately.
‘Now your mother seemsto fulfil the job description
in an altogether more satisfactory manner.'

"My mother'? Jessica eyed him suspiciously. "What
do you know about my mother?

‘Just that she seems very sensible,' he said soo-
thingly. 'At least when | spoke to her on the telephone
she said that | sounded like the man her daughter was
in love with and | had better come and talk to you this
aftelr(noon while she was out at the Vicarage sale of
work.'
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She said that? Jessica was shocked. 'The conniv-
ing

"An excellent woman,' Leandro said swiftly, kissing
her. 'In marrying you | shall get a mother-in-law ina
thousand. It will be worthit.'

Jessica said, 'Y ou're marrying me for my mother?
in arctic tones.

He was laughing uncontrollably. 'Among other
things.' The anorak was old and heavy and encrusted
with mud, but he seemed to have very little difficulty
in removing it, or the sweater underneath it. His hands
dlid under her shirt until they were warm against her
skin. Jessica shivered and surrendered. His voice
thickened. 'One or two other things. But marriage or
nothing, agreed?

She met his eyes and found them dancing with
warmth and an affection so brilliant it was blinding.

“I loveyou,' she said softly.

His mouth curved, but he said, 'Don't change the
subject. Marriage or nothing.'

His hands moved on her. She moved her shoulders
voluptuously and pressed closer.

“I wasn't changing the subject,’ she murmured. '‘And
| agree. Marriageitis.'
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