


TEMPTED BY DESIRE
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Suzanne and her stepmother, Celeste, had neveclosenBut after
her husband died, Celeste persuaded her stepdaughtelp her
snare a rich husband. Suzanne, although disappgr@firCeleste's
intrigue, welcomed the holiday trip to London. Theradd to her joy,
she met Cesare Martino, the man of her dreamsdmfgsome and
seemingly also attracted to her. She should hawvaknt was too
good to be' true. For he was the same man thast€diad her eye on!



CHAPTER ONE

‘Do stand up straight, Suzanne!' snapped Celestself coolly and

sophisticatedly beautiful in a green halter-neckaad-dress, a perfect
foil for her shoulder- length auburn hair. The tafothem had just

entered the hotel lounge, its quiet luxury exattlyCeleste's liking.

This holiday was costing enough, so why not expectreceive the
best? She looked critically at her stepdaughtemd'do take that

expression off your face!'

Suzanne looked at her with wide green eyes. "Wkaession?' she
asked innocently.

'‘What expression!" Celeste scoffed cruelly. 'The af self-pity
you've been sporting all week. You look like a lafmbthe slaughter.
Anyone would think it was you who had to marry dh man simply
for his money.'

Suzanne cringed at the crudeness of her stepnothears. 'Neither
of us needs to marry anyone!' she objected. ti$syjou!’

'l don't intend to live in poverty for the restrof life.' Celeste's blue
eyes flashed dangerously. 'If that father of ydwadn't wasted and
frittered away all his money, none--'

‘Now that's enough!" Suzanne's words came out smgny whisper.
Celeste had picked the unlikeliest places to havargument, the
lounge of one of the most exclusive hotels in Laridgut it hadto be
exclusive. How else could Celeste meet this ageirtjonaire of
hers? Suzanne stood her ground, her eyes silentiggsshe would
go no further. '‘My father spent what little moneygossessed gou.
And this is how you repay him, with recriminatiocssd scorn.What
he ever saw in you I'll never know.'

She knew she had gone too far by the two brightissplocolour that
appeared in Celeste's usually creamy cheeks wheslegavas about



to forget she was supposed to be a lady. Her masd@and lacquered
nails clenched into fists, and if she had beenild,cBuzanne would
have said the other woman was about to have autants it was,
she was probably about to make a scene.

‘All right, Celeste,' she sighed deeply. 'I'm sdarythat remark. Put it
down to the fact that I'm tired and we've beeraicheother's company
constantly for six days. We probably need a breatkfeach other.’

Celeste wasn't so easily mollified. Tired!" shesbwut. ‘What on
earth have you to feel tired about? Oh, | agre& wiu about the
company—I'm getting sick and tired of looking atyibthe truth be
known. But you have no reason to féedd, living here in the lap of
luxury, your every whim arranged with ease. Tirethée repeated in
disgust.

Suzanne looked about the room self-consciously rawaat they
were causing quite a lot of eyes to be turned ®irtldirection.
Although their words couldn't be heard, Celestdanee was
obviously one of anger and her own one of obstin&¢g'll continue
this conversation some other time, Celeste,’ skessly. 'I'm going
to my room, but you go ahead and have your afterniea as
planned.’

'‘Well, thank you! I'm so glad | have your permissicCeleste said
sneeringly.

'Oh, I've had enough!" Suzanne turned on her mekledt the lounge,
walking uncaringly to the lift that stood empty. elbther two lifts

seemed to be either going up or down already, Hihdwegh it seemed
rather selfish to take the lift up to the sixthditqust for herself, she
didn't feel like waiting for one of the others twige.

Celeste was daily becoming more and more impossible wouldn't
mind if she had wanted to come on this visit to dam with her



stepmother, but she hadn't. Oh, the lure of lufoirya few weeks had
been all too tempting, but the thought of sharimg $o far unseen
sights of London with Celeste of all people hatieaput the damper
on her enthusiasm. And so far Celeste had proved @s
unreasonable as she had thought she would be. t€diased
sightseeing, in fact, the hotel and the pool wezke§ie's only haunts,
and Suzanne had perforce to share them.

God, it was so restricting! She wanted to expltwe depths of the
town, wanted to walk about London until she knewrguvnch of it.
Maybe that would be a bit impossible, she had h#atleven some
Londoners could become lost in the more denselylatgd areas,
each street looking like the last. But that hadnbie reason behind
her coming here with Celeste, the reason she hadeo friends that
the idea sounded so appealing.

Robert, especially, had been against the idea tdast six weeks'
separation, but Suzanne had thought this perhaphemthing in
London's favour. Robert was all right as a fridmat, what had started
out as a mild flirtation was deepening into somaghmnore serious on
his side. But it certainly wasn't on hers. Robeasvun and he made
her laugh a lot with his crazy ideas, but suregréthad to be more to
love than making her laugh. What had happened dgordmantic,
passionate side of a relationship? Robert's kissesinly did no
more for her than anything else she would enjognrapathetic sort
of way. There were certainly no flashing lights @odnds of thunder
when they kissed, just a warm pleasant feelingsémee as she might
feel after an enjoyable evening or meal.

But then according to Celeste the flashing lightd ghunder were
purely a figment of the romantic's imagination. Rawrtnc rubbish she
called it, and so far Suzanne had to agree with her

Once in her room she threw down her sun-glassesraghzine,
running on to the balcony and looking longinglyret sun. It was all



right coming to her room to escape Celeste's tenypeiby doing so
she had also denied herself the freedom of the. @l was in
London wasn't she! One of the most exciting citethe world! So
where was her excitement? She looked down at #maitg streets
below her. Somewhere down there could be the mdreiofireams,
the man who would let her see the flashing lightd &ear the
thunder.

He would be dark, of course, she had always pedarren with dark
colouring, and he would have beautiful dark teasaygs. And
tall—he would have to be tall. At just over fiveeteherself she felt
cosseted and cared for in the company of tall nves, she knew
exactly what he would look like: tall, elegant, kva lithe masculine
body. And he would look at her as if she were tlstrbeautiful thing
in his world.

She burst out laughing at her thoughts. Now she jwsis being
Imaginative. Beautiful was something she wasn'traager could be.
Short bouncing blonde curls surrounding a hearpstizelfin face
could never be called beautiful in any language faksas she was
concerned, her only redeeming feature was her hgigen
almond-shaped eyes surrounded by thick naturally @shes. But
what man would want to marry her for her eyes? Roleuld! But
in no way could he be made to fit into her pictaféer ideal man,
with his reddish-brown hair and laughing blue ey®sd he wasn't
tall, at least, only moderately so, and his physigould only be
described as thin. No, she would have to facedtsanwould Robert,
he just wasn't the man for her. Besides, he wasally sophisticated
enough. Her ideal man was older than herself Dgadt five years,
worldly and knowledgeable, with all the self-asswwea she herself
lacked.

She sighed deeply. What was the use of dreaminly,semeone like
Celeste about she didn't stand a chance with anyletaalone one of
good looks. Celeste, with her tall proud body, Hack vibrant



auburn hair, and most of all her perfect beautiide. Suzanne's
father hadn't been the first man to fall for Cedtsstdeceptive
innocently charming demeanour. He had been flattarel bemused
by the evident interest of such a beautiful twemig-year-old to his
already forty years. So flattered that within a felort weeks of
meeting the two of them had become man and wife.

And a few weeks after that Suzanne had been seayt twschool!
She saw her father occasionally during the scholadidys, although
more often than not she had been told she waaymstat school for
the holidays too. Not that she had minded too naidirst, a lot of
other girls did it too, but after a time it had bago pall. The few
times she did go home for the holidays Celesteneéiseable by her
absence. Not that Suzanne minded this either, sioh preferred to
be alone with her father, but it was apparent bt father would
have much rather have been with his young, notyavathful wife.

She had naturally been upset when her father wkesl kn a road
accident not long before she was due to leave $cBbe had been
sixteen, and it had been then that she had fousdalkhough her
father had lived his life to the full in the last gears, he had done it
by using up every penny he possessed. Celestenarithg been left
destitute, and although it was a blow to her, itswamplete
devastation to Celeste. None of her so-calleddsemale or female,
hadwanted to know her then, making it perfectlyiobs that if she
couldn't pay her way then she wasn't welcome. Mb#tese people
had been hangers on anyway, and now there washgdthihang on
to.

For Suzanne the future had been clear. She was tio ¢pllege and
later to university, her main subjects being angtamd physiology,
which she hoped eventually to go on to teach. BuCkleste things
hadn't been so easy, if missing meals and walknegye/here could
ever be called easy. How Celeste had survived ¢xe three years
Suzanne hadn't gone into too deeply, but she de# & must have



involved a man with money. Now Celeste had decslesl wanted
more than money. She wanted marriage, and if pessititle. This
hotel dealt only with the elite and titled, and &szanne knew,
Celeste was a very determined woman. But as shérieddo point
out, most of the earls or whatever they were calletk as broke as
they were. But Celeste wouldn't be daunted, shedeffident enough
of her own beauty and determination to catch heaseth prize.

No one had been more surprised than Suzanne whestepenother

had invited her to stay here too, and no one Hobhwould have

turned it down. She had lived for too long in a lgadecorated

bed-sitter, missing too many meals than was goadhéy, and

studying much too hard to turn down the opportuaftgix weeks of

absolute luxury. She hadn't enquired where the sndmad come

from for them to book into one of the most exclesivotels in

London, and any guilt she might have felt aboue€k paying all the
bills was quickly quenched. Celeste had calmlyrmied her that she
was only required to lend respectability to her ostay there.

Escorting her stepdaughter for her health was tibry £eleste had
put about, and Suzanne's too thin, delicate appearint truth to

such a lie. Never mind that her experiences ofasiethree years had
given her a toughness and strength of body and thatdnade her a
much more durable person than Celeste. At leasthsped it did.

Celeste's constant truculence was beginning tonbeitant she was
finding it impossible to bear. She had imaginede&& would
quickly find her doting rich suitor and leave heaefty much to
herself. Not so. Celeste was very choosy abouteseprts, and
although Suzanne knew a couple of them were ricth agry

interested in her stepmother, Celeste quickly sgaithem. It was as
if she were waiting for something—or someone. Sareedn

particular.

Oh, it was too nice a day to let Celeste spoiitHer! She would go
down to the pool anyway. She quickly changed intgreeen bikini



that matched her eyes and slipping on a beachofdhe same colour
to cover her near-nakedness she ran quickly otlteofoom and into
the lift.

The clothes had been Celeste's idea too, insigtatgher denims and
tee-shirts weren't suitable attire. Not that she s@posed to look
too attractive, just elegant enough to be thoughstepdaughter of a
rich widow. Another of Celeste's lies. If it wasdam she was using
every penny she possessed on this last fling themvseuld be known

for what she was, a gold- digger.

At almost five o'clock in the evening the pool atslsurrounding
loungers were beginning to empty. Most of thesepf@avould
shower and rest before changing for dinner, them&@n hour or so
drinking, and the same after their meal. Suzanm®svithe routine so
well, and she was sick of it all. Well, tonight shasn't going to do
that. She would laze by the pool for as long asfshdike it, go up
and shower and change in her room before strabhieg to one of the
cafes she had seen in the square and treatindflteraesimple meal.
She only hoped Celeste didn't bother to look inrbem but just went
down to dinner without her. Another argument tohigbuld be more
than she could bear.

Slipping off her robe and dropping her sun-glasses$o a lounger,
she ran lithely to the edge of the pool to jumpatayp into the heated
blue water. Mmm, it was delicious! She pushed libekhair that had
plastered to her face, licking droplets of watenfrher lips. Over the
last few days she had managed to acquire a gosheartd her hair
looked very blonde against the darkened skin.

Turning on her back, she swam effortlessly from ené of the pool
to the other, revelling in her solitariness. At leisove places like this
hotel there always seemed to be someone standemdebgou ready
to carry out the least little request, and whilenday have seemed
rather exciting the first couple of days, this ati@n soon became



rather tedious. But for once the waiters all seetoee elsewhere,
and she relaxed completely, closing her eyes aftthdrdreamily.

'‘Excuse mesgsignorina,'a deep voice broke into her meandering
‘You are alone here?'

Suzanne trod water, looking to the nearside ofpib@. Wow! She

blinked rapidly. The man of her dreams! Tall arttidi dark hair,

quizzical teasing eyes, and those faint linestaeeiside of his nose
and mouth giving evidence to his sophistication arperience. He
looked anything between thirty and thirty-five, rhualder than the
five years' difference she had wanted in their abes everything

else, was perfect. She couldn't take her eyesrofftHe was fantastic,
marvellous, and she couldn't believe she was séwmng

'Signorina?' He frowned his puzzlement at her long silence,
blatant good looks not marred by the action. Hedtat the side of
the pool, relaxed and confident, his only attiaa of white bathing
trunks that clung like a second skin and emphagisediarkness of
his own skin.

There were many foreign people staying at thisllzotd she couldn't
help her curiosity at his being sure she was Engli&/hy did you
address me in English?' she asked him, complegalyring his own
guestion.

He shrugged his shoulders and smiled, showing dgan white
teeth, giving him an oddly boyish look. 'With h#ie colour of corn
you would most likely be either English or Americafou also have
their air of freedom.' He indicated the desertedl @wea. '‘And not
many women would brave this isolation with a dangerVenetian
roaming about,' he teased her.

'Oh, you're a Venetian!" she sighed ecstatically.vihs absolutely
perfect. In every way.



He bowed politely, and while it might have appeagédminate on
any other man dressed informally as he was, omthis it appeared
only as a charming gesture. 'Vidal Martino at yeenvice signorina.’

She climbed breathlessly out of the pool, droppiagproffered hand
self-consciously as she realised it was drippingewaverywhere.
‘Suzanne Hammond,' she supplied shyly.

'l am honoured to meet you. Are you alone heref2peated his first
guestion.

'I'm alone here at the pool, but not at the hd#l. stepmother is
probably in the process of changing for dinnertrigbw.'

Vidal Martino smiled again, looking deeply into Iveide green eyes.
‘The proverbial wicked stepmother?’

Suzanne laughed. 'Not really, although we arer'toést of friends
either." She picked up her towel and began to drywet curls. She
must look an absolute mess! Whatever must Mr Mattimk of her?

He indicated that she sit on a lounger, only relgxthe long length of
his own body on to the one next to her after stha dmmplied. 'l

arrived only this afternoon. You will have to exeusy curiosity

concerning yourself. You live with your stepmother?

'Oh, no,' she shook her head emphatically. 'Nogrigrely holidaying
with Celeste. Since my father died three years @gteste and |
haven't been the best of correspondents,’ shedduggrvously. 'I'm
sorry, | didn't mean to bore you with my family toisy.'

'‘And you have not done so. | was merely curioutbashy one so
young as yourself should be staying at such a stajgkctable hotel. |
would have thought one of the more modern hoteath, @ancing and
music, would have been more to your liking.'



'‘But surely the same applies to ysignore?"

Vidal Martino shrugged his powerful shoulders. I4gn a Martino it
Is expected of me to stay here.' He grimaced lsimske. '| am here
for one night only. | have just arrived from theld&2ao Martino,
which is just as respectable, let me assure you.'

‘A palazzd She reassessed her new companion. 'You sureyt @
count or something, are you?' It would be justltek if he was. No
one of such importance would be interested in argirSuzanne
Hammond. Unless of course he was one of those iarsied
counts that seemed to exist in abundance? She doakehim
sharply—no, this man certainly wasn't impoverish&tere was
arrogance and bearing in every line of his supedyb

He laughed with genuine amusement. 'Not |, Sig@okiammond.
Unlike you, | am not so lucky as you seem to behwbur
stepmother. | have the proverbial wicked stepther, the Conte
Cesare Martino. And | would like it very much if Had no
correspondence with him for three years.' The Vet said with
bitterness and the boyish charm left his face.

‘You don't like your brother?'

‘Cesare is difficult to like or dislike. He is likerock, and you cannot
feel emotion for a rock." He sprang up from thenlger. 'It is too
depressing to talk of Cesare. Would you like tdaganother swim?"

Suzanne was still muddling over Vidal Martino's egks concerning
his brother. So his brother was a count! A mucleglémbittered
man, by the sound of it, who tried to rule thisrchimag man with an
iron will. She couldn't imagine anyone more chagnthan Vidal

Martino, so she could only assume that the ConsaéeVartino was
unreasonable to his fun-loving younger brother.



She shook her head regretfully, looking at the Wwatibe was just
attaching to her slim wrist. 'l really must showed then find myself
some dinner.’

Vidal Martino put a restraining hand on her arng &uzanne found
she liked that warm caressing touch, feeling sefngereft as his
hand was removed. "You do not intend dining atibtel?'

‘Not this evening. | feel in need of a change einsey. | thought this
evening | might try one of the little restauranitstjoutside the hotel.
They look nice, and more my—my taste, if you knohatvi mean?’

'Oh, | know exactly what you mean,' he smiled at WYould it be
permissible for me to join you? | too feel in neddmore simple
surroundings.’

She was taken aback by his request. Surely hedmagltking better to
do than join her, people he should go and seehfdgust arrived? It
would appear not, by the look on his face.

‘Signorina Hammond?'

'‘Oh, yes, Mr Martino, of course you can join mgati want to. I'm
not going anywhere exciting, though.'

'‘Believe me, | have had enough excitement thesddasweeks to
welcome a quiet dinner with a beautiful companidanice can be
rather exhausting.'

‘Surely no more so than London.'

'‘Perhaps not,' he conceded. 'lf you intend eith@king or enjoying
the night life. Unfortunately | did both.’



"You—you work?" Although his athletic body and aetbrain did not
point to him spending his time idly, neither did loek the sort of
man who sat behind a desk all day.

Vidal Martino laughed aloud, a deep pleasant sahat evoked a
smile on her own face. 'Cesare would say not, bubuld say yes.
My brother has many business interests all ovedd. | run the
London office. Again Cesare would say it runs ftdalit ultimately |

have to make the final decisions—and face Cesaan\ithing goes
wrong.'

‘You actually live in England?' Excitement entehet voice as she
thought of the possibility of seeing this man wiske left the hotel.
She mentally shook herself. She was just being Sillst because he
was at a loose end this evening it didn't meamshed ever see him
again. But she wanted to! Oh, yes, she wanted to.

'For perhaps six months of the year.' A look ofstemation crossed
his face. 'l will have to be excused dinner, | anaid. | have just
remembered a previous engagement that | canndt.viegeting you
put all other thoughts out of my mind. Could | jgiou for drinks
later this evening?'

'You don't have to meet me at all, if you don't tvem | won't be
upset.' But she would, she would! Vidal Martino wess ideal and
she couldn't lose him so soon after meeting him.

For answer he took one of her hands firmly in ke gthreading their
fingers together intimately. "That is a great pligcause | personally
would be very upsetupset?'he repeated with disgust. 'l would be
devastated, Suzanne Hammond. My engagement thisngwvis one
that | cannot evade, otherwise | would do so. Beage do me the
honour of meeting me later. | should return bydé&ock, ten-thirty
at the latest. Is that too late for you?'



'‘Oh, no, no, of course not. | rarely retire befanenight.'
‘Then | am permitted to join you in the lounge ftate

'Please,’ she smiled at him shyly, acutely awateeohand still held

firmly in his. It seemed incredible that she hatlyonet him an hour

earlier, and even more incredible that he actuainted to see her
again. Her hand was suddenly free and he ran tedge of the pool,
diving into the clear depths with hardly a rippHe struck out with

strong movements, swimming two lengths before cgrbexck to the

side of the pool.

'l will see you later, Signorina Hammond—Suzanhe,'amended
warmly.

‘Very well—Vidal," she replied breathlessly, sused at her own
daring.

With a last intimate smile Vidal Martino sank betiethe water.
Suzanne picked up her wrap and towel and walkemhaifg back into
the hotel. Having dinner anywhere else didn't seeah a good idea
now, not if there was a chance of seeing Vidalrlate¢he evening.
There was always the possibility that he mightmrearly.

It was already seven o'clock by the time she rehdlee room, and
seven-fifteen by the time she had showered. Chgosimat to wear
was a difficult decision. Should she wear the ctiggblack silk and
look sophisticated, or wear the lemon chiffon timade her hair look
like spun gold? She finally decided on the blatk £\t nineteen to
Vidal Martino's thirty-two, thirty-three, she wadtdo appear as
worldly as possible.

Her hair was another problem, a golden mass ajusturls, it was
difficult to tame into any semblance of order. Rgndie majority of
the curls on to the top of her head, she allowedartwo tendrils to
curl provocatively at her temples and three or &durer slender nape.



It gave her a look of childish sophistication aheé &new it was as
good as she was going to get. A light make-up ahel lppstick to add
colour to her face and she was ready to face ewernwatchful

Celeste.

A hasty look in the mirror showed her that she ddht Robert

would call her ‘adult look'. Robert! She had cortgdieforgotten him

since her meeting with Vidal Martino. As she hadught, Robert
paled to insignificance when compared with herliden. And since
meeting the vibrant masculine man in the flesh,drbbad been put
completely out of her thoughts.

Her hotel room door swung open without any warrang she didn't
need two guesses who it was, in fact, she did@hewed to turn
round. Nevertheless she did turn round, only to e&amder the
scornful gaze of Celeste.

‘Well, well, well," she drawled silkily, swaying agefully into the
room to walk mockingly round Suzanne as she willedself not to
be bothered by Celeste's taunting. 'And who islittlis lot for?' she
flicked one of the curls caressing Suzanne's temple

Suzanne flinched away from her stepmother. "Wheatat little lot
for?' she asked steadily.

'‘Why, the outfit, darling,' purred Celeste. 'Do ymave-an assignation
with one of the waiters? Carlo perhaps?’

'‘Don't be childish,’ she snapped, picking up hegnéng bag in
preparation to leave the room. 'I'm merely dressedinner, nothing
more.'

'‘Really?' | haven't noticed such an effort on atinepof the evenings
we've been down to dinner.’

‘Are you trying to tell me | usually look a mess?’



'Of course not, Suzanne. | would have told you sou did. So who
s it for?'

'‘No one," Suzanne said sulkily. 'l just felt likakmg an effort. Do
you object?"

'Oh, no."' Celeste shook her head, her vibrant awiair gleaming as
she moved. 'l just hope you aren't getting anyidhegs about your
own future. | -made it obvious to you before we edrare that it was
my fortune we were seeking. Have you forgotten?’

‘How can | forget anything so disgusting?'

'‘Quite," Celeste's mouth twisted sneeringly. 'Anthihk it's just
arrived.'

'Really?’

‘Yes, really. You don't have to sound quite so etmeget rid of me.'
Celeste looked at her stepdaughter suspicioustitimy up bottles at
random from the dressing-table to study their catste

Suzanne saw her mistake as she felt Celeste's lkeks in her
direction. It was just that it would be so convenid she didn't
have-Celeste watching her every move over the fesxtdays. But
she mustn't let Celeste know that; already shedgmnaeh away too
much to this perceptive woman.

'‘Come along, Suzanne, we can discuss this betegrdwner. Well,
perhaps not better, but at least in comfort.'

‘All right," agreed Suzanne, herself eager to gatet over with as
soon as possible. The sooner she had eaten thersiencould go to
the lounge and wait for Vidal.



Dinner was delicious as usual and Celeste in hae meellowed
mood was quite convivial company. They even laugiogether a
couple of times, something they had never donerbefteleste often
laughedat Suzanne but nevevith her.

'You many not believe this, Suzanne," Celeste gaidtly as they
drank their coffee at the end of the meal. 'No, $ume you won't
believe it. But in my own selfish way | loved ydather very much.’

‘You can safely say that now, can't you, now tleéd'hdead and can't
refute such a statement?' Suzanne said vehemently.

‘Are you trying to say | didn't make your fatheppa?' Celeste gave a
slight smile. 'l don't think you can say that widmy degree of
honesty.'

‘Maybe not. But | was his daughter, didn't | desdrvbe included in
his life too?'

'l said in my own selfish way, Suzanne, and thdbh'tlinclude you.
Children have never entered into my plans for myrie; and that
means other people's as well as my own.’

‘Surely this wealthy man will want children?' Suzarpointed out
spitefully. Celeste certainly brought out the wansher.

'‘Perhaps. It may be a necessary evil,’” she samdl lored voice.
'‘Perhaps just one, to satisfy the man's vanity.'

Suzanne looked about her curiously. The only marcshld see who
remotely fitted into Celeste's mercenary plans svasan sitting at a
corner table of the dining-room, but even he ditiave to be the
man, this dining-room was open to the public and¢ddd just be a
visitor, not an actual guest. He was a man in gssixties, with grey
streaked hair and a body that was running to fa. whs quite



handsome for a man of his obvious years, but s@elgste couldn't
be contemplating marriage to a man so much heoseni

But why not? Suzanne's father had been eighteas fiea senior, so
what did it matter that this man could give heleast thirty years? It
didn't matter in the slightest to Suzanne, Celegist make her own
future, in any way she wanted. But to marry a nieathat! It made
her feel slightly sick.

She looked at her stepmother. Celeste might bedmatrgrasping, but
surely she deserved something better than thatfategrhadloved
the woman, so she couldn't be all bad. But shedodube all good
either, not when she could shut out a child of frem her own
father's love.

'What on earth is the matter now?' Celeste askpdtiantly. 'Surely |
haven't shocked your puritan little mind again? Dezh dear,
Suzanne, you'll have to toughen up if you wantiwise in this harsh
cruel world your father and mother introduced yoult's a rough
world out there and you have to be the same ifwant to survive,
and | intend to do just that.'

'I'm not shocked, Celeste," Suzanne gave a rugfié.s'l think I'm
past that where you're concerned."'

Celeste laughed, a completely natural gesture ddaed to her
already considerable beauty. Blue, often merceageg were filled
with amusement and Suzanne wished that Celestedwamil this
naturally all the time. How much more attractivendide her. Not that
her stepmother needed any extra attraction tondyessed as she
was in a clinging russet- coloured gown that shbalge clashed with
her rich auburn hair, but somehow didn't.

'‘Why were you looking so serious, then?'



Suzanne shrugged, unwilling to start another argunievas—I was
just looking round to see if | could spot the mares-know, the man
you--' she broke off in embarrassed confusion.

‘The man I've picked out to be my husband, firdslEeleste,
completely unembarrassed herself. 'And who diddexide it was?'

'‘Well, I-' Suzanne looked at the elderly man stheeheked out earlier
and Celeste followed her gaze.

‘Not him, Suzanne!' she burst out laughing. 'Gieanedit for a little
taste!'

"Then who?'

'Oh, he isn't here, darling,’ again Celeste afte¢hat false drawl.
'He's otherwise engaged this evening, but I'm mgdtim tomorrow.

He's absolutely fascinating, Suzanne, a sham@hlg’'ss means to an
end.'

'So who is he, Celeste? Don't keep me in suspense!'

‘You are interested, aren't you? Well, | supposeakes a change
from your apathy. His name is Vidal Martino.'



CHAPTER TWO
'VIDAL MARTINO?' Suzanne echoed weakly.

'‘Mmm—Iovely name, isn't it? And so is the man. inkhCeleste
Martino sounds quite distinctive, don't you?'

Suzanne felt physically sick. Oh, God! Not Vidal tao! Why
couldn't it be anyone else but him? And Celeste $a@ad she was
meeting him tomorrow. Oh, how could he, when he bBhdady
arranged to medter this evening! Her distress must have shown ¢
her face, because Celeste looked quite concerned.

‘Are you all right, Suzanne?' She touched her aviou've gone
terribly pale.'

'Oh, [—I'm fine. | felt rather faint for a momeiyt I'm all right now,'

Suzanne lied. How could she feel fine when shedyag) inside? In
the space of an hour she had fallen in love fofiteetime in her life,

and now it was completely shattered by a few stvorrids. Celeste
meant to marry Vidal Martino, and knowing Celestattwas exactly
what she would do.

'It is rather warm in here,' Celeste agreed. "Wiytdyou go out into
the garden for a while?'

'Yes. Yes!" Suzanne said jerkily, rising unsteaddyher feet. 'It is
rather stuffy, isn't it? | won't be long.’

Celeste sat back lazily. "Take your time, darlingay just wait here
on the offchance that Vidal returns earlier thapested.'

'Oh, oh, | see,' Suzanne said dully. She had @pesitcom here, be on
her own for a while to sort out her thoughts.



The garden was definitely cooler than the hotelingiroom,

although the hotel was air-conditioned. The frageanf the many
flowers out here was exquisite. She had escapesl rhany times
during the last few days, when she couldn't starelesie's
overbearing attitude any longer. And now this! Huoe first time in

her life she had found someone she was sure she love, and he
was destined for Celeste! She was certainly no etitign for the

beautiful redhead, and she might as well give yphame of keeping
a man like Vidal Martino interested in someone ksnpas herself
when Celeste wanted him.

It was a bitter blow and one she had faced onceréeh her

life—and both of them dealt by Celeste. First hethér and now
Vidal Martino. She should hate Celeste, but sher'didit times

Celeste showed a gentler side of her charactecet bf her nature
she took great pains to hide. And she mostly sutszke

She said Vidal had arranged to meet her tomorrowe €euldn't have
wasted much time after leaving Suzanne this afternorhis
knowledge hurt her somehow, and she wasn't fegiamgjcularly
friendly towards him when she saw him walking asrtdse garden
towards her.

‘Suzanne,' he put out his hands to her, drawinglbse to him: "You
were not waiting in the lounge,' he scolded geritlyckily | spotted
your hair in the darkness.’

'l see,' she said huskily, unable to draw her gazay from those
warm compelling brown eyes. '‘My stepmother wasialounge.'

'‘Ah, | see," he nodded understandingly. "You dioweant to meet me
in front of her. Well, | think she must have goonebed because the
lounge was deserted when | came through just now.'



Suzanne felt angry at his casual dismissal of @zlesd yet excited
too. Celeste hadn't made such a big impressioniaal that he didn't
want to sedneragain. 'Oh,' she licked her lips nervously. 'Didiyre
Did you have a nice evening?'

Vidal Martino grimaced. 'As pleasant as one coulkemvvisiting a

grandmother. When Cesare's mother married ourrfétiemother

moved in too. She now lives in her own home in Bndl and

complains that we neglect her. She does not ttakit would have

been better for all of us if she had stayed aPlazzo like any other
grandmother would. And of course Cesare visitsrbgularly when

he is here.' Again that harshness entered his waiea talking of his

brother. 'But | must not bore you with my familyh&l we go in and

have that drink now?'

Why not? Celeste wasn't in the lounge, and bydbk bf things she
would have to make the most of this meeting witkda¥iMartino,

tomorrow Celeste would take over. She nodded had,henewed
eagerness entering her eyes. 'l'd love to.'

He grinned at her. 'Good.’

As he had said, the lounge was deserted, and witimuites they
were ensconced at a corner table with two drinkthertable in front
of them.

'So,' Vidal turned on the bench seat they were &ittihg on, his knee
touching hers intimately before it was politely Rdtawn. But he was
still sitting very close to her and she found sked his closeness,
liked the fresh male tangy smell that his body exudand the
expensive aftershave that she had come to realesewbre
exclusively. Tell me a little about yourself, Supe.'



‘There isn't much to tell, and I'm not being triteen | say that, there
really isn't much to tell. I'm a student, training be a teacher,
eventually.'

'If the job is available,’ he put it mildly. "'Theseems to be an
abundance of unemployed teachers in this counttiyeatnoment. |
can sympathise with you.'

'Mm, it could all be wasted effort when I've fingsh'

‘And do you live on your own?' He offered her aacegte, lighting
one for himself at her refusal.

'In a bed-sitter? | certainly hope so, there's lyarmom for me, let
alone anyone else.’

'‘And you have a boy-friend?"

She looked at him sharply, but could see only raudosity in his
clear brown eyes. 'l have male friends,' she saidfally. 'But none
that | feel serious about.’

'‘But one who feels that way about you,' he gueshkeewdly. 'If he
feels this way why has he allowed you to come tadam without
him?'

'l don't feel that way about him, it's as simplelea.’

'It is a good enough reason—and | for one am giad bwould not
like to think | was—cutting in is, | believe, thigint expression.’

Suzanne laughed. ‘'Mmm, but you aren't—or at |gastwouldn't be
if you intended-' she broke off confusedly.

His dark brows lowered with concern. ‘My age wa'yeu, perhaps?'



She looked startled. It certainly wasn't his agewas worried about,
it was Celeste, beautiful Celeste with her letl@ron. She shook her
head wordlessly.

'l am thirty-two. Is that much older than you?'

Suzanne had to laugh at his earnestness. Astifeathing like age
mattered where someone of his looks and charmnvadved. "You
shouldn't ask a lady her age, Vidal,' she rebuledtéasingly.

His dark eyes twinkled back at her. 'l know, butl ywe not a lady—I
mean, you aren't-Oh, dear, | am wording this badlyEnglish is not

as fluent as | would wish it to be. What | meantwiaat you are a
beautiful young girl and have no reason to hideryme.'

‘You had me worried for a moment." She couldn'tihmck a grin.
Wow! When he smiled at her like that...! 'I'm neet—just,’ she
supplied.

*You have been on your own since you were sixteen?'

‘Just about. But | was on my own long before tkeatly. Daddy and
my stepmother lived out of the country most oftihee, and so | was
left in boarding school.’

‘At least | cannot say that. Cesare always carechéowhen | was a
child. I was fifteen when our father died and Cesans forced to
take up the responsibilities of being the heathefamily. | am afraid
| was not always a well-behaved child, far fronmitact.’

'l can believe it." And she could too. He still Hhd look of an impish
child when he teased her and she felt sure theeGoesare Martino
must have had his patience sorely tried. 'And hawhts wife feel

about that.'



This question seemed to cause him a certain anaflarhusement,
and Suzanne could only wonder why. Until he told l&esare is not
married. Many have tried and many have failed, dsut have told
you, it is hard to love a rock, and believe me,atess pure granite.
One day | think a woman will come along and knoitk bompletely
off balance. It must be so, | am sure of it. Ha \éenetian, and we are
a warm passionate race. Cesare cannot be so différe smiled with
relish. 'l hope | am around when it happens, Ikhnvould like to see
him bowed by love for a woman.'

‘That isn't a very nice thing to say,' she scolded.

‘You are right, but | find | have many of theseupbts about my
austere brother. You would know why if you werereeemeet him.'

Suzanne gave a little laugh, a soft gentle soumd tiveted her
companion's eyes on her glowing face. 'l don'tkhimere's any
chance of that!

The smile faded from her face as she saw the scowVidal
Martino's face, and following his gaze she sawrdason why. A
man had just entered the lounge, a tall aristacraain with a dark
look of disapproval in his rigidly held featuresizanne was instantly
aware of his air of arrogance and she wasn't sagrivhen the
manager of the hotel began bowing subservienthirtg only to be
waved imperiously away again. Icy grey eyes setbiedhe two of
them sitting in the corner of the room and Suzdehderself stiffen
as the newcomer strode towards them with long stagles.

‘You are about to be proved wrong,' muttered Vidsing slowly to
his feet.

Suzanne's startled gaze swung to the man now stabdside their
table, her eyes widening with shock. Surely thisldo't be the Conte
Cesare Martino! This man was too young and he tdidliner picture



of him at all. That over-long blond almost silvert@ured hair, and
those steel grey eyes couldn't possibly belongMeraetian. And yet
his skin was a dark swarthy colour. The whole eff@as very
startling and very Attractive, much too attractiee any woman's
peace of mind.

'‘Cesare," Vidal Martino said firmly, confirming Sume's suspicions.
'l did not expect to see you tonight.'

The Conte's eyes flickered momentarily over Suzaaseshe
remained seated, and if anything his look becamen emore
contemptuous. 'So it would appear,' he said cokily,voice only
slightly accented, much less so than his brothar'deep slightly
husky sound that commanded attention.

‘And what do you mean by that?' Vidal's face becdinshed with
anger.

Suzanne compared the two men and could find liggemblance,
except perhaps in their physique. Both looked pawemen,
although she would hazard a guess that any ba#kettwo entered
opposed to each other, be it verbal or physica, Gonte would
always emerge the winner. As brothers, half-brathtérey bore no
resemblance to each other. One was so dark in madpuand the
other so fair and yet with that dark contrastinigpskhere couldn't be
more than six or seven years difference in theasamnd yet the Conte
had such a distinguished air that he appeared.@aerno wonder, if
he had had to take over his duties as the Contéindaat such an
early age.

'l merely meant that as you are already occupied tf course you
could not have been expecting me,' the Conte aes\Wes brother's
rather heated question. 'Are you not going to ohiae us, Vidal?' As
he said this the Conte lowered his tall frame tosithe other side of
Suzanne, and Vidal had perforce to join them.



‘Suzanne, my brother the Conte Cesare Martinggale in sulkily.

Suzanne was again reminded of a little boy and rbsentment
towards his brother grew for interrupting what ddoliave been a
perfect evening spent with Vidal. 'Cesare, this Sgynorina

Hammond, Signorina Suzanne Hammond.'

She felt her hand taken into a firm grip and at lasked up as the
Conte's silver-blond head neared her hand, kiskmgsuddenly
warm flesh with those cold firm impassioned lipseyeyes widened
slightly as they met the sparkle in her green areb Suzanne felt
strangely unreal for a moment before he calmly beriblat gaze.

‘SignorinaHammond?' he queried softly.

'Yes,' she replied breathlessly, feeling curioasyif she had run for
miles and miles and now felt winded.

'l only ask because | was informed thaSignoraHammond was
staying here.'

‘That would be Suzanne's stepmother,’ Vidal puegentfully. 'And
what, may | ask, have you been doing this everegare?'

‘The same as you, no doubt, visiting my stubbord anlful
grandmother. When she informed me of your visiéo | thought it
only polite to see you before | retired. As youyoakrived this
afternoon | thought perhaps you would be alonear see | have
wasted my time."' Again those grey eyes flickereer@uzanne's still
form.

Usually rudeness didn't bother her, but she walegiéyr well aware
that coming from this arrogant man it was a grassii. He certainly
wouldn't talk about one of his own countrywomen hwiguch
ill-disguised contempt, and definitely not in frasftthem. 'If you are
referring to mesignore,then you are quite wrong. I'm not detainin
your brother,' she said icily.



'‘Whether you are or whether you are not is not fe&sa&oncern,’
Vidal cut in. 'l am no longer a child, Cesare, Augrown man. You
would do well to remember it.'

The Conte stood up in unhurried movements. ‘Andwould have
done well to remember, Vidal, that the Grant caritravas an
important part of my plan for greater expansior iAimerica,' the
words rang out with contempt. '‘And if you had catéd me
immediately on your arrival this afternoon instezfd— instead of
flirting with this child—we may have still been a&bko salvage
something from the mess. As it is, Leroy Grant bascelled any
further business with us." He bowed stiffly to Suza 'Miss
Hammond. | will see you in your office tomorrow,dél.'

There was no mistaking the anger in his voice amhne watched
him nervously as he walked out of the lounge. Tdmedhthat lifted her
glass shook with delayed reaction and she sippedidny liquid
gratefully. So that was the Conte Martino! Vidalsaraght, that man
was pure granite. She looked at Vidal and was sbdky his
appearance. His face was paled somewhat *and hglarasy after
the Conte with undisguised dislike.

She put out her hand and touched his arm tentativaétial?' she said
guestioningly. "You mustn't let his anger bothaw g0 much. I'm sure
he'll have forgotten it by tomorrow.’

Vidal seemed to visibly drag his attention backhir, smiling
slightly at her concerned face. He patted her hasassuringly.
‘Cesare forgets nothing. But | am unconcerned highanger. Grant
had already decided not to sell to us before wa evade our offer. It
was his rudeness to you that | find unforgivabladAlo not say it
does not matter, because | can see it did. He adhayd upset you.'

'‘Perhaps,’ Suzanne admitted. 'At the time. Budntt important, at
least, not important enough to ruin our evening.'



‘To me it is. He would not have spoken to one afawn nationality
in that way. Cesare dislikes the freedom of yowntgywomen.'

'l had already guessed as much,' she said withha laugh. 'But it
doesn't matter. He wasn't half as old as | imagimedto be.'

Vidal Martino studied her suspiciously. 'You do nid him
attractive, do you?' he demanded haughtily, lookimgpusly like his
brother at that moment.

'‘Why, I-! No, of course not. What a strange thiagay!

'‘Not so strange when you consider what he has— ymdr@esh good

looks, and most important of all, a title. | am sotfoolish that | do

not realise how attractive these things can bewmman. Cesare is
thirty-seven, only five years my senior, and yetigies he reduces
me to a mere schoolboy. Imagine what havoc he ceutde in a

babe like yourself.'

'l don't need to imagine anything, I've seen hirthwany own eyes,
and as you've already said, he only annoyed a'sétupe. What do
you take me for, Vidal? A gold-digger?' Her gregmes sparkled
angrily.

Vidal gave a throaty chuckle. 'Forgive me, Suza@ifeourse | think

no such thing. You must try to under-stand. Cebarealways taken
everything he wanted, and occasionally it has lveemen whom |

thought I had prior claim to.’

These words gave Suzanne a warm glowing feelingyahdhe still
felt angry. 'Now you're being silly. You heard whatur brother
called me, a child. He obviously disliked me.'

'‘Perhaps, perhaps not. It does not matter, asdsiygu disliked him.’



‘Well, | did,' she said impatiently. 'And | thinki$ conversation is all
rather pointless. You will be going to your apani®morrow and

I'll probably never see you again.' She badly waitesee him again,
but in the last few minutes she had learnt that gmuid not go on
looks alone. Vidal Martino might be perfect to loak, but his

jealousy of his brother over even the little thimgstainly wasn't an
endearing quality. But perhaps he had good reasofedl that

way—who was she to judge?

‘You will most certainly see me again, Suzanne,'shig softly,
caressingly, and Suzanne felt her bones melt atvtirenth in his
eyes. 'We will meet often. You are staying londgeamdon?'

Suzanne shrugged. 'Until Celeste says we leave.’

'l see. Then | could perhaps call on you some tioreng the next few
days? | am unsure of when it will be," he grima¢€dsare will make
sure | make reparation for losing the Grant comtisae! will probably
be kept busy.'

'l wouldn't like to cause any more trouble betwdlem Conte and
yourself," Suzanne said stiffly.

Deep brown eyes looked at her imploringly. 'Pleds@&ot be angry,
cara. | would like very much to see you again. Answeitttfully,
would you like to see me also?'

‘Well, yes, but I-'
'Then it is settled.’

Suzanne would have liked to point out that he migid it quite
difficult meeting Celeste and herself without Cedesctually finding
out about it, because it was a sure fact that tegmsother didn't
intend sharing Vidal with anyone. But the temptatio see this
fascinating man again was too much for her. Whyukhshe care



about the Conte's disapproval if Vidal didn't? Andias only when
reminded of his brother that Vidal became not gthee man of her
dreams, and she doubted very much if she wouldraeeet the Conte
again. She nodded her head wordlessly.

Vidal grinned. 'Good. Would you care for a shortkna the garden?
It is still quite warm and the perfume delightful.'

She knew that if she went out into the garden with he was bound
to kiss her goodnight, and her senses jumped igigation. Why

not? This was London, sin city some people calteda why not
accept a kiss from a romantic Venetian? She snailddm shyly. 'l

would love to.'

The garden seemed more than usually beautiful andrthe walked
with this tall Venetian as if in a hazy dream. Bwelnere appeared to
have a special look and the flowers a strong headiyme, and she
knew this was entirely due to the presence of VMattino. Never

before had she felt so breathlessly nervous, gisifwvere floating on
a silver cloud. This had to be love, this wild legtof her heart and
the excitement of her senses by just being with Mhat on earth
would happen to her when he kissed her! She féishe would faint

from pure delight at being in his arms.

'You have beautiful hair, Suzanne,' Vidal said elagainst her ear,
making her aware of just how close to her he wasight movement
and his hard thighs came close against the batlerofegs and she
knew he was standing directly behind her. Her Ireatight and held
in her throat and she felt afraid to turn aroundase she broke the
spell. She could feel his soft warm breath on dgeerof her neck and
she waited expectantly for his next move.

Strong hands closed firmly around the top of hersaand she was
turned slowly to face him. His dark head bent argllips lightly
caressed the hollow visible at the base of herathr&uzanne



quivered with pleasure and sighed her disappointmgrthose firm
passionate lips were reluctantly removed. She cmdeé his
handsome features in the moonlight and her heaméduover just at
the sight of him.

'You are trembling, Suzanne,' he said, huskily.s&f | frighten
you?'

She shook her head. '‘No.'
'‘Ah," he smiled gently. 'Then dare | hope that Ixeie you?'
Suzanne blushed a fiery red. 'Vidal!" she saidaepgly.

‘Now | have shocked you. It is not shameful to adwmiphysical
pleasure. With you | feel this pleasure. There, gee, | am not
ashamed to admit such feelings.'

‘But you're a man!'

‘And it is only men who are permitted to feel lik@s? Come,
Suzanne, your studies must have told you diffeyéntl

'I'm not such an innocent, it's just that it imgtmething one usually
discusses.’

'‘But why not? Sometimes the discussion can be alasysleasurable
as the action. But | will not tease you any more, matter how
delightful you look when you blush. Don't ever ldkat innocence,'
he said, suddenly serious. 'lt is a fascinating giayour charm.'

'l have to become a woman some time, Vidal,' shetg@d out, her
cheeks still aflame with colour. No Englishman wbeler talk in
this way—well, not on such short acquaintance ayywa



‘To become a woman does not necessarily mean ysrl your
innocent approach to life. You are youthful andeashing and it
would be a great loss for you to become hardenddaphisticated.’

Suzanne could quite well believe this was the tgbevoman he
usually entertained; wasn't Celeste such a won¥reéhk you,' she
smiled shyly. 'l think that's the nicest complimém ever had.'

Dark velvet eyes held her mesmerised and she waitpdctantly
while his dark head bent slowly for his lips toinldher own. Strong
arms held her against the lean length of him anaiva arms slowly
slid up his shoulders and around the back of hi& telengthen and
deepen the kiss. At first his lips played gentlyhvhers until finally
he parted the softness of her mouth to greateoexler sweetness.

Never before had Suzanne experienced such a cdtesgas
beautifully sweet while being temptingly seriousadAyet she felt
disappointment too. No flashing lights and soundhonder to tell
her this was the man she could love, and yet Isis g@ve her more
pleasure than she had felt before with any mannBudkashing lights
and sounds of thunder! This knowledge spoilt evengt Was she to
believe Celeste and admit that these things ju$t'tdhappen? It
would appear so, because she felt sure she wagyfall love with
Vidal Martino.

She felt bereft when at last those lips were remddug sighed with

pleasure as he moved to continue his exploratitren€reamy throat
and shoulders. 'Vidal!" She couldn't suppress hmargof pleasure at
his touch.

'You are beautiful, Suzanne, so beautiful.' He doawk regretfully.
'‘But for now we must part. | will call you and amgee a meeting. You
will come?'Her eyes glowed and her lips throbbedl iamas all she
could do to nod her agreement. A fleeting touclpsfand Vidal was
leading her back into the hotel. They parted atlitheloors with a



formal goodnight and at Suzanne's surprised expressdal looked
pointedly at the hotel receptionist, who was watghthem with
unconcealed curiosity.

'l have no intention of giving them a free shove'tbld her with a
smile, keeping his voice low and only for her ears.

Suzanne saw that the hotel porter was also wat¢herg and she felt
rather resentful at their intrusion into her petfeeening. But of
course it hadn't been perfect! Hadn't the Contexfédglartino seen to
that? Oh well, the latter part had more than magefar it.
‘Goodnight, Vidal,' she said huskily. 'I'll lookrf@ard to hearing from
you.'

The intimate glow in his eyes was his only indicatthat he would
have liked to do more than politely kiss the badkher hand.

Blushing prettily, she gave him one last glowingilenbefore

pressing the button to close the lift doors. Shggled herself tightly.
Wasn't he wonderful, perfect, all that she had saarted in a man!
And vyet still the nagging doubt remained. No flaghiights and
sounds of thunder. She dismissed this as unimgoitamad to be.
Celeste must be right, because this had to besloeréelt. It had to be!

She walked dreamily into her room, discarding heaneng bag and
her shoes before looking at her reflection in theron She didn't
look any different, a little starry-eyed perhapsit that was all.
Shouldn't there be something more than that to dimwgloriously
happy she felt, something more tangible than thisbbng feeling
inside?

The door flew open without warning and Celeste magc
purposefully into the room, interrupting and bregkinto Suzanne's
dream world. 'What a liar you are, Suzanne!' sla¢ @pt with a sneer.
She looked about the room as if she were surptsage Suzanne
alone. 'Where is he, then? Skulking in the bathrgom



'‘Where is who?' Suzanne's eyes were bewilderedat'\&@te you
talking about, Celeste? Who could possibly be inmogym at this
time of night?'

Celeste gave a harsh laugh. 'Don't act the innagdéimime, Suzanne.
Not any more. | saw you—I saw you, | tell you! Qbere in the
garden!

Suzanne began to look apprehensive. 'You—You saw @ie God,
no! Celeste would never forgive her.

Celeste walked about the hotel room, a mockingesmihrring her
beauty. 'Mmm. Mooning about the garden with yogotp.'

'‘Gigolo?’

‘Yes, gigolo. He could hardly be anything elsetteks you're rich,
remember? | was right, wasn't ’’WwasCarlo. How could you do it,
Suzanne!' She sat down on the bed. "You know myipofiere. You
know how important it is that we retain an air e$pectability. The
Martino family won't stand for any scandal. If ikaown that my
stepdaughter keeps company with the waiters therrdbpectable
appearance we've built up here will become nont@xisHow could
you do it, Suzanne? How could you!

Suzanne felt a glimmer of hope. Celeste didn'tiseathat her
companion ins the garden had been Vidal Martind,sdre certainly
wasn't going to tell her. "You believe | was witar{®?"

Her stepmother shrugged. 'What does it matter wbiod of the
waiters it was? You may go out with anyone you cleowhen at
home in Manchester, but not here. | won't allowfiwidal Martino
gets to hear of this affair you'll ruin my chantes.

'V-Vidal Martino?' Suzanne echoed hollowly. How ttbhe not hear
of it when it had been him all the time?



‘Yes, Vidal Martino!" Celeste stood up angrily. t8es little flirtation
must stop. Do you understand?’

'‘Celeste, you can't-'

'l can, Suzanne! This affair stops or you'll rettarthat hovel you call
home immediately. | mean it, Suzanne,' she walketthe¢ door. 'So
you'd better tell your little friend that it's over

Suzanne stared at the closed door. Well! Just wth&@dleste think
she was? How dared she walk in here and proceextlév her life?
The fact that Celeste considered her to have bestimg a waiter
and not Vidal made no difference. She had no figltome in here
and issue orders concerning Suzanne's conducighloat. all.

She walked restlessly about the room. Celeste gt seen her
from the window of her own hotel room, they botldl tizat view from
their window. Obviously the darkness had prevenbed from
recognising Vidal, but her own golden hair mustéaliown up very
clearly in the moonlight. Thank God she hadn't altyuseen the
person who was with her; there was no telling vdet would have
done if she had known that.

Suzanne was late down to breakfast the next marBing had tossed
and turned most of the night. She was feeling dogmantly angry
that she had great trouble getting to sleep aCalleste's reprimand
had stayed in her thoughts late into the nightl éinally she fell into
a restless sleep.

Celeste was just finishing her coffee when Suzamged at their
table. She looked at her stepdaughter criticallyat's a pretty dress,
she remarked coolly.



Suzanne sat down reluctantly; she had hoped Celexsikl already
have breakfasted. 'You've seen it before. You foaid.'

‘There's no need to be bitchy, Suzanne. | only sdudt | did last
night for your own good. My marriage will benefibly as much as it
does me.'

'Why?' Suzanne asked sharply. '‘Because I'll getogdguwof my life

once more? You don't know how much | wish for tizleste. If I'd
realised just how obnoxious you were going to beouldn't have
agreed to come here at all. I've managed withowtsgofar and I'll do
so again.' She poured herself a cup of coffeant evait for the day.'

'‘No one forced you to come here, Suzanne. Luxupgaled to you,
didn't it?'

‘Yes, it did, | don't mind admitting it. But | wishow that | hadn't
bothered—I can't stand being here with you.'

'‘Now that's a shame, because | quite like you. rédike your father
in many ways.'

'‘Will you leave my father out of this!" Suzannels clattered down
into the saucer. 'l couldn't give a damn what yowdh your life, but
leave my father out of it.'

‘All right, Suzanne, | will. We never liked eachhet, did we?
Perhaps you were right and | shouldn't have shutogd of our life
together. We would maybe have been friends thedl, W&too late
now,' she crumpled her napkin and stood up. #lsbeing Vidal this
morning, so you please yourself what you do.’

‘Thanks." Suzanne obstinately kept her eyes dowdsydrelping
herself to a piece of toast and concentrating aeagjng it with
butter. 'l was going to anyway.'



Celeste laughed, looking beautiful and vital inlack and white
spotted sun-dress. "That's what | thought. | maguiall day, so it's
up to you what you do. As long as you don't meat taiter," she
added darkly.

'l meet who | pleasewhen | please,’” Suzanne looked at he
defiantly. Celeste's casual mentioning of her etqgemeeting with
Vidal only made her feel more angry and contempduélow could
Vidal help but find the attractive and sophistich€eleste more
beautiful than she?

'‘Not on my money you won't,” was Celeste's parimof.

Suzanne suddenly wasn't hungry. Her appetite hadah too great
to start with, but now it was nonexistent. She tleé dining-room to
collect her bathing things and then went to thel,pmbending to

spend the morning lazing beside the pool and bagtinithe soothing
water.

Carlo, the waiter, brought her out a long cool ljonee at her request,
placing it on the low table beside her. 'Miss Hamhbhe began
nervously. 'Someone is asking for you in receptiemmeone of
Importance,' he indicated her bikini. 'It would & proper to meet
him dressed so.’

Suzanne's eyes opened wide at Carlo's tone of eebukasn't usual
for the staff at this expensive hotel to act irs tway. Perhaps Carlo
guessed that she wasn't one of its rich patronns tmasquerader. But
even so ..; 'Who is it, Carlo?' she asked shanglyya snob herself, but
she didn't welcome this boy's familiarity either.

Carlo, one of the Italian staff at the hotel, brok a spate of his
own language, the pure complicated Italian thaty adhkey could
speak. Suzanne understood little of it, although lefew a little of
the language, once having shared a flat with a gdtatian girl over



here for her education. The only thing that seetaedake any sense
out of this tirade was the name Martino. Suzanrteupaher eyes
bright and happy. She had seen Vidal Martino le¢aeehotel with
Celeste earlier, but perhaps he had returned tbheseé&ir Martino?'
she said excitedly. 'Is Mr Martino waiting for nrereception?'

'Si, si,'Carlo nodded vigorously, watching as Suzanne jupder
feet, pulling on her bathing robe. 'But, Miss Hanmaoit-'

Suzanne didn't wait to hear any more but ran inéohiotel, slowing
down to a fast walk as she neared the recepti@ Bier face glowed
and her eyes shone. Vidal had come back to sesleefelt sure of it.
She knew he had checked out of the hotel at ele\sbock, she had
seen him leave, and she had also seen Celestmgliochis arm. But
he had come back to sker.

She looked around for him excitedly, coming to ackled halt as she
saw whowaswaiting for her. 'Conte Martino!" She said breasisly.



CHAPTER THREE

HeE walked towards her with those familiar long eaggidss,
completely male and dominant. He took her proffdradd, bowing
low over her slender fingers. 'Miss Hammond.' Thogegrey eyes
searched her startled face. Her hand was slowBased and he
stepped back away from her. "You did not expect heesurmised
correctly. 'Did the waiter not explain that | wishi® see you?'

To see her! But why? Last night he had treatednhiter nothing but

contempt, so what did he want with her now—not mioults,

surely? 'l—I thought you were-' She broke off innfusion. It

sounded rude to say she had thought him to be swraee, even if
it was true. She shook her head wordlessly.

'You thought | was Vidal,' he guessed correctlyimg®&ut did the
waiter not explain that it waSesareMartino, and not Vidal?'

Suzanne put up a nervous hand to her disorderedtizadly needed
washing after her dip in the pool and at the monsentounded her
heart-shaped face in riotous curls. Oh, why hasth@tstayed to listen
to the end of Carlo's conversation, for she fete swow that he had
been going to explain exactly who her visitor wéte may have
done," she said hurriedly, realising he was lookiniger strangely for
her prolonged silence. 'He was talking in Italiaraavery fast rate,’
she explained. 'I'm all right with bookish Italignt's spoken very
slowly, but anything else defeats me, I'm afraid.’

'‘But surely he must have known this,' the Contd karshly. 'All the
non-English staff are requested to speak only Bhgli

'Oh please, don't be angry, Mr—Signor Conte,' sheraled hastily.
'He was so excited, because you're a count, | s@ppe just forgot
for a moment." She looked down at her lack of ahgth That's



probably the reason he told me | wasn't dressqukpiyotoo,’ she said
wryly.

The Conte's swarthy face darkened with anger. &leddito do that?’'
he demanded coldly. 'A waiter told a guest at mighihat she was
insufficiently dressed? But this cannot be!

Only one thing made any sense to Suzanvieur hotel, Conte
Martino? Youownthis hotel?'

‘That is correct. And many more like it throughdtwrope and
America. Sadly not enough in America— that was winy Grant

contract was so important to me. But no matteid hdt come here to
discuss business. In fact | came here to apoldgisey behaviour
yesterday evening. | may have been annoyed witlalViout my

behaviour towards you was unforgivable.’

‘You don't have to apologise to me," Suzanne saiickly. 'l quite
understand.'

Quite frankly she felt bewildered. Conte Martinauedly owned this
hotel she and Celeste were staying at. Had Cédtesten this when
she had decided to come to London, to this padrdudtel? Suddenly
she felt sure that she had. That was the reas@stEedlad seemed as
if she were waiting for something or someone—she been. She
must have guessed that sooner or later Vidal Mamvould be a
guest here at his family's hotel, or perhaps skhe'haeeded to guess
at all, perhaps she had known. Perhaps she knew aimut the
Martino family than Suzanne realised. But if thisrer so, then she
must also realise there wa€anteMartino, a man with good looks,
money, and most of all, a title. So why was shensegly interested
in Vidal Martino? It was all a mystery to Suzanne, a comaple
mystery.

'So," he broke effectively into her thoughts, '\sapology accepted?’



'Of course, Conte. But there was no need, really.’

He looked about the lounge, finally indicating far to sit down in
one of the luxurious armchairs provided. As sh&leain she became
blushingly aware of her lack of clothing. A thigenlgth bathing robe
was hardly suitable attire to entertain a real @ante in. She should
have listened to Carlo! He could have delayed tbrt€ while she
ran upstairs to her room to change. Oh well, it tgadate now.

'l do not agree,' he said haughtily. 'l am not Uguso abrupt to
visitors at my hotel. You have visited London befdrhe asked
suddenly, those strange grey eyes intent upon her.

'‘No." What else could she say?

‘You like it?"

'l haven't actually seen much of it,’ she told aimost guiltily.
*You have not been in London long?'

‘A week," she admitted reluctantly, feeling almast if she had
committed a sin; the way the Conte was looking eat $he could
almost believe she had. Goodnes€ ante,a Venetian aristocrat!
And he was every inch that, from his styled curiplight hair to his
immaculate linen and hand-made leather shoes.

'l see,' those firm well-shaped lips pressed tagedisapprovingly. 'l
naturally assumed you to be a tourist."'

'Oh, | am. It isn't that | don't want to look aroubondon,' she said
hurriedly. 'l would really love to. Unfortunately ynstepmother
doesn't like sightseeing. She finds it boring.’

'‘And you feel obliged to keep her company?’



Suzanne laughed, a light-hearted youthful sounchtiagle those grey
eyes narrow even more. 'Heavens, no!' she shookdaat. '‘Celeste
doesn't need me. Not now anyway, not when she s$tasHroke off,

realising she couldn't actually s#élyat to this man; Vidal was his
brother. Anyway, she shouldn't talk about suchghito a stranger.
But what a handsome stranger, handsome and intggtie raised a
dark eyebrow at her sudden halt, strangely danw®ro comparison

with that silver-blond hair.

‘Yes?' that clipped voice enquired.

She shrugged. 'lt isn't important. But | shouldree to see some of
London during the next few days. I'm really lookfegward to it.'

‘Then you will do me the honour of letting me beiyguide. There
are many places not to be missed by any tourist.' lébked

enquiringly at her startled face. 'There are malagegs of interest
among the surrounding shops and restaurants thadod@ar on the
nerves. | cannot believe that you have been in boradweek and not
been to see these things.'

'‘But | have, Conte. But | promise to see them ailit's what I'm
here for, after all. Celeste, my stepmother, wilolgably be
entertained elsewhere during the next few days$]ldme able to go
sightseeing to my heart's content.’

That arrogant face tightened, the nostrils flamog on that haughty
nose. 'You refuse my invitation to show you London?

Suzanne looked at him searchingly, her green eyagdosved. She
fussed nervously with her sun-glasses in her haddeaeing his eyes
on her movements stopped abruptly. 'l didn't saat, tiConte. |
believed your offer merely to be one of politeness.

‘It was not.'



‘But I—I hardly know you. | can't ask a completast'

'‘But | am not a stranger. We were formally introgldicyesterday
evening, otherwise | would not be here now. Vidéladuced us and
so everything is perfectly in order. Do | takenidit you still refuse my
offer? | assure you it was made only out of a @gsirshow you your
beautiful city. But if the brother of Vidal is ngbod enough for you-'

'‘Conte Martino!" Suzanne was really shocked nowdidn't say
anything of the sort. You are the Conte Martinal bwould never do
or say anything to imply that | felt anything befsspect for you. As
for Vidal, well ..." she raised her hands helpks$imet him for the
first time yesterday too.'

If she had expected to shock this haughty mangherwas mistaken;
not a flicker of emotion showed in those pale geggs. 'You met
here at the hotel?"

‘Yes, at the pool.'

His look encompassed her scanty attire. "Whichhsre you were
today, until a few moments ago. You did not knowlalibefore this?'

‘As | said,signore,l met him for the first time yesterday.' Was i
really such a short time ago? It seemed much longer

'You seemed rather—friendly when | arrived.’

'‘Possibly," Suzanne said stiffly. Really! This maonked down his
arrogant nose far too much for her liking! "Youpother is an easy
person to talk to," she said defiantly. «

' have no doubt,' his mouth twisted with bittemaur. "You know
that Vidal is betrothed?"



'‘B-betrothed?' A betrothal in Venice was almostbagling as a
marriage, that much she had learnt from her flagmat

'l see you did not know. Vidal perhaps did not faaiged to mention
this fact because it has not yet been made offidialunderstanding
between the two families for many years, you urtderk It is to be
announced during his next time at home with usstrieghtened one
snowy white cuff beneath the cream linen of hiktligeight suit.

'‘Why are you telling me this?'

He shrugged those broad powerful shoulders. 'l ghbut might
perhaps have been of interest to you.'

Suzanne's green eyes became stormy and she gaitipehed purse
and sun-glasses in readiness of leaving. "You thong such thing,
signore,'she said with suppressed anger. 'And you certaliag't
come here out of politeness,' she gave a harsh .|alUtat was the last
thought on your mind!

Grey eyes became flinty with displeasure and atahgr time she
would probably have run away to hide. But not todBlye Conte
Cesare Martino had been nothing but condescendidglawnright
rude to her since the first time he had spokereto dnd she had no
intention of giving him the satisfaction of seelmgy cower as she felt
sure many other people had done before this supeda.

The Conte looked self-assured and completely uledifby her
outburst. Except for those eyes, icy grey eyes ¢batd look right
through you. 'Then just what would you say my pggavas in
coming here?' he asked coolly.

‘To warn me off Vidal," Suzanne answered unhegjtant

‘You are presumptuous, Miss Hammond!" he saidangtited voice.



She shook her head. 'Not at all, Conte. Thoughghpuld present a
threat to your barbaric plans for your brothervédao idea.’

His mouth twisted mockingly at her anger. '‘And whaitbaric plans
would these be?'

Suzanne shrugged. 'An arranged marriage.' It shiglyto be that if
Vidal could behave with her as he had yesterdayl A& certainly

hadn't seemed in ahurry to talk lovingly aboutaméee. In fact, he
had seemed reluctant to talk about his persoraldifall, and no
wonder, with such a powerful man trying to presseirhim into

marriage.

The Conte flexed his long legs before standingapering over her
as she also scrambled to her feet. Goodness, h&alNd®ur ways
are not yours, Miss Hammond.'

‘They certainly aren't!” How arrogant he was! 'Ano Itake it your
offer to take me sightseeing is now rescinded?'epildnside her
seemed to force her to taunt him in this way. He s@powerful, so
self- confident, and seemed to consider himselfipotant.

His look could only be called glacial. ‘My offeastds. Am | to take it
you are now transferring your undoubtable charmméd@ Is Vidal to
be cast aside in favour of a better prospect?'

Suzanne's blood boiled. Only this man could haxeetithe tables so
neatly on her for her barbed taunt. 'Certainly 'nathe said
indignantly. 'l can hardly replace Vidal when hefiabeen mine to
start with. And you wouldn't be a likely candidateder any
circumstances.’

'You mean a Conte is not up to your standard?'

There was no missing the sarcasm in his voice.eijles narrowed.
‘Just what do you mean this time?'



The Conte bowed formally. 'Forgive me. | was urtierimpression
that it was myself and not Vidal who held your nets.'

'‘How conceited you are!'

'‘Not at all. | am well aware of the power of monend the
receptionist informed me yesterday evening thathambasked of my
whereabouts almost every day you have been heraturally

assumed that you were using Vidal as a means ittraduction.’

'Oh, naturally," she said sarcastically. 'It's et of thing | usually
do, chase after strange Venetian counts and wivesrténd resort to
the younger brother. | do it all the time! If ydiéxcuse me, Conte
Martino, | think | have to go to my room and bé ill

She didn't wait to see his reaction to this outbhbws ran quickly to
the stairs leading up to her room on the sixthrfl&mne negotiated the
stairs without thought. How dared he! How dareccbme here and
try to ruin something that had started off so wohdly. First Celeste
and now him. Why did they have to drag what hadneeklike a
dreamlike romance down to the everyday basics? Eeteste had
supposed it to be a waiter and now that mématman had accused
her of being after bigger gamec¢anteno less, and not just acpnte
but himself, the Conte Cesare Martino.

What woman in her right mind would want to chasa@angant brute
of a man like that! The anger started to leaveriggdly held body
and she slowed down her pace. It was much toochbetrunning
about like this, especially up six flights of staiAnd really she could
answer her own questioAnywoman, in her right mind or otherwise,
would want such a man. But she certainly hadn't l@s&ing for him
at the reception desk. Why, she hadn't even kndwmsoexistence
until yesterday. Celeste knew more about this fathihn she ...



Celeste! That was it. It had to be. Hadn't the €anistaken her for
SignoraHammond last night? Celeste was the one who had b
asking for him every day. But why? Surely it waslal Martino she
was interested in. Hadn't she said as much whkmgahbout him?
Suzanne shook her head dazedly. It was about timeisd Celeste
had a serious talk about this and not just argusnemthey had been
doing. It might help her to understand what wasigain if she knew
Celeste's motives for her actions.

Once in her room she showered and changed intetty mnk vest
top and white linen skirt. She had smuggled a eoplpairs of her
denims into her suitcase, but had soon realised tina rich
sophisticated people who frequented this hotel dotdown
disapprovingly on such attire. Celeste didn't ekeow she had them
with her or they would have been promptly put artthe maids to
throw away.

She decided to follow up her idea of yesterday eatdn one of the
smaller cafes in town. It didn't look as if Celest#s going to be back
for lunch, so she might as well take advantagehisf dpportunity.
With the sun beating down on her and the peopleratder all
looking comparatively relaxed her ill-humour soeft her. She had
half expected the Conte to be still in receptionewlshe walked
through, but there had been no sign of him.

Suzanne had no idea of the attractive picture semwith the sun
giving her hair a golden hue and her eyes glowiitly anticipation of
her little outing. After days of confinement to thetel in the
company of Celeste this walk in the town was lilkeeath of fresh air
on a spring day. The cafes and restaurants wesediuhis time of
day and Suzanne walked along until she found oaevthsn't quite
so crowded, entering the hot but pleasant-smeli@sgaurant with
more confidence than she might have felt in thegamy of Celeste.
Not that Celeste would demean herself by entering of these



gquaint home-cooking restaurants. Celeste prefermeubre
sophisticated fare, and the hotel supplied thatenty.

Since she had not an extensive knowledge of Itallmenu would
have been a complete mystery to her if there haeen a short but
telling description of the dishes added below ezmime. Her Italian
flatmate, Maria, had introduced her to a few ltaldgishes and she
finally decided on her favourite spaghetti bologeai not very
exciting but something she enjoyed and didn't hta@ often
nowadays. She knew it would be delicious, and witheamy coffee
would not be too - expensive. Not that Celeste maan with her
money, but Suzanne didn't want to have to tellstepmother of her
walk and meal out, and if she spent too much monayould be
iImpossible not to do so.

Her meal was lovely, much the best spaghetti b@mgshe had ever
tasted. It had obviously just been prepared ompteenises and was
piping hot, besides having a flavour that was wnékything she had
ever tasted. Leaving her money for the meal andealsle tip she

wandered back out into the sunshine, deciding pdoee some of the

streets that branched off from the main street.

As soon as she moved out of the busy street and daw of the tiny
side-streets the day seemed to become darker.iysldtood tall
either side of this narrow road and Suzanne be@ntiealled with
the different architectures and the other people whre obviously
tourists like herself, all enjoying themselves. 8itn't know how far
or for how long she had walked, but suddenly shésed that all the
houses looked the same and she could no longehé&ntearings.

Her panic grew as she began to look about frahtiéat something

she knew, a recognisable face, anything. People Weginning to

look at her strangely and she stopped an old mé&mdling to ask the
way. 'Please,' she begged. 'Please, can you hélp me



The man looked at her blankly with bleary eyes tehveaking into a
string of abuse that was totally incomprehensibl&tizanne in her
distress. Manchester was a big town, but it wasne tshe had lived
in most of her life. Here she knew nothing and ne,and nothing
was in the least familiar. She was lost, compledglgt utterly lost.

She felt a hand at her elbow and spun round tolfacassailant. The
man at her side spoke rapidly to the old man imgkaglish, causing
the man to skulk off with a scowl in their directianainly directed at
Suzanne. And she had only wanted him to help hezll,\®he had

certainly got help now, only not from someone sélsined beirtg

beholden to.

The Conte steered her firmly away from the man back in the
opposite direction to the one she had been talnganne shook off
his restraining hand. 'Take your hands off me | Wdayou think
you're doing?'

Dark brows met over those curiously grey eyes amhfne longed
to ask him the reason for his unusual colouringhdught | was
helping a lady in distress,’ he bowed distantly.skems | was
wrong—on both counts.' He turned on his heel anédedsaway.

Suzanne ran after him, grasping pleadingly at ms &h, please!
she beseeched him. 'I'm sorry, Conte. | didn't hede rude, but you
frightened me, appearing suddenly like that whirouight | was lost
and alone.’

You should not have wandered- so far away front yatel. You do
not know your way about London and you look vergpgct, a lone
woman wandering around without thought of a chapero

'l don't need a chaperone,’ she scoffed. 'I'm ddigh to take care of
myself.'

'S0 you have just proved,' the Conte said dryly.



‘That was just a chance happening,' she retortatediy. 'It could
happen to anyone who doesn't know their way about.'

‘Exactly.'

Suzanne almost had to run to keep up with his stndes. 'All right,'
she sighed. 'I'm sorry. | admit that | didn't knevere | was going
and | shouldn't have gone ofl>alone like that.'

'‘No, you should not.'
‘How did you know where | was anyway? | didn't gee behind me.’

‘You were not intended to. You appear to be a vedgpendent
young lady. | felt sure you would not accept ady¥roen me. | spotted
you leaving the restaurant as | was on my wayldosiness meeting.
Your hair is unmistakable.'

'So you followed me?' Suzanne looked at him cujoU$e arrogant
Conte Martino followed a nobody like herself? Buty®

He nodded. 'At a distance. | wanted to assure rhysalwould be all
right. You were not.'

Suzanne sighed again. 'l've already said I'm sorry.

'So you have.' He stopped. "You are back at yotal how and | trust
you will not roam about on your own again. There guides at the
hotel for just such a reason. You have only to'ask.

She saw that they were indeed back at the hoteAdttaken much
less time to get back and she could only wondethatConte's

intimate knowledge of the streets of London, buhpps he spent a
lot of time here. She smiled at him gratefully.ank you very much,

Conte Martino. It was very kind of you to help niewas a genuine
gesture and yet the words still seemed to stidiemthroat.



He smiled at her mockingly. 'Very prettily said. d\hyou will not
explore alone again?"

She shook her head, her blonde curls bouncingiegiyc 'Not if you
say I'm not to."'

'l do," he bowed haughtily. ‘Goodbye, Miss Hammbnd.

'‘Oh, Conte! | forgot,’ she put out her hand to @dlem and stopped
the movement as she saw the disdainful look oridus. 'It doesn't
matter,' she muttered.

'‘Now you have started you may as well finish," deised shortly.
*You should never stop once you have decided todtething.’

‘'Really? Even if it would be imprudent to contifle
‘And would it be that?'

‘Not this time. | merely wanted you to know thatwias my
stepmother and not | who had been asking for you.'

'l see,’ those grey eyes mocked her. 'Thank youeling me of
my—mistake.'

Suzanne's green eyes widened. '"You don't belieyelongou?’
Dark brows rose at her verbal attack. 'Is it imaotthat | should?'

She held herself stiffly. ‘It is to me, Conte. Wéhadr else you may
think of me, | am not a liar.'

'‘Whatever else?' he queried mildly. 'Why shouldimk anything of
you at all. We met for the first time only yesteyda

'It seems longer,' she returned defiantly. 'Mucigér.'



'l am glad | have made such an impression on you.'

‘You could hardly do anything else when you litgralarned me off
Vidal. Tell me, Conte, do you have to do this often

She had all his attention now. 'Do what, Miss Hamd® he asked
coolly.

‘Warn women off your brother. Does he make a habfiorming
unsuitable friendships? Unsuitable in your eyesight add.’

'‘My brother's behaviour, suitable or otherwisejase of your affair,
Miss Hammond. | have told you of Vidal's betrothalf | can do no
more. If you choose to continue seeing him thehithbetween the
two of you.'

'‘But you disapprove, wholeheartedly." She spokewbrds he was
perhaps too polite to say.

He shrugged. 'l can do no other in the circumstahce

'‘And what circumstances are they, Conte? Your brothay be
betrothed, but that doesn't stop him feeling atdto other women.
After all, he knew about his fiancee, | didn't.'

'l do not care to discuss this any further.’
'l think you're right, Vidal is old enough to malkis own decisions.’

'So you intend to continue seeing Vidal,' his eyese flinty, 'and
nothing | say will deter youlL'

Suzanne had no intention of continuing to see \idiattino, but she
wasn't going to tell the Conte that, let him thimkat he might. She
had a healthy respect for marriage, and althoughaMivas only
engaged she knew that engagements were rarely roriokdnis



country, especially not by the man. If broken &itdlad to be broken
by the qirl, for her own good, and if she wantedthar man to offer

for her. 'Besides, she and Vidal had only knowrhesdher a day, and
although she found him very attractive she did@htxto cause any
trouble between Vidal and his family— well, no mdien she

already had.

'No,' she lied.

'l see.' His gaze raked mercilessly over her slmyband Suzanne
moved uncomfortably, unwilling to let him see hoavdmnerved her.

‘What do you see, Conte?'-'

‘A very young girl who defies conventions, who gedé®r her goal
no matter who or what stands in her way, a youmgwjio wants
money and position in life no matter how she get¥idal is rich, |
grant you, but | do not intend dying just yet, e title may never be
his. Even then it may pass to my son.'

'So you do intend marrying one .day, Conte? | reglib to think that
it was only Vidal who had the arranged marriaggaar family.'

'‘My intended bride died.' His words were clipped atilted. 'Now if
you will excuse me | am already late for an appoanit.'

Suzanne watched him leave, dismay written all dwarface. The
Conte had looked bitter and bleak as he had ledtshe was left with
the inevitable knowledge that she had caused & had believed him
to be invincible, but a few short words had pertettahat urbane
shell he hid behind.

She entered the hotel slowly, her thoughts stiltioe Conte. Vidal
was the handsomer of the pair, but it was the Cehtewas the most
striking and stayed in the mind. He was a much eepprsonality,
unlike Vidal in every way, and yet both were attnae individuals.



The Conte would be a hard person to get to knowobce a trusted
friend would remain so, Vidal was a more shallowspa and yet
more easily likeable. But he wasn't for her; thentéts information
had seen to that.

Carlo, the waiter, was crossing reception as stexeshthe hotel and
she smiled at him, and then wished she hadn't apped and came
over to her. 'Miss Hammond, | am sorry if you thbume rude this

morning. | did not mean to be so.’

'l know that, Carlo,’ she accepted easily. 'As sa®h realised who
my visitor was | knew you were right about my ciath It wasn't
suitable at all.'

‘You were not annoyed at my forwardness?' he askridbusly.

'l was surprised at first,' she admitted. '‘But aaitl, once | realised it
was the Conte Martino | understood.' She lookddmatclosely. 'Did
the Conte say something to you after | had spo&drn?'

Carlo flushed uncomfortably. 'Signor Conte waspleased;-'
'He did say something,' Suzanne said angrily.

'Well ..." Carlo paused. 'This his hotel signorina.And | Should not
have been familiar with one of the guests.'

Suzanne almost laughed at his grave expression.Wéoen't being
familiar, Carlo, you were trying to be helpful. b# just too silly to
understand what you meant. | wish | had now, | &blslightly
ridiculous clothed like that when the Conte wassdeel so formally.'

A ghost of a smile lit his face. 'l am glad you a angry, Miss
Hammond, although the Conte ...



'‘Never mind the Conte, Carlo. | made no complantt hcertainly

don't intend doing so.' Turning, she saw Celestergy the hotel,

looking beautifully perfect in a lime green silkeds that clung to her
tall shapely figure. Her eyes blazed as she sawo Gtainding just

behind her stepdaughter, and Suzanne smiled gitgtafuhe hotel

manager as he reached her before the angry Celeste.

'‘Miss Hammond,' David Brewster smiled stiffly, & taiddle-aged
Londoner, who despite his age still managed to d®lsome, in a
mature sort of way. His hair was iron grey, bustbnly lent him an
air of distinction, and he had all of the pridetloé older Londoners.
He might only be the manager of this fine hotelt be certainly
seemed to bow to no one, except perhaps the CBuateshe was
trying to forgethim\ It wasn't an easy task. 'Miss Hammond, | hoy
you have accepted Carlo's apology. He's usuallyol#tepboy,
hardworking and very helpful to our guests. | c&dmprehend his
behaviour in this affair. And the Conte a persdnahd of yours! It
isn't-'

'Oh, but he isn't!" burst out Suzanne, still awafré¢he approaching
Celeste. David Brewster looked at her enquirindlige Conte isn't a
friend of mine,’ she explained hastily. 'Persomaitberwise.' Really!
What on earth had the Conte been saying to thegeg®® give them
that impression?

‘But the Conte expressed most definitely-'

‘Suzanne,' purred Celeste, threading her arm thr@uganne's in a
friendly gesture that she knew was totally faléee 'you bothering
Mr Brewster, darling?'

‘Certainly not, Mrs Hammond. | was merely asking-'



'‘Mr Brewster was asking if we were enjoying ourystaut in
Suzanne hurriedly. 'l was just telling him we wieaeing a wonderful
time.'

The manager looked puzzled. 'Oh, but I-'
‘Aren't we, Celeste?' Suzanne smiled sweetly atwheof them.

'‘But of course,' Celeste said smoothly, suspectomge of Suzanne's
desperation, or if she did, putting it down to anpdetely different
reason. She hadn't missed young Carlo slinkingasfsoon as she
entered the hotel. "You must be very proud of yataff.'

‘Thank you, Mrs Hammond," David Brewster said ghavwefore
nodding to the two of them, his gaze lingering lengn Suzanne, as
if he were trying to fathom her deliberate lie. Hace remained
bland. 'I'm pleased you're happy here. Now if yaliexcuse me?'

'‘Certainly," Celeste gave her most charming smilthat a lovely
man,' she said as soon as he had moved out ofbéalsishame he
has no money.’

'Oh, really, Celeste!" Suzanne said in disgustn'tCgou think of
anything else?'

'‘What else is there?'
'l can think of plenty, but none of it would intsteyou.'

'‘Probably not," Celeste returned in a bored vdlig's go out on to
the terrace and have a cool drink.’

As it was what Suzanne wanted to do she raisedjszton. 'Have
you had a nice day?' she asked once they weresipgtimg their cool
lime drinks, almost dreading the answer. Was itkett to wish
Celeste had changed her mind about Vidal?



Luckily it hadn't been Carlo who had brought thinks, but one of
the other numerous foreign staff employed at th&elh&uzanne
didn't want any further trouble in that directiomgt at the moment.
Carlo was definitely a handsome boy, but comparyéddal that was
just what he seemed to her—young and immature.

'‘Don't try to divert the conversation, Suzannelé€te snapped. 'l saw
you with that boy. And in reception too!'

'l don't know what you're talking about.’

'‘Don't act the innocent with me, young lady! | tgtmli not to see that
boy again and so to spite me you meet him quit@lgpe reception
where you can be seen by everyone. You're actegsibmeone out
of the gutter,' she added nastily.

‘And so are you, talking to me like that,' hit b&ikzanne. 'You have
no reason, no reason at all, to suppose that @Gadoy more to me
than one of the hotel staff.'

‘Well, that had better be all he is from now ove fnade contact with
Vidal Martino, so you'll have to be on your besh&eour in future.'

'‘What do you mean, made contact? Didn't you alr&ady the man?
| thought you said you were meeting him today.'

'So | was. But by my own design.' Celeste lookety ydeased with
herself.

‘You mean you just introduced yourself to him?' @ue-began to
realise that she had perhaps misjudged Vidal $igli8he had
naturally assumed when she spoke to "Vidal lashtniigat he had
known of his date with Celeste today, but now #meed she was
wrong. He was as innocent in this affair as shelveaiself.



Celeste looked offended. 'Nothing so crude, Suzanwe
met—accidentally.’'

‘And the accident was engineered by you,' shediglg. 'So where
did you go? | saw you leaving with him this morntagr at least,’ she
amended quickly, 'l suppose it was him.’

'Tall, dark and handsome?"

‘Very," Suzanne agreed, breathing a sigh of réliaf Celeste hadn't
realised she knew Vidal herself.

‘Then it was Vidal. He's so charming, Suzanne \amg courteous.'
'‘Where did you go?'

'He took me out to lunch. To a very exclusive restat,' she gave a
husky laugh. ‘It would have to be exclusive, thi#gsway he lives.'

'So you really like him?' She felt her heart sink.
‘Mmm, absolutely fascinating. And so good-looking!

Suzanne did her best to smile brightly. 'So yonklyou'll manage to
win him?'

‘Vidal? Oh, I'm sure | could if | wanted to," sheewed her bottom lip
thoughtfully. 'No, he isn't going to be the probleintould tell he
liked me straight away."'

Suzanne could believe it, with Celeste lookingwlag she did at the
moment. What man could resist her? 'So what's gmblem?'

'The Conte Cesare Martino.'



‘The Conte?' she squeaked. 'What—-who is the Cdwdsare
Martino?'

Celeste looked at her painted fingernails. 'Héhesman, Suzanne.
And he isn't as easy to get to as his brother.'

‘But I—I thought—I don't understand. | thought Mida-

'Oh, no,' Celeste shook her auburn head. 'Mucwasild prefer that
it was Vidal with the money and title I'm afraiésihis much more
austere brother who has it all.'

'‘But what about Vidal?"'

‘Charming, but completely unsuitable. No, it's fGente Cesare
Martino that | intend having as my husband.'



CHAPTER FOUR

SUZANNE ate her dinner with much more relish than she thad
evening before. Celeste wasn't interested in Vidalseemed too
wonderful to be true. Since Celeste had told hisrafternoon that it
was the Conte she was interested in naotlVidal, she had felt a
lightening of her heart. At least Celeste wasnhgdo get him.

'‘Dinner was superb this evening,' she smiled hgppil

'l noticed you enjoyed it,’ Celeste said dryly.hbpe you aren't
prematurely celebrating getting rid of me. | tolwllythe Conte won't
be so easy to impress as Vidal—or so easy to meet.’

Suzanne could have told her thatte had found no difficulty in
meeting him—three times to date. She just hopedekier met him
again. 'But why bother with Vidal Martino at all3he asked
curiously. Celeste had been hot and tired thigradtan and not at all
eager to answer questions, but that didn't stofeleding curious. She
had yet to work out where Vidal fitted into Celestelaborate plans.

Celeste shrugged, sipping her liqueur coffee bedm®vering. 'I'm
hoping he'll give me an introduction to his brother

Not so elaborate after all. '‘But why not go straigh the Conte
yourself?'

‘Too obvious, darling. No, | thought a nice respble introduction
from the younger brother might be more in keepimid) what | hope
will be my future position in the Martino householfter all, it
shouldn't be too difficult to impress an old mant Bo, Vidal doesn't
seem that enamoured of his brother, so I'll hatkitdk of something
else.’

'You think the Conte is an old man?' Suzanne lookedher
stepmother strangely. Surely she had some ideativbahan looked



like. The Conte certainly wasn't old, only six y&alder than Celeste
herself.

'l suppose he has to be.’
'‘Don't you know?'

‘The Conte isn't an easy man to find things ouuab8ll | know or
care about is that he's rich and unmarried.'

‘How did you find that out?'

'l was at a party about six months ago and Vidattida honoured us
all with his presence. We didn't meet at all, basked a friend about
him. That's when | heard about his brother. He sekideal.’

Just hearing about him he must have done, but dmeCcertainly
wasn't a man to be easily fooled, especially wheealready knew of
Celeste's interest in him. Celeste was in for alslomncerning the
Conte, in more ways than one!

'So you decided to stay at the Conte's hotel inhthpee of meeting
him." Celeste's method was now obvious to her;nunately it was

to the Conte too, although he mistakenly thoughtas she and not
Celeste who was chasing him. If the determinedt ghnCeleste's

sparkling blue eyes was anything to go by he waddn know

differently.

‘Not just in the hope of meeting him. | knew he Vdolbe here now,
my information took me that far, | just didn't expéim to absent
himself for a week. How did you know this hotel dr&jed to the
Conte?' Celeste asked sharply, suspicion eviddmrmook.

Suzanne realised her mistake too late. 'l—er—I sspppomeone
must have mentioned it.'



'Really?' queried Celeste, deceptively sweet. ' might that
have been? Carlo perhaps? If you've been discussengith that-'
She broke off, her attention fixed on somethingit@tSuzanne's
headand totally out of Suzanne's Vision. 'Just labthat! What a
fantastic-looking man! | thought Vidal was handsoimet he pales
into insignificance compared with this good-lookidgvil. Take a
look, Suzanne. Isn't he magnificent?'

Suzanne was almost afraid to turn around, alreaslyexting who the
newcomer was. It could only be one man. She wdd, rige Conte
Martino! David Brewster himself was seeing him ie table, pulling
out a chair politely for the Conte's companion—aleunette, her
hair swept back in a sophisticated bun at her napd, dressed
elegantly in a flowing blue silk gown. The womamked about the
Conte's age, and exactly what a contessa shoWkdikao She had the
feeling that this beautiful woman had the same’idea

She looked away quickly before the Conte saw hterest. 'If you

like that sort of man | suppose he is attractivannarrogant sort of
way,' she couldn't resist adding this bit. 'Butihk the woman with

him thinks so too.’

'‘Oh, her," Celeste dismissed her with a scornfok.ldShe doesn't
have an ounce of passion in her body. Pure ice'c8htinued to

watch the other couple. 'Ndvweis a different proposition. There's fire
In his veins, | can see that just by looking at.hilmet he's a fantastic
lover.'

'‘Celeste!" Suzanne didn't like to talk about thent€dike this. She
wondered what Celeste would say when she knew vehwds. It
might be quite amusing to see her reaction. Butwitén she was
about! "You shouldn't talk about people like that.'

'‘Don't be such a prude,' Celeste sipped her dhinket he isn't a
faithful husband.’



'He isn't married to her!" she said vehemently. Isdokdone it again!
Why didn't she learn to hold her tongue?

'‘What makes you think that?' Celeste looked atdbeple with
renewed interest. "You could be right,' she murhdneughtfully. 'If
she had been made love to by him she probably wtidtbk quite
such an icicle. She's probably his fiancee or sbimgt

‘Maybe.' Suzanne didn't want to get into a disausabout the Conte.
‘Are you almost ready to leave? We could go inedl¢unge and have
a drink.’

'‘Not yet. | want to look at him some more. Do ybink he's staying
here? The manager seemed to treat him like he eavasme special.
Perhaps he's a relative of the Conte,' her interaskened.

'‘Perhaps,' Suzanne agreed noncommittally.
‘Do take an interest, Suzanne! Do you think heabel a relative?’

‘How would | know, Celeste. You're the one whaugmosed to know
so much about this family. | hadn't even heard leént until
yesterday.' In some ways she wished she still hadn'

Celeste wasn't really listening, her attentiondixam the man across
the dining-room. 'He's looked over this way a ceupl times,' she
said excitedly.

Suzanne went rigid in her chair. 'He—he has?'
‘Mmm,' Celeste was smiling brightly. 'l think heiserested.'

'Oh, stop it, Celeste! The poor man's probably veoimgy why on
earth you keep staring at him.'



'‘With his looks he should be used to it. Such @oasrcombination,
that dark complexion and blond hair. | suppose bstre foreign, he
has that look about him, but his colouring is sasual. He's looking
again, Suzanne!' Her eyes glowed.

'Let's go, Celeste. We finished dinner ages agoc&vé sit here for
ever.'

'He's excused himself and he's coming over,' seue@leleste. ‘Can
you believe it!

Suzanne could believe it. The Conte was too ptitectually ignore
her once they had been formally introduced. Sheyished he hadn't
come over now, Celeste would be furious when shedmut that she
already knew both the Martino men, especially tbat€.

The Conte stood next to their table, dressed fdynmah white dinner
jacket and black trousers, he looked just as CGeleat described
him—magnificent. He bowed politely to them both. is§
Hammond—signora' he said coolly. 'l do not believe | have had tr
pleasure of meeting your friend, Suzanne.’

Her eyes flew open wide at his casual use of hest fname.
'l—er—Celeste is my stepmothesjgnore.' Now had come the
moment of truth, and Suzanne was loath to introdlueéwo. At least
Celeste was too clever to show her anger in frotthe Conte. But
later-!

The Conte's eyes darkened slightly, 'Excuse my akest Mrs
Hammond, you do not look old enough to be anyastejsmother.’

Celeste smiled smugly. "Thank you.'

Again the Conte looked at Suzanne, and she reauckery there.
‘Are you not going to introduce us, Suzanne?"



She gritted her teeth. Damn the man! He was emngotirs. He must
know that she wouldn't have told Celeste of heliexaneetings with
him. He was deliberately taunting her. '‘My stepraotiCeleste
Hammond. Celeste, this is-' she hesitated, but spasred on by
those mocking grey eyes. 'This is the Conte Cddaréno,' she said
firmly.

Celeste controlled her feelings with difficultytl@ugh her blue eyes
narrowed with shock and she looked probingly ataBoe. 'Conte
Martino?' she questioned softly, too softly for &uze's liking.

‘That's right,’ she said more coolly than she f@lhe brother of
Vidal.'

'‘Ah, yes,' the Conte nodded. 'l believe you botbvkmy brother.’
'Do we?' Celeste asked.

The Conte nodded. 'So | believe. Vidal told me tirahad met both
of you here at the hotel. Are you enjoying yourystaLondon?' he
gueried politely.

*Celeste seemed to have recovered her composurambwas fully
in control of herself again. 'We're having a loveipe, thank you.
Won't you join us for coffee?'

Regretfully he shook his head. 'Impossible, I'naidfr| have already
neglected my dinner guest long enough. | am ple&sdthve met
you, Mrs Hammond.'

'Please, call me Celeste,' she smiled at him coyly.

‘Thank you,' he said gravely. 'l hope you will adsome the honour of
calling me Cesare. Now | must return to my owndablrust | may
call on you tomorrow?'



Celeste visibly preened. 'l would love that.'
‘Very well," he bowed stiffly. 'Good evening, Suman

Suzanne mumbled her farewell to him, dreading & few minutes
alone with the very angry Celeste. She wished,rartdor the first
time, that she had never agreed to come here. Erf@purse she
had met Vidal. She had never met anyone like hifarbgebut then
she hadn't met anyone like the Conte before eitfieio such
good-looking men in one family— incredible!

'You sly little catT' Celeste hissed through gdtteeth. 'Which one
were you in the garden with yesterday evening?' cdm@anded
fiercely. 'No wonder you didn't want to talk abawutSo, which one
was it?'

'Vidal, of course.'

'l don't see why you say of course—the Conte seeimdmk quite
friendly towards you. He called you Suzanne.'

‘That was the first time,' she explained. 'l haikttipw the man, and
what | do know | dislike.'

'You know Vidal better, | suppose ?' Celeste srkeher eyes
sparkling with dislike.

'‘Perhaps,' Suzanne admitted.

'‘How sneaky can you get 1 | suppose you forcedsgiuion him and
made an absolute idiot of yourself out there ingheden. | saw the
two of you kissing. And you only met him yesterday

'You don't understand, Celeste. | only-'



'l know what you only! You behaved cheaply, nothingre than an
easy pick-up.'

'Stop it, Celeste! | didn't do any such thingkelil him and-'

‘And I'm sure he liked you! You must have seemeddbble, so
easy to impress. And Vidal is certainly impressitew he must have
enjoyed playing with you. You silly little fool!'

'‘Will you leave me alone! Why do you have to becagel and say
such horrible things to me?"

'‘Because you're jeopardising all my plans. Youosehtely kept quiet
about meeting Cesare and Vidal.'

'‘But you got your introduction, didn't you!

‘Maybe | did, but | certainly didn't want it througou. The Conte
probably considers me to be as cheap as he doedHpmucan he
think anything else when you act in such a faskwdh his younger
brother?'

Suzanne stood up, tears standing out like hugedn@ms in her
sea-green eyes. 'You're horrible, Celeste! I'mgbin

'You do that. Run away and hide—I'm too furioustdtk to you
rationally anyway.'

Suzanne rushed blindly out of the room, consciolugrey eyes

following her progress. She ignored any of the-angilooks in her
direction, seeking refuge once again in the dadlgaperfumed

garden. The Conte had deliberately caused thaeseen she hated
him for it. Celeste's attitude was only to be expécin the

circumstances; she would probably have felt theesaay herself.

‘Suzanne!'



That cool voice halted her flight across the gayder she couldn't
turn, too much aware of her tear-wet . cheeks ¢e the Conte. He
must have followed her, and she couldn't imaginatwhs dinner
guest must have thought about such an action, l@steeeither for
that matter. She must have noticed the Conte fatigwer from the
room, her eyes hadn't left him . since he had edtdre room.

'‘Suzanne!" He swung her round. 'Why are you cryihg?bent his
head to see her better. She wrenched away fromhangreen eyes
flashing . warningly. 'l haven't given you permgssito call me

Suzanne,' she snapped.

The Conte straightened, his expression becomingteeniNo, you
have not. Will you tell me why you are crying?'

‘But I'm not," she wiped away the tell-tale ted¥st now anyway.'

'‘But you were," he persisted, folding his arms s&rbis chest
determinedly as he watched her. 'Was your stepnoetry angry?'

'‘What did you expect her to be? You knew very wélat you were
doing when you forced me to introduce the two af.yo

‘And what did | do?'
‘You made Celeste very angry.'
‘And that made you cry? A spoilt little rich giiké you?'

'‘A—awhat?'Suzanne was astounded. '"Why the surprise? Yowtar
be so poor when you can afford to stay here inruxiuke all rich
women you probably consider a man with a titleuhienate goal.’

Suzanne shook her head. 'You're wrong about map&@onte. I'm
not rich.’



'No?' he raised a mocking eyebrow. 'Then you waoriay too. My,
my, you are ambitious!

‘And you, Conte, are rude and overbearing. Youydhink that |
want you, don't you? Why should | think someonelas as | could
possibly interest someone of your standing? | mavidusions about
my looks. | wouldn't aspire to be a Contessa.'

He gave a half smile. 'l was not necessarily tgkabout marriage.
You would not need to be my wife to obtain moneyrirme, and the
position of my mistress would entitle you to a agrtamount of—
prestige, shall we say.'

'‘Who with, signore?Other kept women who consider themselve
privileged to share a rich man's bed?'

'‘Perhaps,' he nodded arrogantly.

'Do | take it you are offering me that positionyour life?' she asked
defiantly.

‘And your answer if | were?'

'l haven't been asked yet.' She looked at him lertwevered lashes,
her sparkling green eyes shielded from him. Hoveddue talk to her
like this 1 His mistress indeed! Even Celeste wdddlk at such a
proposition, andshe really wanted him. Suzanne wasn't eve
interested in him, as she had said; she knewinéations. Vidal was
too high class for her, let alone his snooty brmothe

The Conte took a step towards her, standing omyad away from
her shaking body, the steady rise and fall of lmwegxful chest on a
level with her startled eyes. 'You are a very biéauyoung girl,

Suzanne. What red-blooded man would not wish taaklise your
naked body lying beside him, relaxed with pleasarthe aftermath



of love?' His eyes had darkened almost black. Kl again, what
Would your answer be?’

Suzanne faced him with all her pent-up anger. 'Nswaer would be
no. No, no, ho! I'm not interested in being youstmass, or any other
man's for that matter.'

'So you do aim for marriage.'

‘No, | do not! Would it surprise you to know thatuydon't interest me
in the slightest?’

'‘Would you like me to prove otherwise?' he askamgerously soft.

Suzanne began to back away from the determinatiothat hard
mouth, realising that below that surface calm tlont€ was very
angry. '‘Don't come near me/ she warned.

Two strong hands shot out and pulled her relenyldssvards him

and her struggles were to no avail. For long sesgmnely eyes battled
with green, until at last hers faltered and look&dy. But only to

pass on to that firm well-shaped mouth, a mouth skamed to be
slowly coming closer and closer, until it almosti¢bed her own.
Warm breath fanned her parted lips, almost a caregself, and

Suzanne felt mesmerised by his physical closeness.

‘Tell me you do not welcome my touch, Suzanne. ifell
'I—l—I can't!" she admitted brokenly.

Instantly she was set free and the Conte stoo@ quitistance away
from her. She looked at him with bewildered eyB®. hot look so
hurt, Suzanne," he taunted. 'Just an experimeinpanoff..| am sure
my brother demanded and received much more of ponse
yesterday evening. But you are not immune to meafne—or to



any other man who has any experience of women. &au be
aroused to passion so easily!" he added with disgus

She could be aroused to anger more easily! "Thanhtwaassion
signore,that was just sheer fright. | have never been stedoin a
hotel garden by a Venetidbontebefore. Quite an experience,' sh
said coldly. 'But | wouldn't recommend it on a gdihasis. Why don't
you go back to your mistress, Signor Conte, andotgxplain to her
what you've been doing out here in the garden mvétor the last ten
minutes.'

'l do not need to explain anything to Elena. Shesdwt expect it and
| would not offer it.'

‘Then no wonder you're looking for a new mistressomplacency
must be so boring.’

'‘Elena is not my mistress,' the Conte told hefflgtifShe is my
cousin.'

‘How nice for you.'
‘You are insolent!

'‘Well, | like that! After some of the things you'yest accused me of
you have the nerve to catieinsolent. Of all the nerve! | didn't come
here to be insulted by you or anyone else. I-'

'‘Miss Hammond! Miss Suzanne Hammond!' The sourtheporter
calling her name stopped her in mid-sentence. Tae was in the
lounge paging her and she entered the room quitekiyre he passed
on to the next room. '‘Miss Hammond?' He lookedeatemquiringly.

Suzanne nodded. 'That's right. You have a messagmé?' Oh,
please let it be from Vidal and not Celeste.



'‘Mr Martino is on the telephone, Miss Hammond. H&isted on us
paging you. Will you speak to him?"

‘Certainly. I-'

'‘Miss Hammond will be with you in a moment, tell rayother to
wait,' the Conte cut in curtly, dismissing the nwath a brief nod of
his head. 'So you meant what you said this morriegsaid distantly.

'‘About seeing Vidal?' she asked carelessly. 'Ofssoumeant it.'
‘Then | will wish you goodnight.’

Suzanne hesitated only momentarily before hurriontpe telephone
in reception. The Conte, after giving her a lasgdsted look, had
turned to re-enter the dining room. She smiledhatreceptionist as
she indicated which telephone to use. 'Vidal?'ssiné breathlessly.

'Yes,' came the husky reply. 'You were surely xpeeting it to be
my brother?'

Hardly! 'No,' she said steadily.
'‘Good. | told you I would call. Did you not thinkMould?'
'I—I wasn't sure.

'‘Because | saw your dear stepmama today? Celestdeauite
unshakable, and it was perfectly obvious that (Gesas her real
interest. Were you jealousar a?'

‘Certainly not!" she denied indignantly. '‘And | diidmean because of
Celeste. It's none of my business if you . choogake her out for the
day.’



‘Then why ...? Ah, do not tell me. Cesare has limey. My dear
brother has told you of my betrothal.'

'He did just happen to mention it, yes.'

'l am sure he did. But | am not yet betrothed aakmo intention of
becoming so. Cesare has been presumptuous. Whgowsde him?"'

When did she see him! It would be easier to saywgtedidn't. 'He
was not at work today and we happened to meeteahditel. He
thought it best that | should know.'

'He had no right! | am a grown man, | will not beated in this way.
Did he say. anything else that | should know about?

'No,' she lied.
'l will speak to him. When can | see you, Suzanne?’
‘Are you sure you should, Vidal? Cesare said-'

'‘Cesare! Forget himgar a. Since when have you been on suc
intimate terms that you call him Cesare?' he askisgiciously.

'Since he introduced himself to Celeste and indiate both call him
that.'

'l see. So Celeste got her wish after all. And vaiiCesare think of
your beautiful stepmama? Was he suitably impressed?

'l have no idea. Your brother gives little awayfagial expression.'
'l know that," he laughed. 'So, may | call on yoonorrow?"

'If you want to. But | think | should warn you thgbur brother is
calling on Celeste tomorrow too.'



‘All the better. We can. all meet together.’

‘Vidal! Do you think that's wise? Your brother igtagonistic enough
towards me already.’

'‘Suzanne, do not worry so much,' his voice lowesedssingly."'l am
looking forward to seeing you. Are you not anxidoisee me also?'

'You know | am, but-' -

'No buts, Suzanne. Leave Cesare to me.'

Suzanne wished she could be as confident as Viodaitdnis brother.
She had waited nervously about the hotel all mgrnievading
Celeste where possible. Lunch had been an almest sifair, with
neither of them speaking unless it was absolutetessary. Suzanne
knew Celeste blamed her for not telling her abbet €Conte. Her
surprise at his age and attractiveness could aél baen alleviated if
Suzanne had just mentioned him. But to do thawshdd have had
to tell of her meeting with Vidal, and she had veahto keep that
quiet for as long as possible, a secret to chéoisterself and not be
spoilt by Celeste's barbs. And by doing that sltkdraoyed Celeste
even more. It seemed she couldn't win, whatevedighe

'‘Not arrived yet, then,' Celeste said sharply asesttered the lounge,
sitting herself down opposite Suzanne and crossnegsilky-smooth
leg over the other. She smoothed down her goldewrbsun-dress
fitting snugly over her small breasts and narrowstyahe narrow
shoulder-straps revealing the even tan she hadradgduring the
last week. To Suzanne she looked self-confident aedy
self-assured, in fact everything she herself was no

'‘No." She would not be drawn by Celeste's bitclsnes



Celeste yawned tiredly. 'Perhaps they won't conmeudt say | was
surprised at Vidal deciding to arrive with Cesdareey don't exactly
appear to be the best of friends.'

A smile tugged at Suzanne's mouth and she coutdntain her
amusement. 'You noticed that?'

To her surprise Celeste smiled too. 'lt was imgmesnot to. Vidal
behaves like a little boy where Cesare is concerhiedwas quite
unbearable about him yesterday.' She looked dowaratristwatch.
'It's almost three o'clock.’

‘Mmm. But the Conte did say he would see you today, he seems
to be a man of his word. They will probably bothhmmofrom the
office.'

'He's wonderful, isn't he, Suzanne," her blue spaskled. 'Quite an
impressive figure. | felt sure he would be an oldnmwith a
middle-aged paunch. It was a very pleasant surprisen | actually
saw him.'

'So you do like him?'

'‘Who wouldn't? Rather arrogant, but underneathtibat just a man

like any other. Well, perhaps namyman,' she amended. "With looks
like his | can't understand why he isn't alreadyriad, or engaged at
least.’

'His fiancee died.’
'Did she?' Celeste said slowly. 'l wonder if hecld\ner.'

Suzanne had wondered the same thing. Surely hehaustdone to
have remained single to this age. Vidal had sadlother was five
years his senior, which made him thirty-seven, equtd in his
country not to be married with a family.



'Here they come, Suzanne,' Celeste whispered.'tAhery two of the
handsomest men you've ever seen?'

They certainly were. Both tall and dressed in kggight suits they
were the epitome of wealth and power. Vidal's creanit
complemented his dark looks perfectly and the gfe@esare's suit
matched those frosty grey eyes of his. Those gyeg @ow slid
insolently . over her before passing on to the stamding Celeste.

'We have not kept you waiting?' he asked gravely.

Celeste gave a bright smile. 'No,' she denied hus&uzanne and |
were just relaxing. Nice to see you again, Vidsthé greeted him
casually, turning once again to the Conte. 'Andcofirse you,
Cesare.'

After the first initial greeting to her stepmoth¥rdal had come
straight to Suzanne's side, bending his long ledgtin to her much
shorter level. 'Do not look so apprehensoas, a,'he said deeply, 'or
| will think you are not pleased to see me.’

‘But | am, Vidal, you know | am.' Her eyes were édagnd glowing.
‘Then do | not merit a kiss?'

Suzanne's eyes flew apprehensively to his brotimdy,to encounter
those mocking grey eyes. Damn the man, spying oimhais way!
She glared at him defiantly, reaching up to putdrers about Vidal's
neck before firmly placing her lips softly on hisr a moment he was
stunned and then he returned the pressure. .

She instantly regretted her impulsive gesture, moged hurriedly
out of his arms to meet the cold contempt of that€e eyes. She
blushed and turned away quickly. 'What—what aregaxg to do
today?' she asked tremulously, determined notdk & the Conte
again even though his eyes compelled her to.



Vidal's hand cupped her chin and he brought hed bpao meet his
gaze, his brown eyes like velvet. 'l enjoyed tlegt said gently, aware
of her embarrassment. '‘And what would you liked&'d

‘Vidal!" his brother interrupted him, stilling tlearessing movement
of his hand. 'Have you forgotten this is a publacp!

Brown eyes snapped with anger and Vidal's hold entightened.
‘Mind your own business, Cesare. Suzanne was mgregting me.'

'So | noticed,' Cesare said bluntly.
'You are too correct, Cesare,' his brother taunted.

Suzanne looked from one to the other of them, ptyfevell aware
that she had caused this latest argument between. tii only the
Conte hadn't mocked her!

Celeste laughed, breaking the tension that wasié@a&loping. 'Don't
be cross, Cesare. Maybe Suzanne was a little oxkusiastic in her
greeting, but you must put that down to youth.’

A look of irritation crossed the Conte's face befdrwas quickly
masked. 'You are right, Suzanne is very young. gidbrother preys
on babes who are too naive to know any better.'

‘Why, you-'

'Please!" Celeste looked at the two men with humMaou surely
didn't come to see us just to argue, you could ltlree that quite
satisfactorily on your own.'

The Conte gave a reluctant smile, and Suzanne wpssed to see
how much younger it made him look. "You are riglt.she not,
Vidal?'



His brother gave a sheepish grin. 'l am sorry. Aforgiven?' he
asked Suzanne.

'Of course. I-'

'You would perhaps like to see some of London t@d#ye Conte
interrupted her. 'You expressed a desire to see suinthe town,
Suzanne. You too, Celeste?'

‘Well, I-Yes, | suppose so,' Celeste agreed hdbitaiiVe haven't
really had the chance to go sightseeing up to r&weanne had to
take things easy, she hasn't been well, you know.'

The Conte looked at her sharply. "You have be&h ill
She glared at the smug-looking Celeste. 'Not rebilg-'

'She had a bad bout of flu,' Celeste cut in. "¥Yan see how delicate
she is.'

'Indeed,’ he agreed. 'Then perhaps we could geealoeleste? |
would not like to overtire your stepdaughter.’

Suzanne felt about ten years old! Celeste lookedyed too. 'Call
her Suzanne, please. Anything else sounds ridisulou

'‘And we are perfectly capable of making our owmp|aCesare. If
Suzanne wishes to sightsee then | will take herreald/idal put in
haughtily.

‘That would not be correct, Vidal, and you know3tzanne is an
unattached young girl and "you would not be chapedg the Conte
said distantly.



'In England we don't need chaperones,' Celesten@ltarply, not at
all pleased with the way things were going. Shéagdy didn't want
Suzanne and Vidal along on her outing with Cesare.

'‘But we are not English, Celeste. | am thinking ®fizanne's
reputation when | say it would not be correct fer to be seen alone
with Vidal.'

'‘And what of my reputation?' She gave him a loakrfrunder
lowered lashes.

The Conte shrugged. 'That is different. You havenbenarried,
whereas Suzanne is a very young girl without tis¢gation of a male
relative.'

'l see.' Celeste's lips pursed in anger. This wasrat she had wanted
to hear at all. 'Very well, Cesare, we will all pgether.’

Suzanne and Vidal were given no further choicehm ratter and
followed the other couple out of the hotel. It veageed that it would
be quicker to walk to the centre of town than afieta get there by
car.

Somehow Suzanne found herself walking beside Cesarsoft
murmur of conversation coming from Celeste and Vaka they
chatted together. She was very conscious of the ahdrer side,
although she gave a good impression of being desmyossed with
the buildings they were passing.

The Conte looked down at her. 'Will you not tallkne?"

She looked at him open-mouthed. To talk to the €avds the last
thing she wanted to do! She looked at the other twb they were
deeply in conversation about some "mutual acquaocetghey had
just discovered. 'What would you like me to talkoaty Signor
Conte?' she asked politely.



The Conte gave a throaty chuckle and Suzanne thowght a
difference his humour made to him. In fact, he athsgether more
casual i today, wearing a black silk shirt belowe trey suit, its
buttons undone far down his chest, exposing amgeldallion nestled
among thick dark hairs. Another unusual fact alibig man, dark
eyebrows and the hair on his chest, and yet hrsWas that startling
blond.

'You sound so formal, Suzanne,' he rebuked hesal€es not so
difficult to say.'

'It is when it sticks in your throat,' she repliedtly.

'‘Can we not forget our dislike for this afternooar a}' he purred, his
eyes holding her gaze until she had to wrench y&s away.

‘Don't call me that!" she snapped.

'‘Cara? But why not? You did not object when Vidal used game
endearment.’

Suzanne moved uncomfortably. 'That's different.'

'l do not see why,' he replied tolerantly. 'l haveen in your
acquaintance almost as long as Vidal, in fact,vieharobably seen
more of you—literally.’

She blushed a fiery red. 'No, you haven't! | waanwvg a bikini when
| met Vidal too."'

‘Tell me, Suzanne, where is your father?"
‘My father died three years ago. Why do you ask?'

'It is not good for you to have been in the compahg woman so
much older and sophisticated "than you for so lewvithout the



restrictions of a male protector. You have forgotyeu are a child
and not up to the expectations of men, especiadly af Vidal's type.’

‘And your own,' she put in cattily. Really, how édhis man lecture
her like this!

'‘And my own," he agreed. 'And yet you are perfelcdg with both of
us. Has your stepmother not taught you how to bePiav

Celeste hadn't been in her life long enough attone to teach her
anything, let alone how to act with men; she relign her own
common sense and decency to tell her that. AndWwasethis man
accusing her of being—of being-

‘Do not look so indignant, Suzanne. | am perfectyl aware of how
Englishwomen do not consider the conventions ef'lif

'‘What do you mean!" she whispered crossly, keelpang/oice down
so that Celeste and Vidal should not hear-theuraet.

'l am well versed in the ways of your countrywonmae,said bitterly.
'Of how the vows of matrimony mean nothing to yand the ties of
children even less.'

'l don't understand you,' she shook her head.vémiadone any of
those things.'

'‘Not yet, perhaps. You have plenty of time to cotrthese atrocities.'

'‘Why do you hate English women so much? What haewer done
to you?'

'You, personally, have done nothing. But | haverieaf women's
cruelties through hard experience. My own mothes #aglish,' he
told her harshly. 'And she did not hesitate to ¢eaw father and



myself for her young lover, a boy of twenty to karty. | have learnt
well not to trust one of your countrywomen!'



CHAPTER FIVE

SuzANNE stepped back from the harsh cruelty of his faee,gneen

eyes darkening with apprehension. The reason $ocdiburing was
now apparent. An English mother and a VenetiarefAtBut what an

attractive combination it had made—and a dangeoméstoo. This

man had learnt early in his life that his mothes\aithless and had
apparently rejected him quite easily, and it hadbigered the adult
man, making his dislike of her all the easier talenstand. But she
couldn't be blamed for his mother's indiscretions!

'I'm sorry about your mother,' she said stifflyutBou can't judge
every Englishwoman against her faults. It isn'tt faido that.'

'Fair!'" his face darkened even more. 'Was it faat she left behind
her a broken shell of a man and a bewildered dfittiree?"

'‘She was only one woman, Senor Con-'
‘Cesare!" he said shortly. "You will use Cesare!

‘All right, Cesare.But just because your mother acted like that
doesn't mean we're all the same. Anyway, your fadmn't waste
much time marrying again— Vidal isn't that much yauior.’

'‘My mother was killed shortly after her flight adve,., and there
seemed no reason for my father not to marry agand.this time to a
properly brought up Venetian girl,’ he told her latily. 'As he

should have done in the first place.’

'‘But then you wouldn't have been born,' she poioted

'‘Perhaps that would have been as well,” he snappgdly. 'My
father's second wife's family did not approve of fature Conte
Martino being of mixed blood, and Vidal likes itevless.'



'I'm sure you can handle it,' she said dryly.
'‘Perhaps.' His steely eyes were narrowed agaiasui's glare.

'‘Cara.' Vidal dropped back to fall into step beside hkdjrsg his arm
possessively across her shoulders. 'Of what arevthef you talking
so avidly?' he asked lightly, the hardness of /s delying that tone.

Suzanne wished now that she hadn't greeted hiragerlg; she was
beginning to feel rather embarrassed by his posges:
attitude—when it suited" him, of course, like no®he moved
uncomfortably, but his arm would not be shaken.thikg of
importance,' she answered him softly.

He grinned down at her. 'But you both looked senhtt he persisted.
'‘Will you not tell me?'

‘There is-nothing to tell,' replied his brother. éWvere merely
discussing the attractions of London.'

'l see.' Vidal frowned. 'Cesare believes this taH®amost beautiful
city in the world—next to Venice, of course,' h&tber mockingly.

'‘He may be right." Suzanne found herself sidingpwie Conte, out of
pure perversion, she thought, although she hdmeitd London very
interesting.

Vidal grinned with good humour. 'You have foundiadked spirit,
Cesare,' he mocked.

The Conte looked down at her through narrowed épeshaps,' he
agreed.

Vidal's mouth tightened at that look. 'We will tatigether, Suzanne.'



Suzanne knew it was only a ploy to get her awawfings brother, but
for the moment she didn't care. The Conte was toechnof a
personality, too forceful, too overbearing in evevay, from his
sensual good looks to his domineering nature.

They talked of trivialities until they reached tt@vn of London

itself. Again Cesare seemed to be the one to duedethe touch of
his hand on her elbow faintly exhilarating and kbek in his eyes
causing her to quickly look away again. For a manste had seen
naked desire in those flinty grey eyes, strongev tltan yesterday
evening. But that was ridiculous; the Conte didtesire her, of
course he didn't.

Buckingham Palace was beautiful, much more bedutifian

Suzanne had ever imagined, although the Conte egapbéa be her
guide once again, pointing out things of interesther. This
arrangement seemed to suit Vidal and Celeste,isunglly, neither of
them interested in the historical beauty aroundithe

Suddenly Suzanne laughed, realising the irony ef $ituation.
‘Shouldn't | be the one to tglbuabout the beauties of London?' sh
smiled at him. 'After all, it is my country.'

‘As | am half English | can claim both Venice amijiand. Also, you
have never visited London before have you?"

'‘No,' she admitted. 'I've lived in the north of Eargl most of my life.’
'Vidal tells me you are at college there.'

‘Yes.' She felt surprised that the Conte had beth&r think of her at
all after their parting of yesterday.

'Studying the human body," he said huskily. 'Hovargge that you
should tremble so much in a man's arms when yoae bdied the
workings of the body so in‘timately. Did my dediighten you?'



'‘D-desire?' She looked about her quickly to seanyone could
overhear them.

Those grey eyes never left her face. 'Do not tellyou cannot tell
when a man desires you?'

Suzanne blushingly looked away. Of course theydisclssed such
things at college, but clinically, like all the ethlectures on the
human body. For this man to admit to such feelomgg embarrassed
her—and excited her a little too, she had to admait. 'l-' she licked
her lips nervously.

'‘But of course you can tell,’ the Conte said soaflgi 'l am not the
first man to react to your slender body or the beatiyour hair. | am
sure Vidal found you equally desirable.’

There was no missing the taunting edge to his yaiceé she was just
about to give him a cutting reply when Celestegdithem, threading
her arm intimately through Cesare's. 'Couldn't yellme a little
now, Cesare?' she asked throatily. 'Poor Vidalasoming quite
jealous.’

Those grey eyes darkened momentarily. 'He has mal te be.
Suzanne and | had finished our conversation anyway.

She felt Vidal's arm about her shoulders as he dewo his side,
leading her gently but firmly away from the otheuple. "You found
my brother's conversation—interesting?' he quesadtly.

Interesting! That was the last thing it had beeaVvéaling was more
the word she would have used. Vidal's resentmevdrids his brother
was perhaps more understandable now. He consideatch true

Venetian should hold the title of the Conte Martiatthough anyone
more arrogant and haughty than his brother sheyéiatb meet. She
considered Cesare Martino aristocratic enough td aoy position

he wanted to.



She smiled brightly at Vidal. "Your brother knowgraat deal about
London and its history.'

'So he ought to, it is partly his own country.'
'So he told me.’

'l hope you will not expect me to be as knowleddgabe said almost
sulkily. 'England does not hold the same intereshfe as it does for
Cesare.'

Vidal's words proved to be correct. Suzanne relymagnly on the
guide book he insisted on buying for her to obtany information
about the Palace.

She felt quite exhausted by the time they all regdrto the hotel, and
she knew Celeste felt the same, although the Mantian looked as
fresh and alert as when they had left. Besides iBgblam Palace the
Conte had shown them Nelson's column and the ToWkondon,
and although Suzanne had enjoyed it all immengadkaew Celeste
and Vidal had been bored. Consequently she foursklenore in
the company of the Conte than she would have wiitreéven if he
was so informative.

‘Why isn't your brother living with you at your apaent?' she asked,
Vidal and herself seated alone in the lounge ohtttel having their

after dinner coffee. The Conte and Celeste hadldddo have their
dinner at a restaurant in town.

Vidal looked amused. 'Why should he live with mefi thirty-two
years of age, | do not require a chaperone.'

She blushed. 'l didn't mean that. I-'

'l understand you, Suzanne. | am only teasing. I€dsas been in
charge here during my holiday, my assistant isospital, so it is not



a normal occurrence. He finds it easier to trax@infthe hotel than
from my apartment. He spent all of last week \igjtour hotels in the
south-west of England.’

So that was why he hadn't been here when Celedtadied about
him! 'Do you travel about the country too?'

'‘Sometimes. But not any more now for a while, nbiew Cesare
himself has put in an appearance. The staff wiltdsafied enough
without my turning up too. He does this periodigétl assure himself
that his hotels are being run as they should be.’

'So he'll be returning to Venice soon?’

‘He could be, it all depends on how much of anceffeur stepmother
has on him. He has been known to change his pbesigita beautiful
woman.'

'You think Celeste has affected him that much?' I&dn't thought
them that close this afternoon.

Vidal shrugged. 'They are together now, are th&¥'no

He had a point. Celeste and the Conte had showeckdhanged and
gone straight out again. They had been invitediabyidal had said
a firm no.

He sat forward, taking her hand into his own toklamwn at her
tapered nails. 'l return to work tomorroggra. Will you miss me?'

She smiled shyly, finding the directness of bota Martino men
faintly disconcerting. 'l hardly know you,' shedsabftly.

‘Sometimes you do not need to know a person famg Lime to
realise you are attracted to each other, and wattacted, are we
not?' His deep brown eyes never left her fade.



Suzanne sipped at her drink. 'Are we?' she sailliycoo

Vidal laughed huskily. 'We are," he told her in mogternness.
‘Tomorrow evening | will take you to the theatravill call for you at
seven. Is that suitable?'

She had to laugh at his audacity. 'And if it isrstie teased. 'l could
have other plans for tomorrow.’

'l would ask you to break them,' he said haughtily.

‘You're arrogant, Vidal!' she gasped. 'And I'm sote | should say
yes to you, you appear to have things too much gaur way as far
as women are concerned." And she meant it! Vidas w@o
self-confident and over-sure of her reactions t® biatant good
looks. If she wasn't careful he would walk all oyer—and she
wasn't sure she would object!

'‘Now you are annoyed with me.' He looked suitalpgat. 'And you
will not come out with me now?'

Now she felt guilty. 'Of course I'll come, Vidalohly-'

His face brightened immediately. 'l knew you wooddne, Suzanne,
you were just punishing me a little for my arroganeere you not?'

'‘Perhaps,' she admitted. 'You' re both very armpgaan't you?'

'‘Both?' His face darkened. 'Ah, you mean Cesar@ My brother
appears to occupy your thoughts a great deal.ugimoyou said he
did not interest you?'

'He doesn't!" Suzanne felt hot and tired, and \Adadnstant jealousy
regarding his stepbrother appeared to her to ladiytatnnecessary.
The Conte could be rather overbearing at times, lygésnot enough
to warrant Vidal's incessant bickering with himmade Vidal seem



like a little boy. And at the moment, for some uokm reason, she
appeared to be a bone of contention between thetwem. "You

imagine things about your brother and myself that aren't true. If
you persist in these accusations | shall go to sy’

"You would not do that!"
'Yes, | would.'

He stood up angrily. 'Then | will save you the trteu | myself will
leave. | will call for you at seven tomorrow?'

All Suzanne's anger left her. 'Yes,' she breathestily.
‘Very well.'
'Vidal, are we having an argument?'

His body relaxed and his eyes softened as he loatkieelr. 'Our first,’
he admitted. 'l hope it will not be the first of nya But | must leave
now anyway,' he grimaced. 'l must not be late hackork on my
first day back. | would see you to your room, bat afraid it would
cause a certain amount of gossip. Most of the staffloyed here are
loyal to my brother and have his same prudish mielertheless, |
will see you to the lift doors, that would be oplglite.’

'l think I'll finish off my coffee first, if you do't mind.’

'‘Will you not come out into the garden with me breft leave?' He
looked at her imploringly.

Suzanne knew that he wanted to kiss her, and gefedhreluctant.
What if she shouldn't see the flashing lights amsts of thunder, as
she hadn't the last time they kissed? In everyrothg Vidal Martino
was her-ideal man, and yet that one thing was ngs#ind yet it was
the most important thing!



She looked at him uncertainly. ‘Not tonight,' sheveered softly.

‘You are still angry with me,' he stated. 'l untemd.' He kissed her
fingertips. 'Until tomorrow.'

Suzanne watched him leave with a faint feelingisinédy. Why had
she refused? He was handsome and exciting, evegyshie had ever
dreamed of. Maybe if she had let him kiss her aghgnmight have
felt something, maybe the flashing lights and seurfdhunder came
with practice. But that couldn't be right, it shdbtappen straight
away, not be a delayed reaction.

Vidal might be everything she had ever wanted mmaa, but in truth
his kisses affected her no more than Robert's. ddhly he was
more polished and experienced, and his kisses dvakeertain
amount ot response in her, but it wasn't enougbasitwasn't enough!

She finished her coffee and wandered out into #rden. She was so
confused. If Vidal was everything she had thouglitang in a man,
why couldn't she fall in love with him? Because sfsn't, and that
was what confused her. No one like Vidal Martind lexer entered
her life before, and yet she wasn't falling in laviéh him!

'Suzanne?'

She stopped in her tracks. That voice! She wouwlcyd know and
recognise that voice. She turned slowly to faceGbate. This was
the second evening she had met him in the gare@dhgen of them by
her design. She looked behind him for Celestehbudppeared to be
alone. Her gaze returned to the Comat he stood silhouetted in the
open doorway from the lounge. He was looking hisalislegant self,
dressed formally in a white dinner jacket and blaokisers.

‘Conte Martino?' she returned coldly.



He closed the door behind him, putting them in carapve darkness
again. He chuckled softly as he moved towards lhierJight hair
showing startlingly blond in the moonlight, as ter own. "You will
insist on formality between us, Suzanne, but | not be angered by
it. | thought it was you out here when | saw yoairh

She put up a self-conscious hand to her fair ctrdsiing her face as
usual in riotous disorder. 'l see,' she said nanruittally.

'Vidal has already left?' All the time he was mayicioser to her,
until he was so close she could smell his tanggrsiftve and the
cigars he occasionally smoked.

‘It would appear so.'

The Conte looked down at her. 'You are on the d®fenagain,
Suzanne,' he warned deeply. 'l am merely makingersation.'

'‘Where is Celeste?' she asked pointedly. 'I'm skeewould love to
listen to you.'

‘But not you?"
'‘Not me,' she agreed.

'Why do you dislike me so much? | realise | wasertalycru the first
time we met, but | have since apologised.’

She looked away from the seductive quality in thasapelling grey
eyes. 'And promptly proceeded to insult me agsing'reminded him.
1 did?'

'You know you did." She walked away from him taltheer hand in
the softly falling fountain. It adorned the midditthe garden, softly
illuminated, and very beautiful. 'You accused melwdising you for
mercenary reasons.’



'‘And since then you have done everything in yowegrao persuade
me otherwise.'

'S0 you believe me now?'

‘Definitely," he said firmly. 'A case of mistakedentity.'

She looked at him sharply. "You—you know?"

‘About Celeste?' he nodded his arrogant head oBedurse.’
'How conceited you Martino men are!" Suzanne Jdamitky.
'Vidal too?'

‘Yes!'

The Conte frowned. 'What has he done to you? Henbasied to
force his attentions on you? Is that why you amnalhere in the
garden?' he demanded angrily. 'l would not haweylai alone with
him, but | thought you would be safe with him hatehe hotel. He
usually behaves himself in front of our employees.’

Her green eyes sparkled with anger. 'Since whee au been my
keeper, Signor Conte?'

'Since you looked at me two nights ago with snapgireen eyes, as
you are doing now,' he informed her calmly.

‘Since | ...?'
'Yes,' he told her huskilyHas Vidal upset you?'

'N-no," she said uncertainly, not at all sure skedl the way the
conversation was progressing. 'Where is Celeste?’



He shrugged. 'In her room, | would presume—how khbknow?
We parted over an hour ago."

You sound surprised. | would not have taken herat#ll but for
you. | expected it to be a foursome, not an intexdahner for two,' he
said the last with disgust.

' don't-'

‘Do not think | should be talking to you in this y?aNeither do I.
Perhaps it would b£ better if | leave you now. 8i3d as you are all
right?'

'Yes, |—I'm fine.

He bowed, once again the haughty Conte MartineerTihwill wish
you a good night.'

‘Goodnight,' she returned to his fast retreatintkba

She was still puzzling over the Conte's strangeatielr the next
day. Celeste had left the hotel early for the beaalon, insisting she
needed her hair and nails attended to. As Suzaatalways done
her own hair and nails this seemed the heightaihéss to her. She
felt sure that part of Celeste's eagerness tocattee salon or another
was just pure snobbery. On her rectum she wouldubeof the
exalted personalities she had met while havingniads lacquered,
regaling the uninterested Suzanne with all theildeta

She could almost have thought from the Conte's\hebiatowards
her the evening before that he was interested inhimaself. He
certainly didn't like her friendship with his breth But she was being
ridiculous! Cesare Martino didn't like her seeingld because he
had other plans for his stepbrother, plans than'tithclude a



penniless nobody like her. But then he didn't ttiekpenniless, even
going as far as to call her 'a little rich girl'catte time, before she had
told him otherwise, of course. But he must stilhsoler her to be
fairly wealthy to be able to stay at a hotel likest She smiled to
herself. If he could see her dingy bed-sitter haildh/asoon know
differently. Men of his wealth probably didn't evesalise people
existed in the poverty she had called home foptst three years.

‘What do you find so amusing?'

She looked up with a start, her eyes widening ast@bk in Cesare
Martino's casual appearance. Accustomed as sheéowseeing him
only in well-cut suits, or his impeccable evenirgtltes, his faded
denims and half unbuttoned navy blue shirt camgoasething of a
surprise. A pleasant one, she might add, making hmore

approachable and much less the '‘Conte Martino'.

She blinked twice before answering him. 'Sorry® #hally asked
vaguely.

‘You are walking about the place with a big smiteyour face, and
although | may find it pleasing, | can only wondéthe reason for it.'
He fell into step beside her.

'It was you, actually,' she answered truthfully.

'1?" He looked astounded. 'What have | done to eawsu this
amusement?’

She shook her head, the smile reappearing at tignation. "You
haven'tdoneanything. | was just wondering what you would &haf
my life as a student.’

'l would not approve. Celeste has told me thatigsist on living in
the same disorder as your fellow students, andythatefuse all her



offers of help. I think that is perhaps taking yeush to feel one of
them too far.'

Dear Celeste! She certainly wasn't taking any riskss way, if she
should happen to unwittingly give out any real $act their living
arrangements, dear Celeste would already haveadherself. What
a clever, devious woman she was! 'l see. Then yolt dpprove of
my living in a bed-sitter almost starving to death?

He frowned heavily. 'No, | do not! It was foolish hake yourself ill
through pride.' He looked at her too-thin body.uYare too delicate,
too frail to survive those conditions.’

Suzanne grinned outright now. 'l hate to disagrdaéh wou,
Conte—er—Cesare.' She saw his nod of approval.lI'Buas tough
as old boots.’

'As what?'

She chuckled at his expression. 'lt's a sayingave Ht means I'm as
tough as leather.’

'How charming!" he said dryly.

‘But | am,' she insisted. She could have addedsttehad had to be,
but thought better of it.

Without her being aware of it he had manoeuvredheof the doors
of the hotel and was now in the process of opethegcar door for
her, a low sports car. It was very sleek, only a-sgater, the canvas
roof lowered in the heat of the day.

Suzanne looked up at him questioningly. 'Whereyatetaking me?"'

'‘We are going out for the day. You look as if ddifresh air would
not come amiss. Come on, get in. | am not abdugting



She did as he asked, settling back in the low éxatkat. She had
never been in a sports car before and was amazexhaobw to the
ground she felt. The Conte handled the car withplete assurance
and she watched him with a certain amount of fagimn. He seemed
different today, more at ease, a slight smile as¢hwvell-formed lips.

He turned to look at her, raising his eyebrowseatihtent gaze. 'Is
anything the matter?'

She blushed. '‘No, nothing. Why?'

He shrugged his powerful shoulders. "You appebetstaring at me."'
‘Yes,' she admitted huskily.

'‘Would you mind explaining why?'

'Oh, | ..." she looked confused. 'l don't know wRegrhaps because
you seem different today.'

'How different?"

'It's hard to explain. Perhaps—perhaps it's ththeky' she said in a
rush. Denims and a casual shirt certainly werde'téttire she had
ever expected to see him in.

'‘My clothes?' he frowned. 'But they are not so wdifferent from
your own.'

Which was true. She had taken advantage of Cedegisence today
to wear the hated denims and a green vest topt'sThght,' she

agreed. 'But | didn't intend wearing mine about tiogel. Celeste

wouldn't like it.'

'‘But we are not at the hotel." He changed gear #rhoas they joined
the motorway stream of traffic. Most of the trafppeared to be



going into town, not leaving, allowing him free ataration, which
he took advantage of. 'And Celeste is not likelyfitml out,' he
continued. 'She is out for the day.'

Green eyes widened. 'How do you know that?'

He smiled. 'l make it my business to find out thitsegs.' He looked
at her wind-tousled hair. 'Would you like the ragé?' he asked
politely.

'‘Oh no.' Her eyes glowed. 'l love the feeling adedom all this
sunshine and fresh air gives me. I'm enjoying threlwn my hair.'

'‘Good,' he nodded his satisfaction. 'Already ydwreks have more
colour and your eyes are no longer shadowed.'

She blushed at his observations. He didn't misshhmiWhere are you
taking me?' she asked.

'You have heard of the New Forest in your Hampstotentryside? It
Is very beautiful there this time of year.'

''ve heard of it,' she acknowledged. 'And that®rme we're going?'
The Conte glanced at her fleetingly. ‘Do you wanja?'

'I'd love it," she enthused. 'There should be spaug foals there
now.'

'Yes.'

‘Will you- Do you think you'll enjoy it? I-It doedrseem to be the sort
of thing you would enjoy.’

‘But | will. You will be there, will you not?’



'Yes.' She was completely puzzled by his behaviderhad guided
her into his car before she had time to collecttheughts together,
and now he was taking her out and talking to hef ey were old
friends. Which they certainly weren't! "That wa® tleason | was
unsure of you're enjoying yourself.'

'Really? And why should | not enjoy being with yoli? had not
thought we would get on together we would not Hahhere.'

‘Are you sure you didn't just invite me because lyad nothing else
to do?' she asked daringly.

His head rose haughtily. 'l have plenty of othendk | could be
doing at this moment.’

‘Then why aren't you doing one of them?"
He shrugged. 'l felt like taking a day off.'

'‘And you chose me to help fill your day,' she gaittingly. 'I'm only
sorry Celeste wasn't available.’

'l would not have brought her even if she had been.

She lapsed into a sulky silence, speaking a lamg tater when a
thought suddenly occurred to her. 'After all thessfuyou made
yesterday about Vidal and myself being chaperomett gou think
our outing together is rather improper?'

'‘Perhaps.’
‘Then you do think we should be chaperoned?’

‘No. I-



'Oh, Cesare! Look!" She clutched at his arm impelgi 'Oh, aren't
they adorable!

For the past few minutes they had been drivingutinorich green
woodlands, and they had just driven into a peaaéaring, a group
of horses grazing quietly together in the sunshitheddled close to
their mothers were three young foals, their colatsktand fluffy,
their noses wet and shiny, and their eyes hugeantie.

'‘Oh, Cesare!" Suzanne repeated, her eyes softettiedpleasure.
‘Aren't they beautiful?'

He slowed the car down, pulling on to the sidénefrbad to allow her
to see the mares and foals better. 'They are veactave,' he nodded
agreement. 'But not to be petted and fed like aedbimanimal,' he
added warningly.

'Oh, | wouldn't do that. Anyway, it's against thevlto feed them.’

‘That is only right. They are born wild horses ahduld be allowed

to continue to live that way.' He too watched tbang foals' antics as
they scampered around their mothers, smiling sligitttheir legs too

long for their body.

'Oh, | agree with you.' Her eyes glowed and shéeshgjently.
One dark eyebrow rose in surprise. 'You do?’

Suzanne looked at him. 'But of course | do.' shighad at his
expression. 'lt may seem as if | disagree with gaueverything
through sheer obstinacy, Signor Conte, but | caarasyou, | don't.'
She grinned impishly.

'You surprise me. And a moment ago you manageayoCesare
very charmingly.'



'‘Oh, did—did I?' She blushed prettily.

‘You did. And | would appreciate it if you couldrdmue to do so.
You are ready to drive on further?'

She nodded her agreement, exclaiming enthusidgtatadach group
of horses they came to, and there were many. SeZaaxh heard of
the wild ponies of the New Forest, but she hadallised there were
so many of them. There were a lot of young foatsaied many mares
in foal, ready to give birth any day now.

To her surprise she was enjoying herself—surpresmabse she had
never expected to enjoy any encounter she hadhetGonte. But he
made a charming companion when he cared to begtahd moment
he definitely cared to be. Her cheeks glowed amdsshiled happily
as Cesare drove slowly along the narrow roads ef frest,
occasionally drawing on to the side of the vergeh&y met cars
coming along the other way.

His strong brown arms manoeuvred the car with arsss that was
totally habitual, and he was as relaxed in his ssashe was. He
glanced sideways at her. 'Hungry?' he asked softly.

All morning she had been denying the rumbling afdtemach. She
hadn't bothered to have breakfast this morning rro she was
regretting her omission. A pot of coffee had seeswdticient at the
time, but now, miles from anywhere, she longedftmd of some
sort. Just the thought of it made her mouth watery,' she admitted
laughingly. They drove on for another five minutgsso before the
Conte veered the car off the road and into ondnefparking areas
provided in plenty by the Forestry Commission. ksved the car to
a stop before switching off the engine and turmmigis seat to look at
her puzzled face.

'Is this suitable?' he queried.



Suzanne looked about her at the deserted but hdautbodlands,
loving the way the sun shone through the denseok$se trees.
'Suitable for what?' she frowned.

Cesare Martino stepped out of the car, coming raamghen her door
for her. 'For our picnic, of course,' he answeredduestion. 'l had
the hotel pack us a picnic lunch.’



CHAPTER SIX

SHE looked up at him as he assisted her out of theckow'You did?'
she couldn't help sounding surprised.

He pocketed the car keys, opening the boot anddifbut a wicker
picnic basket and a folded ground- sheet befomarigrto smile at
her. '‘Could you please carry the cooler box?'

Suzanne lifted up the light plastic box, followihgn as he walked
across the grass and through the trees as he ldmkaduitable spot
for their picnic. The place he finally stopped e¢med perfect, and it
didn't take Cesare long to lay down the groundsheet

She sat down beside him as he began unpackingdke What's in
here?' she indicated the cooler box.

'‘Wine,' he answered, preoccupied with his task.

She raised her eyebrows. He certainly didn't believdoing things
by half measures. 'l see.'

Grey eyes rested on her averted face. 'The wsimgly to add to our
enjoyment of the meal,' he said coldly. "You do mate to have any
if you do not want it.'

'How could you be so sure | would come? All thisdamay have
gone to waste.'

'l doubt it. | would have simply come on my owrenjoy the peace |
can find here, the being among complete-freedoamohals. In this
part of the country the horses rule. | like that.'

'So do I." She leant back against a tree, herteyesd dreamily up to
the blue sky. 'lt's lovely here. | just didn't isal anywhere as
beautiful as this existed so close to London.'



Cesare removed the cork from the bottle of the wirtk ease. 'You
have not travelled very much?'

She laughed lightly. 'Manchester's about my limit.'

'‘But Celeste said she had visited America and rpéaoes in Europe.
You did not accompany her and your father?"

'‘No,' she answered shortly, taking over from hirthm serving of the
food. There were cold meats, chicken, beef, pank, mixed salad,
cheese, and fresh fruit. And of course, the winkiclv she soon
found was deliciously cool.

'You were at school, | suppose? It is not good fieeti a child's
education.' He too sipped the wine.

'l wasn't always at school.’
‘True. Your chicken is good?' He indicated the foacher plate.
‘Lovely!

They ate their meal slowly in companionable silenSezanne
watching a group of horses grazing a few yards afn@y them.

They didn't seem bothered by the presence of hinaags, although
Suzanne didn't know if they would react as placititiiey attempted
to get closer to them.

The remnants of the meal cleared away and onlywihe left to
drink, the two of them relaxed back on the grouedshSuzanne
gazed sleepily up at the deep blue sky, her glelssdasually in her
hand.

''ve enjoyed today," she said suddenly, surprisiagself with the
truth of her words. It had been enjoyable, a dartap



Cesare lay beside her a short distance away, lgammis elbow as
he looked down at her. 'It is not over yet.'

She turned to look at him, wholly aware of how neamwas, of how
easy it would be to reach out and touch his musauta only inches

away from her own. But she didn't want to touchanis! Why should

she? Cesare Martino meant nothing to her. Justusectoday he
seemed like any other man of her acquaintancemagino reason to
believe he could ever be anything other than thet€Martino, a

haughty aristocratic man who believed her to berdfis brother

regardless of his impending engagement.

She moved away from him slightly. 'It must be geftquite late.' She
looked at her bare wrist. 'Oh, damn! Could you te# the time,
please?'

'‘Almost three o'clock,’ he answered her. 'You dd have a
wristwatch?"

'l do. At least, | did," she blushed prettily. 'emt for a swim this
morning. Unfortunately | forgot to take off my whte-it wasn't
waterproof,' she added ruefully.

‘That was very careless of you. Was it an expensateh?'

'Oh, no," she smiled. 'l couldn't afford anyth-e sttopped herself. ‘It
was just a cheap one. | have a habit of breakiagthShe had almost
let Celeste down then, not that she thought for mmeute that the

Conte would fall for Celeste's plan to entice hmtoimarriage. Hadn't
he as much as said so himself?

'l see.' He took the empty glass out of her halatiqg it beside his
own in the hamper. Those curiously grey eyes mal@aly over her
face, compelling her to look at him too, even thosge didn't want
to. He was so close now she could see the diffsteades of his eyes,



that light grey, that could darken almost to blaokg the strange gold
flecks surrounding the pupils.

All the time he was coming closer and closer andaBnoe felt
mesmerised by the dark brooding look in his eyes, those firm
slightly parted lips that slowly lowered on to hasshe bent his head.
Suzanne was unprepared for this caress and herhnuarted
involuntarily at the demanding pressure of Cesare's

Everything seemed to be happening slowly, as i&idream. All
Suzanne could register was sweet searing pleasuripating
sensation beyond description. Celeste was rigytitdididn't flash,
and there were not sounds of thunder, there was cjisiplete
removal from reality.

She turned into Cesare's arms, her hand movingsughhst to caress
his shoulders and the thick column of his neck. Hegers ran
through the hair that grew low over his collar,it@ythe feel of his
strong muscular body beneath her touch. His lipyvadofirmly
against hers, demanding and receiving a responaé wWas
completely without reserve.

Cesare moulded her body against the hardened msuxfdhes thighs,

his hands running experimentally over her hips sloavly up over

the taut nipples that pushed responsively agalesthin vest top.
One hand lingered to explore the intimacy of hetybleefore slowly

trailing back down to her thighs, his fingers digginto the softness
of her flesh as he strained her closer.

His lips wrenched away from her clinging mouth dsdburied his
face in her bubbly curls. "You enticed me into thera,' he muttered
throatily, raining kisses wherever his lips alighte



'l did?' she asked softly, her lips slowly caregdnis chest where
several buttons of his shirt had come undone uheéerquesting
hands.

‘You did," he agreed firmly. "You with your greeyes that beckon
and beguile, and tempt a man to find out if yotiet@as sweet as you
look,' he groaned against the smoothness of heatthr

'‘And?' she questioned breathlessly, lying back asvhe bent over
her.

'You taste sweeter, much sweeter.' Once more highmaescended
on to her own, and she knew herself lost againr&ch sweeter than
| ever believed possible.' He parted her lips tibprthe moistness of
her mouth, curving her body up to meet the demdimiscown. Tell
me, cara, if | asked you to be with me tonight would you conto
me?'

She looked away from those probing grey eyes, wgna say yes to
anything he asked of her. She knew now that thsstiveaman she had
been searching for all her life, the man who haashher heaven
with the touch of his lips. He was the reason shiddn't react to
Robert or Vidal, or any other man. He was the nfdreodreams, not
dark-haired and velvet-eyed at all, but silver-ldlevith all too seeing
grey eyes. He was the Conte Cesare Martino, antbgbd him.

Complete panic entered her eyes and she movecktiyrout of his
arms. She wasn't a fool, she knew that when heddsieto come to
him that was exactly what he meant, and nothingentde was a man
who took a mistress at will and discarded her aflyea man who
would use her and throw away what was left. Anddheouldn't be
much, just a shell of a girl still in love with aamwho didn't want her.

But how had it happened¥hyhad it happened? Until a few minute:
ago she had been happily contemplating her date Midal that



evening, confident of his growing affection, forrhéAnd now
everything had changed. She would never be the sgaia, never
feel the same again. And tonight she had to spenduireg with
Vidal, all the time wishing she were with his brethno matter how
tragically it might end for her.

She looked at Cesare now, wishing she could sayto/ésm, but
fearing the outcome. She had never gone furthet #hdew
light-hearted kisses, Vidal's embrace of two niglgfs the nearest she
had ever come to experiencing such soul-shatt&rgsgs. And yet in
Cesare's arms she had come alive, sensually aliteetdemands of
her own body. And it frightened her, made her catgdy vulnerable
to this ruthless man's moods.

Looking at him now she could hardly believe thespas they had
just shared. She felt sure her hair was more urthayg normal, that
her eyes were over- bright and feverish, her chafiksne, and her
lips still throbbed from the urgency of his kissAad yet apart from
those few extra buttons undone on his shirt areftaio rakishness to
his hair, Cesare seemed completely unmoved. Shehiatitered, and
he looked as calm as usual! He had just upset helewvorld, he had
no right to look so calm and composed!

Because of her resentment she answered more shagoty she
intended. 'l have to get back,' she told him stifilm going out at
seven o'clock.’

'‘With Vidal?' She was no longer looking at him,sf@ missed the
tightening of those well-shaped lips.

'Yes, with Vidal," she told him shortly. 'Do youMgaany objections?’
she asked defiantly.



Cesare stood up in one little gesture. 'l havetp/diut now is not the
time to go into them. Come,' he packed up the hanipgould not
have you arrive late for your date with Vidal.'

After folding up the groundsheet she followed hinsenably to the
car. They drove in silence for perhaps ten minbefere he gave an
impatient sigh. '"Would you like me to apologisehaif she didn't
answer him he looked at her sharply. 'Suzanne?'

She cleared her throat huskily. ‘No.'
‘Then what do you want?' he demanded roughly.
‘Nothing.'

He let out an expletive in his own language befapsing into silence
himself. One glance at his taut angry face warnednot to say
another word. What would be the good of telling Isine was angry
with herself and not with him? She was angry andused and "in
love with a complete stranger! At least, her bodgognised it as
love, the rest of her didn't feel too sure abautigw could she love
someone she didn't really know? It seemed incredibl

By the time they reached the hotel she had congliheeself she had
imagined it all. No one fell in love just at theutth of another person's
lips. She was being silly and impetuous, and algwihe Conte's
experience and sensuality seduce her into beligtimginbelievable.

The Conte opened the car door for her, bendingolesv her hand as
he said goodnight. 'l hope you enjoy your eveniiii wy brother,’
he said harshly.

Suzanne looked for some softening towards heraedlsteely grey
eyes, and found none. 'Thank you,' she repliedystfind thank you
for taking me out today.'



‘Very politely said,’ he mocked. 'l notice you didt repeat that you
enjoyed yourself.'

'‘Oh, but | did!" she exclaimed. 'At least-'

‘The first part of the afternoon,' he finished far. 'l will not lie, |
enjoyed all of it. | hope it can be repeated same.t

Suzanne stiffened at his intended mockery. 'l dgubt
'l would not be too sure of that fact.'

She wasn't sure, she wasn't sure at all. Her aatgeerself for hgr
weakness concerning this man took her all the weythe reception
of the hotel. Why should a few kisses have affettied, she was
being stupid to expect them to.

'Suzanne!'

Oh, lord! She turned slowly to face Vidal. Oh, gneds, Celeste was
with him. And they both looked furious! Perhapshagiood reason,

without her being aware of it Cesare had followedihto the hotel.

And there could be no doubt that Vidal and Celestdised they had
come in together. Vidal looked flushed and angny @eleste's eyes
were icy cool; she wondered for how long.

She smiled uncertainly now. 'Vidal,' she greeted $inakily. "You're
early.'

‘Yes,' he said shortly, those eyes that she hadgtitosoft and
seductive now narrowing suspiciously. 'l managefthish my work

sooner than expected. | came here with the interdfataking you

out, only to find you had already left-with Cesakée now looked at
his brother with unconcealed dislike.



Cesare seemed unconcerned by his brother's outliurgas not

aware, and | am sure neither is Suzanne, that abddhask your
permission before leaving the hotel,’ he said, piacgly mild, a

slight smile curving those firm lips, but the eyemained steely grey,
giving lie to his calm attitude.

'l did not say she had to do so," Vidal returnétlyst'But we do have
a date for this evening.'

‘This evening, yes,' Cesare agreed. 'But Suzadag'w/as free. | am
sure you have been suitably entertained by Celeste.

‘That is not the point,’ Vidal insisted. 'Where @ayou been,
Suzanne?'

She moved uncomfortably under those dark broodyeg.el—we've
been-'

'l hope you will all excuse me,' Cesare cut iani going to my suite.
For myself | think it none of your business where have been,
Vidal, but if Suzanne chooses to tell you thatgdaher.'

Suzanne watched in dismay as he turned on hisdmektook the
stairs two at a time, leaving her to face Vidal @eleste alone.
'‘We've been out,' she told them defiantly.

'‘But where?' put in Celeste. 'You calmly go off alwh't tell a soul
where you've gone.'

‘There was no one here to tell,' she answeredmabbo

"You could have left a message at reception,'metliher stepmother
tautly. 'Or didn't that occur to you?'

‘No, it didn't! It may have escaped your noticehbaf you, but | am
over eighteen and a perfectly free agent. | daveho tell anyone



where I've beer where I'm going!" She had been stung into ang
by Cesare's scornful dismissal of her. 'Now, if'ff@xcuse me, | too
wish to go to my room.’

"Your own room?' Celeste queried softly behind her.

She spun round. 'Yes, my room! What are you imglyirHer eyes
narrowed.

'l too would like to know that.' Vidal's voice wakillingly cool and
glancing at him Suzanne saw that he wasn't loo&irQeleste but at
herself.

She looked from one pair of accusing eyes to therpall the time
her anger rising. 'Just what do you mean, Vidal?'

He shrugged, his face still distant. 'You have bewinwith Cesare,
what am | to think?"'

'l should think it's pretty obvious what yauagine!l'm going to my
room and | couldn't give a damn what the two of froak. | just want
you to leave me alone.'

'‘But I-We are going to the theatre this evening,'
Vidal reminded her hurriedly.

'l couldn't go out with you after this,' she smilatterly. ‘Why don't
you take Celeste instead? The two of you seemye Ba much in
common that I'm sure you'll get on well together.’

She didn't wait for either of them to reply butpgied into the waiting
lift, pressing the button for her floor. How dardey! She fumed
silently to herself. She spent an innocent dayotlit Cesare Martino
and they had the nerve to accuse her of being thare a casual



acquaintance. Well, perhaps it hadn't been thaicemt, but they
weren't to know that. It had started out innoceatipugh.

She slammed the door to her hotel room, flounamg ithe room to
throw her handbag on the bed. She came up witiria'€h!" her eyes
widened. 'How did you get in here?' she demandedaged.

The Conte sat up from his lounging position in &enchair, smiling
in the face of her. anger. He held up a key. 'fitaghat door.’

'‘How did you get it?' Suzanne demanded. She stackl &way from
him, challenge in every line of her body.

'l own this hotel, it is quite easy to get the keyny room | want to.’
He watched her agitated movements through narraeg.eynd |
wanted the key to your room—very much.’

"You—you did?' her eyes were wide with shock. '&rdn if you did,
it isn't very ethical.’

He laughed softly. 'Ethics do not enter into ouatrenship. You
would not answer my plea for you to come to me éwening, so |
have come here for my answer.’

*You—you've come here?’

'You surely did not expect me to just let you d¢e lihat?' he chuckled
lightly. 'Oh, no, Suzanne, | would not do that.dndered how long it
would take for you to leave Vidal and Celeste icegion. | am glad
| did not have too long to wait.'

'L—Ilong to wait ...?"' she repeated hesitantlyoth'ttknow what you
mean, but my answer to your question is no. J wbakk thought
you would have realised that.'

He shrugged. 'Women have been known to changertieds.'



'‘Not me, not in this case anyway. And | want yolknow that I'm
getting highly fed up with your creating situaticersd then walking
out on them.'

‘Do | do that?' He seemed unconcerned by her refusa

"You know you do."' She ran a hand through her taisling her curls
into more disarray than usual. 'You did it the onening and again
just now. And it's always me you leave to soriut.'0

‘And did you—sort it out, | mean?"
‘Hardly,' she said dryly. 'l left them to it.'
'‘Completely unscathed?'

'‘No.' She found her gaze drawn again and agaimtoHte must have
come straight to her room because he was stilisdcegxactly the
same—and still looking as attractive. 'They madartlispleasure
felt.’

Cesare laughed. 'l am sure they did.' He stoodWigll, now that |
know you are capable of defending yourself, andlyaxe given me
my answer, | will leave you to change for your angrwith Vidal.'

'Was that what all that was about, a lesson inrbef@
'‘Perhaps.’

'l see. Well, you can keep your lessons to yourselfl I'm no longer
going out with Vidal, this evening or any other &m

'‘Because of our day together?'

'‘No,' she told him sharply. 'Because | couldn'hdtais intolerable
behaviour. Your brother doesn't own me. Now if yadan't mind



leaving my bedroom, | intend having a shower, anevduld
appreciate it if you would remove yourself. Andgihe key back to
the receptionist, you won't be needing it again.&bd, you have a
nerve! Did you actually ask for my key?' She lookezmtedulous.

‘Among others.' He brought out several more keysfhis pocket.

'Oh, | see. I'm only one among many.' Her eyeteghtl her anger. 'l
suppose Celeste's is there to0?"

That firm mouth tightened into anger too. 'And wslyould you
suppose that?'

'Why not?' she asked flippantly. "You said it wa/@ne of many, so
why not Celeste's?'

‘These other keys are what you might call a smckees, to divert
suspicion from the one | really wanted. And | do Im@ppen to desire
your stepmother,' he said through gritted teethvingptowards her
with determination. 'But | do desire you. You kntvat already, do
you not?"

'—I-No, of course not!

'‘But you do," he said quietly. 'You have alwayswnat. That is why
| frighten you. And | do frighten you, do | not? ikafternoon you-'

'Please! Don't let's talk about this afternoon. t—I-'

'It embarrasses you,” Cesare interrupted her shgte This

afternoon,' he continued, 'you deliberately stoppedlovemaking
because you were frightened. | understood thatahdot pursue the
subject, otherwise you might not have got awayasie'



'So youare on the look-out for a new mistress,' Suzanne st
'‘Well, don't include me in any of your plans. I'ot @bout to become
anyone's mistress, even if you do have the keytoaom.'

He held up the key. 'This? | borrowed it for the @accasion only, the
next time | enter this room it will be at your bidd.'

Suzanne gasped. 'You can't imagine | would evesubth a thing?
[—I wouldn't!"

Cesare moved stealthily towards her, his hands mgoouit to take a
firm hold of her arms and pull her slowly towardsih'Are you sure
of that?' he breathed huskily. "Your actions eadiel not point to
that.' Those grey eyes never left her face ands&red at him as if
mesmerised.

Her eyes moved to those firm lips, parted lipst thaoked in her a
response she couldn't control. It wasn't fair ofl ko keep playing on
her senses like this, but then why should he waplay fair when he
made no secret of his desire for her?

'l want you so muchgara,' he breathed against her mouth, befol
claiming her lips in a slow languorous kiss. It viae a ravagement
of her whole body, and Suzanne responded withaitaiat. Her
body was crushed against the hardened arousaichid she knew
he meant what he said.

She also knew she hadn't been wrong earlier, alblgecal thinking

in the car had been for nothing. Sbged this man. With him she
reached the dizzy heights she had always beliegssile, wanting
only to please him in every way she could. Sheekissim back
unrestrainedly, running her hands caressingly bisefirm muscled
back.

Cesare broke the kiss to bury his face in her scemir.'Cara, you
are-'



'‘Well, Suzanne, you've done it now," drawled Celdstm behind
them. 'So you really meant it when you said youengming to your
own room. What you omitted to say was that Cesa®joining you
here. | didn't realise to what lengths you would §azanne.' She
came further into the room, completely unconcemuiia the fact that
she had just interrupted something between themwiaa totally
private. 'Your quest for money has really made ytmsperate,
inviting a man into your room in this disgustingywader lips turned
back in a sneer. 'And a Conte at that!'

Cesare stepped back, the desire that had beenhaéyéds only seconds
earlier now completely shielded by his lowered.li@sizanne did not
invite me to her room, Celeste,' he said coldlynpletely in control
of himself and the situation.

'l can't believe you came here uninvited." Celdstkked at him
sharply. 'l know Suzanne of old, don't forget.’

So far Suzanne had been dazed, but this was tbacdéme Celeste
had implied that she had deliberately set out taerCesare to her
bedroom. How utterly wrong could she be! 'What yoa saying,

Celeste?' Her eyes were huge with her bewildernwhat on earth
was Celeste trying to do to her now?

Celeste gave a light laugh. 'Don't try acting irerdt | wish | had
never agreed to bring you here now. | should haadised, should
have known better. This isn't the first time I'vadhto break up a
situation like this, Cesare. Suzanne has a haligkofig men to her
bedroom. For what, I'm sure you gan work out farrgelf.’

Suzanne stared at her dazedly. What was Celestg? What was
she saying? She shook her head. 'You're wrong dbisusituation,
Celeste, totally wrong. | don't know why you're isgythese things,
why you're telling such lies.' She looked to Ces$ardelp, but he had
withdrawn back into being the Conte Martino. Howlcbhe change



so rapidly! She was still trembling from the passibey had shared.
‘Cesare!" she begged chokingly.

'It's no good pretending any longer, Suzanne. kehavtell Cesare
your real reason for being here.' Celeste turnedoo& at him.

'‘Suzanne has been ill, yes, but the reason shdlwass because of
an unhappy affair with a married man. The man fnaditew the line

at leaving his wife for her and Suzanne just cotildke it. | finally

had to bring her away to stop her making an absdbdgl of herself
about him.'

"That's a lie!" Suzanne burst out. 'lt's all li¥su can't believe her,
Cesare? I've never had an affair with a married, thaanever had an
affair with anyman!'

Cesare's mouth had tightened into stern lines. Ywunot have to
proclaim your innocence to that extreme. | am aelare that today's
trends do not allow for morals.'

'I'm glad you see my point of view,' cut in Celesti&ily. ‘Suzanne
has this ridiculous idea of getting herself a mohn, preferably a
single one.’

Those grey eyes narrowed even more as he lookedeaelder
woman. 'l did not say | did see your point of vielws voice was icy.
‘She might just have succeeded if you had not damsting in here
just now without knocking.'

Celeste gasped. 'You can't mean that? Suzanndyia ahild!" Her
blue eyes were becoming stormy.

His mouth quirked with mocking humour. 'But whattald!'

Celeste turned away as she began to realise thiegm't going as
she had planned them to. She had received the shbek life a few
minutes earlier when she had walked in here andd@uzanne held



very securely in Cesare Martino's arms. She hadecomhere to
gloat over Vidal asking her to accompany him tottheatre instead
of Suzanne, and this was what she had found. Seaaas spoiling
things for her for good, and while she knew hectbitess might
thwart her own plans in this direction, she hadmention of letting

Suzanne get away with her duplicity.

'‘And you're wrong about my knocking, Cesare.'" Stgmined her
composure. 'lt appears you were both too —busg&w me.'

Cesare nodded haughtily. "You could be right.’
'‘We weren't busy at all," interrupted Suzanne.

Celeste raised a mocking eyebrow. 'Weren't you?2,\'é€k say you
were giving a very good impression of it.'

‘You're being ridiculous,' she said, outraged.Baityou are. You're
arguing about me as if I'm an inanimate objectoh'tlknow why
you're lying, Celeste— well, perhaps | do.' But shaldn't reveal in
front of Cesare that as far as her stepmother arasecned he was her
exclusive property. '‘But | won't stand for it. Iskil'd never let you
back into my life, wish I'd stayed in Manchesterend| understood
the people and the rules they live by.’

‘Like having an affair with a married man,' Celesagd bitchily, her
blue eyes almost spitting her dislike.

Suzanne looked appealingly at Cesare. 'She's lysigg cried.
'‘Believe me, Cesare, she's lying.'

He smiled at her, but it didn't quite reach thetdemf those grey
eyes. 'You are making too much of this thing, baftiyou. | did not
ask for virginity when | kissed Suzanne,' he tbleinh coldly. 'It was a
kiss, no more. And if | choose to kiss her agadoInot think it is
anything to do with you, Celeste.' His voice haddkaed into anger.



'Oh, but-'

‘Leave it. | just want you to realise that one @intogether does not
entitle you to question my movements.'

‘But |-

‘You will not interfere again!" he snapped, befarming to look at
the pale Suzanne. He held up the key to her ra®@emémber what |
said about this." He dropped the key softly onhi® side table and
after giving one last cold look in Celeste's dii@ttlet himself out of
the room.

'‘Well!" she exploded, her face flushed with angEne nerve of the
man! And | actually had him picked out to be my larsd. Bossy
overbearing individual!'

‘You did give him reason-'

'Reason be damned! He shouldn't have been in ymm ito start
with. It isn't decent at six o'clock in the evening

Suzanne smiled wanly at her outrage. 'l suppasédd been eleven
o'clockthenit would have been decent?’

'‘Don't be facetious! How could you give him the keyour room?'
Celeste demanded. 'If you have to have a wild flntp a man at
least hold out for a respectable period.’

'l didn't give him the key.' Suzanne shook her hgedrily.

‘Then where did he get it? No, don't answer tBag'put up a hand. 'l
don't want to hear any more. You've ruined any cedmay have
had with him.'



'‘And you've just done the same for me with youws.li8he should feel
like shouting and screaming at this scheming worbahsomehow
she just didn't have the energy.

'l realise that. But he would eat someone like faybreakfast, you
just aren't experienced enough to cope with somdiee him.
Although you have more experience than | would hgiven you
credit for. Just what have you been doing thetltaste years to have
the knowledge to handle someone like Cesare M&ttide's no
immature youth. And he wants you, doesn't he, Suzain

She blushed at her candidness. 'Just how long yeerén my room
before you made your presence known?'

Celeste smiled knowingly. 'Long enough. And sooaugih to stop
you making a fool of yourself." She smoothed hent.skVell, if you
will excuse me now, | have to go and get myseltlyed/idal took
your advice and invited me to the theatre in yaead. It seems
you've lost his affection.’

'‘And Cesare's,' she choked. 'When you do somethingreally do it
well, don't you?'

'You finished things yourself with Vidal,' she ttwvec her hair. ‘And |
just didn't see why you should have it easy witlsaCe. | didn't
realise when | brought you here that you would alirmy carefully
laid plans.' Six months it took me to get the motwgether for this
holiday and to work out exactly when Cesare wowddbre. And it
all went out the window the first time | saw theotef you together.
He wanted you then, he's always wanted you. Btit have Vidal,'

' she smiled to herself. 'He's more my type, | sgppand just as rich.'

'Vidal?' Suzanne was astounded.



'‘Mm," Celeste nodded. 'We're about the same agepywesciate the
same things, and most of all—he likes me."'

Suzanne laughed chokingly. "You're incorrigibleleS&e! You really
don't give a damn, do you?'

'Oh, but | do.' Celeste patted Suzanne's shoulmr'll see. If Cesare
likes you enough he'll be back.'

Suzanne slumped down on the bed after CelestedfadsShe was
right, Cesare would be back, but what did he exptber when he
came back? The key on the table seemed largerlifikaand she
moved hurriedly away from it. Cesare had made dsstion perfectly
clear. He wanted her, as Celeste so rightly saitthat was all he did
want. She, as a person, didn't interest him instiglatest. So much
had happened to her today, Cesare kissing herargement with
Vidal, and now this scene with Celeste, so muchghea didn't know
what she wanted. But one thing she knew for sheeywasn't going to
become Cesare's plaything, even if she did love him

She lay back on her bed, her hands behind her asauillows.
Cesare's kisses made time stand still, made headeé the whole
world shook beneath her feet, and the sky was aflabeep
penetrating kisses that she knew would always ewkesponse
within her.

But he believed her to be something she wasn'taliado readily
accepted Celeste's story of her affair with a redrmnan. Even worse,
it hadn't bothered him in the slightest. He hadespect for her, and
where there was no respect there could never lee Bt Cesare had
never mentioned love to her, only she felt thatkeeang emotion,
and she did feel very weak and vulnerable whensdseconcerned.



CHAPTER SEVEN

THE receptionist stopped her on her way from havirgkfast. 'Miss
Hammond?' the young girl smiled.

Suzanne went to the desk. 'Yes?'

'l have a parcel here for you.' She bent undedésk to bring out a
small oblong parcel. 'There's a card with it.'

‘Thank you," Suzanne smiled vaguely, wandering ¢wex chair in
the corner. She turned the parcel over, rippingtlo# paper and
snapping open the clasp. Inside was a small golstwatch on the
most delicate strap she had ever seen. It was ihgaabsolutely
beautiful, and she hardly dared open the cardinigarhat she would
read.

Her hands shook as she pulled the tiny card outsoénvelope,
turning it over to read the large scrawl. 'I'll b@unting the minutes
until we meet again. | hope you will too," she rebmvly.

There was no signature, but it wasn't necessarsar€eéhad sent her
this expensive gift. But she couldn't accept ithomway could she
accept it. She walked back to the desk. 'Pleake, gained the

receptionist's attention, 'could you tell me whttre Conte Martino

IS, please?'

The girl shook her head. 'The Conte isn't here, dfmaid, Miss
Hammond,' she said regretfully.

Damn! He must have gone into work today. '‘Could §gume what
time he'll be back?'

'l think you must have misunderstood me. When dl $he Conte
wasn't here, | meant he's checked out."



'Ch-checked out?"

Suzanne had paled drastically and her distress hast shown,
because the other girl looked quite concerned. do1ry, Miss
Hammond. | didn't realise-He could be back in apte@wf days,' she
added.

'He—he could?'

'‘Perhaps.' The receptionist answered shortly asalising she had
perhaps revealed too much already about her absgsioyer.

1 see,’ Suzanne attempted a shaky smile. "'Thank you

She walked dazedly out into the garden, Cesaressage now taking
on new meaning. But where had he gone? Was he amhysiness
or pleasure? No matter which it was she had nd teghuestion him
about it.

She had intended returning back home today, butceb&n't go
now, not without saying goodbye to Cesare. But bould she stay?
Celeste didn't need her here now, and she had neywith which
to pay her own bill. The thought of having to rettow her sparse tiny
bed-sitter was totally repugnant to her.

Celeste came floating out to the poolside, andtifigajust about
described her. She was glowing, her beauty unmagredsmetics as
it usually was, the rosy hue on her cheeks dueatare and not
make-up.

'‘Good morning, Suzanne,' she greeted cheerfully.

'‘Good morning,' she returned dully. 'I've alreatsalxfasted.’ If a pot
of strong coffee could be called breakfast. Shehaabno appetite for
food this morning.



I'm not hungry,” Celeste smiled happily. ‘Isn't at wonderful
morning?'

'If you say so.'
'‘Oh, I do. Cheer up, Suzanne. Are you still ann@fsalit yesterday ?'

'l don't have any right to be, do I? When would {ike me to leave?'
she asked resignedly.

'‘Leave?' Celeste's blue eyes sharpened with ihteres
'Why should | want you to leave? | thought you dikehere.’

'l do. But I-You can't want me to stay now. | dicsieliberately ruin
things for you with Cesare— it just happened.'

'Oh, Cesare.' Celeste dismissed him with a waveohand. 'l know
the first time | met him in the dining- room that wouldn't be duped
by my little act. He's far too shrewd. Althoughdmesn't yet realise
we're both broke. If I'd known what he was goingédike | wouldn't

have bothered with him at all. | thought he wouéddn older man,
grateful for the attentions of a younger woman shHeily six years
older than me,' she added in disgust.

‘But you thought he was handsome.’

'l still do. All that arrogance and cynicism, hé&scinating. But |
would probably bore him within a few days. I'm ot@ver enough for
him.'

If Celeste would bore him what would she do! Shes wa much
younger than him, and immature for her years tam.H¢ found her
body desirable, but her mind wouldn't interest himall. ‘Neither am
[,' she admitted miserably.



'‘Goodness, you are down today, aren't you.' Celasteed up the
jewellery box from her lap. 'A prezzie?' she archredyebrow.

Suzanne nodded. 'One | intend returning.’

'Oh, | see.' Celeste opened the box. 'Wow!' Hes gyewed as she
picked up the watch to look at it more closelys fteautiful!"

'‘Mmm,"' Suzanne reluctantly agreed with her.

Celeste put it on her own wrist, admiring the smiadiss of the face
and the ease with which the strap fitted, so lightvas hardly
noticeable. 'From Cesare?'

'Yes.'

She gave a throaty laugh. 'l told you he would careund, and
much quicker than | imagined.’

'I don't think so,' Suzanne shook her head. 'kthtla in the nature of
a parting gift.’

"There was a card with it?"'

She handed it over reluctantly. The message diéaltl like a
severing of their friendship. But surely Cesarendiceally expect to
have an affair with her? He couldn't want anytheige after the
impression Celeste had given him of her morals. $& couldn't
wholly blame Celeste; Cesare had already madeshlmfs towards
Englishwomen known to her, and they weren't goad .od/n mother
had let him down badly, and he wasn't likely togfetrthat. So any
daydreams she might have had in his direction wbalde to remain
just that—dreams.

Celeste handed her back the card and the watdog#n't sound like
goodbye. He sounds anxious to see you again.'



'‘Perhaps he is. But I'm not like that, Celeste,mmadter what you
might think.'

It isn't what | think that counts, it's what Cesdninks. I'll have a
word with him if you like, explain to him | was gnbeing my normal
bitchy self,' Celeste smiled ruefully. 'It's somethl'm good at.’

Suzanne smiled too. 'lIt doesn't matter, Celeste. dam't tell Cesare
anything, he isn't here. The receptionist said leé&'$or a few days.'

‘To go where?'
She shrugged. 'l have no idea.’

Celeste stood up. 'I'll call Vidal now and ask hiithe!s bound to know
where his own brother has gone.'

Suzanne grabbed her arm to stop her exit. 'It doester. 1'd rather
not know. Tell me about Vidal,’” she changed thejestibon to
something less painful for her.

The glow came back into Celeste's face. 'He's quederful,

Suzanne.' Her eyes became dreamy. 'And he doesnitte care that
I'm not very clever and can be a bitch when thwhriehad a
wonderful time last night. We went out to dinneteathe theatre.’

'‘And you really do like him?' Suzanne wasn't reallyprised at the
affinity between these two; they were very muckeain many ways,

both seemed to like good times and neither likenl strong an

emotional tie put on them. And without being bitchlye had to admit
that they were both shallow people.

'l really do like him," Celeste confirmed. 'I'm nieg him again this
evening. Suzanne, do you—do you mind about us? llysua
wouldn't give a damn about encroaching on somelsaésegroperty,
but this time it's different. This time |I—I don'n&w,' she looked



embarrassed. 'l think it could be different witld#l. | have a feeling

The next two weeks dragged by. Suzanne wasn'tistpg@ooperly

and food didn't interest her in the slightest. G&édhad asked Vidal
about Cesare's whereabouts, but he didn't seenmdaw—koy he

wasn't telling. Suzanne had had plenty of timertod the last few
days, plenty of time because she had been aloneaniie time.

Vidal had taken advantage of his brother's abstntake a few days
off work, escorting Celeste on her shopping expaaktand spending
each evening with her. They had even invited Suzdanoin them
for dinner one evening, going to one of the welbkn restaurants
that seemed to exist in abundance in London. Stiedfased at first,
but they had insisted so much that in the end sldegiven in. They
had gone on to a nightclub later and she had tatatiat she had
enjoyed their company. Celeste visually came aiiveVidal's
company, and she almost forgot to be cynical.

But the last few days had begun to tell on Suzatime;strain of
pretending Cesare's absence didn't bother her &gasriing to show
in the dark smudges beneath her eyes and the kigghof weight. It
was weight she couldn't afford to lose, being mtozhthin to start
with.

She spent a lot of her days wandering about then,tov
window-shopping and feeding the birds in the squ&tee should
have felt lonely, but she didn't, most of her tispent thinking of
Cesare and wondering what he was doing.

On the Monday of the third week of his absencecsimee in quite late
for dinner, bumping into someone in her hurry totgeher room and
change. 'Oh, sorry!" she gasped apologeticaliiydi't see—Robert!



‘The one and only," he grinned at her, holding dtearm's length.
'‘Hey, what have you been doing to yourself?' hevrfiexd..

She hugged him, laughing happily. "That's nice! Yiauen't seen me
for three weeks and already you're insulting mig $ut her hand
through his _ arm. 'How did you get here? Are ytayiag long?
Whereare you staying?'

'l came down on the train, I'm staying a coupledays, and I'm
booked into a cheap boarding house round the corvieur
stepmother seemed to think you were lonely, so I-'

'‘Celeste? Celeste's been in touch with you?'

'‘Well, we did meet that time, and although she do@pprove of me
she seemed to think you needed a friend right r@aterwise she
wouldn't give me the time of day,' he grinned umzgy, the freckles
that often go with red hair giving him a boyish koo

She looked at him anxiously. '‘But what about Pa¥y® know how
upset she gets if you go away. Look at the timawaet to Wales for
the week—she looked terrible when we got home.'

'‘She should be okay for a couple of days. | leftihne¢he care of Mrs
Holmes, you know how they get on together.’

Robert owned a Siamese cat called Patsy. He hautlfbar as a
four-week-old kitten, roaming about the streetsrayyfor her mother.

Advertising hadn't brought forth her owner, andsthias possibly
because she had a slight defect in one of herlegg] causing a very
slight limp. Consequently Robert had kept her, simel had become
very possessive of him in the process.

The previous year, when Patsy was just over agldaeight of them
from the college had gone to Wales for a two-weikkng holiday.
After only a week Robert had had to return homésyaas pining



for him so badly. Suzanne had returned with hingabise strictly
speaking she was supposed to be his partner, socla¢ was very
fond of Patsy herself.

‘You're sure she'll be all right?' She frowned.

Robert grinned. 'Of course she will. It will proyalblo her good to
realise | can't be at her beck and call all theetiirhaven't forgiven
her for ruining our last holiday together yet. 8h@robably
appreciate me more for this separation.'

‘You are cruel, you know how much she loves you.'
‘Mm, but she's very restricting at times, as we vezll know.'

‘Yes.' Last summer wasn't the only time Patsy hated their plans.

With an intelligence that most Siamese cats sedm@ossess, she
had learnt that when she wanted her beloved mtsttay at home
with her she only had to 'play sick’, and she legarit to use this to
great advantage. And poor Robert usually fell fonever knowing

whether the illness was real or simply put on,isiggt home with his

'sick’ cat, much to her delight.

'‘Don't worry about her, Suzanne. I'll soon knowhe isn't all right,’
he grimaced. 'And no doubt she'll find a suitabkeywo make her
displeasure felt.'

'‘No doubt," she laughingly agreed with him. 'So il you arrive £

‘At the hotel? Oh, about five minutes ago. | was asking for you at
the desk when this gentleman-'

Suzanne's eyes flew to the man standing to oneo$ithes reception
area. Cesare! Her eyes began to glow, until shersmaontempt with
which he was looking at the two of them, and thatlisuddenly died
out of her face leaving her paler than ever. Thes no gladness to



see her there in that cold harsh face, and shesdisbw that she had
already returned to Manchester.

'‘Suzanne,' he nodded stiffly. 'l am afraid | did have the chance
earlier to introduce myself to your— friend. Cesédartino,' he
nodded coldly.

'Robert Thompson.' Robert put his hand out politelype shaken
firmly by the other man.

'‘ConteCesare Martino," Suzanne put in pointedly.
Robert's eyes widened. '‘Conte?' he repeated dazedly

‘Cesare will do," the other man said haughtilyuiye-friend ..." again
that slight pause and Suzanne looked at him shaidtyThompson

was asking for you. As | had already done so mygaibught it only

fair to tell him you had gone out. Celeste said fad gone to the
Park.’

‘That's right." A slight catch in her voice made $@und shaky. "You
were asking for me?' she asked Cesare.

He shrugged his wide powerful shoulders. ‘It was Ingportant. |
will speak to you at a more—convenient time." Watlpolite but
frosty smile at the two of them he excused himself.

'Oh, but-' Suzanne looked at his retreating baek distress evident
in her candid green eyes. She turned to Robetthshg his arm as if
for understanding. 'l won't be a minute, RobertuYwn't go away?'

At least his grin was normal, and she felt she adewrmality at the
moment. 'I'll be fine," he assured her.

She caught up with Cesare at the stairs, partrabtaen hysterically
registering that he never seemed to use the 'lfesare,’ her voice



came out husky and uncertain, and she cursed hdmeher
stupidity.

He turned to look at her, raising one dark hauglgbrow. 'Yes?' His
tone wasn't encouraging.

‘You said you'd been asking for me,' she said biesgly.
'So?'
'So I'm here.' Her eyes were pleading.

If anything he became more withdrawn. 'l also gacduld wait until
a more convenient time. Your— friend must be becghmpatient.’

'‘Why do you keep sayinfriend like that?' Anger at his dismissive
tone entered her voice. 'That's the third time!"

'l was not counting. As to why I call him that, tih@what he is, is he
not?'

‘Yes, but——=
‘Then you have answered your own question.'
'It's thewayyou say it,' she insisted.

'l am sorry if you do not like it. | will endeavounot to do it again,' he
turned away.

'‘Cesareplease!’

'Pleasewhat}' His eyes glittered a dangerous metallic grey.ybDo
not think it advisable to deal with one lover befgou attempt to
interest another? After all, he has left his wifehame to visit you
here. Because you a@nely' he added in disgust.



She couldn't gather her thoughts together; shétdidderstand what
he meant. 'Wife? What wife?'

Cesare's mouth turned back in a sneer. 'Do noemutetvith me,
Suzanne. | did not intentionally listen to your ¢ersation, but it was
iImpossible not to overhear some of it. Are you ashamed of
yourself? But of course you are not! My first asption of you was
correct—you are completely permissive, utterly withmorals!'

She shook her head. 'Y-you're wrong. | don't undacswhat you're
talking about.’

'l thought my meaning was perfectly clear,' he saitlingly. 'l abhor
your behaviour with this man, can find no excugeittdNow if you
will excuse me.’

'Oh, but--'

He didn't look at her again but walked unhurriedlyay. Suzanne
walked shakily back to Robert's side, her eyes hage very
bewildered. What on earth was Cesare talking abRotiert didn't
have a wife! Surely he didn't think Robert was tmarried man
Celeste had referred to? Surely not; he had ncs ldasisuch an
assumption, none at all.

Robert touched her arm, bringing her back to anremess of her
surroundings. 'All right?' he asked gently.

'‘What? Oh—Oh, yes.' She gave a bright smile thanidooling
anyone, especially Robert, who had known her fer st three
years.

'‘Quite an impressive man,' he remarked casually.

'Mm? Oh—the Conte? Yes—Yes, he is.'



'l didn't realise you had exalted friends.’

This time her smile was genuine. 'l don't. He'se€&l's choice of a
husband—at least, he was. | think she's changenhimek:'

'So who's the lucky man now?’

'‘Don't be cynical, Robert. Let's go into the lounguld you like tea
or something?' she asked, remembering her manners.

"Tea would be fine.'

The tea was ordered, they both went into the loupg&ing a table
that overlooked the pool. Suzanne was still shakirmm her
encounter with Cesare. Two weeks now he had beag,amd when
he came back they had had another argument, ondidiie even
understand.

‘Nice hotel," Robert remarked.
'Yes,' she agreed huskily. 'Conte Martino owns it.'

'He must be a rich man. But of course he is if ybear stepmama
thought him worthy enough to marry her. You havesid me who
she has on her hook yet,' he reminded her.

'‘As charming as ever, | see,' Celeste remarked fselmnd him,
waving him back down as he made to rise politélyn glad you
could come, Robert. Suzanne's looking better ajrealthough the
same can't be said for Cesare. I've just seen hdrha looks like a
thundercloud. He was barely civil.'

‘Suzanne just introduced me to him.’

'Did she now?' One eyebrow rose. 'So that's theorefor his bad
mood.' She looked at Suzanne. 'l hope you didmtinrmy sending for



Robert, but you've looked so miserable the last deys, and for
some inexplicable reason you find his company angu'si

‘Thanks!" Robert grinned at her, completely undadint

'It was a lovely idea, Celeste." And totally unltkee Celeste of old.
But this wasn't the Celeste of a week ago, thisavasw Celeste, a
softer, more relaxed Celeste, who found time toplEasant to

Suzanne in a perfectly spontaneous manner.

She frowned. 'l thought so at the time. Now I'm sotsure. | didn't
know Cesare would be returning today. | could haste made things
worse.'

Suzanne didn't know how they possibly could be shetdidn't argue
with her. '‘Well, I'm pleased to see Robert, replBased,' she smiled
at him.

‘Thank God for that! So far | haven't understoodf hae
conversation. | thought the Conte wasirfriend?' he said to Celeste.

'l thought so too. But it seems Cesare had otleasidOnce he'd set
eyes on our little Suzanne | couldn't get a lookSa I've decided to

forgo the title and simply settle for money. | ddmve the time or

money enough of my own to do any other,' she sladigg

'Would someone please explain what's going on?eRalied. 'Are
you trying to tell me the Conte wants to marry Sune®’

Celeste laughed softly. 'I'm not trying to tell yany such thing.
Marriage was never mentioned.'

'‘Well, he's not having her any other way!" Robard sndignantly. 'If
he's dared to suggest anything less than honout@bier I'll flatten
him!'



This caused Celeste even more humour. 'Oh, hedd @irright. And
| hardly think your threat would exactly frightemt'

'‘Please!" Suzanne put up a hand to her aching ¢etfiphether or not
the Conte would be frightened isn't important, lseaRobert isn't
going to threaten him. The Conte has made hisnfgelconcerning
myself very clear—they're non-existent.’

‘That isn't true, Suzanne. | saw the two' of yayetber that day, and
I_l

‘Celeste, please! | don't want to talk about it angye.'

‘All right," Celeste sighed. 'Actually | was loogirfor you to invite
you out to dinner with Vidal and myself this eveqih suppose you
may as well come too now that you're here, Robert.'

‘Thanks again!" he said dryly.
'It's in the nature of a celebration,’ Celeste anabst shyly.
'Oh, yes?'

'‘Celeste?' Suzanne looked at her excitedly. "Yoo't donean-You
aren't-'

'l am—I meanwe are,' her blue eyes shone. 'I'm so excited | c
hardly think straight. Vidal asked me to marry Hast night. Oh, |
know we haven't known each other very long, thaptederred you
first, that it's too soon to know if we really logach other. But | don't
care! I've always scoffed at this shattering threatjed falling in love,
you know that, Suzanne. But with Vidal ... Oh, $tjwant to be with
him. And he feels the same way.’

'I'm so pleased for you,' Suzanne said sincerely.



‘You've lost me again,' Robert said dazedly. "Whvidal—besides
being your future husband?’

Celeste looked at him scathingly. 'He's Vidal Maoti
‘Any relation to the Conte?"

'His brother,' she answered shortly.

'‘What is he, Italian or something like that?'

‘Something like that," she said dryly. 'Venetiartyally. And they are
SO romantic, aren't they, Suzanne?'

Suzanne frowned, shrugging. 'How would | know?"'
*You should do, you've kissed both of them.'
'‘B-both of them?'

'‘Mm," Celeste smiled. 'I'm not jealous of your aagnn the garden
with Vidal. If it happens again | might be, but rm@tthe moment.’

'l was hoping you'd forgotten it,’ Suzanne smiledfully. 'l should
have known better.'

Celeste pouted. 'Now you aren't going to argue wi¢ghtoday of all
days?'

‘No, of course not,' she laughed. 'How does tha& el about your
marriage? | suppose you've told him?'

'Vidal was going to call him today, but now it tsnecessary. Vidal
has invited him out to dinner with us this eveningthe hope of
getting him used to the idea of seeing us togétlsdre became
thoughtful. 'l suppose he'll be all right aboutHe was quite pleasant



to me earlier. Not quite so polite just now, bw#tttvas your fault, she
looked pointedly at Robert.

‘My fault? What did | do? I've only just arrived.’

'‘Exactly. When | spoke to Cesare earlier | dontka boy-friend
entered into his immediate plans for Suzanne.’

Suzanne remembered the seductive look in his eylkse had put the.
key to her room on the table, and found hersek@igg with Celeste.
But he didn't feel that way now! Why had he changgduddenly? It
had to have something to do with Robert. She toe@member her
earlier conversation with him, but could find naiiin it to make

Cesare so angry. And there could be no doubt imivedl that he had
been angry.

‘Then I'm glad | turned up.' Robert put a protextarm about her
shoulders. 'Suzanne doesn't get into relationdikpsthat, do you,
love? Not even with Venetian counts.'

Suzanne too felt glad that Robert had 'turnedatpt lthat evening,
when Cesare arrived at the dinner accompanied byexguisite

Elena. The other girl looked beautiful, and shed&d that she had
dressed with care for this evening at a well-kndvwut exclusive

restaurant in the centre of town.

The gown she wore was new, an impulsive gift frosheGte a couple
of days earlier. She had always wanted a Grecidadsgown, but

never haying much money it had been an impossibilihis gown

was a deep rose colour, and Grecian as she haédvalttis gown

was much more daring than anything she had even \wefore,

caught in at the shoulders it smoothed down in $&parate folds
over her full breasts, and gathered together atttle waistband to
fall in clinging folds to her ankles. It was a b&au gown and she
hoped she could do it justice.



Robert appeared to think so and she felt more dentifor his praise.
Cesare and Elena were already seated when theffthem arrived
at eight-thirty, although Cesare stood up politaiytheir entrance.
The introductions duly made Suzanne found herssfesl next to
Cesare, Robert on her other side, and she felt Geteste had
engineered this. She looked at her stepmother amdher give a
conspiratorial wink. Shaadplanned it!

She looked at Cesare uncertainly, hoping he hadtited Celeste's
mischievous gesture. Love had certainly changedst®land Vidal
seemed equally besotted, although it still seemkdtoa have
happened rather quickly. But they were both adatis had known
each other as long as she had known Cesare, atalvskdenim! That
was indisputable.

They were seated at a round table and this madescsation easier.
Elena Lindsay sat forward, a smile on her perfectlyved lips.
‘You're training to be a teacher, | hear, Miss Hamd?'

It had come as something of a shock to learn thatwwoman was
English. But why not? Being half English himselfsaes must have
some relatives of that nationality. 'Suzanne, @eashe answered
softly, completely aware of Cesare as he sat §ldmtween them.
Besides their first cursory greeting he had igndned completely.

'I'm at college and hope eventually to go On tahea training

college, although whether I'll actually make ibeing a fully trained

teacher | have no idea.'

‘You have doubts?' This, surprisingly, from Cesasdhe watched her
beneath lowered lids.

'I-Well, I-' She shrugged her shoulders helples$¥ho's to know
what will happen tomorrow?' .she laughed shakily.

'‘Who indeed?' he replied coldly.



'‘Perhaps you'll marry," Elena continued, lookingygastively at
Robert.

Suzanne didn't miss that look. She shook her hagthatically. 'l
doubt it.’

Cesare too looked at Robert as he chatted to Vidau could be
right,’ he drawled. 'One cannot choose where oweslo he said
distantly.

'‘No—no indeed." Again that insinuation about Rohsot being

suitable for her to love. She frowned. Where onhelaad he got that
impression? If only she could work out what they Isaid to make
his mood change so drastically from his earliertimgewith Celeste
to when he had seen her at the hotel after seesbgrRand herself.
Unless of course he just didn't like Robert beimgeh which was
highly probable.

But he had only to ask her and she could havehioldRobert was a
friend and no more than that. But he hadn't askddshe couldn't just
blurt it out. Look at the last time she had triegput him right about
jumping to conclusions; he just hadn't believed Aad he wouldn't
be any different this time. She knew by the tighthef his jaw and
the hardness of those flinty eyes.

He pointedly ignored her during the rest of the Imeat least, it
seemed pointed to her; she doubted if anyone @Beed. Celeste
and Vidal were totally engrossed with each othet due love they
had surprisingly discovered for each other. In #adal still looked
dazed with the newness of the emotions he felt rfdsvahis
sophisticated woman. Elena seemed intent on talxmg to Cesare
and as Robert seemed to feel the same way about dha
conversation there was little chance for her tk tal Cesare, even
fleetingly.



After the meal they all decided to go on to a reglid, Cesare finding

them a secluded corner. It was just after this@edéste insisted they
all dance, choosing Robert as her partner. Agaah ¢bnspiratorial

wink, and she realised why a few minutes later wGesare asked
her to dance. He had little choice really, and lef@v he had only
done it out of politeness after Vidal had askedE&le

She couldn't relax in his arms, her body stiff anglielding. He was
so distant from her, so aloof, that he didn't se¢mll like the man
who had held her passionately in his arms but astewt weeks ago.

He looked down at her. "You are upset about Videliiange of
loyalties.'

It was a statement, not a question, but neverth&aganne denied it
hotly. 'Vidal is quite at liberty to escort whom pleases.' She would
have liked to have said more, but Celeste had sWRwinert and
herself to secrecy about her marriage plans. ihedeVidal hadn't
yet told his brother and until he had it was netdoblic discussion.

'‘But you now feel neglected. Is that why you weleotne arms of
your past lover so easily?' he demanded harshly.

Suzanne stood back in his arms. 'l won't preterkahdov what you're
talking about.’

'‘Robert Thompson.'

'Robert?' she frowned. 'He's a friend, nothing ntlbaa that.'
‘Do you deny he is the married man you had anrakfiin®'

'l deny both counts.’

'‘Both?' Cesare looked puzzled. 'l do not understand



'‘Robert isn't married, and I've certainly never hadaffair with him."'

‘You do not have to pretend with me, Suzanne, Wknow much you
liked Vidal. | admit | did not approve of your asgation with him,

and would have done anything to stop it, but I'hd expect him to
then take up with your stepmother.’

To Suzanne only one part of what he had said seemgadrtant.
"You—you would have done any-thing to part Vidadl amyself?' she
repeated huskily. 'Does anything include pretendimgnterest in me
yourself so that Vidal would believe me to have ricansferred my
interest to you, the richer and also titled brother



CHAPTER EIGHT
'Is that what you think?'

Suzanne remembered his complete control on theféneir picnic

and knew it to be true, that he had only been pdibg an interest in
her as an inducement to Vidal to stop seeing hasdlf. And it had

worked! Anger boiled up within her, hot boiling arghat gave her
cheeks the warmth they had lacked of late, and djiéeeo her

sparkling green eyes.

'Yes,' she replied sharply. 'Yes, that's exactlawhthink! What a
pity you didn't quite succeed—Vidal changing hierest to Celeste
didn't enter your head at all, did it? Well, I'nadlit's happened,' she
whispered vehemently. '"You think you're so cleser,omnipotent!
Well, you're not! You can't always direct peopldises in the
directionyouthink they should go. I'm glad Vidal's defied yoeally
glad!

'l understand that you are upset and |-’

'I'm notupsetCesare,' she laughed. 'l just find it rather siakg that

you should try to deceive me this way. | never éme moment
imagined your desire for me was anythimg desire, but | certainly
didn't expect you to have improvised even that.'

Cesare was angry too now, his eyes glacial. 'Yawgdar, Suzanne!

Again she laughed, past caring where he was coadet®h no,
Cesare, you did the first time you kissed me.' Howld she act like
this when inside she felt as if she were bruisethatly she might
never recover? 'But then you're an expert, arenif gractised in all
the arts of lovemaking. Vidal warned me you werelenaut of pure
granite, | should have listened to him."You disadsme with Vidal?'
His mouth was tight.



'‘Oh no, | didn't do that. That little snippet ofanmation was just
given in passing.' She pulled out of his arms.eéelidve | have
something that belongs to you, I'll return it tomoov, | don't have it
with me.'

He frowned deeply. 'Something that belongs to meo I not
understand.'

‘Don't you? Then let me tell you. | don't accegtensive gifts from
any man, and that wristwatch certainly comes uildat category.
What did you think, Cesare, that | would be bounfhtthat | would

get out of Vidal's life for a few gifts from youHer voice had risen
shrilly, but she didn't care any more. 'When Vidakcribed you to
me he didn't go quite far enough—you're a coldeelifig, arrogant
brute, and | want nothing more to do with you! Eseune.’

She turned on her heel and made her way backitadiée, making
her excuses to leave, much to the annoyance okteelho was
enjoying herself immensely, mainly at Suzanne'sagp. 'It's early
yet,' she insisted.

'We have to leave,' Suzanne said firmly. 'Rob&aksg me to meet
some of his friends at a discotheque.’

'‘But surely he can meet them another night," Celestvned.

‘No, it has to be tonight. Robert's only down focauple of days.’
Poor Robert, he looked totally confused. As he hader been to
London before she felt sure he was mystified dgetosaying he had
friends here, but he wisely kept quiet.

Cesare had become seated again by this time, wgttiem through
enigmatic eyes. 'lf they have to leave, Celestey tire perfectly at
liberty to do so. They are probably bored by ounpany-'

'Oh, no-'



‘They want to be with people their own age,' hetiooed.

Her denial died on her lips. Cesare had just aeffelstreduced her to
the role of the immature teenager he no doubt densd her to be, so
why should she argue with him. 'Are you ready &vé& Robert?'

He gulped down the last of his whisky before stagdio his feet.
'Ready,' he agreed.

Their goodbyes made they quickly made their waythe exit,
Suzanne breathing a sigh of relief as they camewoub the street.
She held her black velvet jacket against her btigyevenings could
still be quite cool even though it was early summer

‘That was a bit sudden, wasn't it?' Robert matd¢hedsteps to her
shorter ones.

'‘What? Oh, sorry. Yes—yes, it was. That man hasyef making
even the largest of places seem too small to coiath of us,' she
muttered moodily.

‘That man ...? Oh, the Conte,’ he nodded his utadelifg. 'Bit
overpowering, isn't he, almost too much to believe.

Suzanne grinned. 'That's him exactly 1 Too damnegthmof
everything.'

'‘But especially sex appeal, hmm?' He eyed her asigo

‘That too,' she agreed. 'Oh, Robert, what am Iggando?' It was a
cry from the heart.

‘You love him, don't you?'

'‘How did you-?' she sighed. 'It's obvious, | sugpos



'‘No," he shook his head. 'No, it isn't that. Yostjaren't the same
Suzanne that left Manchester three weeks ago. &all'grown up
somehow. | had hoped | could be the one to makefgeldike this,
but | know a better man when | see him," he adohitbefully.

Suzanne put out a hand to touch his arm. 'Heashétter man than
you, Robert. You aren't cruel, and cold, and blgirgarcastic like he

Is. | can't understand why | feel this way about,the isn't at all what

| expected the man | fell in love with to look likénd he treats me as
a child,' she added disgustedly.

‘That isn't the impression dear Celeste gave, @rothe | received
myself. A child hardly describes how he regards.'you

The two of them were walking slowly beside the rjviae bright
lights of the city reflected in amazing beauty. fiéhevas quite a
breeze blowing across the water and she shivergltlgl before
wrapping her jacket more tightly about her. 'l didsay that he
doesn't find me attractive, but he also finds nvefule. You've seen
the way he treats me—nhardly polite, is it?'

‘Hardly impolite either, | don't think he could e\e that. No, | agree
with Celeste, he's definitely interested in yodidn't like the way he
looked at you at all.’

She threaded her arm through his. 'He's only egieEd, Robert.'

'Oh, | realise that, you haven't changed that mM¢here does the
beautiful Elena come into the scene? Is she hizxcdia or just a
friend?'

‘She's his cousin, actually, although | think shehes it was more
than that,' she said dryly.



'l think you're right,' he grinned. 'Look, how albdfuve really do go
on to a disco, we could have fun, discuss the crhoagk home? Like,
did you know Eddie and have got engaged?"

'‘No!" she cried excitedly. 'Tell me about it.'

In the end they didn't go to a disco but to a wffar, their
conversation taking them into the early hours of tmorning.
Suzanne enjoyed the way she could relax in Rolmemt‘goany, it was
such a change after the last few weeks. They laugme joked
together as if nothing had changed between themh,imra way
nothing had, she had always regarded him as nothimig than a
very dear friend.

They parted at the hotel with an agreement to foedtinch the next
day. 'And don't worry about the Count, SuzannepbeRoreassured
her. "Things will work out.’

Back in her room Suzanne wished he hadn't mentiQes@re again
this evening—or rather, morning. She stretched npjagv Goodness,
she was tired. It had been a long day, a long, tg

'So Vidal still hasn't told his brother?' Suzanoafemed.

'No.' Celeste pulled another dress off the raakig it from side to
side before deciding she didn't like it. She wratkher nose. 'When
Vidal and | are married | intend having all my tles specially made
for me, "none of this making do.’

Suzanne would have liked to point out that Celesi# never 'made
do', but didn't think it worth the ensuing argumeAnd how soon is
the wedding to be?’



'Oh, I don't know," Celeste replied carelessly. #r't need Cesare's
permission, you know.'

'I know that, but-'

'‘Don't fuss, Suzanne.' She picked up a lime grilescarf, holding it
against her. 'How does this look with my hair?'

'Fine," Suzanne replied distractedly. 'Couldn't wbop looking at
those clothes for a moment and talk to me sensibly?

'l asked you to come out shopping with me, not aeehsensible
conversations. | can sort out my own life, thank,yive managed to
up until now and | should think I'll continue to do. Vidal isn't the
strongest of men.’

'But Cesare told me that Vidal-'

'Supposedly has a fiancée in Venice,' Celestehi@uigor her. 'He told
me the same thing. Unfortunately for him | couldyte a damn
about this so-called fiancee, and apparently nedae Vidal.'

'‘Cesare isn't going to like it. He warned me gsitengly.’

Celeste shrugged. 'So what can he do? Vidal haswmsmoney, he
isn't dependent on Cesare for anything, not ev&johj the company
Is a family concern.’

'‘But Cesare-'

'Oh, damn Cesare!' Celeste snapped angrily. 'Vigill gtop saying
Cesare said this and Cesare said that! You're biegino sound like
Vidal. Cesare isn't omnipotent, you know.'

'He just gives that impression,' Suzanne returmgig.d



She shrugged. 'So what? Vidal will tell him abosiiruhis own good
time, I'm leaving it completely up to him.'

'‘Does he know-' She began again. 'Does Vidal kriat/ you—we
don't have any money?'

Celeste smiled. 'He knows,' she confirmed. 'l yad, Suzanne, this
hasn't happened at all the way | planned it,’ sfraidsed the assistant
who was heading in their direction. 'Falling in éowith Vidal wasn't
part of my plan. Of course he knows I'm broke, ibdibesn't make
any difference. He wasn't fooled by my rich widoautine, and
apparently neither was Cesare.’

‘Are you saying Vidal doesn't mind?"

‘Why should he? He has enough money not to needhang. We're
going house hunting this afternoon,' she exclaimeaxutedly.

Suzanne raised her eyebrows. 'You intend livingandon?'

‘Not London, but somewhere very near. Vidal will stave to travel
into work each day.'

This new unselfish Celeste was quite a surpriser dfer usual
behaviour. Not that she minded this new Celeste,jgét hoped it
was going to last. There could be no doubt thawsin love, it was
there in her glowing blue eyes and the constantecta her painted
lips.

‘Cesare will be returning to Venice quite soone€e continued.
‘Vidal has to tell him about our forthcoming magesbefore then or it
will be too late.’

She continued to chatter on, and in her excitenggin't notice
Suzanne's monosyllabic replies. Cesare would he&nieg home



soon! And when that happened she wouldn't see bamaShe was
so quiet during lunch that eventually Robert hadap something.

'‘What's happened?' He grinned. 'Is Celeste bakrtold obnoxious
self?’

Suzanne's answering smile didn't quite reach ret®hied eyes. 'Not
yet. | suppose love can change some people.' itéddinly changed
her, and not for the better; she felt so miserablas unbelievable.

'l think the younger Martino will handle her just well as the Conte
would have done. With his brother he may be aelittleak, who

wouldn't, but with a woman | should think it's angaletely different

story. He's a fine specimen, isn't he?'

'If you say so.' Vidal still wasn't her favouritergon, in fact she felt
Celeste and Vidal deserved each other.

'l thought you went out with him first?' he probed.
'Only once or twice. What are we going to do tliisraoon?’

'‘Changing the subject? Oh well, | suppose we'veudised the
Martinos enough. Oh, except—well, | met the Coratdier, he was
acting very strangely,' he frowned.

‘Strangely?’

'‘Mmm, peculiar looks, things like that. | had tleeling he heartily
dislikes me.'

'I'm sure you're wrong,"' she shook her head.méshe dislikes. He
thinks I'm after a man, any man.’

Robert burst out laughing, signalling the waiterbting their bill.
They had chosen to eat at a restaurant in towninigahe exclusive



part of London where the hotel was situated, aniimg until they
found a restaurant they liked. It was in a quidesstreet and wasn't
too crowded.

‘You've got to be kidding,' he chucklédou,a man- chaser? It took
me months to get you to even have coffee with rherd's only one
man-chaser in your family, and we both know whda tha

They spent the afternoon window-shopping, partingegearly as
Suzanne was feeling rather tired after her latdtnige previous
evening. She was in bed by ten o'clock, tossingialkestlessly in
covers that seemed far too hot and heavy. By tw&hkleck she was
up and dressed again, deciding to take a stratiargarden, at least it
was cool outside. Actually it was cool inside, iasvjust that she
wasn't in the mood for sleep. Where was Cesare?-hatie't seen
him all day. For all she knew he might have alreladtyfor Venice.
But no, Robert said he had seen him earlier, stobkin't have gone
yet.

The hotel was deserted at this time of night, efapa few meagre
night staff, so she slipped quietly out of the gider. It was curiously
guiet in the garden, although she felt sure th#tencentre of town a
mile or two away there would be plenty of peoplel amaffic, and
noise that she couldn't stand at the moment.

'Who are you sneaking off so stealthily to meeé&?handed a taut
voice. 'Your married lover, or could it be my ghlé brother?'

Suzanne swung round. 'Do you have to keep creegran me like
that?'

He looked very remote and she blanched at the ogoite his face.
‘Answer the question, Suzanne.'

She turned away uninterestedly. 'I'm not sneakihgpaneet anyone.
| came out for some air.’



‘At twelve o'clock at night?'

'‘Why not? It seems as good a time as any, espewihln you can't
sleep.

Cesare moved closer to her, his dinner jacket glegmhitely in the
darkness. 'And why can you not sleep?'

'I'm too hot,' she mumbled.

"Your room is air-conditioned, all the rooms are.’

'l didn't say the room was hot, only me.’

'Feverish thoughts of one of your lover's?' he tadin

Suzanne just wasn't in the mood for his barbed cemsnat the
moment and she turned on him angrily. 'You're rgttiyour
imagination run wild!" she said savagely. 'Or elgau know
something | don't.'

'l know your body responds to caresses like a yinelned

instrument,' he drawled, moving forward and smilglightly as she
stepped back. 'lt does not appear to be the reastia novice. | am
sure that while | was away you found someone elsatertain you.
And of course you now have Robert. God, you mustlyrebe

something for him to abandon his wife and run ddwene at your
bidding!

‘It wasn't my bidding,"' she denied impatiently.|&S¢e asked him to
come here.'

'‘But only because of your condition,’ he snappéthu' have

deteriorated since | last saw you, you have losghteyou do not
appear to sleep. This Robert loves you as muclhaspypear to love
him, so why does he not leave his wife?'



'‘Would you—in the same circumstances?’
'l do not know,' he admitted bitterly.

She knew this was some admission coming from a t&@newho
upheld the marriage vows at all costs. '"You—you'tdemow?' she
repeated.

Cesare moved away impatiently. ‘No,' he agreedytalitdo not
know. You have my permission to laugh if you wish.’

She gave a broken sound that was nothing likeghlawhy should |
laugh?' she said softly.

'‘No," he smiled sardonically. "You have little &m¢jh about, do you?
How do you think it will end, Suzanne? Will you ¢imue all your
life with this helpless passion for a married mafways on the
outside of his life but unable to give him up?’

‘You're so wrong about Robert and me, Cesare.'t tove him and
he isn't married. | don't know why you should thivkis. Celeste was
just being spiteful when she made that commenttaingithaving an
affair with a married man. It wasn't true.’

'l want you so badly mysel€ava,that | cannot think straight. You
can have no conception of how | feel just lookihgau. And you are
wasting it all orhim!" he finished with disgust.

Her eyes searched his face avidly. 'What do youn@asare? How
do you feel about me?'

'l desire you. You returned my gift to me and Iugbt | did not stand
a chance with you. But that cannot be, you must sl desire for
me or you would not have responded in my arms aswgoe done on
a number of occasions. As | could make you do nbe,added
dangerously.



'‘Could you, Cesare?' she enticed him softly, lop@inly to be in his
arms.

‘Yes!" he said savagely. 'But | do not want yolnabe me any more
than you do now.'

'l won't hate you, Cesare.'

'‘Oh God Come here ..." Strong hands grasped her, pulieg
roughly against his taut roused body. 'You havetedvthis,’ he
groaned against her mouth. 'Remember that.'

She didn't want to remember anything, she only eanmo feel, to
revel in the slumbering sensuality of this man. Bulidn't slumber
for long; his hands were doing strange things toasethey roamed
expertly over her body. His lips teased and cajoledking her
almost beg for more than those feather- light ca®en her lips.

Finally his mouth parted hers to explore furthed &rs hands were
assured against her naked back as they freelysemrdser fevered
skin. Their thighs and hips were moulded togetlsethay fused in
action and he moved against her in slow druggingements.

His hands moved up over her breasts to cradle sdelof her face,
moving his lips slowly back and forth across heruthountil she
stood on tiptoe and put her hands behind his headctease the
pressure of those pleasure-giving caresses.

‘Cesare,’ she sighed. 'Oh, Cesare ...’
‘Do not speakgara,' he replied huskily. 'Just love.'

Their breathing was ragged and laboured and Suzareve that she
could never respond to someone else with this alrandnt, with
this feeling that what she was doing was completght for her. And
there could be no doubt that she had invited tfad, asked for these



long languorous kisses, had deliberately and sdgsar@aused him
until he could not refuse the invitation of her pod

And he was not refusing, touching her bare skineb#n the thin
vest-top that was all the clothing she had on lesdiér denims. A bra
hadn't seemed necessary when she was only goimgtotihe garden
for a few minutes, and Cesare was soon awarefabi, those long
sensitive fingers soon bringing her breasts todulsating life.

‘Your body is beautiful, Suzanne,' he moaned aghars 'Perfect and
glorious.'

'‘Cesare, I-'

He stopped her words with his firm mouth. 'l do waint you to talk,
only listen. You have skin as soft as a rose patéiljure of Venus,
beautiful drowning eyes, hair the colour of sunligiiou are-' he
seemed at a loss for words. '"You are infinitelyirddxe, my darling.'

'So are you,' she admitted.

He gave a low sound of triumph before claiming i once more.
She thought she would die from the pleasure sha&gsving from

those expert hands, although her own hands hatewsst idle. The
buttons on the front of his white silk shirt werewnall undone to
reveal the dark hairs on his chest, and her hamtflaians were inside
the shirt against his warm/ skin. She could feelrtpple of muscle at
his movements and revelled in his power, just Ig\time feel of him.

She felt bereft when he removed his lips once nimregid not move
his body too, resting his chin lightly on top of linead. "You can feel
what you do to me,' he said huskily. 'Feel the pothes body of

yours has over me. And you feel the same way abmautWhen |

received back your gift | did not think that wasspible.'



Neither had the receptionist. It had been the sgiriewho had

handed her the gift and she had so obviously retuthe same gift
with just a message to give it to Conte Martinoviobsly she had
done so.

'l couldn't accept it from you,' she told him spftl

'‘Not then perhaps, but now." His lips travellednfrtner earlobe
slowly over to her mouth, tantalising her lips dapar ravish the
sweetness within. 'Mmm, that is good, so good.'

She nuzzled into his neck, loving the clean malellof him and the
tantalising roughness of his skin. 'l could nevereppt something as
valuable as that obviously was.'

'‘Not even if you become my mistress as | once agkado be?' He
carried on, not noticing the sudden stiffness ofiduely as she started
to draw away from him. "You will come back to Veawith me and |
will set you up in a house that is convenientlyrriedhe Palazzo and
yet not near enough for you to feel any embarrassme

'I-' Suzanne licked her suddenly dry lips, searglnis face for some
sign of teasing and finding none. He was actuahosis! 'Wh-what
do you mean, Cesare?'

He laughed exultantly. 'l want you to come backémice with me. |
want to possess you, utterly and completely. Yol leve my
country, it is old and sinking but has a granddupeauty not to be
equalled. | will take you to the Piazza San Maioothe Basilica,
places all tourists love to see. And | will takeuyto the Lido—you
will love the Lido, it is beautiful there and yoarcswim if you want
to. Perhaps then you will gain some of the colaur gave lost.’

She had lost even more during the last few minutes,cheeks so
deathly white that her eyes appeared like hugengreels. 'l-'



‘You have beenill, I know. But I will help you et better.'
She pulled away from him. 'l can't do what you &3&sare, | can't!'

Cesare grasped her arms, forcing her to look at iomderstand,
Suzanne. Oh God, how | understand! But | can makefgrget him.
In my arms you will-'

She shook off his hold, her happiness of a few nmisnago turning
to a living hell. 'Forget who, Cesare? What are tahking about?'

He ran a hand through his light-coloured hair. ' @b6d hompson. |
will make you forget how it feels to be in his arrhew his caresses
arouse you. You will think only of me and the exatthings we will
dotogether, the places we will go.'

'‘As long as it doesn't cause a scandal!' she steghsirilly.
‘That is as much for your sake as mine.'

‘You're old-fashioned, Cesare,' she said bittetlgts of men keep
lady friendsnowadays.'

'Like Robert Thompson has you? God, you have na aev much |
hate the thought of him touching one inch of yéie' smiled with
effort. 'But | will put that to the back of my minwvill you not come
with me? You will never have to want for anythingaa, not
anything.'

'‘For how long? Until you tire of me? Until you fisdmeone else you
desire?'

‘Suzannel' he looked shocked. 'What are you saying?

‘Nol'



'‘But why?' His eyes darkened angrily. 'You canratehthis Robert,
he must always go back to his wife.'

'‘As you will once you marry." She glared at himhd3ppen to be
slightly old-fashioned about these things myself-bdlieve in
marriage.'

Cesare's face became a shuttered mask and he vigibéirew from
her, both physically and mentally. 'l do not bedel mentioned
marriage.'

'‘No, you didn't,' she agreed. 'I'm not askyog for marriage, Cesare,
I'm not asking you for anything. | suppose | shdelel flattered that
you even desire me, but somehow | don't feel angtbut disgust.
You have the wrong idea about my morals, the wratga
completely.’

‘Think it over, Suzanne. Do not be too hasty inrydecision. We
could be happy together.’

She shook her head. 'lt's not for me.'

‘You prefer to be Robert Thompson's plaything? MydGwhat do
you see in him! What does his wife think of allsthiDoes she know
about you?'

'For the last time, Robert has no wife!' she toid bavagely, hardly
able to believe that a few short minutes ago tree/lteen trembling
passionately in each other's arms. 'l don't knowere/lyou gained
such an erroneous impression.' -

'l heard it from his own lips.'

'l don't believe it!"" Robert wouldn't tell suchia.lHe had accepted
that she didn't love him and he was too much ofead' to want to



hurt her, Cesare must have misunderstood somethatdhad been
said. She only wished she knew what it was.

Cesare shrugged. 'Believe what you want, | onlywkmdat | have
heard. So you will not come with me?"

'‘No.'

‘Then | will leave you to get this fresh air yoly yau are in need of. |
am sorry if | have offended you in any way.'

‘You haven't. | suppose | always knew you wouldy®stj something
like that. | even invited it.'

‘Goodnight.’

‘Goodnight,' she echoed huskily.

'‘What do you mean, you're leaving?' Celeste denthridleu can't
just walk out on me like this 1'

The two of them were lingering over lunch, althoungdither of them
seemed to have much of an appetite. 'I'm not walkiat on you,
Celeste, I'm merely going home.' Suzanne had corttag decision
during the long hours she had lain awake duringntblet, long hours
when she could think of little but Cesare.

Celeste's mouth tightened. 'l won't let you do it.'
'‘Don't be silly. You don't need me here, you haigaV/

‘Vidal and | have argued.’



'You—yYyou'vewhat? But why?' She was genuinely upset for Celes
believing that she and Vidal would be happy togethe

Celeste shrugged casually, but Suzanne could hell vgas more
worried by this argument than she cared to adinghould have
realised it had all happened too quickly. I'm neally so impulsive.
But anyway, it's over now.'

'‘Over? But—but it can't be! What happened?'

'Oh, he told Cesare this morning that we intendedlrying, and
apparently the haughty Conte flipped his lid. Halyelaid down the
law, said it was too soon, that Vidal was makimgistake thinking of
marrying someone like me.’

'S0? You expected a certain amount of opposition.’

'Of course | did, but | didn't expect Vidal to blaalt the first hurdle,’
Celeste said in disgust. 'l don't want to marrysone who can't even
stand up to his own brother.’

'l wouldn't have thought Cesare's approval wouldehaattered to
Vidal, he doesn't seem to like him very much.'

‘That's all a front. He actually admires his brothery much. Hating
him has just become a habit with him.’

'It didn't sound that way when he spoke to me.'
'‘Well, it is. So, I've called a halt to the mareggans.’

'‘But you can't really mean it, Celeste. I've selea two of you
together. You love him, | know you do.’



A flicker of pain crossed Celeste's face beforeas quickly masked.
'‘Love!' she scoffed. 'l let it cloud my judgment &owhile, but it won't
happen again.’

'l don't believe you. You can't just turn off lobecause it doesn't
quite work out the way you want it to." Suzanneusthénow, she still
loved Cesare even after all the things he had adcher of, and his
insulting offer.

'l can,' Celeste vowed. 'How do you think | surdvhe last few
years? Well, I'll tell you. I did it by turning oéll emotion.' She gave
a bitter laugh. 'l must have gone overboard whénally allowed
myself to feel. | don't love Vidal, it's just intadtion. He's fun and |
enjoy being with him. That's all it was, all it eve®uld be.’

Suzanne knew Celeste was kidding herself, telliagdif it was so
because she didn't want to get hurt. Poor Cel@&ié!'who could
blame her? Certainly not she; she knew what tha péiloving

someone could be like, it was almost unbearabléeB® let Celeste
believe what she was saying, although she hade#tlen§ that once
on her own Celeste would break down.

'If you say so,' she agreed.

'l do," Celeste answered firmly. 'So how are yokingout? Have
you seen Cesare lately?'

'l've seen him," Suzanne admitted with a grimdahirk that's over
too.'

'‘Was it my fault? | did try to explain to him, but-

'He wouldn't listen to you," Suzanne finished.€'ltvied to tell him
too, but it makes no impression on him. He thinlab&tt is the
married man in my life.’



'Ridiculous! | can't imagine why he should thinkka thing. He said
as much to me. Robert!" Celeste made a face. YHtrdlsort of man
to inspire that sort of impetuous feeling, is he?'

‘Now don't be nasty, Robert's a very nice boy.'

'Exactly. He's hardly old enough to be marriedalehe be having an
affair too. Cesare insisted that he heard Robearsélf talking about
his wife. | told him he was mistaken, but he sagdelven knew her
name.'

'He does?' Suzanne raised surprised eyebrows.
‘Mm, Patsy or something like that.’

'‘Patsy?' Suzanne squeaked. 'Did you say Patsy?'
‘That's right. Is something wrong?'

Patsy! Cesare thought Patsy was Robert's wifeln@hshe couldn't
believe it!



CHAPTER NINE

SHE would have laughed if she didn't feel quite so Imlike crying.
Cesare thought Patsy, a harmless cat, was Robaig¢'sHe must
have heard the two of them talking and come to detaly the wrong
conclusion.

‘Suzanne! Will you answer me? What's wrong? WhhbigsPatsy?'
'‘Patsy is a cat,' she burst out.

‘A cat!' Celeste shook her head. 'l don't believe you.'

'‘But she is.'

'How can she be? Cesare is convinced that thiy Baobert's wife.’

‘Yes, and | know how he came to that conclusion.IBio assure you
that Robert is not married and that Patsy is noentlbat a Siamese
cat. It doesn't matter now, anyway. | know Cesang&rest in me,

and it's no more than a physical thing.'

'I don't think so. Vidal said-'

‘Now don't you start," Suzanne interrupted. 'l taaint to hear what
Vidal did or did not say.'

'‘No, you're right, | don't want to hear it eith&¢leste wrinkled her
nose.

'l amleaving, Celeste,' Suzanne said firmly.
‘This is ridiculous—you can't leave me now!

Suzanne stood up. 'I'm not going to argue with yauleaving with
Robert when he goes today.'



Celeste's eyes became stormy. 'l won't let you go!

"You won't stop me,' Suzanne said calmly beforekwvglout of the

dining-room. She only had a little of her packimt [to do and a
quick telephone call to Robert to tell him she vadoé accompanying
him back to Manchester.

Her mind was firmly made up. The previous evenihg Bad spent
hours trying to decide what would be the best tiiardner to do. Her
heart told her to accept what Cesare was prepargivé, but her
mind logically told her that this was the wrongnidpito do.

Despite stating that she was an old-fashionedvgud believed in
marriage she wasn't sure that she could stand ent#be-to-face
encounter with Cesare. She would probably launckelffeinto his
arms and agree to anything he suggested.

So she thought it best to remove herself from tatrgt. There was a
chance that Cesare would be returning to Venidbemear future,

but it wasn't a certainty. So it was up to heetve. It wasn't as if she
could easily avoid seeing him; he was also stagtrigis hotel and so
used the same dining-room as Celeste and herself.

'Hello, love,' Robert greeted her with a grin.
'Robert!" she smiled at him. 'This saves me thadeof calling you.'

He raised a querying eyebrow once he heard of laesp'Running
away?' he suggested gently.

‘Certainly not! I-' she broke off at the look ors lface. 'Well, perhaps
| am. But what else would you have me do? Go badkenice with
him and be kept in luxury, but also be hidden frespectable eyes? |
don't think so, thank you, Robert.'

‘Maybe you're right. | don't-'



'‘Suzanne!' Vidal came into reception, not lookihglbhis usual self.
His hair was windswept and disarranged, and hetdabk at all sure
of himself.

Suzanne hadn't really spoken to him since she &amhtl of his
wedding plans. This hadn't been intentional, she jhat been too
wrapped up in her own feelings for Cesare to induly casual
conversation with the man she had once thougluvie. |

How immature she had been to think that just bex&idal looked
as she had imagined her dream man to look thatvehdd
immediately fall in love with him. Oh, she had wnait that she had
been very attracted to him, but one kiss from Gekad put an end to
all that.

In Cesare's arms she came alive, her body aflattepure longing
and desire. Now it was as if any time not spenlirfgevonderfully
aware of Cesare and his beautifully compelling samds just time
wasted.

Well, it looked as if she was going to be doingt thdot in future.
‘You look upset, Vidal,' she said.

'Of course | am upset,' he said in disgust. 'Celkras called off the
wedding and now will not even speak to me.'

‘Surely that was only to be expected, Vidal. Wheua gan put Cesare
before your own fiancee you have to expect trouble.

‘But | did not-' He glared ferociously at Robert.

'l would appreciate it if we did not discuss mysmeral affairs in such
a public place.’

Robert cursed himself for allowing this man's dadhagogance to
get under his skin. Arrogance seemed to be sontethan Martinos



possessed in abundance. 'Don't mind me," he stig. 8t was just
leaving.'

'‘No, you weren't,) Suzanne denied. 'We were inredle of a
personal conversation ourselves. You certainlytduoawve to leave,
Robert. We have our arrangements to make.'

Robert didn't at all like the looks he was receagvinom the older
man. 'They're quite simple, Suzanne. We have tthgeiour o'clock
train, so I'll call for you at three-thirty."'

'‘Are you sure?'He knew she referred to him leawing. 'I'm sure,' he
confirmed.

'‘Okay then, I'll see you later." Once he had le& girned angrily on
Vidal. 'Now that you've quite finished insulting nfiyend perhaps
you would like to start on me?'

Vidal sighed impatiently. 'l did not mean to be &ud your friend. |
am not myself today. Celeste refusing to speakechas confused
and upset all my plans.'

‘Upset allyour plans? How do you think Celeste feels? She wa=all
to marry you and you've let her down.’

He took a firm hold of her arm. 'Let us go out ithe garden where
we will not be disturbed.’

Suzanne reluctantly went along with him, speakiggim once they
were seated. 'What do we have to talk about, Vidlal?ve changed
your mind about marrying Celeste because your brotoesn't
approve. Forgive me if all my sympathies lie wigr land not with
you.'



'‘But you are wrong, Suzanne. | have not changedng at all.' He
patted his breast pocket. 'l have the licence fpnmarriage to Celeste
right here, | have done for several days now.'

She frowned her puzzlement. 'But Celeste said yoldoher Cesare
doesn't approve.'

'He does not. But that does not worry me. | amtaehdugh to make
my own decisions concerning my own wife.'

‘Then if | were you | would tell Celeste that sitati away. And don't
listen to any arguments, just rush her off her éaet don't give her
time to think. You know how stubborn she can be.'

He gave a rueful grin. 'l am learning. Oh, how I|laarning!'

‘Well, go on, then. Celeste was in the dining-rdos@ minutes ago,
she can't have got far.’

'First | must speak to you. Your friend Robert sgd were leaving.
Where are you going?'

'Home."
'Does Cesare know of this?"

'‘Cesare? Why should he know?' Her question camecasually
enough, but that wasn't how she felt. Cesare's rantyehad to be
mentioned and she felt a trembling mass of nerves.

'‘But you and Cesare are-Well, you are-' he soughisi mind for the
right word.

'l can guess what you're trying to say, Vidal—armad would be
completely wrong. Cesare and | aremiything.l don't know where



you gained the impression that we were." Suzanmeessfully
evaded his searching eyes.

'From Cesare himself, of course. Do you know thasoe he
disapproved of my marriage to Celeste? It was lsratiyou.'

'‘Me?' She was astounded. Surely Cesare didn'tHstenough to
include Celeste in his displeasure? 'What havened@do

‘Apparently you have told Cesare that you do nwee lthis Robert
Thompson, and so he has concluded you are in latheme. | have
told him that he is mistaken, but he insists tlmtrywan appearance
can be due to nothing else."

'‘How ridiculous! Why should | have to be in lovetivanyone? You
men are so conceited,' she said crossly.

‘Then you are not in love with me?'
‘Certainly not!" she answered angrily.

'l did not think you were. Once Cesare came ostleae | knew | did
not stand a chance with you. That was why it wasasy for Celeste
and me to become friends—and fall in love. | dousatally drop one
woman so callously in favour of another, but | cose | had lost my
charm as far as you were concerned. And Celest¢ sgein to have
so much in common..."'

‘You don't have to sound apologetic, Vidal. As yewsaid, we're not
suited at all. | don't love anyone. So you canlgafearry Celeste
with a clear conscience.'

'You are not telling the truth, Suzanne,' he shuskead. 'You are in
love, | can see that. | can also see who you alevm with. Cesare
must be a fool not to see it.'



'You're mistaken,’ she denied vehemently. It wad leaough
admitting it to herself, without everyone else igaj it.

Again he shook his head. 'l am not. And he lovestgpo.'

She looked at him sharply. 'That isn't true. | ttove him and he
doesn't love me. | admit we're attracted to eabbrobut that's all.’

It is not all,’ Vidal insisted. 'Why else shoul@gare insist that my
first duty lies with you? | will tell you why. Higalousy has led him
to believe you are in love with me, and to feelgaay he must be in
love with you himself.'

‘You're wrong, Vidal.'

'l do not think so. It is strange, is it not, thdten you and | first met |
said | would like to see Cesare bowed with lovedavoman. | did
not expect that woman to be you.’

It isn't," Suzanne told him impatiently.

'It is also strange, but | do not feel the elati@xpected to,' he said
slowly.

‘That's quite simple to explain, Vidal. You dorettdr your brother at
all, you only thought you did.’

'l think perhaps you are right. | have always besgher-in awe of
him, perhaps because he had to take care of me devas only
twenty himself, and | resented it. It is not im@mtt now. What is
important is that you see him before you leave.'

'‘No,' she said firmly. 'l don't think we have angpmato say to one
another. And | think you should go and see Celeste.'



Vidal stood up. 'Perhaps you are right.' He stoppettenly. 'Have
you thought, Suzanne, | will be your stepfather nvi@zleste and |
are married?' He gave a mischievous grin. 'l prertostry not to be
too strict.'

'You won't be strict at all, because | doubt weiket very often.
Celeste and | rarely meet." And she certainly wagoing to go
anywhere where there might be the remotest poggimf her
bumping into Cesare.

‘Things will be different when we are married. Asuy only male
relative | will be responsible for you.'

‘Don't be silly, Vidal. We won't be even vagueliated.’

'In Venice we do not take these things so lightlgu will come and
stay with us often.’

'l don't think Celeste will agree with you,' shé&dtbim with a smile.
She and Celeste might have come to a better uaddrsg of each
other during the last few weeks, but she didniiklihey would ever
be that close.

Vidal held himself haughtily. '‘Celeste and | halready discussed it.'
‘You—youhave}'

'Yes,' he replied stiffly. 'And we have agreed thating the vacation
time you will stay with us. We will of course leayeu to finish your
education in Manchester, Celeste assures me tphesfisctly correct,
but for the holidays you must come to us.'

'‘Don't you think you should have asked me firstobefmaking all
these plans for me?'

'It was not necessary. Celeste and | will be resibéa for you.'



'‘Don't you think it's rather late in the day forl€ste to be feeling this
way?'

'l know all about your life since Celeste marriediyfather, she has
held nothing back from me. But Celeste realisessisedbeen wrong,
she wishes to make it up to you for all the hamlsioiu have suffered
because of her in the past.’

'Really?’

They both turned at the shrillness of that voicea¥/moved forward,
only to stop in his tracks at the look on Celestat®e.'Cara?' he
prompted softly.

Her eyes flashed. 'Don't ydaara" me! It isn't two minutes since we
decided not to marry after all and already youlmasing Suzanne
again. | was right about you, Vidal. Thank goodrndesnd out about
you before we were married!

Vidal looked devastatedCara!' he said reproachfully.

Suzanne cut in before Celeste once again remoedtinan for using
that endearment. 'Vidal and | were only talkingJeSte. As usual
you're jumping to conclusions. Vidal came here dtk tto you,
apparently you didn't let him finish his conversatiearlier. Your
wedding plans aren't cancelled at all. Now will yletihim talk to
you?'

'Vidal?' Celeste looked at him uncertainly.

'It is true, my love. The fact that Cesare hasedhrsertain objections
IS not important. His reasoning was wrong anyway.'

'‘Excuse me,' interrupted Suzanne when it lookeifl @sleste might
launch herself into Vidal's waiting arms. 'l feéel an unwanted
third. | wish you both the best of luck. 'Bye!



She made her escape before they completely forgoexistence.
They wouldn't even notice her absence for an hosocand with any
luck by that time she would have packed and |efttbtel altogether.

The journey back to Manchester had been quite untfeNe and
Suzanne had felt relieved when they eventuallyhreddhe house
where they both rented rooms. This had been winene first met,
although their both being at college had strengteheir friendship.

Patsy was ecstatic about seeing Robert againwioigp him about
wherever he went, her purrs loud and joyful. Suezacouldn't help
laughing at the drooling cat, which caused Patsgtitk her nose
arrogantly in the air whenever she came near Has daused her
even more humour at Patsy's expense.

Oh, it was so good to be home, far away from Césalisruptive

influence on her life. She would have liked to haeen him again
before she left, but had found out from the desk tihhe Conte
Martino was out for the day, presumably at hisceffilf he had

continued asking her to go back to Venice with bl had a feeling
she would have given in, so perhaps it was as stlhadn't seen
him.

It didn't take her long to unpack the elegant cfagtshe had worn in
London, although she had no idea when she would/anywhere
smart enough to wear them again. They weren't gxtet sort of
clothes she could wear to college. In fact it wagega relief to be
able to relax in denims and a vest top.

The door to her room stood open as usual, aletharits in this house
being college students and most of them friendsy Wandered into
each other's rooms quite freely, and Suzanne loogehd smiled as
Robert walked in, followed closely by the loyal 8at



‘The crowd are all going down to the coffee-baabout an hour. Feel
like going?' He sat down on the floor, which was Uisual practice.

Suzanne put down the patchwork quilt she had bemkimg on. 'l
guess so, | haven't had anything to eat since tumeh

‘What a shame,' he teased. 'You must be almostreido death!

She looked down in exasperation as Patsy climbeshuj the bed

and sat herself down on the patchwork quilt, maldngg show of

cleaning herself. 'Look at this cat,' she saidisguaist. '‘Doesn't she
realise that some of us have work to do?'

‘She couldn't give a damn,' Robert chuckled. 'Sies i to me all the
time, especially when I'm trying to study.'

Patsy had finished washing now and was settlingenracomfortably
on the quilt. Suzanne tickled her under the chau're spoilt, young
lady," she told her sternly.

'Isn't she just? So you think your dear stepmanththa younger
Martino will definitely marry?' he asked, changihg subject.

'Yes,' she answered shortly. ‘Do we have to tatluathem?"
‘Not if you don't want to.'

'l don't." She looked up as Mrs Holmes came talthee; a woman in
her mid-fifties, she was perhaps the nearest tBupanne had ever
had to a mother. She was plump and homely and hattiened
Suzanne from the day she had moved in here twe . 'Hello,
love,' Suzanne smiled. 'I'm back from sin cityg gbked.

'So | can see.' Mrs Holmes looked harassed. '‘Andayr@ady have a
visitor.'



Suzanne raised a surprised eyebrow. Mrs Holmest disimally bring
up the visitors herself. 'A visitor?' she repeategbidly.

The man behind Mrs Holmes stepped forward and Sezgasped
her surprise. Cesare! No wonder Mrs Holmes lookbghtty
overwhelmed. She shot off the bed, disturbing teemng cat and
receiving a loud screech for her thoughtless acimbert jumped up
guiltily from his lounging position against the sidf her bed, adding
to the incongruousness of the circumstance.

'‘Cesare,' she muttered softly.

Robert shifted uncomfortably under the piercingestaf the other
man. 'Er-We-We'll see you later, Suzanne.' He sedoap the ruffled
Patsy off the bed. 'Nice to see you again, Conte.'

The Conte merely nodded acknowledgment of haviragchlim at
all, stepping into the room and closing the doonlfy behind him.
‘This is your room?' His voice was cold and clipped

Suzanne ran nervous hands down her denims, sur€dsare had
never entered such a humble abode before. 'Yes,'anBwered
defensively. 'What do you want?'

‘Well, | certainly did not want to find Robert Thpson in your
bedroom.'

'Why not? You're in it yourself now. | only havestbne room so it's
difficult not to be.' She was being shrewish and sbuldn't stop
herself. What was he doing here? Goodness, sherateft London
a few hours ago herself, he must have driven $trdigre when he
found out she had left. But why?

Cesare moved further into the room, unbuttoningjficket of his
lightweight suit. Goodness, he was handsome! 'Wagy Whompson
here?'



'I'm sure you can answer that for yourself,' she tatly.

'l could, but | would not necessarily be correcthhyWvas he here?’
There was an inflexibility about his mouth that @erded she answer.

Suzanne shrugged. 'He lives here,' she told hithftrily.
'‘With you?'

'No, not with me! He has a room on the next floor.'
‘And his wife?'

'‘Will you get it into your head that Robert is moarried!
‘And Patsy? Explain her.'

‘You just met her,' she said impatiently. 'She tesone with four
legs and covered in fur.’

‘A cat?' he asked sharply. 'Are you trying to medl Patsy is a cat?"

'I'm not just telling you, I'm almost screamingityou! If you don't
believe me just ask Robert. Or even Patsy hersélé‘dsoon let you
know that she answers to her name. Is that whatgme here for, to
guestion me again?'

'l would hardly drive all this way just to ask yadew questions. You
do realise that Vidal and Celeste are going to bgied?’

He was prowling about like a caged lion, making reym seem
smaller and shabbier than usual. 'Yes, | realige'th

'Is that why you left?'

'‘Look, Cesare, considering you said you didn'tel@ay this way to
ask me questions you're doing an awful lot oBizanne attempted a



light laugh. 'And no, that isn't why | left. | kneavfew days ago that
they intended getting married, | would have leferthif it had
bothered me. You could have asked me how | feltelalal before
assuming J was in love with him. He told me abautryrefusing to
accept Celeste as his future wife.'

'l have changed my mind. That is why | am here.yTé&e getting
married tomorrow. You will naturally wish to be tiee If you had
seen Celeste before leaving she could have explailhéhis to you.'

'l had already told her | was leaving.'
'So | believe.'
'l left her a note explaining,' she defended hérsel

'l know that also. Would you. like to collect a féwngs together and
we will be on our way.'

Suzanne looked puzzled. 'On our way where?"

‘Back to London. | have come to collect you anetadu back for the
wedding tomorrow.'

'l could have come on the train.'

*You would not have known,' he said haughtily.€liéve this house
does not have a telephone.’

‘There is such a thing as a telegram,’ she refartly.

‘Do not be so stubborn all the time, Suzanne. hame now. If you
can be ready to leave in ten minutes or so?"



'l suppose so,' she answered ungraciously. 'Althaiseems slightly
ridiculous to be returning to London so soon afeawving. I've only
been home a few hours.'

‘That is your own fault. If you had only curtailgdur impetuosity for
a few minutes | am sure Celeste would have toldtiiatiyou had no
need to return at all. After Celeste and Vidal ar@ried you can
continue to stay on at the hotel as my guest.'

His face told her nothing of his thoughts and slushed at her own
imaginings. She had no doubt what being his guesuldv
entail—nights spent in the luxury of his arms, thmdies intimately
entwined, and in the daytime acting almost likarsfiers—in fact, all
the things she feared. To let Cesare make lovestonould only
make it more difficult for her to give him up.

‘That wouldn't be possible." She held herself yagthppressing the
desire to launch herself into his arms. Here and wasn't the right
time for that, and she hoped by the time they reddtondon she
would have been able to put these thoughts ouwtioiad— and her
body, her traitorous body that softened againstimicomplete

surrender, ignoring the logical dictates of heliriora

‘You have nothing of importance to return to hehe'told her
scathingly.

Suzanne's hackles rose. 'This may seem nothinmutdoyt it happens
to be my home.'

‘That- is easily recognisable.'
'‘Are you being insulting?' she asked uncertainly.

'‘No, | am not,' he said patiently. "The room is mbut it is
completely you; bright and cheerful.'



IOh.I

‘Yes, oh. Now would you please get some of yourghitogether so
that we can be on our way. | do not want to arbaek too late.' He
relaxed his long length in the only armchair intbhem, watching her
through shuttered eyes.

'Oh. Right." She became flustered as he contiruadtch her as she
pulled out her suitcase from under the bed andrbdgawing things
inside. She swore as a lace bra landed on thedldus feet, picking
it up and throwing it angrily into the case.

'‘Calm down, Suzanne,' Cesare broke into her angttenmgs. 'l am
not in that much of a hurry.' He sat forward, takine bra back out of
the case. 'Very nice, but | prefer you withoutyibu do not need it,
your body is young and beautiful.'

She snatched it out of his hand, burying it deejhatottom of her
case. 'l just have to go and say goodbye to Robert.

'Is that necessary?'
She flushed. 'l believe so.’

‘Very well." He stood up in one fluid movement, king up her
securely locked suitcase. 'l will wait for you ades'

Robert's door stood open, as had her own. Patsgpvawled across
the bed and Robert sat on the floor, but he stpaakiushe entered the
room. 'What did he want?"'

Suzanne explained the situation to him, not quiie & meet his
searching eyes. 'He's waiting for me now,' she é&dde

'l see,’ Robert said slowly. 'Do you have any idéeen you'll be
back?'



She shrugged. 'None at all, although | don't suppiowill be long.
The wedding's tomorrow, so | could possibly be hadke evening.'

Robert scoffed. 'l don't think so, love. In facddn't think we'll be
seeing you back here at all.'

‘What do you mean?' she asked sharply.

''ve seen the way he looks at you, Suzanne. | dveal/ that at the
first opportunity he'll have you in his bed—and feityou out for a
week.'

'‘Robert!
He laughed softly. 'Frightened? But a little exditeo, | bet?"
'‘Don't be silly," she evaded.

‘You'd better go now.' He came forward and kissedsbftly on the
lips. 'Good luck, love. | hope you'll always be pgjn your life.'

She looked at him searchingly. "You make it soukel doodbye.’
He gently touched her cheek. 'l have a feelingglextactly what it is.’

‘You're wrong, Robert. You have to be." She soundbdost
desperate. Would she be able to leave Cesare afjana® been
difficult enough the first time, she wasn't sure glould be able to do
it again. She kissed Robert quickly and ran otihefroom before she
broke down. She had a feeling of dread, a feelingavitability, that
he was right, that this was goodbye.

After a quick word with Mrs Holmes she went outlé house to find
Cesare leaning casually against a sleek black Leghbo, although
he moved swiftly enough to open the door for hee. $aw her
comfortably seated before climbing into the driveseat.



‘Everything all right?' he queried softly.

'Fine.' She couldn't look at him, it would be hadaing. She was so
much aware of him, of the closeness of his warmypot his firm
strong hands so sure on the wheel."You are vest,gue remarked
about half an hour later.

'l have nothing to say,' she said primly.

Cesare laughed softly, a husky sound deep in teath\Why are you
sulking? You did not expect me to let you go salgadid you? To
meekly give up? But this is not my way, you musb\krthat.'

'|—l—I don't know what you mean.’

‘Yes, you do,' he contradicted gently. 'l want y®uzanne, and | want
you to say you will come to me.’

'l can't—lwon'tsay that, because it wouldn't be true. I'm ndesiuio
the type of life you described for us.'

'‘Have you considered seriously what | am offeriog? A life free
from any monetary problems—oh yes, Celeste hasmteldou both
have no money, that the stay at the hotel waslpxuey for you. She
has held nothing back, your hardship as a chile,why you have
supported yourself the last few years. Does completury not
compare favourably with all that?'

"You must know it does, but I—I don't want to see ygain once we
reach the hotel!" she cried desperately.

'‘But we are not going to the hotel,' he told hémba

'‘We—we aren't? But—why aren't we?"'



'‘Because | do not wish to go there. We are goin@ teouse in
Guildford. You know the town?"

''ve heard of it. But why are we going there?"

Cesare looked at her, raising one eyebrow mockiridifay do you
think?'

She turned in her seat to look at him. "You—youtaaean it!'
'Oh, but | do.’

Another quick glance at his set face told her ti@twould not be
moved by tears. But did she want to fight him aryreé®? Didn't she
want to give in, place her future in his hands,nmatter what the
outcome?

By the time they reached Guildford Suzanne wasgyailternately
hot and cold, her legs felt shaky and she felt shey wouldn't
support her when she had to get out of the carar€dmally halted
the car outside a well-lit detached house on thskats of the town,
turning in his seat to look at her.

His arm moved along the back of her seat, his Imaoded to caress
her tense nape under her soft blonde waves. "Willgpme into the
house with me, give yourself freely and with lowsith no
recriminations?'

Suzanne felt as if she were drowning in deep gomls) was being
tempted by eyes that compelled and cajoled at nd¢re same time.
‘Yes,' she agreed huskily, feeling as if all thisrevhappening in a
dream. Was this really her casually agreeing tooilmec Cesare's
mistress?

He lifted one of her hands and kissed her fingaeslty one, his eyes
never leaving her face. 'Thank you, Suzanne,' Whe said.



Cesare let himself into the house, although at #r@rance a woman
of about forty-five came bustling into the receptarea. 'Mr Cesare!
she greeted with a beaming smile in their generatton.

‘You have prepared for us, Molly?' he asked atter greliminary
greetings were over.

Again she smiled. 'Of course, sir. As it's so latelld you like me to
take you straight upstairs?'

'l think | can find my own way, thank you, Molly. &ill want
breakfast not later than eight-thirty— Vidal is my@ng at eleven
o'clock.’

'l know, sir. Isn't it exciting?'
'Yes, | suppose it is. Well, goodnight, Molly.'
‘Goodnight, sir, madam.’

Suzanne mumbled some form of goodnight before gldailowing
Cesare as he mounted the stairs. '‘Are you nercaug?' He turned
to look at her.

Her eyes darkened. "You must know | am. | donthisort of thing
every day of the week.'

'So | would hope.' He took her arm, leading heramls a closed
door. 'Come, Suzanne, no one is going to hurtgast of all me.' He
opened the door and pushed her gently inside.

Suzanne's eyes opened wide with shock. This wasimgr the
expected bedroom—nbut it wasn't empty! Propped ughen huge
double bed was an old lady of between seventy ajidyeyears of
age, with hair that had once been as fair as thmesm#no stood at her



side, now gone gracefully grey, but the face stithained beautiful,
the grey eyes piercing.

Cesare moved forward, lifting one of the fragileitethands to kiss
the fingertips. 'Grandmama,’ he murmured, confignBBuzanne's
half guessed at conclusion. He held out his otlaadito Suzanne,
and she walked forward as if in a dream to tak&itand- mama, |
want you to meet Suzanne. She is to be the futaréeSsa Martino.'



CHAPTER TEN

' kNow who she is, Cesare,'’ his grandmother said, hal fi
appearance belied by the strength of charactegnndice. ‘Now run
along,' she dismissed. 'I'll send Suzanne alontgetabedroom in a
few minutes.'

To Suzanne's surprise the voice appeared to beglisias her own.
But why surprise? This must be the mother of thgliEn mother
Cesare appeared to despise. Strangely enoughaierskeemed to be
functioning normally—strange, because she felt detefy numb.
Had Cesare really introduced her as his futurev8be felt sure he
had, and yet it couldn't possibly be true.

'Run along, Cesare,' his grandmother repeatedntingoing to eat
the girl, just have a little chat with her.'

Cesare bent to kiss one powdered cheek. 'All rigrandmama. But
do not keep her long, it has been a long day fdr bbus.'

‘Very well, Cesare,' she frowned at him impatieniljne sooner you
leave the quicker Suzanne will be able to go ta Bikdee you in the
morning.'

Suzanne was still watching them as if in a dreahe f&lt Cesare
bend and kiss her lips. He touched her cheek gentlg will talk
tomorrow, Suzanne,' he promised.

His grandmother patted the bed for Suzanne toosingd which she
thankfully did, feeling almost as if she were fadlidown. 'l-' her
voice came out in a squeak. 'l didn't know Cesaas laringing me
here to meet you, Mrs-' she halted as she readisedidn't know her
name. It wouldn't be the same as Cesare's, thatevesn."You will

call me Grandmama as Cesare and Vidal do.' Théadidsearched
Suzanne's face. 'You're very beautiful, my dear.’



Suzanne blushed. 'Thank you.'

‘You appeared surprised when Cesare introduced’ yiois,
grandmother said shrewdly. 'Is everything all rightween the two
of you?'

Suzanne gave an uncertain smile. 'l think so. Whagan is, [—I'm
not sure.'

The older woman laughed. 'As usual Cesare has deegant. He
hasn't even asked you to marry him, has he?'

'‘Well, no, but-'

'Isn't that just like Cesare?' his grandmother klaac softly. "You
must try to understand that his arrogance is caelgleinrealised.
I'm sure he'll get round to asking you some timed Aour answer?"'

'‘Answer?' Suzanne repeated vaguely.
'‘Will you be marrying my grandson?'
'If he asks me," she nodded.

'Oh, he'll ask you, when he realises that he hgsnhdone so.' The old
lady sat back with satisfaction. 'l met your stegmeotoday.'

'Celeste?

'Yes. She and Vidal came to obtain my blessingheir marriage. |
think they will be happy together. She will certgikeep Vidal on his
toes.’

Suzanne felt herself beginning to relax. This womasn't half as
frightening as she at first appeared. 'l think@m &lthough Cesare
didn't feel too happy about them at first.'



‘That was because of you. He believed you to hevia with Vidal,
and if Vidal was what you needed to make fou hathyeyn he was
going to make sure you got him. You would not haeen happy
with Vidal, Cesare will make you a much better farsh'

'l know," the old lady patted her hand reassurinfpu're rather
bewildered by it all at the moment. Off you go tedbnow, | just
wanted to meet you and perhaps try to explain wagate is—well,
as he is. You know about his mother?'

'Yes, he told me.'

'‘Mmm, Margaret was always irresponsible. That weabably my
fault, | spoilt her terribly. Ah, well, that's watender the bridge now.
He was very lonely as a child, | tried to be a neotlv him, but—well,

| wasn't used to little boys, Margaret was an ahiyd. Then Marco,
Cesare's father, married Vidal's mother. | movedobihe Palazzo,
of course, finally thinking that Cesare had fouatheone to love him
and be the mother he needed. And for a while ikeythen Maria
died giving birth to Vidal. You can imagine the @alval this caused
to a child of five, to lose two women he loved solein life.'

‘Yes." And Suzanne could. No wonder Cesare coulddbaloof at
times, almost as if he were shutting emotion outisflife. That was
because that was exactly what he was doing.

'‘He had to grow up too soon,' his grandmother oaetil. 'He was
never allowed to be a little boy as Vidal was. Meleft it up to me to
bring up the two boys, and I'm afraid Vidal was @& more easy to
understand and love than the "more complex Cebarenly telling
you all this to help you understand that Cesarenever be an easy
person to live with.'

'l think | already know that.'



His grandmother smiled. 'Good. I'm glad we've Had little chat.
Off you go now. Your room is two doors up on thghti’

It was a lovely room, overlooking the sizeable gardut of course it
was too dark to see any of it now. There was a kogble bed in the
room, covered by a thick gold bedspread. The furaitvas white and
delicate, the carpet deep brown with a lovely tipdk that Suzanne
sank her bare feet into. The adjoining bathroom wasatching
brown and gold, and after a quick shower she cldanb& the huge
double bed, glad to relax her body, although herdmvas too active
for her to sleep.

She had entered this house this evening expeditgpve it after a
night spent in Cesare's arms. But she had misjutiged He had
introduced her to his grandmother as his futuretessa! Did he
really mean to marry her? Did he love her? Hundddguestions
besieged her and she knew she wouldn't sleep.

She turned sharply as the door handle slowly tuareta shadowy
figure entered the room. 'lt is only me, Suzan@iesare said softly.

She sat up in the bed, her eyes searching the gl@esare!' she
breathed huskily.

He came to sit on the side of the bed, leaningdoavto switch on the
bedside lamp. He was clothed in grey trousers andak silk shirt,
and she felt her breath catch in her throat a¢xpeession in his eyes.
Had he come here to claim the admission she haé?riddd he lied
to his grandmother about making her his wife?

‘Your eyes are very expressivaara. | have come here for no other
reason that to tell you I love you.'

'You—you love me?"'



'So much.' He touched her parted lips. 'l did mohe to Manchester
today to. bring you back for the wedding, | cameduse | could not
believe you had dared to leave without saying ggedb me.'

'l dared.’
'l know that," his mouth tightened angrily. '‘Butyaid you dare?'
"You must know why.' She looked away.

'‘Because of what | said to you. | was wrong toltht to you. | was
punishing you, | suppose.' He stood up to walk ng down the
room. 'Even tonight, on the way here, | could nopsurting you,
testing you.' He stopped his prowling to look at. Weam sorry for
that, but it did tell me what | wanted to know.'

‘And what was that?' Suzanne was almost afraidtthe question to
him, fearing the answer and that he might stiltdsting her.

‘You love me too," a smile lit his features. 'l wémhear you say it,
Suzanne. Tell me. Please.'

She looked away. 'l can't—I can't tell you anythikgl don't trust
you. You could be testing me again just to taunt me

A look of pain crossed his face. 'Oh, God, whatehbgtone to you!'
He came back to sit on the bed, grasping her aymslt her roughly
against him. 'l love you, Suzanne. | love youlVdaot meant to hurt
you, | love you too much to ever want to do thaiag

‘Then why did you do it?' It was an anguished cry.

'‘Because | have never learned trust, | realisenthvat | need proof all
the time. You see, even now | cannot be sure yeel thoe. You have
not said it, but | have to tell you of my own fegs anyway. It no
longer matters that you love me in return. | weatkoto Venice in the



hope of forgetting you, | threw myself back into mgrk and a hectic
social life. After a week | was ready to come badker two weeks |
was almost going insane.’

Suzanne put a hand to stop his words. 'No morear€e¥ou don't
have to say any more.'

He removed her hand, turning away. 'l want to. htmwgou to know

how badly | felt when | came back to find you indleet Thompson's
arms, how it made me cruel with you. But even thewuld not leave

you alone, | had to insult you by asking you tanibemistress. | was
in the wrong earlier,’ his face was haggard. 'lusthanot have

introduced you to my grandmother as my future wéy should

you want to marry me? I've never been kind to y@ve never acted
in a way to evoke your softer feelings towards me.'

'Please, Cesare, stop this self-torture!" she lwkggeping out of the
bed and running into his arms. 'l love you, | wamt, | need you. If
you really want to marry me I'll willingly say yeBo you want to
marry me?'

'So much, it hurts,' he groaned.

'Oh, Cesare!' She stood on tiptoe to part hisdigpis her own. Darling
Cesare, usually so arrogant and superior, nowlagrable as herself
when it came to falling in love.

Her surrender was all he needed to mould her aghinswith a
savagery that hurt her, but it was a pain she waillohgly stand for
the rest of her life. He crushed her to him urtié $ound it almost
Impossible to breathe, plundering her mouth uhi &It breathless,
her head spinning.

He cradled each side of her face, his smile fordiene. '‘Oh, my
darling, you have made me so happy.' He searchefdd® '"You are
sure about this? | will not let you go once | hgoe.'



She laughed huskily, tears of happiness slippiogvigl down her
cheeks. 'l just want to be with you— always."

Cesare strained her to him again. 'And so you $iggllhe promised
huskily. 'Oh,cara, tell me again that you love me.'

'l love you, | love you, | love you!" she cried Ipdp.

He kissed her temple, his hands moving expertly beebody. 'l will
want to hear it every minute of the day,' he warned

'‘Don't worry,' she laughed unsteadily. "You progatill. | can't seem
to stop saying it now I've started.’

He looked down at her scantily clad body. 'You ngsdt back into
bed, my darling. You are hardly dressed to receis#ors.’

She clung to him. 'You, | am. Don't go, Cesare.'Dieave me.'

A nerve pulsed erratically at his jawbone. 'l haweSuzanne. | only
came in here to tell you of my feelings for yowertainly could not
sleep until | had done so, and | doubt if you calkb.'

'l couldn't,’ she admitted. 'l was totally confus¥dur grandmother
didn't seem at all surprised when you called me—wau said |
was--'

‘When | said you were going to be my wife,’ he dimed firmly.
‘Grandmama was not surprised because | had alteddyher all
about you,' ,he smiled wryly. 'l seem to have twdd of nothing else
since | first met you.'

Her eyes widened. 'Since you first met me? Butdida't like me.'

'But | did, Suzanne. Too much, in fact. | could asthhave resorted to
violence when | saw how attracted to Vidal you wéhet | knew that



if 1 did that | would only make you dislike me mor@nd you did
dislike me, did you not?"

She nodded almost guiltily. 'I'm afraid so.’

He kissed her gently on her parted lips. 'It igiglht, cara. You had

every reason to feel like that.' He heaved a degp 4 was a brute
with you. But | did not try to get you to love nerevent you going
out with Vidal, he did not enter into my thoughtsafl. | wanted you
for myself, for no other reason. | was not faimg dealings with you
at all, | could not allow you to be alone with hewen for a few
minutes. Even that day we took you both sightseéimade sure you
spent more time with me than with Vidal.'

‘You don't mind about their marriage now?"

'l only minded in the first place for your sake. faDanieli's
daughter would never have been able to keep Vidakea side, |
realise that now.'

‘And there will be no scandal?' she asked anxiously

'‘No. | am afraid | rather exaggerated the possyt Vidal marrying
Carla. It was discussed once between Mario andlimpsie Vidal has
shown his aversion to such an arrangement frorfirgtel could not
force the issue because | myself was never wiltmgaccept an
arranged marriage for myself. | think Vidal and €3¢ deserve each
other.’

"Your grandmother said something along the saneslirBuzanne
fidgeted awkwardly with one of the buttons on hhsrts ‘Cesare,
you—you said--'

‘Do not be shy, my love. | have no secrets from'you

'"Your fiancee,' she said in a rush. 'You said sedd



'If you get back into bed | will tell you about EB&.' She did as he
asked, scrambling back under the covers. 'Thaetely he said

tightly. 'This way | cannot feel your delightful & so close against
me. We have to marry soon, Suzanne. | love yourioch to wait too

long. You have already witnessed that | do not hawanuch control

where you are concerned.’

She blushed prettily. '‘And Estella?’

He smiled at her. 'l have not forgotten Estellaetame betrothed to
her when | was only eighteen and she was seveni&éenmarriage
was not to take place until | reached twenty-ore\aas considered
adult enough to marry. The betrothal was not mwg,ideit my father
was determined to see me safely married with alyaohimy own to
care for. Perhaps he thought | had some of my mistfightiness, |
do not know, but he was not the sort of man youedgvith. And in
his way he was right, but unfortunately he died mwhavas only
twenty.'

'l know,' she put in softly. 'Vidal told me.'

'‘Mm," he frowned disapprovingly at the mention & brother and
she realised that even now he could be jealousrof®he doubted he
would get over his uncertainty until they had beerried some time
and he could feel sure of her love for him. Marrielér heart still
leapt at the thought of it. She longed with eveayt pf her to be his
wife.

'‘And?' she prompted.

'‘And | had to become the Conte earlier than expedtee marriage
was delayed, and before it could take place atea tiate Estella had
died. She was always delicate as a child, but aaghaold turned to
pneumonia. There was nothing to be done. If shditad we would
have married, | could not have let her down eveugh | did not



love her. But she did die, and | could not bringself/to enter into
another arrangement of that kind.'

Her hands slid over his shoulders to bring his heagn so that her
lips might touch his. 'I'm glad you didn't. | mighist have been
tempted to enter into that affair with a married nmgu keep
accusing me of having. Only you would have beemtbeaied man.’

He frowned. 'Celeste has a vitriolic tongue, shghtto be beaten for
telling me such a -lie. Vidal will have a hard tic@ntrolling her,' this

caused him some amusement. Then his face sob¥medale sure

you want to marry a man so much older than youftEen years are
not to be taken lightly.'

'l love you. | want to marry you,' she told hinmfily.

‘Then that is all that matters.' His head loweredi@im her lips.

Cesare stirred next to her in the huge double Inedsae stretched
lazily, her arms above her head. For the pasefiftminutes she had
been watching the play of emotions across her masbdace. She
had done the same thing every day of their yeamafriage,
cherishing these precious few minutes of absolaete@ before the
pressures of the day would take Cesare away fram he

A three-month honeymoon of extensive travellinguldeurope had
not prepared her for the time when Cesare would lsimself off in

the business part of the Palazzo from ten o'clockhe morning
sometimes until quite late at night. But he alwhgsl time for her,
she could never accuse him of neglecting her. dedieen her to all
the beautiful haunts of Venice he had once promisedl.

Nevertheless, these few minutes together in thenimgrwere
Important to her, a time when they could be congbyedlone.



It hadn't been easy for her to fit into the rolehad Contessa Martino,
having no training for such a position, but Ceshesl been a
tremendous help to her, never scolding and stantwder if
occasionally she happened to make a mistake. Siedsim herself.
During the first few months at home after their é&gmoon she had
made plenty; on one more memorable occasion sheiiadne of
Cesare's ageing aunts next to a nephew she simpligrict stand. She
and Cesare had laughed about it afterwards, hadtbeen rather
embarrassing at the time, with the aged aunt demgrad be moved
immediately. Luckily enough Cesare had smoothedgghiover and
the dinner party had turned out to be a big success

He opened his sleepy grey eyes now, reaching ppltdver down to
him. He nuzzled into her neck. '‘Good morningra mia.What are
you thinking so earnestly about?'

She squirmed with pleasure as his lips travelladrdber neck and
over her bare shoulders. 'l was thinking of owglftbgether,' she
admitted.

'‘Were they good thoughts?' he murmured from thehdepf her
creamy throat.

She smiled. 'Oh, very good.’
He leant on his elbow looking down at her. 'l awldgl

'‘How could they be anything else?' She pulled howrd to her,
raining fevered kisses over his face. 'l love yoesare. | want you to
love me.'

‘And what of the maid bringing up our morning ceffé he teased
lightly.



'‘She won't come until you ring for her—that oneeighe did taught
her never to do it again. You were in a foul temipeithe rest of the
day," Suzanne laughed huskily.

'‘She had no right to interrupt us like that." Hyg® darkened with
passion. '‘And | will personally murder her if sheed so now.' His
lips touched hers and Suzanne knew herself lost-

Hours later, her head resting on Cesare's bare, chles sighed
contentedly. 'l suppose we'll have to get out ad beon, Cesare.
Celeste and Vidal will be arriving soon.’

'Oh God, yes! | had forgotten. And you have kepthees when |
should be preparing myself to receive them,' hevified. 'When do
they arrive?'

'In about two hours' time, just after lunch, Cedesaid. And did |
really keep you here?'

'‘No, you witch, | could not leave you. Your bodyrtents me. | find
myself thinking of you at the most inopportune moise in the
middle of a business meeting, when we have peopglener. It can
be most embarrassing at times.'

'I'm sorry,' she said demurely, looking at him betw lowered lashes.

Cesare threw back the bedclothes, getting reldgtaat of the bed. 'l
could stay here and make love to you all day, bwilllnot let you
tempt me. Get yourself dressed, baggage, we mapap to greet
our guests.'

‘Are you pleased about their baby?' she asked kbgsuatching
closely for his reaction. There was none.

'Of course | am," he put on a navy silk bathroBed'Vidal is as
excited as a young boy.'



Suzanne continued to watch his face. 'We coule'tebk a deep
breath and started again. 'We could have a babyld\Mmou like
that?' She waited breathlessly for his answer.

'‘We have discussed this before, Suzanne,' he ttig. Ve have
plenty of time to have a family, so | do not see plint of discussing
it. | am in no hurry.'

'‘But, Cesare-'

‘We have plenty of time, Suzanne,' he repeatedyharsdening the
door to their bathroom and closing it firmly behimidn.

She made an effort to act naturally in front of&sét and Vidal, but it
was proving quite a strain and she felt relievee@nvhat last Cesare
and Vidal disappeared into the office to discubsisiness deal.

'‘Well," Celeste sat back more comfortably in theate chair. 'Now
perhaps you'll tell me what's wrong with you?'

'‘Wrong with me?' Suzanne repeated shrilly. 'Whyusthdhere be
anything wrong with me?"

'‘Because | know you, Suzanne. Perhaps not as wélslaould, but
better than you give me credit for.'

Suzanne attempted a light laugh. "You're becomiunte qnaternal,
Celeste. | must say you're positively blooming.'

‘Vidal and | are very happy about the baby. But lgauen't answered
my question.’

Suzanne looked away. 'There's nothing wrong with@ssare and |
are very happy together.'



'l know that. But at certain times you have shadowsur eyes. Tell
me what's wrong, Suzanne. I'm trying to help ydieleste said
softly.

"You wouldn't understand, Celeste.' Suzanne fiadiyegzvously with
the silk covering on the chair.

‘Then there is something wrong. Is it the baby?'

Suzanne looked up sharply. 'Don't be silly! Cesaxery pleased for
both of you.'

'l don't mean my baby, | mean yours.'
'‘Mine?' Suzanne evaded. 'But I'm not-Yes, | am!Hawing a baby!

Celeste smiled. 'l thought that was it. | could thege was something
different about you. What did Cesare say when pbditiim?'

'I—I haven't told him. He refuses to talk about it.
'‘How can he, when you haven't even told him?"

'He refuses to discuss having a family at allst pon't know what to
do. How can | tell him!

‘Well, he's going to know in a couple of monthsigianyway—you
can't hide something like having a baby.'

'‘But he doesn't want a family!

Celeste frowned. 'It's a bit late to realise thavnAnyway, are you
sure he feels that way?'

'l told you, he won't even talk about it.'



Celeste licked her lips. 'Actually, Suzanne, theswliscussed when
Cesare talked to me about marrying you. He seemetbnsider
twenty-four, twenty-five, was quite young enoughyou to become
a mother. | was inclined to agree with him.'

'You discussedt? But why?' Suzanne demanded.

Celeste shrugged. 'Cesare felt it necessary. Haplhpthinks you're
offering to have a baby because you feel it's yluty, and that's the
one thing he doesn't want you to feel. His own rapttad him out of
duty, and you know how that marriage ended."

‘But | want this baby. | warttis baby!

‘Then | suggest you tell him that. But wait untdure completely
alone and can be sure you won't be interruptedenadaly tonight

when you go to bed. I'm sure you'll be proved wrdimg sure Cesare
would like a child very much.’

'l hope you're right," Suzanne sighed.

She took longer over her shower that evening, lumdp tell Cesare
about their baby and yet dreading perhaps spothegwonderful
relationship they al-ready had. They loved eackmtbf that she had
no doubt, but a baby that wasn't wanted compldtgligoth of them
could ruin everything. But Celeste was right,, sbeldn't keep quiet
for much longer. Already she was having to lingehed until Cesare
had gone down to breakfast, earning herself muekirig from
Cesare, calling her lazybones and other nameghdelt wasn't that
she was lazy, at all, it was just that immediattg stepped out of
bed nausea overtook her and she had to rush teatheoom.

Cesare poked his head around the bathroom dobeast@od drying
herself, his eyes darkening at her nakedness.yduenot coming to
bed,-Suzanne?'



'Oh yes—yes. |—I won't be a moment.' She finishaand herself
and donned her sheer blue cotton nightdress bpaatding into the
bedroom. She looked down guiltily. 'Cesare, |—I &@omething |
want to talk to you about.’

He patted the vacant half of the bed beside hiomm€to bed¢ara,
we can talk better in each other's arms.'-,

She was tempted, but slowly shook her head. Sh&ltouhink
straight when in his arms. 'No, |—I can tell youtbe from over
here.’

Cesare leant back against the velvet headboardarms folded
across his bare chest. 'That sounds ominous. Wavat you done?
Spent all your allowance?'

‘You know my allowance is far too much for me teersg .it all! |
hardly go anywhere where | can spend money anyway.'

'Is that what is wrong with you, you wish to go oure? You have
only to say, Suzanne, you know | will take you wdver-'

'‘Will you be quiet, Cesare!" she cut in, her vortgng in her
agitation. 'l don't want to talk to you about thagll. I—I'm going to
have a baby! No-' she couldn't look at him, 'l devént you to say
anything. | love you, Cesare, | love you very mughd | want this
baby. | know it's too soon, | know you don't wanthald yet, but it
wasn't my fault!" To her horror she burst into sedt wasn't my fault,'
she repeated brokenly.

Cesare burst into a torrent of his own languagmetbing he didn't
do very often in her company. Oh God, he was angftyat could she
do? She heard him close behind her and felt hepgdléd back
against the hardness of his body, his face buridgi' throat as his
hands spread possessively across her still flatasth.



‘You carry my child," he said in a voice of wondArchild made from
our love.'

Her eyes widened at the gentleness of his voiagu “¥you aren't
angry?'

He spun her round to face him, his face lit by iest tender smile
she had ever seen. 'Angry?' he looked puzzled. "#Wiopld | be
angry?'

'l thought you would be.' Relief began to enter @iy and she felt
almost faint. 'lI-You never seemed to want to tabbowdt it. |
thought—I thought perhaps —because of your motberdydn't trust
me to have your child, that you didn't want me &véna child and
then desert you.'

Cesare led her over to the bed and sat her dowuo.iYust take things
easy now, | shall have to be as protective overam¥idal is with
Celeste. | think I will enjoy spoiling you a littlmore.'

'‘But, Cesare-'

'Hush,cara,'he tucked her beneath the covers. 'You must streds
yourself any more. Your imagination has been waykavertime
these last few weeks. To imagine | do not wanttgduave my child!

I admit | did not want it to happen just yet, bhatwas for your sake,
not mine. You married young, | did not want youezome a mother
until you were ready for it. But it had nothingdo with the way my
mother acted, you are nothing like my mother.' Wéched out the
light and she felt the bed give on his side aslingbed in beside her,
pulling her gently into the circle of his armswént this baby too,' he
kissed her softly. 'And if you're happy about iifgenow then it is not
too soon, it is just right. But | have to disagvaéh you about it not
being your fault. | consider it solely your fault.’

‘You—you do?"



'‘Mmm,"' his body hardened against her. "You temptunté | cannot
think straight, drive me to distraction at the mosbnvenient times,
until I can think of nothing but making love to ydtike now.'

'Oh, Cesare!' she smiled at him tremulously.

'‘Come, Suzanne, can you not show me how much yee toe,
before our child makes it impossible for you tost®'.

She touched him with feather-light fingertips. ‘WWave months
before that happens.'

She saw him grin in the darkness. 'l know that/] imtend to take full
advantage of the opportunities left to me. Nows kige.'

'Yes, Cesare.' And she proceeded to do so.



