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With just two weeks until the wedding, it was tade for Aysha
Benini to back out of marrying Carlo Santangeloeiyone expected
her to be a radiant bride, blissfully entering armage of

convenience that would unite two powerful familiegysha would

gain wealth, status - and a fabulously good-lookingband! Only,
she couldn't ignore two painful facts: one, shepdestely loved
Carlo; two, he clearly had no intention of giving bis glamorous
mistress. Could she convince Carlo to be more tha@onvenient
bridegroom?



CHAPTER ONE
'NIGHT, cara. You will be staying over, won't you?'

Subtle, very subtle, Aysha conceded. It never ce&s@maze that
her mother could state a command in the form afggesstion, and
phrase it as a question. As if Aysha had a choice.

For as long as she could remember, her life had tage-managed.
The most exclusive of private schools, extra-cutac private
tuition. Holidays abroad, winter resorts. Balletding school,
languages... she spoke fluent Italian and French.

Aysha Benini was a product of her parents' upbnggFashioned,
styled and presented as a visual attestation tdalyfamealth and
status.

Something which must be upheld at any cost.

Even her chosen career as an interior decoratadatidthe overall
image.

‘Darling?’

Aysha crossed the room and brushed her lips tonog¢ner's cheek.
‘Probably.’

Teresa Benini allowed one eyebrow to form an elegach. "Your
father and | won't expect you home.'

Case closed. Aysha checked her evening purseiestleer car key,
and turned towards the door. 'See you later.'

'‘Have a good time.'



What did Teresa Benini considegaod tim@ An exquisitely served
meal eaten in a trendy restaurant with Carlo Saedan followed by
a long night of loving in Carlo's bed?

Aysha slid in behind the wheel of her black PorsCherera, fired the
engine, then eased the car down the driveway,edetie electronic
gates, and traversed the quiet tree-lined stregartts the main
arterial road leading from suburban Vaucluse ihtodity.

A shaft of sunlight caught the diamond-studded dmdd with its
magnificent solitaire on the third finger of heftlband. Brilliantly
designed, horrendously expensive, it was a bdjittsymbol
representing the intended union of Giuseppe Bangdughter to
Luigi Santangelo's son.

Benini-Santangelo, Aysha mused as she joined tlogv fbf
city-bound traffic.

Two immigrants from two neighbouring properties annorthern
Italian town had travelled in their late teens @iy, where they'd
worked two jobs every day of the week, saved eweny, and setup a
cement business in their mid-twenties. ,

Forty years on, Benini-Santangelo was a major nam@ydney's
building industry, with a huge plant and a fleetohcrete tankers.

Each man had married a suitable wife, sadly prodlocdy one child
apiece; they lived in fine homes, drove expensars,cand had given
their children 'the best education that money cbuigl

Both families had interacted closely on a social personal level for
as long as Aysha could remember. The bond betweem tvas
strong, more than friends. Almost family.



The New South Head Road wound down towards Rose &&y
Aysha took a moment to admire the view.

At six-thirty on a fine late summer's evening tloe@n resembled a
sapphire jewel, merging with a sky clear of clougbollution. Prime
real estate overlooked numerous coves and baysewVamious
sailing craft lay anchored. Tall city buildings eosn differing
architectural design, structured towers of glasssteel, providing a
splendid backdrop to the Opera House and the wide ®f the
Harbour Bridge.

Traffic became more dense as she drew close toitheand there
were the inevitable delays at computer-controligdrsections.

Consequently it was almost seven when she drewth@ocurved
entrance of the hotel and consigned her car td pal&ing.

She couldshouldhave allowed Carlo to collect her, or at leastetm
to his apartment. It would have been more pragts=isible.

Except tonight she didn't fesénsible.

Aysha nodded to the concierge as she entered biy,l@and she
hadn't taken more than three steps towards the baskfas and
single chairs when a familiar male frame rose tib Hieight and
moved forward to greet her.

Carlo Santangelo.

Just the sight of him was enough to send her haaihg to a
guickened beat. Her breath caught in herthroatshedorced herself
to monitor the rise and fall of her chest.

In his late thirties, he stood three inches oveffeset and possessec
the broad shoulders and hard- muscled body of awmncoveted



physical fitness. Sculpted raw-boned facial featuheghlighted
planes and angles, accenting a powerful jaw, strdmg, and a
sensuously moulded mouth. Well-cut thick dark brokair was
stylishly groomed, and his eyes were incrediblyjkdalmost black.

Aysha had no recollection of witnessing his temet there could
be no doubt he possessed one, for his eyes cokdrde obsidian,
the mouth thin, and his voice assume the chillnoica floe.

‘Aysha.' He leant down and brushed his mouth agdias own,
lingered, then he lifted his head and caught bbtireohands in his.

Dear God, he was something. The clean male smbihofeased her
nostrils, combining with his subtle aftershave.

Her stomach executed a series of somersaults, andptise
hammered heavily enough to be almost audible. bedagfect him
the way he affected her?

Doubtful, she conceded, aware of precisely wheeefdted in the

scheme of things. Bianca had been his first Idwe beautiful young
girl he'd married ten years ago, only to lose hex fatal car accident
mere weeks after the honeymoon. Aysha had criedtdiéars at the
wedding, and wept openly at Bianca's funeral.

Afterwards he'd flung himself into work, earningegputation in the
business arena as a superb strategist, able tbiategwoith enviable
skill.

He had dated many women, and selectively taken thlegtoffered
without thought of replacing the beautiful yound gtho had all too
briefly shared his name.



Until last year, when he'd focused his attention Apsha,
strengthening the affectionate bond between tham something
much more personal, more intimate.

His proposal of marriage had overwhelmed her, farldcChad been

the object of her affection for as long as shedosinember, and she
could pinpoint the moment when teenage hero-worisagchanged

and deepened into love.

A one-sided love, for she was under no illusione fimarriage would
strengthen the Benini-Santangelo conglomerate angefit into
another generation.

‘Hungry?'

At the sound of Carlo's drawled query Aysha offeeesvinsome
smile, and her eyes assumed a teasing sparkleirtgta

‘Then let's go eat, shall we?' Carlo placed anraumd her waist and
led her towards a bank of elevators.

The top of her head came level with his shoulded, ker slender
frame held a fragility that was in direct contresistrength of mind
and body.

She could, he reflected musingly as he depresseththbutton, have
turned into a terrible brat. Yet for all the pampgr by an indulgent
but fiercely protective mother, Aysha was withoutlg. Nor did she
have an inflated sense of her own importance. &dstshe was a
warm, intelligent, witty and very attractive youmgoman whose
smile transformed her features into something duetutiful.

The restaurant was situated on a high floor oftenmagnificent
views of the city and harbour. Expensive, exclusared a personal



favourite, for the chef was a true artiste witheapertise and flair that
had earned him fame and fortune in several Europeantries.

The lift doors slid open, and she preceded Cattothre cubicle, then
stood in silence as they were transported withteeic speed.

"That bad, hmm?'

Aysha cast him a quick glance, saw the musing gmi@pparent,
and didn't know whether to be amused or resignathée'd divined
her silence and successfully attributed it to astghalay.

Was she that transparent? Somehow she didn't $oin&t least not
with most people. However, Carlo was an entityoallhis own, and
she'd accepted a long time ago that there was lieyshe could
manage to keep hidden from him.

‘Where would you like me to begin?' She wrinkled hese at him,
then she lifted a hand and proceeded to tick afthdanger in turn.
‘An irate client, an even more irate floor managaported fabric
caught up in a wharf strike, or the dress fittimgi hell?' She rolled
her eyes. 'Choose.’

The elevator slid to a halt, and she walked asidis to the restaurant
foyer.

'Signor Santangelo, Signorina Benini. Welcome.' Thaitre d'
greeted them with a fulsome smile, and accordeuh tive deference
of valued patrons. He didn't even suggest a tafeely led them to
the one they preferred, adjacent the floor-to4agilvindow.

There was, Aysha conceded, a certain advantageimny lsocially
well placed. It afforded impeccable service.



The wine steward appeared the instant they wetedeand Aysha
deferred to Carlo's choice of white wine.

'Iced water, please,' she added, then watchedrés |€aned back in
his chair to regard her with interest.

'How is Teresa?"

‘Now there's a leading question, if ever there was,’ Aysha
declared lightly. 'Perhaps you could be more spmatif

'She's driving you insane.' His faint drawling termaused the edges
of her mouth to tilt upwards in a semblance of Wwaynour.

‘You're good. Very good,' she acknowledged withi@glrapproval.

One eyebrow rose, and there was gleaming amus@wielent. 'Shall
| try for excellent and guess the current crise?vventured. 'Or are
you going to tell me?'

‘The wedding dress.' Visualising the scene earlidre day brought a
return of tension as she vividly recalled Teresalsulated insistence
and the seamstress's restrained politeness. Damrsiipuld beso

easy. They'd agreed on the style, the materialfiThas perfect. Yet

Teresa hadn't been able to leave it alone.

'Problems?' He had no doubt there would be mangt miowhich
would be of Teresa's making.

‘The dressmaker is not appreciative of Mother&arfatence with the
design." Aysha experienced momentary remorse hi®rgbwn was
truly beautiful, a vision of silk, satin and lace.

'l see.'



'‘No," she corrected. 'You don't.' She paused asnihe steward
delivered the wine, and went through the tastimgatiwith Carlo,
before retreating.

‘What don't | see;ara?'Carlo queried lightly. "That Teresa, like mos
Italian mammaswants the perfect wedding for her daughter. Tt
perfect venue, caterers, food, windomboniera, the cake,
limousines. And the dress must be outstanding.’

‘You've forgotten the flowers," Aysha reminded hmidly. 'The
florist is at the end of his tether. The catereesdy to quit because
he sayshis tiramisu is an art form and he will nohot you
understand, use my grandmother's recipe from tdeCountry.’

Carlo's mouth formed a humorous twist. "Teresasigpeerb cook,' he
complimented blandly.

Teresa was superb at everything; that was the lgoGlonsequently,
she expected others to be equally superb.tiithéle as such, was
that while Teresa Benini enjoyed the prestige opleying thebest
money could buy, she felt bound to check evengldetail to ensure
it came up to her impossibly high standard.

Retaining household staff had always been a prolideras long as
Aysha could remember. They came and left with dmstg rapidity
due to her mother's refusal to delegate even tts mimor of chores.

The waiter arrived with the menu, and because l®nea, and very
young, they listened in silence as he explainedrineacies of each
dish, gave his considered recommendations, they sarcitously
noted their order before retreating with due defeedo relay it to the
kitchen.

Aysha lifted her glass and took a sip of chilledevathen regarded
the man seated opposite over the rim of the stenyobket.



'‘How seriously would you consider an elopement?’

Carlo swirled the wine in his goblet, then liftedte his lips and
savoured the delicate full-bodied flavour.

'Is there any particular reason why you'd wanhtur Teresa's wrath
by wrecking the social event of the year?'

‘It would never do,’ she agreed solemnly. 'Althodgh almost
inclined to plug for sanity and suffer the wrath.'

One eyebrow slanted, and his dark eyes assumeidzacaligleam.

The waiter delivered their starters; minestrone arsdiperb linguini
with seafood sauce.

"Two weeksgcara,' Carlo reminded her.
It was a lifetime. One she wasn't sure she'd sanvitact.

She should have moved out of home into an apartofeimér own.

Would have, if Teresa hadn't dismissed the ideadasilous when

she had a wing in the house all to herself, corapheth gym, sauna
and entertainment lounge. She had her own cagwergarage, and
technically she could come and go as she pleased.

Aysha picked up her fork, deftly wound on a portmihpasta and
savoured it. Ambrosia. The sauce \pasfecto.

'‘Good?"

She wound on another portion and held it to his. lipry some.' She
hadn't intended it to be an intimate gesture, aed dyes flared
slightly as he placed his fingers over hers, guithedfork, and then
held her gaze as he slid the pasta into his mouth.



Her stomach jolted, then settled, and she wasngilto swear she
could hear her own heartbeat thudding in her ears.

He didn't even have to try, and she became caughwith the
alchemy that was his alone.

A warm smile curved his lips as he dipped a spamio ihis
minestrone and lifted it invitingly towards her owhVant to try
mine?'

She took a small mouthful, then shook her head Wieeoffered her
another. Did he realise just how difficult it was ther to retain a
measure of sangfroid at moments like these?

'‘We have a rehearsal at the church tomorrow evénidgrio
reminded her, and saw her eyes darken.

Aysha replaced her fork, her appetite temporarilynicished.
'Six-thirty,' she concurred evenly. 'After whichetivedding party
dine together.’

Both sets of parents, the bride and groom to-leebtidesmaids and
their attendants, the flower girls and page boyktheir parents.

Followed the next day by a bridal shower. Hardtpasaual affair, with
just very close friends, a few nibblies and chamgad he guest list
numbered fifty, it was being catered, and Teresd amanged
entertainment.

To add to her stress levels, she'd stubbornly eefus begin six
weeks' leave of absence from work until a fortniglefore the
wedding.

On the positive side, it kept her busy, her mindupeed, and
minimised the growing tension with her mother. Tregative was



hours early morning and evening spent at the biadtiy
harbourside mansion Carlo had built, overseeindallasion of
carpets, drapes, selecting furniture, co-ordinatmigurs. And doing
battle with Teresa when their tastes didn't matcid deresa
overstretched her advisory capacity. Something kiappened
fairly frequently.

‘Penny for them.’
Aysha glanced across the table and caught Caelssng smile.

'l was thinking about the house.' That much was. titls all coming
together very well.'

‘You're happy with it?'

'‘How could | not be?' she countered simply, visiiadj the modern
architectural design with its fivesound-proofed-seintained wings
converging onto a central courtyard. The interi@svdesigned for
light and space, with a suspended art gallery, allstineatre and
games room. A sunken area featured spa and sauha,jat pool.

It was a showcase, a place to entertain guestsumidess associates.
Aysha planned to make it a home.

The wine waiter appeared and refilled each gobdgwed closely
by the young waiter, who removed their plates pt@serving the
main course.

Carlo ate with the enjoyment of a man who consunmagishment
wisely but well, his use of cutlery decisive.

He was the consummate male, sophisticated, dynamicpossessed
of a primitive sensuality that drew women to hikela magnet. Men



envied his ruthlessness and charm, and knew théioatron to be
lethal.

Aysha recognised each and every one of his qusldied wondered
if she was woman enough to hold him.

‘Would you care to order dessert, Mi& Benini?'

The young waiter's desire to please was almost eagsng, and she
offered him a gentle smile. 'No, thanks, I'll sfthr coffee.’

‘You've made a conquest,’ Carlo drawled as theewagtreated from
their table.

Her eyes danced with latent mischief. 'Ah, you tha&ynicest things.'
‘Should | appear jealous, do you think?'

She wanted to saynly if you are. And since that was unlikely, it
became easy to play the game.

'‘Well, heis young, and good-looking." She pretended to consid
'‘Probably a university student working nights toy pfor his
education. Which would indicate he has potent&tié held Carlo's
dark gleaming gaze and offered him a brilliant smiDo you think
he'd give up the room he probably rents, sell heels...a Vespa
scooter at a guess...and be a kept toy-boy?'

His soft laughter sent shivers over the surfadeeofskin, raising fine
body hairs as all her nerve- endings went haywire.

'l think | should take you home.'

'l came in my own car, remember?' she reminded and, saw his
eyes darken, the gleam intensify.



‘A bid for independence, or an indication you'regmng to share my
bed tonight?'

She summoned a winsome smile, and her eyes shaheweked
humour. 'Teresa is of the opinion catering to yphysical needs
should definitely be my priority.'

'‘And Teresa knows best?' His voice was silky- simoartd she wasn't
deceived for a second.

'‘My mother believes in covering all the bases,'fyeelayed lightly.

His gaze didn't shift, and she was almost willingstvear he could
read her mind. 'As you do?"

Her expression sobered. 'l don't have a hiddendageid he know
she was in love with him? Had loved him for as l@sgshe could
remember? She hoped not, for it would afford him wfair
advantage.

'Finish your coffee,' Carlo bade gently. 'Then Wedve.' He lifted a
hand in silent summons, and the waiter appearddthet bill.

Aysha watched as Carlo signed the slip and addeti@rous tip, then
he leaned back in his chair and surveyed her thtuliyh

She was tense, but covered it well. His eyes naddaintly. 'Do we
have anything planned next weekend?'

‘Mother has something scheduled for every day dimélwedding,'
she declared with unaccustomed cynicism.

'Have Teresa reorganise her diary.'

Aysha looked at him with interest. 'And if she wah'



‘Tell her I've surprised you with airline ticketsdaaccommodation
for a weekend on the Gold Coast.'

‘Have you?'

His smile held humour. Til make the call the minute reach my
apartment.’

Her eyes shone, and she broke into light laughtdy. knight in
shining armour.'

Carlo's voice was low, husky, and held amusemé&sicape,' he

accorded. 'Albeit brief.' He stood to his feet amalched out a hand to
take hold of hers. His gleaming gaze seared rigbugh to her heart.

‘You can thank me later.’

Together they made their way through the room e¢oftbnt desk.

The maitre d' was courteously solicitous. 'I'll ssge with the
concierge to have your cars brought to the frobtaece.’

Both vehicles were waiting when they reached théyo Carlo saw
her seated behind the wheel of her Porsche, thesrdssed to his
Mercedes to fire the engine within seconds and edsdhe line of
traffic.

Aysha followed, sticking close behind him as hedraed the inner
city streets heading east towards Rose Bay andpémghouse
apartment.

When they reached it she drove down into the umdargl car park,
took the space adjoining his private bay, then eallat his side
towards the bank of lifts in companionable silence.



They didn'tneeda house, she determined minutes later as sheester
into the plush apartment lobby.

The drapes weren't drawn, and the view out over#r®our was
magnificent. Fairy lights, she mused as she crogsetbunge to the
floor-to-ceiling glass stretching across one entiad.

City buildings, street lights, brightly colouredamevying with tall
concrete spires and an indigo sky.

Aysha heard him pick up the phone, followed by sbend of his
voice as he arranged flights and accommodatiorifferfollowing
weekend.

'‘We could have easily lived here,' she murmureldeasame to stand
behind her.

'So we could.' He put his arms around her waistparniéd her back
against him.

She felt his chin rest on the top of her head, e tise warmth of his
breath as it teased her hair, and was unable veptéhe slight shiver
as his lips sought the vulnerable hollow beneathidbe of one ear.

She almost closed her eyes and pretended it whsTtest love not
lust, andneednot want, was Carlo's motivation.

A silent groan rose and died in her throat as lnatmtravelled to the
edge of her neck and nuzzled, his tongue, hiseiptic instruments
as he tantalised the rapidly beating pulse.

His hands moved, one to her breast as he sougitsitise peak,
while the other splayed low over her stomach.



She wanted to urge him to quicken the pace, toedsp with her
clothes while she feverishly tore every barriemfrbis body until
there was nothing between them.

She wanted to be lifted high in his arms and smkmdonto him, then
clutch hold of him as he took her for the ride ef hfe.

Everything about him was too controlled. Even ind be never lost
that control completely, as she did.

There were times when she wanted to cry out thatevehe could
accept Bianca as an important part of his pststwas his future.
Except she never said the words. Perhaps becaeseashafraid of
his response.

Now she turned in his arms and reached for himniarth seeking
his as she gave herself up completely to the Hgzdssion.

He* caught her urgency and effortlessly swept h&y his arms and
carried her into the bedroom.

Aysha's fingers worked on his shirt buttons, urgiastl the buckle on
his belt, then pulled his shirt free.

His nipples were hard, and she savoured each otennthen used
her teeth to tease, aware that Carlo had deftlypveih most of her
clothes.

She heard his intake of breath seconds ahead aofh¢hud as he
discarded one shoe and the other, then dispensledhigitrousers.

'‘Wait.' His voice was low and slightly husky, arfftegan her hands
over his ribcage, searched the hard plane of breath and reached
for him.



'So you want to play, hmm?'



CHAPTER TWO

CARLO caught hold of her arms and let his hands slideowqup her
shoulders as he buried his mouth in the vulnerdabllew at the edge
of her neck.

Her subtle perfume teased his senses, and he dulrdesensitive
skin, tasted it, nipped ever so gently with highieand felt the slight
spasm of her body's reaction to his touch.

She was a generous lover. Passionate, with a séaskwenture and
fun he found endearing.

He trailed his lips down the slope of her breastsuckled one tender
peak, savoured, then moved to render a similarlsappn to its
twin.

Did he know what he did to her? Aysha felt a stalpain at the
thought that his lovemaking might be contrived. ragtised set of
moves that pushed all the right buttons.

Once, just once she wanted to feel tjie tremorsiedd shake his
body... for her, only her. To know that she coulakenhim so crazy
with desire that he had no restraint.

Was it asking too much to walive? She wore his ring. So®he
would bear his name. It should be enough.

She wanted to mean so much more to him than jsetisfactory bed
partner, a charming hostess.

Take what he's prepared to give, and be gratedukiny voice
prompted A cup half-full is better than one that is empty.



Her hands linked at his nape and she drew his Heaah to hers,
exulting in the feel of his mouth as he shapedowenr.

She let her tongue slide against his, then conducow, sweeping
circle before initiating a probing dance that wheast as evocative
as the sexual act itself.

His hand shaped her nape and held fast her heal® thk other
slipped low over one hip, cupped her bottom andvdrer close in
against him.

She wanted himow, hard and fast, without any preliminaries. To b
able to feel the power, the strength, without @aubr care. As if he
couldn't bear to wait a second longer to effecspssion.

The familiar slide of his fingers, the gentle prodpexploration as he
sought the warm moistness of her feminine core dgitba gasping
sigh from her lips.

Followed by a despairing groan as he began an g#vectimulation.
It wasn't fair that he should have such intimatevdedge and be
aware precisely how to wield it to drive a womardwi

His mouth hardened, and his jaw took control osheroving it in
rhythm with his own.

She clutched hold of his shoulders and held onsaBrgers probed
deeper, and just as she thought she could bearddnger he shifted
position.

A cry rose and died in her throat as he slid inéo im one long,
thrusting movement.



Dear God, that felt good. So good. She murmuregleasure, then
gave a startled gasp as he tumbled her down omtobéd and
withdrew.

His mouth left hers, and began a seeking trail doamthroat, tasting
the vulnerable hollows at the base of her neck,stife quivering
flesh of each breast, the indentation of her navel.

She knew his intention, and felt the flame lickrge@very nerve-end,
consuming every sensitised nerve-cell until she whse to
conflagration.

Her head tossed from one side to the other asts@ms$aok hold of
her whole body. Part of her wanted to tell him topsbefore it
became unbearable, but the husky admonition sousméalv in her
throat as to be indistinguishable.

He was skilled, so very highly skilled in givingnaoman pleasure.
The slight graze of his teeth, the erotic lavindpisftongue. He knew
just where to touch to urge her towards the edge.#ow to hold her
there, until she begged for release.

Aysha thought she cried out, and she bit down asai@arlo feathered
light kisses over her quivering stomach, then patseuckle at her
breast.

His mouth closed on hers, and she arched up aghaimstas he
entered her in one surging movement, stretchingatel tissues to
their utmost capacity.

He began to move, slowly at first, then with inGieg depth and
strength as she became consumed with the feerof hi

His skin, her own, was warm and slick with sweat the blood ran
through her veins like quicksilver.



It was more than a physical joining, for she gifteh her heart, her
soul, everything. She wdss. Only his. At that moment she would
have died for him, so complete was her involvement.

Frightening, shattering, she reflected a long tiater as she lay
curled into the warmth of his body. For it almostisttoyed her
concept of who and what she had become beneatitéiage.

The steady rise and fall of his chest was reasgutire beat of his
heart strong. The lazy stroke of his fingers albegspine indicated
he wasn't asleep yet, and the slight pressure stghi@ indentations
of each vertebrae was soothing. She could fedlgasrush lightly
over her hair as she drifted into a peaceful sleep.

It was the soft, hazy aftermath of great lovemakiAgtime for
whispered avowals of love, Aysha thought as she ewake
affirmation of commitment.

Aysha wanted to utter the words, and hear thenetiarm. Yet she
knew she would die a silent death if he didn't oespin kind. She
pressed a light butterfly kiss to the muscled rid§dris chest and
traced a gentle circle with the tip of her tongue.

He tasted of musk, edged with a faint tang thatwiaslly male. She
nipped the hard flesh with her teeth and bestowkvebite, then
she soothed it gently before moving close to aiseasnale nipple.

She trailed her fingers over one hip, lingered mesugroin, and felt
his stomach muscles tense.

‘That could prove dangerous,’ Carlo warned as sigarbto caress
him with gentle intimacy.



The soft slide of one finger, as fleeting as tpeofia butterfly's wing,
in a careful tactile exploration. Incredible hove tnale organ could
engorge and enlarge in size. Almost frighteningdikgree of power
as instrument to a woman's pleasure.

Aysha had the desire to tantalise him to the bahknadness, and
unleash everything that was wild and untamed, tinéite were no
boundaries. Just two people as one, attuned aperiact accord on
every level. Spiritual, mental and physical.

A gasp escaped her throat as he clasped both barts waist and
swept her to sit astride him.

Excitement spiralled through her body as he arthetips and sent
her tumbling down against his chest.

One hand slid to her nape as he angled her hdasl, tthhen his mouth
was on hers, all heat and passion as he took En@ses

The kiss seared her heart, branding her in a watyrttade hehis..
totally. Mind, body, and soul. She had no thougintanything but
the man and the storm raging within.

It made anything she'd shared before seem lesg. [ed, she'd
ached for his passion. But this...this was rawnpive. Mesmeric.
Ravaging. , .She met and matched his movementg by a hunger
so intense she had no recollection of time or place

Aysha wasn't even aware when he reversed posi@émasit was the
gentling of his touch, the gradual loss of intgnthiat intruded on her
conscious mind and brought with it a slow retursaaity.

There was a sense of exquisite wonderment, a semsdtwanting
desperately to hold onto the moment in case it migdcture and
fragment.



She didn't feel the soft warmth of tears as thieysdbwly down her
cheeks. Nor was she aware of the sexual heat eimgufsdm her
skin, or the slight trembling of her body as Carsed his hands, his
lips to bring her down.

He absorbed the dampness on one cheek, then pressipd against
one closed eyelid, before moving to effect a sinslapplication on
the other. His hands shifted as he gently rolldd ors back, carrying
her with him so she lay cradled against the leongthis body.

Slight tremors shook her slim form, and he broughtmouth to his
in a soft, evocative joining. His fingers trailégtshape of her, gently
exploring the slim supple curves, the slender wéhs soft curve of
her buttocks.

It was Carlo who broke contact long minutes laééd she trailed a
hand down the edge of his cheek.

'l get first take on the shower. You make the anffshe whispered.

His slow smile caused havoc with her pulse-ratee 'Stiare the
shower, then I'll organise coffee while you cookdkfast.'

'‘Chauvinist," Aysha commented with musing tolerance

His lips caressed her breast, and desire arrowedigh her body,
hot, needy, and wildly wanton. 'We can always nbissakfast and
focus on the shower.'

His arousal was a potent force, and her eyes damitieanischief as
she contemplated the option. '‘As much as the afteacts me, | need
foodto charge my energy levels.' She placed the tig fofiger over
his lips, then gave a mild yelp as he nipped ibwis teeth. 'That calls
for revenge.'



Carlo's hands spanned her waist and he shiftei loeie side, then he
leaned over her. Try it.’

She rose to the challenge at once, although tla@balof power soon
became uneven, and then it hardly seemed to nattemore who
won or lost.

Afterwards she had the quickest shower on recbaf she dressed,
swept her hair into a twist at her nape, addedhielysye colour and
mascara.

She looked, Carlo noted with respect, as if shgashisthirty minutes
on her grooming instead of the five it had taken he

'Sit down and eat,' he commanded as he slid aneti@m@nto a plate.
'‘Coffee's ready.'

‘You're a gem among men,' Aysha complimented asigped the
coffee. Pure nectar on the palate, and the omelettgperfection.

'From chauvinist to gem in the passage of twentyutes,’ he
drawled with unruffled ease, and she spared himcked grin in
between mouthfuls.

'‘Don't get a swelled head.’

She watched as he poured himself some coffee teed) her at the
table. The dark navy towelling rdbe accented hesatith of shoulder,
and dark curling hair showed at the vee of theltapgder eyes slid
down to the belt tied at his waist, and lingered.

‘You don't have time to find out,' he mocked lazagd she offered a
stunning smile.



'It's my last day at work." She rose to her feet gualped the last
mouthful of coffee. 'But as of tomorrow...'

'‘Promises,' Carlo taunted, and she reached upush liver hps to his
cheek, except he moved his head and they touckedduth instead.

‘Got to rush,' she said with genuine regret. 'Seetgnight.’

Her job was important to her, and she loved thecepthof using
colour and design to make a house a home. The fughishings,
furniture, fittings, so that it all added up toeatiful whole that was
both eye-catching and comfortable. She'd earneedpatation for
going that extra mile for a client, exploring evemenue in the search
to get it right.

However, there were days when phone calls didodyme the results
she wanted, and today was one of them. Added tohadhe had to
run a final check over all the orders that were ttueome in while

she was away. An awesome task, just on its own.

Then there was lunch with some of her fellow stafd the
presentation of a wedding gift...an exquisite @alygilatter. The
afternoon seemed to fly on wings, and it was aftewhen she rode
the lift to Carlo's penthouse.

‘Ten minutes,' she promised him as she enterelbtinge, and she
stepped out of heeled pumgs routeto the shower.

Aysha was ready in nine, and he snagged her arshasraced
towards the door.

‘Slow down," he directed, and she threw him anntrgkance.

'‘We're late. We should have left already.' She ¢dgiger hand and
made no impression. 'They'll be waiting for us.’



He pulled her close, and lowered his head downrets.iSo they'll
wait a little longer.’

His mouth touched hers with such incredible gemri$snher insides
began to melt, and she gave a faint despairinghgasdoer lips parted
beneath the pressure of his.

Minutes later he lifted his head and surveyed amguliid expression
softening those beautiful smoky grey eyes. Bettemoted silently.
Some of the tension had ebbed away, and she |asigdgdly more

relaxed.

'OK, let's go.’

‘That was deliberate,' Aysha said a trifle ruefal$/they rode the lift
down to the underground car park, and caught h&nmgusmile.

'Guilty.

He'd slowed her galloping pace down to a relaxet, @®nd she
offered a smile in silent thanks as they left ifteahd crossed to the
Mercedes.

'‘How was your day?' she queried as she slid ihtopassenger seat
and fastened her belt.

'‘Assembling quotes, checking computer print-outsecking a
building site. Numerous phone calls.’

‘All hands-on stuff, huh?' .< The large car sprang instant life the
moment he turned the key, and he spared her a milg s they
gained street level.

‘That about encapsulates it.'



The church was a beautiful old stone building sekidfrom the road
among well-tended lawns and gardens. Symmetrigddigted trees
and their spreading branches added to the portsg@dsion.

There was an air of peace and grace apparent, mgeshih the
mystique of blessed holy ground.

Aysha drew a deep breath as she saw the sevesrlicizng the
curved driveway. Everyone was here.

Attending someone else's wedding, watching thenoeng on film or
television, was a bit different from participatimgone's own, albeit
this was merely a rehearsal of the real thing.

'l want to carry the basket," Emily, the youngésivéer girl, insisted,
and tried to wrest it from Samantha's grasp.

'l don't want to hold a pillow. It looks sissy,n&thon, the eldest page
boy declared.

Oh, my. If he thought carrying a small satin laeelged pillow
demeaned his boyhood, then just wait until he bagkt dressed in a
miniature suit, satin waistcoat, buttoned shirt bod-tie.

'Sissy,' the youngest page boy endorsed.
*You have to," Emily insisted importantly.
'Don't.’
‘Do so.'

Aysha didn't know whether to laugh or cry. ‘Wh&&@mantha carries
the basket of rose petals, and Emily carries thews?'



It was almost possible to see the ensuing mergaldlas each little
girl weighed the importance of each task.

'l want the pillow," Samantha decided. Rings heflwtervalue than
rose-petals to be strewn over the carpeted aisle.

‘You can have the basket.' Emily, too, had donehercalculations.

Teresa rolled her eyes, the qirls' respective mstlagtempted to
pacify, and when that failed they tried bribery.

The four bridesmaids looked tense, for they'd dasdn assigned a
child to care for during the formal ceremony.

'OK." Aysha lifted both hands in a gesture of egpiee defeat. This
Is how it's going to be. Two baskets, so Emily &asinantha get to
carry one each.' She cast both boys a stern [6wok. pillows.'

‘Two?' Teresa queried incredulously, and Ayshaned her head.
‘Two.'

The little girls beamed, and both boys bent theads in sulky
disagreement.

Maybe it would have been wiser not to give thedreih a rehearsal at
all, and simply tell them what to do on the day dmape they'd
concentrate so hard there wouldn't be the oppayttwr error.

Celestial assistance was obviously going to bedeseAysha mused
as she listened to the priest's instructions.

An hour later they were all seated at a long tabl@ restaurant
nominated as children-friendly. The food was gotbe# wine did



much to relax fraught nerves, and Aysha enjoyedntloemality of it
all as she leaned back against Carlo's supportmg a

Tired?'

She lifted her face to his, and her eyes sparkiddlatent intimacy.
'It's been a long day.'

He leaned in close and brushed his lips to her lriypou can sleep
in in the morning.'

'‘Generous of you. But | need to be home early tp eresa with
preparations for the bridal shower. Remember?'

It was almost eleven when everyone began to make\ee, and a
further half-hour before Aysha and Carlo were dbl&eave, for the
bridesmaids lingered and Teresa had last-minutiucigns to
impart.

The witching hour of midnight struck as she prede@arlo into the
penthouse, and she slipped off her shoes, too&linérom her hair
and shook it loose, then she padded through thititieen.

'‘Coffee?"

Aysha sensed rather than heard him move behind dmef, she
murmured her approval as his hands kneaded tena&lsh muscles.

'‘Good?"

Oh, yes. So good, she was prepared to beg himniince. 'Please.
Don't stop.' It was bliss, almost heaven, and &wed her eyes as his
fingers worked a magic all on their own.

'‘Any ideas for tomorrow night?'



She heard the lazy quality in his voice and smil¥du mean we
have a free evening?'

'l can book dinner.’
‘Don't,’ she said at once. 'I'll pick up sometHing.
'l could do this much better if you lay down on tiesl.’

Her senses were heightened, and her pulse beggandcoen. 'That
might prove dangerous.'

‘Eventually,' Carlo agreed lazily. 'But there advantages to a full
body massage.'

Aysha's blood pressure moved up a notch. 'Are gdu@ng me?'

His soft laughter sounded deep and husky closestoelr. 'Am |
succeeding?"

'I'll let you know,' she promised with wicked intetin about an hour
from now.'

'An hour?'

‘The quality of the massage will govern your rewawysha
informed him solemnly, and he laughed as he swepinto his arms
and carried her through to the bedroom.

To lay prone on towels as Carlo slowly smoothedratic oil over
every inch of her body was sensual torture of thxeetest kind.

Whatever had made her think she'd last an hougt &firty minutes
the pleasure was so intense, it was all she cautebtlto roll onto her
back and beg him to take her.



'l think," she said between gritted teeth, 'thagisough.’

His fingertips smoothed up her thighs and lingesdthir's breadth
away from the apex, then shaped each buttock be&itkng at her
waist.

"You said an hour," Carlo reminded her, and gewotlgd her onto her
back.

Aysha looked at him from beneath long-fringed |ash8l make you
pay,' she promised as liquid heat spilled througihvieins.

He leaned down and took her mouth in a brief h&gsl. K'm counting
onit.'

The sweet sorcery of his touch nearly sent her auad afterwards it
was she who drove him to the brink, aware of thdagk eyes
watching her with an almost predatory alertnessghradually shifted
and changed as she tried to break his control.

Desire, raw and primitive, tore through her bodyd ahe felt bare,
exposed, as her own fragile control shredded irfkmasand pieces.

Aysha had no recollection of the tears that slosgyled down each
cheek until Carlo cupped her face and erased thdhm avsingle
movement of his thumb.

His lips brushed hers, gently, back and forth, taegled in sensual
possession.

Afterwards he simply held her until her breathingwsed and
steadied into a regular beat, then he gently easetb lie beside him
and held her close through the night.



She barely stirred when he rose at eight, and beesied in a spare
bathroom, then dressed and made breakfast.

The aroma of freshly brewed coffee stirred Aysksaisses, and she
fought through the final mists of sleep into wakieéss.

‘The tousled look suits you,' Carlo teased as aegol the tray down
onto the bedside pedestal. Her cheeks were sbifhéd, her eyes
slumberous, the dilated pupils making them seemlaoge for her
face.

'Hi.' She made an attempt to pull the sheet a hiigher, and incurred
his husky laughter.

"Your modesty is adorableara.’

'‘Breakfast in bed," she murmured appreciativelyau'Ye excelled
yourself.'

He lowered his head and bestowed an open- moutbgdokthe edge
of her throat, teased the tender skin with hiditebien trailed a path
to the gentle swell of her breast.

'l aim to please.'

Oh, yes, he did that. She retained a very vivid orgnof just how
well he'd managed to please her. Not that it haenbentirely
one-sided... She'd managed to take him furtherribsmhe edge than
before. One of these daysights,she amended, she planned to ti
him over and watch him free-fall.

‘Naturally, your mind is more on food than me a foint, hmm?'

Go much lower, and | won't get to the food. 'Of & she offered
demurely. 'I'm going to need stamina to make wulgh the day.’



‘The bridal shower,' he mused. His eyes met had she regarded
him solemnly.

"Teresa wants the occasion to be memorable.'

Carlo sank down onto the bed. 'There's orange,jaicg caffeine to
kick-start the day.'

Together with toast, croissants, fruit preservegese, wafer-thin
slices of salami and prosciutto. A veritable feast.

Aysha slid up in the bed, paying careful attentiorkeep the sheet
tucked beneath her arms, and took the glass oé jinam Carlo's

extended hand. Next came the coffee, then a crdiggth preserve,

followed by a piece of toast folded in half ovdager of cheese and
prosciutto.

'More coffee?’

She hesitated, checked the time, then shook het. Hesaid I'd be
home around nine.'

Carlo stood to his feet and collected the trditake this downstairs.'

Ten minutes later she had showered, dressed andeadg to face
the day. Light blue jeans sheathed her slim leggg&d her hips, and
she wore a fitted top that accentuated the delmatee of her breasts.

She skirted the servery, reached up and planigtitkiss against the
edge of his jaw. 'Thanks for breakfast.’

He caught her close and slanted his mouth ovemigra possession
that wreaked havoc with her equilibrium. Then heeelathe pressure
and brushed his lips over the swollen contourseoflwn, lingered at
one corner, then gently released her.



'l consider myself thanked.'

Her eyes felt too large, and she quickly blinkec&meffort to clear
her vision. That had been... ‘cataclysmic' was adwbat came
immediately to mind. And passionate, definitelyasate.

Maybe she was beginning to scratch the surfacesoédntrol after
all.

That thought stayed with her as she took the Idtvial to the
underground car park, and during the few kilometoeker parents'
home.



CHAPTER THREE

AYsHA's four bridesmaids were the first to arrive, follavéy
Gianna and a few of Teresa's Mends. Two aunts ttoasins, and a
number of close friends.

There were beautifully wrapped gifts, much laughégefittle wine,
some champagne, and the exchange of numerous &e&cd
Entertainment was provided by a gifted magician sghexpertise in
pulling at least a hundred scarves from his hatjacikt pockets had
to be seen to be believed.

Coffee was served at three-thirty, and at four 32mas summoned
to the front door to accept the arrival of an urestpd guest.

The speed with which Lianna, Aysha' chief bridesinmined Teresa
aroused suspicion, and there was much laughterga®a@looking
young man entered the lounge.

'You didn't—" Aysha began, and one look at LianAaianne,
Suzanne and Tessa was sufficient , to determine hba four
bridesmaids were as guilty as sin.

A portable tape-recorder was set on a coffee tabild, when the
music began he went into a series of choreograpiee®ments as he
began to strip.

It was a tastefully orchestrated act, as suchveetd. The young man
certainly had the frame, the body, the muscles xeceate the
traditional bump- and-grind routine.

‘You refused to let us give you a ladies' night, @at we had to do
something,' Lianna confided with an impish grineagryone began
to leave.



'Fiend," Aysha chastised with affectionate remamgte. "Wait until
it's your turn.’

'‘What'll you do to top it, Aysha? Hire a group odlestrippers?’
'‘Don't put thoughts into my head,' she threatemesdyd

The caterers tidied and cleaned up, then leftdiftainutes later, and
Aysha crossed to the table where a selection t& giére on display.

From the intensely practical to the highly decostithey were all
beautiful and reflected the giver's personalitysiiile curved her
lips. Lianna's gift of a male stripper had beenvilagkiest.

‘You had no idea of Lianna's surprise?' Teresaegi@s she crossed
to her side.

'‘None," Aysha answered truthfully, and curved am around her
mother's waist. 'Thanks, Mamma, for a lovely afbem'

‘My pleasure.'

Aysha grinned unashamedly. 'Even the stripper?'tehsed, and
glimpsed the faint pink colour in her mother's dse

'No comment.'

She began to laugh. 'All right, let's change thgexi. What shall we
do with these qifts?’

They set them on a table in one of the rooms Tdradarganised for
displaying the wedding presents, and when thatdeas Aysha went
upstairs and changed into tailored trousers andhimgg silk top.



It was after six when she entered Carlo's penthapsetment, and
she crossed directly into the kitchen to deposé tarry-sack
containing a selection of Chinese takeaways sludféicteden route
from home.

'‘Let me guess. Chinese, Thai, Malaysian?' Carlavidh as he
entered the kitchen, and she directed him a winsmlke.

'‘Chinese. And | picked up some videos.'
‘You have plans to spend a quiet night?"

She opened cupboards and extracted two plates, dbokected
cutlery. 'l think I've had enough excitement fog thay.' And through
last night.

'Care to elaborate on the afternoon?"

Her eyes sparkled with hidden devilry. 'Lianna oedea male
stripper.' She decided to tease him a little. 't woungpuilt, and
gorgeous.' She wrinkled her nose at him. 'Ask Gaashe was there.

'Indeed?' His eyes speared hers. 'Perhaps | nesshtomore about
this gorgeous hunk.'

Carlo had her heart, her soul. It never ceaseditbthat she didn't
have his.

‘Well..." She deliberated. 'There was the bodyi¢ofar." She ticked
off each attribute with-teasing relish. ‘Longishrhaied in this cute
little ponytail, and when he let it free...wow, sexy. No apparent
'body hair.' Her eyes sparkled with devilish humdiaxing must be
a pain...literally. And he had the cutest butt.'



Carlo's eyes narrowed fractionally, and she ganedn irrepressible
grin. 'He stripped down to a thong bikini brief.’

'l imagine Teresa and Gianna were relieved.'

She tried hard not to laugh, and failed as a cleuekherged. 'They
appeared to enjoy the show.'

His lips twitched. 'An unexpected show, unlessrimmtaken.’

‘Totally,' she agreed, and viewed the various aarghe'd deposited
on the servery. 'Let's lreally decadent,’ she suggested lightly. 'An
watch a video while we eat.'

The first was a thriller, the acting sufficientlymerb to bring an
audience to the edge of their seats, and the sewasda comedy
about a wedding where everything that could go grald. It was
funny, slapstick, and over the top, but in amonigstfrivolity was a
degree of reality Aysha could identify with.

In between videos she'd tidied cartons and rintsdgy made coffee,
and now she carried the cups through to the kitchen

She felt pleasantly tired as she ascended thes siaithe main
bedroom, and after a quick shower she slid betve®sheets to curl
comfortably in the circle of Carlo's arms with heszad pillowed
against his chest.

Within minutes she fell asleep, and she was unawéaihe light
touch as Carlo's lips brushed the top of her heathe feather-light
trail of his fingers as they smoothed a path oter durface of her
skin.

They woke late, lingered over breakfast, then tGakseppe's cabin
cruiser for a day trip up the Hawkesbury River. heturned as the



sun set in a glorious flare of fading colour anel ¢tityscape sprang to
life with a myriad of pin-prick lights.

Magic, Aysha reflected, as the wonder of nature amhmade
technology overwhelmed her.

Tomorrow the shopping would begin in earnest agJamitiated the
first of her many lists of Things to Do.

'‘Mamma, is this really necessary?"

As shopping went, it had been a profitable day witlgard to
acquisitions. Teresa, it appeared, was bent ondspgmmoney...
Seriousmoney.

‘You're the only child | have,' Teresa said simfiban't deny me the
pleasure of giving my daughter the best weddingnl grovide.'

Aysha tucked her hand through her mother's armhagded it close.
‘Don't rain on my parade, huh?'

‘Exactly.'

'OK. The dress, if you insist. But..." She paused] cast Teresa a
stern look. 'That's it,' she admonished.

'For today.'

They joined the exodus of traffic battling to ecftoked city streets,
and made it to Vaucluse at five- thirty, leavingyéttle time to
shower, change and be ready to leave the housethirsy.



'You go on ahead,' Teresa suggested. 'I'll puséhiie the room next
to yours. We can sort through them tomorrow.'

Aysha raced upstairs to her bedroom, then discdrdedlothes and
made for the shower. Minutes later she wound altovwmd her slim
curves, removed the excess moisture from her Imainaelded the
hairdrier to good effect.

Basic make-up followed, then she crossed to th&-imalobe, cast a
quick discerning eye over the carefully co-ordidat®ntents, and
extracted a figure-hugging gown in black.

The hemline rested at mid-thigh, the overall lergttended slightly
by a wide border of scalloped lace. The design wslasveless,
backless, and cunningly styled to show a modesuatmaf cleavage.
Thin shoulder straps ensured the gown stayed sepla

Sheer black pantyhose? Or should she settle ferlbgs and almost
non-existent thong bikini briefs? And very highleito-heeled
pumps?

Minimum jewellery, she decided, and she'd sweephaér into a
casual knot atop her head.

Half an hour later she descended the stairs tdatver floor and
entered the lounge. Teresa and Giuseppe were gtolggether
sharing a light aperitif.

Her father turned towards her, his expression aecienmix of
parental pride and male appreciation. Any hint ddtepal
remonstrance was absent, doubtless on the grohatlis beloved
daughter was safely spoken for, on the verge ofriagg, and
therefore he had absolutely nothing to worry about.



Teresa, however, was something else. One glancahlvasook for
those dark eyes to narrow fractionally and the lips thin.
Appearancewas everything, and tonight Aysha did not fit he
mother's required image.

'Don't you think that's a little...?" Teresa pausketicately. '‘Bold,
darling?'

'‘Perhaps,' Aysha conceded, and directed her fathesising glance.
‘Papa?’

Giuseppe was well versed in the ways of motherdmgyhter, and
sought a diplomatic response. 'I'm sure Carlo vio# most
appreciative.' He gestured towards a crystal decafan | fix you a
spritzer?'

She hadn't eaten much throughout the day, justedldn fresh fruit,
sipped several glasses of water, and taken thneg @ulong black
coffee. Alcohol would go straight to her head. tépped by the
kitchen when | arrived home and fixed some juisbg declined
gently. 'I'm fine.'

'Unless I'm mistaken, that's Carlo now.'

The light crunch of car tires, the faint clunk ofdaor closing,
followed by the distant sound of melodic door chsnfeeralded his
arrival, and within seconds their live-in houseleragshered him into
the lounge.

Aysha crossed the room and caught hold of his iaed,offered her
cheek for his kiss. It was a natural gesture, baewas expected, and
only she , .heard the light teasing murmur clodgetoear. 'Stunning.'

His arm curved round the back of her waist andree/dher with him
as he moved to accept Teresa's greeting.



‘A drink, Carlo?'
"I'll wait until dinner."

It would be easy to lean in against him, and forament she almost
did. Except there was no one to impress, and tarieg lay ahead.

Giuseppe swallowed the remainder of his wine, dadeal his glass
down onto the tray. 'In that case, perhaps we shioelon our way.
Teresa?'

At that moment the phone rang, and Teresa fronmeédapproval. 'l
hope that's not going to make us late.’

Not unless the call heralded something of dire equence; there
wasn't a chance. Aysha bit back on the mockery, serged her
mother's words even before they were uttered.

‘You and Carlo go on ahead. We won't be far bepmd'

Sliding into the passenger seat of the car wasaetiwith greater
decorum than she expected, and she was in thegsrotéastening
her seatbelt when Carlo moved behind the wheel.

A deft flick of his wrist and the engine purredife. AImost a minute
later they had traversed the curved driveway andewesading
towards the city.

'‘Am | correct in assuming the dress is a desishtck?'

Aysha heard the drawling voice, sensed the unawylyynicism
tinged with humour, and turned to look at him. '‘Batesucceed?'



She was supremely conscious of the amount of Iagh showing,
and she fought against the temptation to take tiollde hemline and
attempt to tug it down.

He turned slightly towards her, and in that secend was acutely
aware of the darkness of his eyes, the faint cofuas mouth, the
gleam of white teeth.

‘Teresa didn't approve.’

"You know her so well," she indicated wryly. 'Pa&sgmed to think
you'd be appreciative.'

'Oh, | am,' Carlo declared. 'As I'm sure every pthan in the room
will be.’

She directed him a stunning smile. 'You say thestithings.'
‘Careful you don't overdo icam.'
'I'm aiming for brilliance.’

For one brief second her eyes held the faintestahathen it was
gone. He lifted a hand and brushed light fingensrdber cheek.

‘A few hours, four at the most. Then we can leave.'

Yes, she thought sadly. And tomorrow it will stalitover again. The
shopping, fittings, social obligations. Each daysédemed to get
worse. Fulfilling her mother's expectations, havirgg own opinions
waved aside, the increasing tension. If only Tergaan't bent on
turning everything into such@oduction.

Suburban Point Piper was a neighbouring suburb tmbk minutes
to reach.



Carlo turned between ornate wrought-iron gatespankied behind a
stylish Jaguar. Four, no, five cars lined the cdrdeiveway, and
Aysha experienced a moment's hesitation as shedrtowards the
few steps leading to the main entrance.

There had been countless precedents of an eveotiy as this,
Aysha reflected as she accepted a light wine anchamged
pleasantries with fellow guests.

Beautiful home, gracious host and hostess. Theigigumingling
over drinks for thirty minutes before dinner. Anymber between ten
to twenty guests, a splendid table. An exquisiteall centrepiece.
The guests carefully selected to complement edwdr.ot

‘Carlo,darling.’

Aysha heard the greeting, recognised the sultryirfie@ purr, and
turned slowly to face one of several women whowatked hard to
win Carlo's affection.

Now that the wedding was imminent, most had retigeacefully
from the hunt. With the exception of Nina di Salvo.

The tall, svelte fashion consultant wasfeanme fatalewealthy,
widowed, and selectively seeking a husband of ewesllth and
social standing.

Nina was admired, even adored, by men. For hee,shgauty and
wit. Women recognised the predatory element existerd reacted
accordingly.

'‘Aysha,' Nina acknowledged. 'You look..." The pawss deliberate.
‘A little tired. All the preparations getting toyodarling?'



Aysha summoned a winsome smile and honed the pravetart.
‘Carlo doesn't permit me enough sleep.'

Nina's eyes narrowed fractionally, then she leatoschrds Carlo,
brushed her lips against his cheek, and lingergdction too long.
‘How are yougcaro?'

'‘Nina.' Carlo was too skilful a strategist to gamything away, and
too much the gentleman to do other than observedbial niceties.

He handled Nina's overt affection with practisedeesand minimum
body contact. Although Nina more than made up ferréticence,
Aysha noted, wondering just how he regarded thengtaus
brunette's attention.

She saw his smile, heard his laughter, and feltehder care of his
touch. Yet how much was a facade?

‘Do get me a drinkgaro,'Nina commanded lightly. "You know what |
like.'

Oh, my, Aysha determined as Carlo excused himselfraade his
way to the bar. This could turn into one hell ofemening.

'l hope you don't expect fidelity, darling," Ninamed quietly. '‘Carlo
has..." she paused fractionally '...certain neeatsewery woman
would be happy to fulfil.'

Cut straight to the chase, a tiny voice promptReally, Nina? I'll
broach that with him.’

'‘What will you broach, and with whom?"'

Speak of the devil... Aysha turned towards himasidnded Nina a
slim flute of champagne.



Quite deliberately she tilted her chin and gazéal s dark gleaming
eyes with amused serenity. She'd had plengyrofepractice, and she
proffered one of pseudo-sincerity. 'Nina expresbed concern

regarding my ability to fulfil your needs."

Carlo's expression didn't change, and Aysha diedystered that as a
poker player he would be almost without equal.

'‘Really?’

It seemed difficult to comprehend a single wordlddwld such a
wealth of meaning. Or the quiet tone convey sucegree of cold
anger.

The tension was evident, although Carlo hadn't m®eemuch as a
muscle. Anyone viewing the scene would assumehee tof them
were engaged in pleasant conversation.

'‘Perhaps Nina and | should get together and compates," Aysha
declared with wicked humour.

Nina lifted the flute to her lips and took a deteaip. "What for,
darling? My notes are bound to be far more extengian yours.'

Wasn't that the truth? She caught a glimpse of a&ijkaand saw
Teresa and Giuseppe enter the room, and wasn'ivh@ather to be
relieved or disappointed at their appearance.

Her mother would assess Nina's presence in aminstad seek to
break up their happy little threesome.

Aysha began a silent countdown... Three minutggeset their hosts,
another three to acknowledge a few friends.

‘There you are, darling.'



Right on cue. Aysha turned towards her mother amdfgyed an
affectionate smile. 'Mamma. You weren't held upltog, after all.'
She indicated the tall brunette. "You remember Rlina

Teresa eyes sharpened, although her features lotig@ing smile.
'Of course. How nice to see you again.’

A lie, if ever there was one. Polite society, Aysnased. Good
manners hid a multitude of sins. If she were toydier base instincts,
she'd tell Nina precisely where to go and how tonglete the
journey.

There was an inherent need to show her clawshsuvasn't the time
or place.

‘Shall we go in to dinner?'

A respite, Aysha determined with a sense of religiless their
hostess had chosen unwisely and placed Nina ie giasimity.

The dining room was large, the focal point being gerfectly set
table positioned beneath a sparkling crystal chisardef exquisite
design.

The scene resembled a photograph lifted out ofdlceal pages of a
glossy magazine. It seemed almost a sacrilegeutestg to spoil the
splendid placement precision.

Although there were, she noted, a waiter and wsstpeesent to serve
allotted food portions at prearranged intervalkelaise the imported
wine would flow, but not at a rate that was consadeoo free.

Respectability, decorum, an adherence to exempglaogd manners,
with carefully orchestrated conversational topicsargnteed to
stimulate the guests' interest.



Aysha caught Nina's gleam of silent mockery, and &aa insane
desire to disrupt it. A little, just a little.

Nothing overt, she decided as she selected a spwbdipped it into
the part-filled bowl of mushroom soup.

The antipasto offered a superb selection, andeherng of linguini
with its delicate cream and mushroom sauce coubeénfaulted.

'‘Could you have the waiter pour me some wine, gl Aysha cast
Carlo a stunning smile. She rarely drank alcohonf] he knew it.
However, she figured she had sufficient food indgtemach to filter
the effect if she sipped it slowly.

Her request resulted in a slanted eyebrow, andfbesd him the
sweetest smile. 'Please.’

If he hesitated, or attempted to censure her innawy she'd kill him.

A glance was all it took for the waiter to fill hgtass, and seconds
later she lifted the crystal flute to her lips asal/oured the superb
Chabilis.

Giuseppe smiled, and lifted his own glass in anséalute.

A few glasses of fine wine, good food, pleasantgany. It took little
to please her father. He was a man of simple talste$ad worked
hard all his life, achieved more than most mengwwaed a beautiful
home, had chosen a good woman as his wife, andhterginey had
raised a wonderful daughter who was soon to beiedsio the son of
his best friend and business partner. His life g@=d. Very good.

Dear Papa, Aysha thought fondly as the wine begahave a
mellowing effect. He was everything a father shdadgland more. A
man who had managed to blend the best of the QlohiBowith the



best of the new. The result was a miscible blendvislom and
warmth tempered with pride and passion.

The main course was served...tender breast of @hick a delicate
basil sauce with an assortment of vegetables.

Her elbow touched Carlo's arm, and she lowereded to her lap
as she unconsciously toyed with her napkin. Hightlwas close to
her own. Very close.

Slowly, very slowly, she moved her leg until it tess against his. It
would be so easy to glide her foot over his. Witkreame care, she
cautioned silently. Stiletto heels as fine as hdrsuld almost be
registered as a dangerous weapon. The idea wasotsea his
attention, not cause him an injury.

Gently she positioned the toe of her shoe agairsstahkle, then
inched it slowly back and forth without moving heeel, thereby
making it impossible for anyone to detect whatwhas doing.

This could be fun, she determined as she let hgefs slide towards
his thigh. A butterfly touch, fleeting.

Should she be more daring? Perhaps run the tipohtanicured
fingernail down the outer seam of the trouseredsieglose to her
own? Maybe even...

Ah, that brought a reaction. Slight, but evidemnetheless. And the
slight but warning squeeze of his fingers as treygbt hold of her
own.

Aysha met his gaze fearlessly as he turned towheds and she
glimpsed the musing indolence apparent beneathgtBaming
warmth of those dark brown depths.



Without missing a beat, he lifted her hand to tps &nd kissed each
finger in turn, watching the way her eyes dilatedtartled surprise.
Then he returned her hand to rest on his thighinmgea slow pattern

over the fine bones, aware of her slight tremohasdeliberately

forestalled her effort to pull free.

It was fortunate they were between courses. Aysbaed at the
remaining wine in her glass, and opted for chileater. Wisdom
decreed the need for a clear head. Each brusk 6hgers sent flame
licking through her veins, and she clenched hedh#ren dug her
nails into hard thigh muscle in silent entreaty.

She experienced momentary relief when Carlo retedsz hand,
only to suppress a faint gasp as she felt his fsgise over her
thigh.



CHAPTER FOUR

AvYsHA reached for her glass and took a sip of iced watet cast the
table's occupants a quick, encompassing glance.

Her eyes rested briefly on Nina, withessed her jhaalculating
glance before it was quickly masked, and felt aeshglide down the
length of her spine.

Malevolence, no matter how fleeting, was discomegrtEnvy and
jealousy in others were unenviable traits, and somg she'd learned
to deal with from a young age. It had accelerateth viher

engagement to Carlo. Doubtless it would continugg lafter the
marriage.

She wanted love...desperately. But she'd settlédelity. Even the
thought that he might look seriously at another womade it feel as
if a hand took hold of her heart and squeezed iirtied.

‘What do you think, Aysha?’

Oh, hell. It wasn't wise to allow distraction taarfere with the thread
of social conversation. Especially not when you evar guest of
honour.

She looked at Carlo with a silent plea for helg aret his humorous
gaze.

'‘Luisa doesn't agree | should keep our honeymoatind¢ion a
surprise.’

A second was all it took to summon a warm smile.

'l need to pack warm clothes.' Her eyes gleamedaandft laugh
escaped her lips. 'That's all | know.'



'‘Europe. The snowfields?' The older woman's eyekiad. 'Maybe
North America. Canada?'

'l really have no idea,' Aysha declared.

Dessert comprised individual caramelised baskeliedfi with
segments of fresh fruit served with brandied cream.

'Sinful,’ Aysha declared quietly as she savouredietectable
mouthful.

'l shouldn't, but | will,’ Luisa uttered ruefullyTomorrow Il
compensate with fresh juice for breakfast and d®ufly gym
workout.'

Teresa, she noted, carefully removed the creamarsgea few
segments of fruit, and left the candied basketnagher of the bride,
she couldn't afford to add even a fraction of a tal her svelte figure.

It was half an hour before the hostess requesedrttove into the
lounge for coffee.

Aysha declined the very strong espresso brew atetdpr a much
milder blend with milk. The men took it short andeet, added
grappa, and converged together to exchange opinions othizgy
from bocceto the state of the government.

Argue, Aysha amended fondly, all too aware thatilfamcompany,
good food, fine wine all combined to loosen theari&hlian tongue
and encourage reminiscence.

She loved to listen to the cadence of their voazthey lapsed into
the language of their birth. It was expressive oageanied by the
philosophical shrug of masculine shoulders, thedhaovements to
emphasise a given point.



‘Giuseppe is in his element.’

Aysha mentally prepared herself as she turned de fédina. One
glance was all it took to determine Nina's mannas the antithesis
of friendly.

'Is there any reason why he shouldn't be?"

‘The wedding is a major coup." The smile didn'tchefier eyes.
‘Congratulations, darling. | should have known gquull it off.'

Aysha inclined her head. 'Thank you, Nina. I'll gathat as a
compliment.’

There was no one close enough to overhear the guiEtange.
Which was a pity. It merely offered Nina the oppaoity to aim
another poisoned dart.

'How does it feel to be second-best? And know y@egrited share in
the family firm is the sole reason for the marriage

‘Considering Carlo is due to inherit his share he family firm,
perhaps you should ask him the same question.'

Successfully fielded. Nina didn't like it. Her eyesrrowed, and the
smile moved ,up a notch in artificial brilliance.

‘You're the one who has to compete with BiancassghNina offered
silkily, and Aysha waited for the punchline. 'Alits are alike in the
dark, darling. Didn't you know?'

Oh, my. This was getting dirty. 'Really?' Her chedkurt from
keeping a smile pinned in place. 'Perhaps you shioylit with the
lights on, some time."'



As scores went, it hardly rated a mention. And Wieory was
short-lived, for it was doubtful Nina would allowmygone to gain an
upper hand for long.

'‘Aysha.' Luisa appeared at her side. 'Teresa lsadb@en telling me
about the flowers for the church. Orchids makevalpdisplay, and
the colour combination will be exquisite.’

She was a guest of honour, the focus her weddinglidaas easy to
slip into animated mode and discuss details. Créywtedding dress
and the cake were taboo.

Except talking and answering questions merely oea®d how much
there still was to do, and how essential the lamaath the wedding
organiser Teresa had chosen to co-ordinate evegythi

The invitation responses were all in, the seatmggements were in
their final planning stage. According to Teresay ane of the two
little flower girls and two page boys could falctim to a malicious
virus, or contract mumps, measles or chicken pdterAately, one or
all could become paralysed with fright on the dagt ieeze half-way
down the aisle.

At ages three and four, anything was possible.

‘My flower girl scattered rose petals down the aipkerfectly at
rehearsal, only to take three steps forward ord#ye tip the entire
contents of the basket on the carpet, and run grgrher mother,'
recalled one of the guests.

Aysha remembered the incident, and another weddnage the page
boy had carried the satin ring- cushion with suctiepand care, then
refused to give it up at the appropriate momertugsle had ensued,
followed by tears and a tantrum.



It had been amusing at the time, and she reallytdidre if one of the
children made a mistake, or missed their cue. # avavedding, not a
movie which relied on talented actors to perforpas.

Her mother, she knew, didn't hold the same view.

Aysha glanced towards Carlo, and felt the famalt of her senses.
Dark, well-groomed hair, a strong shaped head. @rstzoulders
accentuated by perfect tailoring.

A slight inclination of his head brought his prefiinto focus. The
wide, sculpted bone structure, the strong jaw. MWefined
cheekbones, and the glimpse of his mouth.

Fascinated, she watched each movement, her eyggnglito the
shape of him, aware just how he felt without th@stoction of
clothes. She was familiar with his body's muscukgtthe feel and
scent of his skin.

At this precise moment she would have given angthincross to his
side and have his arm curve round her waist. Shiel é@an in against
him, and savour the anticipation of what would f&ppvhen they
were alone.

He was fond of her, she knew. There were occasiamsn he
completely disconcerted her by appearing to readrined. But that
special empathy between two lovers wasn't theremdtter how
desperately she wanted it to be.

Did he know she could tell the moment he entenexben? She didn't
have to see him, or hear his voice. A developéth sinse alerted her
of his presence, and her body reacted as if heldhesl out and
touched her.



All the fine hairs moved on the surface of her skimd the back of her
neck tingled in recognition.

Damnable, she cursed silently.

It was after eleven when the first of the guestk tiheir leave, and
almost midnight when Teresa and Giuseppe indicateidtention to
depart.

Aysha thanked their hosts, smiled until her facd,rand quivered
slightly when Carlo caught hold of her hand as tf@pwed her
parents down the steps to their respective cars.

'‘Goodnight, darling." Teresa leaned forward andshwed her
daughter's cheek.

Aysha stood as Carlo unlocked the car, then shk istio the
passenger seat, secured her belt, and leaned dg@cistethe headrest
as Carlo fired the engine.

Tired?"'

She was conscious of his discerning glance seduogidse he set the
car in motion.

‘A little." She closed her eyes, and let the ve'sanovement and the
guietness of the night seep into her bones.

‘Do you want me to take you home?'

A silent sigh escaped her lips, and she effecteceful smile. 'Now
there's a question. Which home are you talking &b@aours, mine or
ours?’

‘The choice is yours.'



Was it? The new house was completely furnished aavaiting only
the final finishing touches. Her own bedroom beadrbut that was
fraught with implication Teresa would query in therning.

Besides, she coveted the touch of his hands, glefédis body, his
mouth devastating her own.

Then she could pretend that good lovemaking wasbatisute for
love. That no one was meant to have it all, and in Cédnleir future
together, she had more than her share.

‘The penthouse.’

Carlo didn't comment, and she wondered if it wdudde made any
difference if she'd saidome.

An ache started up in the pit of her stomach, atehsified until it

became a tangible pain as he slowed the car, defsc the security
system guarding entrance to the luxury apartmeritihg, then

eased down into the underground car park and btdhglvehicle to
a halt in his allotted space.

They rode the lift to the top floor in silence, andide the apartment
Aysha went willingly into his arms, his bed, an eagupplicant to
anything he chose to bestow.

It was just after nine when Aysha eased the Porstbean empty
space in an inner city car park building, and withninutes she
stepped off the escalator , and emerged onto thenpent.

It was a beautiful day, the sky a clear azure \wahdly a cloud in
sight, and the sun's warmth bathed all beneathith & balmy



summer brilliance. Her *needs were few, the puesa®nfined to
four boutiques, three of which were within threedbs of each other.

Two hours, tops, she calculated, then she'd medirftesmaids for
lunch. At two she had a hair appointment, follovilyda manicure,
and tonight she was attending an invitation-onvpw of the first
in a series of foreign films scheduled to appear dhre next month.

Each evening there was something filling their sbengagement
diary. Although last night when Carlo had suggesliathg out she'd
insisted they eat in...and somehow the decisiom'hgdt made one
way or the other. She retained a vivid recollecabwhy,and a secret
smile curved her lips as she slid her sunglasseslace.

Selecting clothes was something she enjoyed, aadehsessed a
natural flair for colour, fashion and design.

Aysha had three hours before she was due to joibriteesmaids for
lunch, and she intended to utilise that time tdutest potential.

It was nice to be able to take time, instead ofifga¥o rush in a
limited lunch-hour. Selective shopping was fun, ahe gradually
added to a growing collection of glossy carry-bags.

Bags she should really dispense with before meétiagirls...which
meant a walk back to the car park to deposit hestfases in the boot
of her car.

Lianna, Arianne, Suzanne and Tessa were alreatgts@aen Aysha
joined them. Two brunettes, a redhead, and a bldrftey'd attended
school together, suffered through piano and bdésesons, and,
although their characters were quite different fremch other, they
shared an empathy that had firmed over the yeaas asbreakable
bond.



‘You're late, but we forgive you,' Lianna begarobefAysha was able
to say a word. 'Of course, we do understand.' Hieeed one of her

irrepressible smiles. "You have serious shoppintheragenda.' She
leaned forward. 'And your penance is to relay elietg detail.'

'‘Let me order a drink first," Aysha protested, gaste her order to a
hovering waiter. '‘Mineral water, slice of lemonempty of ice.’

'‘What did you buy to change into after the weddingfanne
quizzed, and Lianna pulled a face.

‘Sweetheart, she wonfteed anything to wear after the wedding
except skin.'

'Sure. But she should have something sheer andesxkart off with,'
Suzanne interceded.

'‘Honest, girls, can you see Carlo helping Ayshaaduhe wedding
gown and into a nightgown? Come on, let's gethreed!"

‘Are you done?' Aysha queried, trying to repreg@atening laugh.

'‘Not yet,’ Lianna declared blithely. "You needuffer a little pain for

all the trouble we're going to for you.' She begaimnting them off on
each finger. 'Dress fittings, shoe shopping, chusettearsals, child
chaperoning, in church and out of it, organisirglthdal shower, not
to mention make-up sessions and hair stylists igragton our hair.'
Her eyes sparkled with devilish laughter. 'Foradlivhich our only

reward is to kiss the groom.'

'Who said you get to do that?' Aysha queried wititknseriousness.
'‘Married men don't kiss other women.'

'‘No kiss, we decorate the wedding car," Liannaatiersed.



‘Are you ladies ready to order?'

‘Yes,' they agreed in unison, and proceeded to latetp confuse the
poor young man who'd been assigned to their table.

‘You're incorrigible," Aysha chastised as soon asl hlisappeared
towards the kitchen, and Lianna gave a conciliashiryg.

‘This is a feel-good moment, darling. The last of the grea
single-women luncheons. Saturday week you join rdaeks of
married ladies, while we, poor darlings, languish tbe sideline
searching for the perfect man. Of which, believe there are very
few." She paused to draw breath. 'If they look gabey sound
terrible, or have disgusting habits, or verge talsaviolence, or,
worst of all, have no money.'

Suzanne shook her head. 'Cynical, way too cynical.’
They ordered another round of drinks, then theadfarrived.

'So, tell us, darling,' Lianna cajoled. 'ls Cardogargeous in bed as he
Is out of it?'

‘That's a bit below the belt," Arianne protested hianna grinned.

'‘Got it in one. Hey, if Aysha ditches him, I'm nertline.' She cast
Aysha a wicked wink. 'Aren't you glad I'm your bé&stnd?'

'Yes,' she responded simply. Loyalty and integnigttered, and
Lianna possessed both, even if she was an irrejpleessotor-mouth.
The fun, the generous smile hid a childhood mabsettagedy.

*You haven't told us what you bought this morning."'

‘You didn't give me a chance.’



'I'm giving it to you now,' Lianna insisted magnaously, and Aysha
laughed.

She needed the levity, and it was good, so goodiax and unwind
among friends.

'‘What social event is scheduled for tonight? Dinmgh family, the
theatre, ballet, party? Or do you just get to $tagne and go to bed
with Carlo?"

‘You have the cheek of old Nick," Aysha declaredd aaught
Lianna's wicked smile.

‘You didn't answer the question.'
‘There's a foreign film festival on at the Arts @ed

'‘Ah, eclectic entertainment,' Arianne sighed wisgfuWhat are you
going to wear?'

‘Something utterly gorgeous,' Lianna declared, dy&s narrowing
speculatively. 'Long black evening trousers ortskiratching top,
shoestring straps, and that exquisite beaded ayeaitket you
picked up in Hong Kong. Minimum jewellery.’

IOKl

'‘OK? I'm in fashion, darling. What I've just deber is considerably
higher on the scale of gorgeous than {DKt'

‘All right, I'll wear it," Aysha conceded peaceably

They skipped dessert, ordered coffee, and Aysleyoanade her hair
appointment on time.



'‘No dinner for me, Mamma. I'll just pick up somaifr | had a late
lunch,' she relayed via the mobile phone priorrteinly home. With

the way traffic was moving, it would be six befoshe reached
Vaucluse. Which would leave her just under an hoshower, dress,
tend to her hair and make-up, and be at Carlo'strapat by

seven-fifteen.

'‘Bella,' he complimented warmly as she used her key barglytes
after the appointed time.

Aysha could have said the same, for he looked dmvagly
attractive attired in a dark evening suit, snowytevkotton shirt, and
black bow tie. Arresting, she added, aware of loelyls reaction to
his appreciative appraisal. Heat flooded her veagtiyating all her
nerve-ends, as she felt the magnetic pull of theese It would be so
easy just to hold out her arms and walk into entlift her face for
his kiss. She wanted to, badly.

'‘Would you like a drink before we leave?'

Alcohol on a near-empty stomach wasn't a good ided,she shook
her head. 'No. Thanks.'

‘How was lunch with the girls?'

A smile lifted the edges of her mouth, and her eyleamed with
remembered pleasure. 'Great. Really great.’

Carlo caught hold of her hand and lifted it to hps. 'l imagine
Lianna was at her irrepressible best?’

'It was nice just to sit, relax and laugh a littléer smile widened, and
her eyes searched his. 'Lianna is looking forwardckissing the
groom.'



Carlo pulled back the cuff of his jacket and checkes watch.
'‘Perhaps we should be on our way. Traffic will bavy, and parking
probably a problem.’

It was a gala evening, and a few of the city'sa®zions numbered
among the guests. The female contingent wore al doréaline in
jewels and French designer gowns vied with thosehky Italian
equivalent.

Aysha mingled with fellow guests, nibbled from affered tray of
hors d'oeuvres, and sipped orange juice with arecdihsh of
champagne.

'Sorry I'm a little late. Parking was chaotic.'

Aysha recognised the light feminine voice and tdrb@ greet its
owner. 'Hello, Nina.'

The brunette let her gaze trail down to the tipdydgha's shoes, then
slowly back again in a deliberately provocativeeassnent. 'Aysha,
how—pretty, you look. Although black is a littleask, darling, on
one as fair as you.'

She turned towards Carlo, and her smile alone doane lit up the
entire auditorium.Caro, | really need a drink. Do you think you
could organise one for me?'

Very good, Aysha silently applauded. Wait for tleeand Carlo is
out of earshot, and...any minute now—

'l doubt you'll satisfy him for long.’

Aysha met that piercing gaze and held it. She enanaged a faint
smile. 'I'll give it my best shot.'



‘There are distinct advantages in having the weithg'ring, | guess.'
'l get to sleep with him?'

Nina's eyes glittered. 'lI'd rather be his mistteas his wife, darling.
That way | get most of the pleasure, all of th&kpewhile you do the
time.'

The temptation to throw the contents of her glas§ina's face was
almost irresistible.

‘Champagne?' Carlo drawled, handing Nina a slite flu

The electronic tone summoning the audience to ttadie seats came
as a welcome intrusion, and she made her way heaheatre at
Carlo's side, all too aware of Nina's presencéasisherette pointed
them in the direction of their seats.

Now why wasn't she surprised when Nina's seatailmc adjoined
theirs? Hardly coincidence, and Aysha gritted leetht when Nina
very cleverly ensured Carlo took the centre seat. G

The lights dimmed, and her fingers stiffened asldCaeovered her
hand with his own. Worse was the soothing moveraéhts thumb
against the inside of her wrist.

So he sensed her tension. Good. He'd sense a fet lmefore the
evening was over!

The theatre lights went out, technicolor imagdsdilthe screen, and
the previews of forthcoming movies showed in rgky quick
sequence. The main feature was set in Paris, grekdubbed into
English, and it was a dark moviegir, with subjective nuances, no
comedy whatsoever. Aysha found it depressing, teespe script,
directorship and acting having won several awards.



The final scene climaxed with particular violenesd when the
credits faded and the lights came on she saw Nitieds@aw a hand
from Carlo's forearm.

Aysha threw her an icy glare, glimpsed the glittgrisatisfaction
evident, and wanted to scream.

She turned towards the aisle and moved with the 6 exiting
patrons, aware, as if she was a disembodied spedtadt Nina took
full advantage of the crowd situation to press lasecto Carlo as
decently possible.

They reached the auditorium foyer, and Aysha hastdad with a
polite smile pinned to her face as the patrons vserged coffee,
offered cheese and biscuits or minuscule piecesaks.

'Why don't we go on to a nightclub?' Nina suggestesl not late.’

And watch you attempt to dance and play kissy-fatdd Carlo?
Aysha demanded silently. Not if | have anythingltowith it!

'‘Don't let us stop you,' Carlo declined smoothhhascurved an arm
along the back of Aysha's waist. Tense, definttehse. He wanted to
bend his head and place a placating kiss to thee@frher neck, then
look deep into those smoky grey eyes and silesbyiee her she had
nothing whatsoever to worry about.

A slight smile curved his lips. Nina saw it, andsmterpreted its
source.

‘The music is incredible." She tucked her handutinohis arm, and
cajoled with the guile of a temptress. "You'll gnip'

'No," he declined in a silky voice as he carefdisengaged her hand.
' won't.!



Nina recognised defeat when she saw it, and dled Iifer shoulders
with an elegant shrug. 'lIf you must miss out...'

His raised eyebrow signalled her departure, andsfept him a deep
sultry glance. 'Another time, maybe.'

Aysha drew a deep breath, then released it sla@fiall the nerve!
She lifted her cup and took a sip of ruinously siraoffee. It would
probably keep her awake half the night, but righthas precise
moment she didn't give a damn.

'‘Carlo,come stai!

A business acquaintance, whose presence she waealcaovith

considerable enthusiasm. The man looked mildly re¢dnas she
enquired about his wife, his children, their schmgland their
achievements.

'You overwhelmed him," Carlo declared with deceptindolence,
and she fixed him with a brilliant smile.

'His arrival was timely,"' she assured him sweétlyas about to hit
you.'

'In public?'

She drew in a deep breath, and studied his featareseveral long
seconds. 'This is not a time for levi-

ty-'
‘Nina bothers you?'

Aysha forced herself to hold his gaze. 'She neveésses an
opportunity to be wherever we happen to go.'



His eyes narrowed fractionally. "You think | ddkriow that?'

'‘Were you ever lovers?' she demanded, and a fhiltfeathered
across the surface of her skin as she waited $ordsponse.

'‘No.'

The words tripped out before she could stop th¥ou'te quite sure
about that?'

Carlo was silent for several seconds, then he vedtsilkily, 'I've
never been indiscriminate with the few women whehared my
bed. Believe me, Nina didn't number among them.tde& her cup
and placed it together with his own on a nearbyetatshall we
leave?',

He was angry, but then so was she, and she swapa [glittering
look from beneath mascaraed lashes. 'Let's do that.

Their passage to the car wasn't swift as they phosementarily to
chat to fellow patrons whom they knew or were acatfed with.

'Your silence is ominous,' Carlo remarked with bHlmlmour as he
eased the Mercedes into the flow of traffic.

'I'm going with the saying.if you can't find anything nice to say, it's
better to say nothing at all.’

'l see.’

No, you don't. You couldn't possibly know how teed | am of not
being able to hold your interest. Petrified thae atay you'll find
someone else, and I'll be left a broken shell offongner self.



The drive from the city to Rose Bay was achieved ialatively short
space of time, and Carlo cleared security at hisrtagent
underground car park, then manoeuvred the car higoallotted
space.

Aysha released the door-clasp, slid to her feesed the door, and
moved the few steps to her car.

'‘What are you doing?'

'l would have thought that was obvious. I'm goilogie.'
‘Your keys are in the apartment,’ Carlo said mildly
Dammit, so they were. 'In that case, I'll go gentli

She turned and stalked towards the bank of litehlzed the call
button, and barely contained her impatience aswshted for it to
arrive.

'‘Don't you think you're overreacting?'

There was something in his voice she failed to gas®, although
some deep, inner sixth sense did and sent out @eed'Not really.’

The doors slid open and she stepped into the eyhadbbed the top
panel button, and stood in icy silence as they waresported to the
uppermost floor.

Carlo unlocked the apartment door, and she sweph@&ad of him,
located the keys where she'd put them on a tablkerfoyer, and
collected them.

‘Your parents aren't expecting you back tonight.’



It didn't help that he was right. 'So I'll ring the
He noted the proud tilt of her chin, the firm seher mouth. 'Stay.' -

Her eyes flared. 'I'd prefer to go home."' Ninatsiolic words had
provided too vivid an image to easily dispel.

'I'll drive you.'

The inflexibility evident in his voice sent chillseudding down the
length of her spine. 'The hell you will.'

His features hardened, and a muscle tensed atithefshis jaw. Try
to walk out of this apartment, and see how far geus

Aysha allowed her gaze to travel the length ofdudy, and back
again. He had the height, the sheer strength tacone any evasive
tactics she might employ.

‘Brute force, Carlo? Isn't that a little drastic?'
‘Not when your well-being and safety are at stake.'

Her chin tilted in a gesture of defiance. 'Someltloat doesn't quite
add up, does it?' She held up her hand as he egpeak. '‘Don't.'
Her eyes held a brilliant sheen that was a mixtfisnger, pride, and
pain. 'At least let there be honesty between us.'

'l have never been dishonest with you.'

She felt sick inside, a dreadful gnawing emptirtess ripped away
any illusions she might have had that affection @exthg on his part
were enough.



Without a further word she turned and walked towahe front door,
released the locking mechanism, then took the fepssnecessary to
reach the bank of lifts.

Please pleaselet there be one waiting, she silently beggedhes <
depressed the call button.

The following twenty seconds were among the longpeisér life, and
she gave an audible sigh of relief when the hetaigless steel doors
slid open.

Aysha stepped inside and turned to jab the ap@tgpfioor panel,
only to gasp with outraged indignation as Carlgpgésl into the
cubicle.

'‘Get out.'

Dark eyes lanced hers, mercilessly hard and resdluan drive you,
or follow behind in my car.' The ruthlessness istied. 'Choose.'

The lift doors slid closed, and the cubicle movedftyy down
towards the car park.

'‘Go to hell.’
His smile held little humour. 'That wasn't an optio
‘Unfortunately.’

The flippant response served to tighten his expesato a grim
mask, and his anger was a palpable entity.

'‘Believe you wouldn't want me to take you theras #rawl held a
silky threat that sent shivers scudding down tingtle of her spine.



The doors whispered open, and without a word shegoled him into
the huge concrete cavern. Her car was parked pehist and she
widened the distance between them, conscious afdws clicking
against the concrete floor.

Carlo crossed to the Mercedes, unlocked the passdogr, and held
it open. 'Get in.'

Damned if she'd obey his dictum. 'I'll need myioahe morning.'
His expression remained unchanged. 'I'll collect.yo

Aysha felt like stamping her foot. 'Or | can hawerdsa drop me, or
take a cab, or any one of a few other options.' ¢y&s were fiery
with rebellion. 'Don't patronise me, dammit!'

It had been a long night, fraught with moments lbées anger,
disillusionment, and introspective rationalisatibione of which had
done much to ease the heartache or the senserafdlettach of
which she'd examined in detail, only to silentlptgate herself for
having too high an expectation of a union baseelgat reality.

Worse, for allowing Nina's deviousness to undermine own
ambivalent emotions. Nina's success focused onagshsecurity,
and it irked unbearably.

Carlo watched the fleeting emotions chase acrossekpgressive
features and divined each and every one of them.

'Get in the carcara.'

His gentle tone was almost her undoing, and shghtoagainst the
sudden prick of tears. Damn him. She wanted to taaimer anger.
Lash out, verbally and physically, until the ragasvgpent.



Conversely, she needed his touch, the soothingtgoéthose strong
hands softly brushing her skin, the feel of his thoon hers as the
sensual magic wove its own spell.

She wanted to re-enter the lift and have it trartsjp@m back to his
apartment. Most of all, she wanted to lose heisdtis loving, then
fall asleep in his arms with the steady beat oftigiart beneath her
cheek.

Yet pride prevented her from taking that essergiap, just as it
locked the voice in her throat. She felt raw, anm#onally at odds.

Did most brides suffer this awful ambivalencgét real,a tiny voice
reminded her. You don't represenbstbrides, and while you have
the groom's affection, it's doubtful he'll ever tgiyou his
unconditional love.

With a gesture indicating silent acquiescence ditk isto the
passenger seat, reached for the safety belt as €laded the door,
and fastened it as he crossed in front of the \e@h8esconds later he
fired the engine and cruised up the ramp leadirsireet level.

‘Call your parents.’

Aysha reached into her purse and extracted thd smodlile phone,
and keyed in the appropriate digits.

Giuseppe answered on the third ring. 'Aysha? Sangeth wrong?'
'‘No, Papa. I'll be home in about fifteen minutesn@ou fix security?'

Thank heavens it wasn't Teresa who'd answeredhdormother
would have fired off a string of questions to rivile Spanish
Inquisition.



Aysha ignored Carlo's brief encompassing glancethes car
whispered along the suburban street, and she clegeglyes against
the image of her mother slipping on a robe in prage@n for a
maternal chat the instant Aysha entered the house.

A silent laugh rose and died in her throat. At fimecise moment she
didn't know which scenario she preferred... The teraaliscussion
she'd just had with Carlo, or the one she was atwiiave with
Teresa.

Aysha had no sooner stepped inside the door thanmuther
launched into a series of questions, and it waigetmsfabricate than
spell out her own insecurities.

She justified her transgression by qualifying Taread enough on
her plate, and nothing could be achieved by thédemnce.

'‘Are you sure there is nothing bothering you?' $aneersisted.

'‘No, Mamma.' Inspiration was the mother of invemtiand she used
it shamelessly. 'l forgot to take the samples Idneematch up the
shoes tomorrow, so | thought I'd come home.'

‘You didn't quarrel with Carlo?'

Quarrel wasn't exactly the word she would have choserestribe
their altercation. 'Why would | do that?' Aysha otared.

"'l make coffee.’
All she wanted to do was go to bed. 'Don't bothakimyg it for me."'
‘You're going upstairs now?'

'‘Goodnight, Mamma,' she bade gently. 'I'll see ipoilne morning."'



‘Gianna and | will meet you for lunch tomorrow.'eSimentioned a
restaurant. 'I'll book a table for one o'clock.’

She leaned forward and brushed lips to her motlohesk. That
sounds nice.'

Without a further word she turned and made forstags, and in her
room she slowly removed her clothes, cleansedduer 6f make-up,
then slid in between the sheets.



CHAPTER FIVE

''LL be there in half an hour,' Carlo declared as Aysb& his call
early next morning. 'Don't argue,' he added besbeehad a chance to
say a word.

Conscious that Teresa sat within hearing distarsc¢éhay shared
breakfast she found it difficult to give anythingper than a warm and
friendly response.

‘Thanks," she managed brightly. 'I'll be ready.e Saplaced the
receiver, then drained the rest of her coffee.tWas Carlo,’ she
relayed. 'I'll go change.'

'‘Will you come back here, or go straight into titgZ

‘The city. | need to choose crockery and cutlentie house.' Pots
and pans, roasting dishes. Each day she triedctoradate some of
the necessities required in setting up house. yi atawell make an
early start.’

In her room, she quickly shed shorts and top ahectwsl a smart
straight skirt in ivory linen, added a silk prirttid and matching
jacket, slid her feet into slim-heeled pumps, tehtte her hair and
make-up, and was downstairs waiting when Carlo'schtées slid to
a halt outside the front door.

Aysha drew a calming breath, then she walked ouh&ocar and
slipped into the passenger seat. 'There was nofoegdu to collect
me," she assured him, conscious of the look of thienfaint aroma of
his cologne.

‘There was every need,' he drawled silkily as Imé¢ the car forward.



'l don't want to fight with you,' she said ingensiyi and he spared
her a swift glance.

"Then don't.

A disbelieving laugh escaped her throat. 'Suddéntipesn't seem
that easy.’

‘Nina is a woman who thrives on intrigue and inrdehCarlo's voice
was hard, his expression an inscrutable mask.

Oh, yes, Aysha silently agreed. And she's so vendgat it. 'She
wantsyou.'

'I'm already spoken for, remember?'

'‘Ah, now there's the thing. Nina abides by the crefhll being fair
in love and war.'

‘And this is shaping up as war?'

You'd better believe it! "You're the prizéarling,' she mocked, and
incurred his dark glance.

Yours.'
"You have no idea how gratifying it is to hear \say that.'

'‘Cynicism doesn't suit you.' Carlo slanted henghslsmile, and she
raised one eyebrow in mocking acquiescence.

‘Shall we change the subject?'
He negotiated an intersection, then turned intoeHR=sy.

'I've booked a table for dinner tonight. I'll caiteyou at six.'



They'd had tickets for tonight's premiere perforoghy the Russian
corps de ballefor a month. How could she not have remembered

The remainder of the short drive was achievedlense, and Carlo
deposited her beside her car, then left as shensidhind the wheel
of the Porsche.

City traffic was horrific at this hour of the mong, and it was after
nine when Aysha emerged onto the inner city street.

First stop was a major department store two blocstsnt, and she'd
walked less than half a block when her mobile phamng.

She automatically retrieved the unit from her bad beard Teresa's
voice, pitched high in distress.

'‘Aysha? I've just had a call from the bridal bouéqYour headpiece
has arrived from Paris, but it's the wrong one!'

She closed her eyes, then opened them again. tiaked a day of
deliberation before making the final choice... Htomg ago? A
month? Now the order had been mixed up. Great. NDinma. Let's
not panic.'

Her mother's voice escalated. 'lt was perfect, pestect. There
wasn't another to compare with it.'

'I'll go sort it out." A phone call from the boutig to,the manufacturer
in Paris, and the use of a courier service shoatl & successful
result.

Aysha should have known it couldn't be that simple.

''ve already done that,’ the boutique owner ralay®lo joy,
unfortunately. They don't have another in stocke Tdesign is



intricate, the seed pearls needed are held up héaosvs where, and
the gist of it is, we need to choose something'else

'OK, let's do it." It took an hour to select, asa®rthe order could be
filed and couriered within the week.

‘That's definite,’' the vendeuse promised.

Now why didn't that reassure her? Possibly becahs&l heard the
same words before.

An hour later she had to concede there were diygesalins at work,
for the white embroidered stockings ordered haanved. The lace
suspender belt had, but it didn't match the gdrtdt, as it was
supposed to do.

Teresa would consider it a catastrophe. Aysha mdrelw in a deep
breath, ascertained the order might be corredldfin time, decided
mightwasn't good enough, and opted to select sometlgegnath a
guaranteed delivery.

It was after midday when she collected the lastyelaag and added it
to the collection she held in each hand. Shoessbedhave time if
she was to meet Teresa and Gianna at Double Bdyrfoln at one?
She could always phone and say she'd be ten eefiftninutes late.

With that thought in mind she entered the QueerioviE building
and made her way towards the shoe shop.

It was a beautiful old building, historically preged, and
undoubtedly heritage-listed. Aysha loved the amiteethe blend of
old and modern, and she admired a shop displajnasae the
escalator to the first floor.



She'd only walked a few steps when an exquisitedbeshowcased
in a jeweller's window caught her eye, and she gdtis admire it.

The gold links were of an unusual design, and éakheld a half-

carat diamond.

'I'm sure you'll only have to purr prettily in Cad ear, and he'll buy it
for you.'

Aysha recognised the voice and turned slowly tce fdee young
woman at her side. 'Nina,' she acknowledged wgbliée smile, and
watched as Nina's expression became positivelydeli

She took in the numerous carry-bags and their wvaremblazoned
logos. 'Been shopping?'

Aysha effected a faint shrug. 'A few things | nesettecollect.’

'l was going to ring and invite you to share a eefivith me. Can you
manage a few minutes now?'

The last thing she wanted was a tete-a-tete withaNwith or
without the coffee. 'l really don't have time. Imeeting Teresa and
Gianna for lunch.'

'In that case...' She slid open her attache casaceed a large square
envelope and slipped it into one of Aysha's caags 'Have fun with
these. I'm sure you'll find them enlightening.' €£2hg the case, she
proffered a distinctly feline smiléCiao. See you tomorrow night at
the sculpture exhibition.’

Given the social circle in which they both movdtit attendance at
the same functions was inevitable. Aysha entertathe fleeting
desire to give the evening exhibition a miss, tsmissed the idea.
Bruno would never forgive their absence.



Aysha caught the time on one of the clocks featurete jeweller's
window, and hurriedly made for the bank of escatato

Five minutes later she joined the flow of traffiodanegotiated a
series of one-way streets before hitting the matarial one that
would join with another leading to Double Bay.

Teresa and Gianna were already seated at a talele s¥te entered
the restaurant, and she greeted them both warhey, $ank into a
chair.

‘Shall we order?’
‘You were able to sort everything out with the htidoutique?’

It was easier to agree. Afterwards she could go dietail, but right
now, here, she didn't want Teresa to launch inbm@ diatribe. 'Yes.'

'‘Bene' Her mother paused sufficiently long for the waib take their
order. "You managed to collect everything?'

'‘Except shoes, and I'm sure I'll find somethingké lin one of the
shops here." Double Bay held a number of exclusiveps and
boutiques. 'I'll have a look when we've finisheddh.'

It was almost two when they emerged onto the pangraed Aysha
left both women to complete their shopping while sénded to the
last few items on her list.

A rueful smile played at the edges of her moutla little over a week
all the planning, the shopping, the organisingwould all be over.
Life could begin to return to normal. She'd be Aysbantangelo,
mistress of her own home, with a husband's needzreofor.



Just thinking about those needs was enough towgarmdth coursing
through her veins, and put wickedly sensuous thtsughher head.

During the next two hours she added to the numbeaoy-bags
filling the boot of her car. The envelope Nina tsld into one of
them drew her attention, and she pulled it fre@mared it, then,
curious as to its contents, she undid the flap.

Not papers, she discovered. Photographs. Severahewvh. She
looked at the first, and saw a man and a woman a&mg in the
foyer of a hotel.

Not any man. Carlo. And the woman was Nina.

Aysha's insides twisted and began to churn as sh& pside and
looked at the next one, depicting the exterior araine of a
Melbourne hotel, the one where Carlo had stayeeetlweeks ago
when he'd been there for a few days on businesgpdSedly
business, for the following shot showed Carlo anthntering a lift
together.

Aysha's fingers shook as she kept flipping the pip@tphs over, one
by one. Nina and Carlo pausing outside a numbeoed. dbout to
embrace. Kissing.

The evidence was clear enough. Carlo was havingffar...with
Nina.

Her legs suddenly felt boneless, and her limbs hégahake. How
dared he abuse her trust, her love... every thivedsentrusted in
him?

If he thought she'd condone a mistress, he hadhanttink coming!



Anger rose like newly ignited flame, and she thithst photographs
back into the envelope, closed the boot, thenisliEhind the wheel
of her car.

There were many ways to hurt someone, but betragal right up
there. She wanted to march into his office andigagt a
confrontation Now.

Except she knew she'd yell, and say things it wbelgreferable for
no one else to overhear.

Wait, an inner voice cautioned as she negotiated peak thaffic
travelling the main east suburban road leading tdsv&aucluse.

The car in front braked suddenly, and only a sgiteond reaction
saved her from running into the back of it.

All her fine anger erupted in a stream of langutigg was both
graphic and unladylike. Horns blared in rapid sss@, car doors
slammed, and there were voices raised in conflict.

Traffic banked up behind her, and it was ten misbiefore she could
ease her car forward and slowly clear an interseatlogged with
police car, ambulance, tow-truck.

Consequently it was after five when she parkedctreout front of
her parents' home, and she'd no sooner enteréabtise than Teresa
called her into the kitchen.

"'l be there in a few minutes," Aysha respondédter I've taken
everything up to my room.’

A momentary stay of execution, she reflected asysdde her way up
the curved staircase. The carry- bags could beakepalater. The



photographs were private, very private, and shiestlithem beneath
her pillow.

She took a few minutes to freshen up, then shaaedr her steps to
the foyer. The kitchen was redolent with the smoehlerbs and garlic,
and a small saucepan held simmering contents oncéhnamic
hotplate.

Teresa stood, spoon in hand, as she added anlitiée a little water,
before turning to face her daughter.

"You didn't tell me what happened at the bridaltlome.’

Aysha relayed the details, then waited for her mcdshanticipated
reaction. She wasn't disappointed.

'‘Why weren't they couriered out? Why weren't wel toéfore this
there might be a problem? I'll never use that lpmatiagain!'

'You won't have to,"' Aysha said drily. '‘Believe rtyee no intention of
doing a repeat performance in this lifetime.’

'We should have used someone else.'

'‘As most of the bridal boutiques get all their diggpfrom the same
source, | doubt it would have made a difference.’

‘You don't know that,' Teresa responded sharpshduld have dealt
with it myself. Can't they get anything right? Nome learn the
wedding lingerie doesn't match.’

'I'm sure Carlo won't even notice.'

Teresa gave her a look which spoke volumes. 'ltsigfoenatter
whether he notices or not. You'll knowll know. And so will



everyone else when you lift your dress and he r@sidlie garter.'
The volume of her voice increased. 'We spent heelscting each
individual item. Now nothing matches.’

‘Mother.'Motherwas bad. Its use forewarned of frazzled nerveas, &
a temper stretched close to breaking point. 'Calvand’ One look at
Teresa's face was sufficient to tell a verbal esiplo was imminent,
and she took a deep breath and released it sldiny.just as
disappointed as you are, but we have to be pratthssertiveness
probably wasn't a good option at this precise mdnieve already
chosen something I'm happy with and they've guaeshtlelivery
within days.'

"'l check it out in the morning.'
"There's no need to do that.'

'Of course there is, Aysha.' Teresa was adamasetv8\put a great
deal of business their way.'

If she stayed another minute, she'd spit the dumamaythey'd have a
full-scale row. 'l haven't got time to discussatwn | have to shower
and change, and meet Carlo in less than an hour.'

It was a cop-out, albeit a diplomatic one, sheditias she quickly
ascended the stairs. Differences of opinion wee thing. All-out
war was another. Teresa wbBsresaand she was unlikely to change

Damn Nina and her Mission. She was a bitch of th&t order.
Desperate, and dangerous.

The worst kind, Aysha determined viciously as singsed off her
clothes and stepped beneath the cascade of water.



Five minutes later she emerged, wound a towel a@rdar slender
curves and crossed into the bedroom bent on sajesbmething
mind-blowing to wear.

Dressed to kill. What a marvellous analogy, shed#et One look at
her mirrored reflection revealed a slender youngnawo in a black
beaded gown that was strapless, backless, witméirteethat fell to
her ankles. A long chiffon scarf lay sprawled asrti®e bed and she
draped it round her neck so both ends trailed dosvrback.

Make-up was, she determined, a little overstatethehow it seemed
appropriate. Warriors painted themselves before/ tivent into
battle, didn't they? And there would be a battleglt before the
night was over. She could personally guarantee it.

Teresa was setting the table in the dining roonantivha, I'm on my
way.'

Was it something in her voice that caused her mdtheast her a
sharp glance? When it came to maternal instincgsesa's were
second to none. 'Have a good time.'

That was entirely debatable. Dinreedeuxfollowed by an evening at
the ballet had definitely lost its appeal. 'Thahks.

Fifteen minutes later she garaged her car in tdengmound car park,
then rode the lift to Carlo's apartment. The enpeloontaining the
photographs was in her hand, and the portrayedasag celluloid
almost scorched her fingers. .. He opened the dabm seconds,
and she saw his pupils widen in gleaming male ajgien. A shaft
of intense satisfaction flared, and she took inithemaculate cut of
his dark suit, the startling white cotton shirg gplendid tie.



The perfectly groomed, wildly attractive fiance. irg, too, she
added a trifle viciously as he drew her close amtled the sensitive
curve of her neck.

The right touch, the expert moves. It was almostrtmich to expect
him to be faithful as well. His love, she knew, wboever be hers to
have. But fidelity... That was something she ingzhtb insist on.

‘What's wrong?'

Add intuitive, Aysha accorded. At least some of his senses were
track. She moved back a step, away from the t@itemptation of
his arms. It would be far too easy to lean in agfdam and offer her
mouth for his kiss. But then she'd kiss him back], that wouldn't do
at all.

‘What makes you think that?' she queried with @etite calm, and
saw his eyes narrow.

'‘We've never played guessing games, and we're oiog do start
now.'

Games, subterfuge, deception. They were one andaime thing.
'Really?’

His expression sharpened, accentuating the broatl féone
structure with its strong angles and planes. 'Bmut, Aysha. I'm
listening.'

Aysha rang the tip of one fingernail along the edf&e envelope.
Eyes like crystallised smoke burned with a fiergtrees she thrust the
envelope at him. "You've got it wrong. You tallgdt to listen.’



He caught the envelope, and a puzzled frown crelsefbrehead.
'‘What the hell is this aboutMell is a pretty good description. Oper
the damned thing. | think you'll get the pictu&he certainly had!

His fingers freed the flap and she watched him fodlyeas he
extracted the sheaf of photos and examined thenbyoee.

His expression barely altered, and she had to tiaadhim... He had
tremendous control. Somehow his icy discipline made effect than
anger.

'llluminating, wouldn't you agree?"'
His gaze speared hers, dark, dangerous and aasgrdnite. 'Very.'
Her eyes held his fearlessly. 'l think | deservegplanation.'

'| stayed in that hotel, and, yes, Nina was thBut without any prior
knowledge or invitation on my part.'

How could she believe him when Nina continued tip goison at
every turn?

"That's it?' She was so cool it was a wonder thedtidn't freeze in
her veins.

'As far as I'm concerned.'

'l guess Nina just happened to be standing ouigide room?' She
swept his features mercilessly. 'l don't buy it.'

'It happens to be the truth.' His voice was infbéxi and Aysha's eyes
were fearless as she met his.



'I'm fully aware our impending marriage has its as mutual
convenience,' she stated with restrained anget.|'Bisist on your
fidelity.'

Carlo's eyes narrowed and became chillingly calimer@ was a
leashed stillness apparent she knew she'd be oviseet.

Except she was past wisdom, beyond any form odmate. Did he
have any conception of what she'd felt like whegigkighted those
photos? It was as if the tip of a sword piercedheart, poised there,
then thrust in to the hilt.

‘My fidelity isn't in question.’

Isn't it?'

'‘Would you care to rephrase that?'

'‘Why?' Aysha countered baldly. 'What part didntt ymderstand?'
'l heard the words. It's the motive | find diffitid comprehend.’

With admirable detachment she raked his large fricora head to
toe, and back again. 'lIt's simple. In this marrjagere's only room
for two of us.' She was so angry, she felt she msgif-destruct.
‘There's no way I'll turn a blind eye to you havegnistress on the
side.'

'‘Why would | want a mistress?' Carlo queried with calm.

Her eyes flashed, a brilliant translucent grey tread the clarity and
purity of a rare pearl. 'To complement my preseincthe marital
bed?’



His gaze didn't waver, and she fought against beaggped by the
depth, the intensity. It was almost hypnotic, ahd sad the most
uncanny sensation he was intent on dispensing tivéHayers that
guarded her soul, like a surgeon using a scalpéh welicate
precision.

'‘Nina has done a hatchet job, hasn't she?' Cddoedfin a voice that
sounded like silk being razed by tempered stealffittently
damaging, that any assurance | give you to theragnwill be
viewed with scepticism?' He reached out a handcanght hold of
her chin between thumb and forefinger. 'What weekagether,' he
prompted. ‘What would you call that?'

She was breaking up inside, slowly shattering antbousand pieces.
Special,a tiny voice taunted. So special, the mere thowdHtim
sharing his body with someone else caused her qadyzin.

'‘Good sex?' Carlo persisted dangerously.

Her stance altered slightly, and her eyes assumesivadepth and
intensity. 'Presumably not good enough,' she dedlaravely.

It was possible to see the anger build, and shehsdtwith detached
fascination as the fingers of each hand clenchexdfists, watched
the muscles bunch at the edge of his jaw, thetdliging of nostrils,
and the darkening of his eyes.

He uttered a husky oath, and she said with delibdezetiousness,
'Flattery isn't appropriate.’

Something moved in the depths of his eyes. An emahe didn't
care to define.

'‘Nina,' Carlo vented emotively, 'has a lot to anshee'



Didn't she just! 'On that, at least, we agree.’

'Let's get this quite clear,' he said with dangsmuietness. 'You have
my vow of fidelity, just as | have yours. Undersd@b

She wanted to lash out, then pick up somethingsanash it. The
satisfaction would be immensely gratifying.

‘Aysha?' he prompted with deadly quietness, andashed herself to
respond.

'Even given that Nina is a first-class bitch, kfima bit too much of a
coincidence for you both to be in Melbourne atsame time, staying
in the same hotel, the same floor." Aysha drew ideap breath.
'‘Photographic proof bears considerable weight,tganuf think?"

He could have shaken her within an inch of her lHer having so
little faith in him. So little trust.

'Did it not occur to you to consider it strangetthghotographer just
happened to be in the hotel lobby at the time Nind | entered
it...coincidentally together? Or that her suite anche were very
conveniently sited opposite each other?' It hadké&n much pressure
to discover Nina had bribed the booking receptiotosreshuffle
bookings. 'Perhaps a little too convenient the spinmtographer was
perfectly positioned to take a shot Nina had veprefully
orchestrated?'

*You were kissing her!

‘Correction,’ he drawled with deliberate cynicisBhe was kissing
me.'



Nina's words rose to the forefront of Aysha's mindcious,
damaging, and incredibly pervasive. 'Really? Thaich't seem a
marked degree of distinction to me.'

He extended his hands as if to catch hold of heulslers, only to let
them fall to his sides. 'A few seconds either wayhat perfectly
timed shot, and the truth would have been clearigent.’

'‘According to Nina," Aysha relayed bitterly, 'yoepresent the
ultimate prize in themost suitable husbamguest. Rich, handsome,
and, as reputation has.ita lover to die fat Her smile was a mere
facsimile. 'Her words, not mine.’

Something fleeting darkened his eyes. A quality thas infinitely
ruthless.

'‘An empty compliment, considering it's completedisé.'

The celluloid print of that kiss rose up to haumtr.h'A willing,
voluptuous female well-versed in every sexual tickhe book.' Her
eyes swept his features, then focused on the ummgvdepth of
those dark eyes. "You mean to say you refused wasiso blatantly
offered?' It took considerable effort to keep heice steady. 'How
noble.’

Carlo reached forward and caught hold of her cimareasing the
pressure as she attempted to twist out of his grasp

'‘Why would | participate in a quick sexual coupliwgh a woman
who means nothing to me?'

He was almost hurting her, and her eyes widendx &fid a hand to
her nape and held it fast. 'A moment's aberratibenwour libido
took precedence?' she sallied, hating the waydigyne teased her
nostrils and began playing havoc with her equilibri



Oh, God, she didn't know anything any more. Thezeaveonflicting
emotions warring inside her head, some of whicldlgamade any
sense.

‘Aysha?’

Her eyes searched his, wide, angry, and incredibity. '"How would
you feel if the situation were reversed?'

A muscle bunched at the side of his jaw, and somgthot and
terrifyingly ruthless darkened his eyes.

'I'd kill him.'

His voice was deadly quiet, yet it held the quatiffempered steel,
and she felt as if a hand took hold of her throat squeezed until it
choked off her breath.

Her chest tightened and her heart seemed to bedt tbe sound a
heavy, distant thud that seemed to reverberatdarsr ears.

‘A little extreme, surely?' Aysha managed afteesaMong seconds.
*You think so?'

‘That sort of action would get you long servicethags even life, in
gaol.'

‘Not for the sort of death | have in mind." Histfeas assumed a
pitiless mask.

He had the power, the influence, to financiallywran adversary. And
he would do it without the slightest qualm.



A light shivery sensation feathered over the s@faicher skin. She
needed time out from all the madness that surralinder.
Somewhere she could gain solitude in which to thikklace where
she had an element of choice.

'I'm going to move into the house for a few days."

The words emerged almost of their own accord, &edsaw his eyes
narrow fractionally.

'It's the house, or a hotel," Aysha insisted, negaeivery word.

He wanted to shake her. Paramount was the desireing Nina's
neck. Anger, frustration, irritation... each rosethe fore, and he
banked them all down in an effort to conciliate.

'If that's what it takes.'
‘Thank you.'

She was so icily polite, so remote. Pain twistexddhit, and he swore
beneath his breath.

'We're due at the ballet in an hour.'
'‘Go alone, or don't go at all, Carlo. | really daaire.'

Aysha walked into the bedroom and caught up a Esemtials from
drawers, the wardrobe, aware that Carlo stood wajcher every
move from the doorway.

For one tragic second she felt adrift, homelesscivas ridiculous.
The thought made her angry, and she closed thalhdiden slung
the strap over one shoulder.



‘Aysha.’

She'd taken only a token assortment of clothingat.féct should
have been reassuring, yet he'd never felt lesseassunhis life.

Clear grey eyes met his, unwavering in their gfJatRight now, there
Isn't a word you can say that will make a diffelehc

She walked to the doorway, stepped past him, amderhar way
through the apartment to the front door. She hadéeted him to stop
her, but he didn't.

The lift arrived swiftly, and she rode it down teetcar park, unlocked
her car, then drove it up onto the road.

Carlo leaned his back against the wall and stagédisssly out of the
wide plate-glass window. After a few tense minukespicked up the
receiver, keyed in a series of digits, then waitedt to connect.

The private detective was one of the best, and wmbhdern
technology he should have the answer Carlo needbthwlays.

He made three more calls, offered an obscene anafunbney to
ensure that his requestrders, he amended with grim cynicism,
were met within a specified time-frame.

Now, he had to wait. And continue to endure AysHalgical
pretence for a few days. Then there would be noemoom for
confusion.

He moved away from the wall, prowled the loungentin a restless
movement he lifted a hand and raked fingers thrdug/hair.



Yet strength wasn't the answer. Only proof, irraffle proof.

In business, it was essential to cover all the iased provide
back-up. He saw no reason why it wouldn't workiggersonal life.



CHAPTER SIX

AYsHA was hardly aware of the night, the flash of hegds from
nearby vehicles, as she traversed the streets agdtiated the
Harbour Bridge. She handled the car with the movesef an
automaton, and it was something of a minor miratle reached
suburban Clontarf.

Celestial guidance, she decided wryly as she detivahe
wrought-iron gates guarding entrance to the archital masterpiece
Carlo had built.

Remote-controlled lights sprang on as she readieddrage doors,
and she checked the alarm system before enternigatiise.

It was so quiet, so still, and she crossed intdabage to switch on
the television, then cast a glance around the pi&fieirnished room.

Beautiful home, luxuriously appointed, every detaédrfect, she
reflected; except for the relationship of the mad woman who were
to due to inhabit it.

A weary sigh escaped her lips. Was she being fodeeking a
temporary escape? What, after all, was it goinactoeve?

Damn.Damn Nina and the seeds she'd deliberately planted

A slight shiver shook her slender frame, and skelutely made her
way to the linen closet. It was late, she was tiaed all she had to do
was fetch fresh linen, make up the bed, and sliywdxen the sheets.

She looked at the array of linen in their neatgikend her fingers
hovered, then shifted to a nearby stack.



Not the main bedroom. The bed was too large, ardshldn't face
the thought of sleeping in it alone.

A guest bedroom? Heaven knew there were enougheof!tShe
determinedly made her way towards the first of faamd within
minutes she'd completed the task.

In a bid to court sleep she opted for a leisureBrmv shower.
Towelled dry, she caught up a cotton nightshirtslittinto bed to lie
staring into the darkness as her mind swayed ewbargh way but
loose.

Carlo. Was he in bed, unable to sleep? Or had texldp attend the
ballet, after all?

What if Nina was also there? The wretched womanlavba in her
element when she discovered Carlo alone. Oh, favdres sake! Be
sensible.

Except she didnfeelsensible. And sleep was never more distant.

Perhaps she did fall into a fitful doze, althougkaemed as if she'd
been awake all night when dawn filtered through dngpes and
gradually lightened the room.

She lifted her left wrist and checked the timeefviminutes past six.
There was no reason for her to rise this earlyshatcouldn't just lie
in bed.

Aysha thrust aside the covers and padded barefdoétkitchen. The
refrigerator held a half-empty bottle of fruit jeica partly eaten
sandwich, and an apple.

Not exactly required sustenance to jump-start #ne dhe decided
wryly. So, she'd go shopping, stop off at a caftebi@akfast, then



come back, change, and prepare to meet Teresa.avieantime
she'd try out the pool.

It was almost seven when she emerged, and shedliftthe excess
moisture, then wrapped the towel sarong-wise arentered the
house.

Within minutes the phone rang, and she reacheit &mtomatically.
‘You slept well?'

Aysha drew in a deep breath at the sound of tmailiéa voice. 'Did
you expect me not to?'

There was a faint pause. 'Don't push it toodara,’ Carlo drawled in
husky warning.

'I'm trembling,' she evinced sweetly.

'So you should be.' His voice tightened, and aeglardepth that sent
goosebumps scudding over the surface of her skin.

‘Intimidation isn't on my list.’
‘Nor is false accusation on mine.",

With just the slightest lack of care, this couldsiBadigress into
something they both might regret.

With considerable effort she banked down the argyed, aimed for
politeness. 'Is there a purpose to your call, othan to enquire if |
got any sleep?' She thought she managed quite'Welve a host of
things to do.’

'‘Grazie.'



She winced at the intended sarcastrego,’ she concluded
graciously, and disconnected the phone.

On reflection, it wasn't the best of days, but n@s it the worst.
Teresa was in fine form, and so consumed withiseof Things to
Do, Aysha doubted her own preoccupation was evénath Which
was just as well, for she couldn't have borne thagof inevitable
guestions her mother would deem it necessary to ask

‘You're looking a little peaky, darling. You're nrmiming down with
something, are you?'

‘A headache, Mamma.' It wasn't too far from théhtru
Teresa frowned with concern. 'Take some tablets gab some rest.'

As if restwas the panacea for everything! 'Carlo and | &ending
the sculpture exhibition at the Gallery tonight."'

'It's just as well Carlo is whisking you away teetoast for the
weekend. The break will do you good.’

Somehow Aysha doubted it.

The Gallery held a diverse mix of invited guestmne of whom
attended solely to be seen and hopefully make tuoglspages.
Others came to admire, with a view to adding tar tbalection.

Carlo and Aysha fell into a separate category.oselfriend was one
of the exhibiting artists and they wanted to adartBupport.

'‘Ciao, bella,"a male voice greeted, and Aysha turned to face |
extraordinarily handsome young man who'd sent hessqnal
invitation.



'‘Bruno!" She flung her arms wide and gave him ahusiastic hug.
‘How are you?'

‘The better for seeing you.' He lowered his heabllkmstowed a kiss
to each cheek in turn. 'Damn Carlo for snaring fist.' He withdrew
gently and looked deeply into those smoky grey gy he turned
towards Carlo and lifted one eyebrow in silent gu&tarlo,amici.
Come stai?'

Something passed between both men. Aysha glimpsawld sought
to avert any swing in the territorial parameterstdogking one hand
through Carlo's arm.

‘Come show us your exhibits.’

For the next half-hour they wandered the large ropausing to
examine and comment, or converse with a few ofdéhew guests.

Aysha moved towards a neighbouring exhibit as Caxlas
temporarily waylaid by a business acquaintance.

‘Your lips curve wide with a generous smile, yetiyeyes are sad,
said Bruno. 'Why?'

‘The wedding is a week tomorrow.' She gave a guashfug. 'Teresa
and | have been shopping together every day, aadyrevery night
Carlo and | have been out.’

‘Sad,cara, Bruno reiterated. 'l didn't say tired. If Carknit taking
care of you, he will answer to me.'

She summoned a wicked smile and her eyes sparl#d*hidden
laughter. 'Swords at dawn? Or should that be gigtol

'l would take pleasure in breaking his nose.’



She turned to check on the subject of their disonssnd stiffened.
Bruno, acutely perceptive, shifted his head antbfwdd her gaze.
‘Ah, the infamous Nina.'

The statuesque brunette looked stunning in red,stfe material
hugging every curve like a well-fitting glove.

Bruno leant down and said close to Aysha's eaa)l'8le go break it
up?'

'Let's do that." The smile she proffered didn'theler eyes, and her
heart hammered a little in her chest as she dresecl

Nina's tapered red-lacquered nails rested on Gaftwearm, and
Aysha watched those nails conduct a gentle cagssiovement
back and forth over a small area of his tailorexdt¢a.

Nina's make-up was superb, her mouth a perfecsglesl bow.

'‘Want me to charm her?' Bruno murmured, and Aysispanded
equally quietly.

‘Thanks, but | can fight my own battles.'

‘Take carecara. You're dealing with a dangerous cat.' He paused
they reached Carlo's side. '"Your most precious gs383n,' Bruno
said lightly, and inclined his head with deliberateckery, 'Nina.’
Then he smiled, and moved through the crowd.

Wise man, Aysha accorded silently, wishing shecaolal the same.
‘Darling, do get me a drink. You know what | like.'

Aysha began a mental countdown the moment Cartadefind a
waitress.



'l imagine you've checked the photographs?' Nirsgdsone eyebrow
and raked Aysha's slender frame. 'Caused a litigé, glid they?'

'‘Wasn't that your purpose?’ Aysha was cold, detipgtevarmth of the
summer evening.

'‘How clever of you,' Nina approved. 'Have you dedido condone
his transgressions? | do hope so.' Her smile wadiscseely sultry. 'l
would hate to have to give him up.’

Her heart felt as if it was encased in ice. 'Youessed your
vocation,' she said steadily.

'‘What makes you say that, darling?'

She needed the might of a sword, but a verbal plinelwas better
than nothing. '"You should have been an actressmfe cost her
almost every resource she had, but she managdaeanéfully, then
she turned and threaded her way towards one ofoBrsiculptures.

'Who won?"

Bruno could always be counted on, and she castahwmy smile.
*You noticed.'

'‘Ah, but | was looking out for you.' He curved amaround the back
of her waist. 'Now, tell me what you think abousthiece.’

She examined it carefully. 'Interesting,’ she cdede 'If | say it
resembles my idea of an African fertility god, watl offend you?'

‘Not at all, because that's exactly what it is.’

‘You're just saying that to make me feel good.'



He placed a hand over his heart. 'l swear.’

She began to laugh, and he smiled down at her. Wghyne,cara?'
he queried softly, and hugged her close. 'l'd tyeatlike the finest
porcelain.'

'l know,' she said gently, and with a degree of veal regret.
‘You love him, don't you?"
'Is it that obvious?'

'Only to me," he assured her quietly. 'l just h@aglo knows how
fortunate he is to have you.'

'He does.'

Aysha heard that deep musing drawl, glimpsed ttemialarkness in
his eyes, and gently extricated herself from Brsirgrasp. 'l was
admiring Bruno's sculpture.’

Carlo cast her a glittering look that set her neime edge. How dared
he look at her like that when he'd been playipglose and personal
with Nina?

'‘Don't play games;ara,' Carlo warned as soon as Bruno was out
earshot.

'Practise what you preaatharling,’ she said sweetly. 'Arnpleaseget
me a drink. It'll give Nina another opportunitywaylay you.'

He bit off a husky oath. 'We can leave peaceablgpg' he said with
deceptive quietness. '"Your choice.' He meant eweryl.

‘Bruno will be disappointed.”



‘He'll get over it.'

'l could make a scene,’ Aysha threatened, and kgsession
hardened.

‘It wouldn't make any difference.’

It would, however, give Nina the utmost pleasurenitness their
dissension. 'l guess we get to say goodnight,'csipgulated with
minimum grace.

Ten minutes later she was seated in the Mercedgp@ased across
the Harbour Bridge towards suburban Clontarf.

She didn't utter a word during the drive, and sk&cihed for the
door-clasp the instant Carlo drew the car to a. Haltvould be
fruitless to tell him not to follow her indoors, she didn't even try.

'‘Bruno is a friend. A good friend," she qualifieghraged at his
high-handedness. 'Which is more than | can saiiioa.’

'Neither Bruno nor Nina are an issue.'

Her chin tilted as she glared up at him. 'Then wthathell is the
issue?’

'‘We are,' he vouchsafed succinctly.

'‘Well, now," Aysha declared. 'There's the thingad\is quite happy
for you to marry me, just as long as she getsrt@ne your mistress.’

His eyes filled with chilling intensity. ‘Nina hasne hell of an
imagination.'



She'd had enough. 'Go home, Carlo.' Her eyes bla#adfury. 'If
you don't, I'll be tempted to do something | miggdret.' *

She wasn't prepared for the restrained savagetigetvas his mouth
fastened on hers, forcing it open and controllih@d his tongue
pillaged the inner sweetness. It was a deliber@tesiiment of her
senses. Claim-staking, punishing. She lost allagersof time as one
hand slid through her hair to hold fast her headilevthe other
curved low down her back.

Then the pressure eased, and the punishing quzidgyged to
passion, gradually dissipating to a sensuous gesgethat curled
round her inner core and tugged at her emotionkcéeg until she
was weak- willed and malleable.

From somewhere deep inside she dredged sufficiesriggth to tear
her mouth free, and her body trembled as he trdee@dge of his
thumb across the swollen contours of her lips.

‘Nina is nothing to me, do you understand? Shenteasbeen. Never
will be.’

She didn't say a word. She just looked at him, gdied the faint edge
of regret, and was incapable of moving.

He pulled her close and buried her head in theecaf\nis shoulder,
then he pressed his lips to her hair.

Aysha could feel the power in that large body, dtrength, and she
felt strangely ambivalent. 'l don't want you toysta

'‘Because you'll only hate me in the morning?’

She drew a shaky breath. 'I'll hate myself evenethor



All he had to do was kiss her, and she'd changenivet. Part of her
wanted him so much it was an impossible ache.#ta succumbed
she'd be lost, and that wouldn't achieve a thing.

He held her for what seemed an age, then he tinerefdce to his and
brushed his lips across her own, lingered at oneec@nd angled his
mouth into hers in a kiss that was so incrediblyoaive it dispensed
with almost all her doubts.

Almost, but not quite. He sensed the faint baraed gently put her
at arm's length.

'I'll pick you up at seven, OK?'

It was easy to simply nod her head, and she watabé@ turned and
walked to the door. Seconds later she heard his @agine start, and
she checked the lock, then activated security befoossing to her
room.

Sleep seemed a distant entity, and she switcheteotelevision in
the hope of discovering something which would ogcher interest.
Except channel- hopping provided nothing she watdgedatch, and
she retired to her bedroom, then lay staring atctikng for what
seemed hours before finally slipping into a restldamber in which
vivid dreams assumed nightmarish proportion as hoo& the role
of vamp.



CHAPTER SEVEN

AYsHA woke early, padded barefoot to the kitchen, poulnexcelf
some fresh orange juice, then headed outdoorsito se@veral laps of
the pool.

After fifteen minutes or so she emerged, towellédtioe excess
moisture, then retreated indoors to change and imadakfast.

The ambivalence of the previous evening had disaepe and in the
clear light of day it seemed advantageous for slaeCarlo to spend
the weekend apart.

With that thought in mind she crossed to the phamd punched in
his number. The answering machine picked up, aadeglaced the
receiver down onto the handset.

He was probably in the shower, or, she determingal avglance at
her watch, he could easily have left. She keyethen digits that
connected with his mobile, and got voicemail.

Damn. It would have been less confrontational toceh via the
phone than deal with him in person.

It was almost seven when Carlo walked into thehldtg and his eyes
narrowed at the sight of her in cut-off denims ahkiunpy top.

‘You're not ready.'

'‘No." Her response was matter-of-fact. 'l think leh need the
weekend apart.'

His expression was implacable. 'l disagree. Go ghamnd get your
holdall. We don't have much time.'



'‘Give me one reason why | should go?' she demamtted her chin
at him in a way that drove him crazy, for he wartte#iss her until
all that fine anger melted into something he calddl with.

'l can give you several. But right now you're wagtvaluable time.'

Without a word he strode through the lounge andrased the stairs.
She followed after him, watching as he enterecbttdroom, opened
a cupboard, extracted a leather holdall and togsgown onto the
bed, then he riffled through her clothes, selectisicarded, then
opened drawers and took a handful of delicate wvelr and
dumped it in the holdall.

'‘What in hell do you think you're doing?'
A pair of heeled pumps followed sandals.
'l would have thought it was obvious.'

He moved into theen suite bathroom, collected toiletries anc
make-up, and swept them into a cosmetic case. ft¢el Ihis head
long enough to spare her a searching look.

‘You might want to change.'
Her eyes flashed fire. 'l might not,' she retatagaiftly...

He shrugged his shoulders, pressed everythingheatdoldall, then
closed the zip fastener.

'OK, let's go.’

'‘Don't youlisten?'His implacability brought her to a state of rage.
am not going anywhere.'



Carlo was dangerously calm. Too calm. '‘We've airedmhe this
scene.'

Aysha was too angry to apply any caution. 'Wed|l. Let's do it
again.'

'No.' He slung the holdall straps over one shoulthen he curved an
arm round her waist and hoisted her over one sbowtth an ease
that brought forth a gasp of outrage.

You fiend! What do you think you're doing?'
‘Abducting you.'
'In the name of God.\Why?'

Carlo strode out of the room and began descenteghort flight of
stairs. '‘Because we're flying to the Coast, asnadn

She struggled, and made no impression. In shestrdtion she
pummelled both hands against his back. 'Put me down

He didn't alter stride as he negotiated the staird,she aimed for his
ribs, his kidneys, anywhere that might cause him.gsll to no avail,
for he didn't so much as grunt when each punchesxied.

'If you don't put me down thigistant, I'll have you arrested for
attempted kidnapping, assault, and anything ets lthink of!'

Carlo reached the impressive foyer, took three nsieps, then
lowered her to stand in front of him.

‘No, you won't.’



He was bigger, broader, taller than her, yet sHaseel to be
intimidated. 'Want to bet?'

'‘Cool it, cara.'
'l am not your darling.’

His mouth curved with amusement, and she pokedsbkweral times
in the chest.

'‘Don't youdarelaugh!'

He curled his hands over her shoulders and helstileAVhat would
you have me do? Kiss you? Haul you across one &mespank your
deliciously softderriere?'

'Soft?" She worked out, and while her butt mightcbeved, it was
tight.

'If you keep opposing me, I'll be driven to effeae or the other.’
‘Lay a hand on me, and I'll—'

He was much too swift, and any further words shghtrhave uttered
were lost as his mouth closed over hers in a deepishing kiss
which took hold of her anger and turned it intogias.

Aysha wasn't conscious when it changed, only tithtlj and the fists
she lashed him with gradually uncurled and creptaupis nape to
cling as emotion wrought havoc and fragmentedeidenses.

Carlo slowly eased the heat, and his mouth softasetie gently
caressed the swollen contours of her lips, thessgct light butterfly
kisses along the tender curve to one corner arkl dugain.



When he lifted his head she could only look at ith' drenched
eyes, and he traced a forefinger down the slopehose.

‘Now that | have your full attention... A weekendtlae Coast will
remove us from all the madness. No pressures, mamids, no social
engagements.’

And no chance of accidentally bumping into Nina.

‘Last call, Aysha,' Carlo indicated with a touchnodckery. 'Stay, or
go. Which is it to be?’

It wasn't the time for deliberation. 'Go,' she s#disively, and heard
his husky laughter.

They made the flight with ten minutes to spare, @dhed down at
Coolangatta Airport just over an hour later. It vedisiost ten when
they checked into the hotel, and within minutegmtering into their
suite Aysha crossed to the floor-to-ceiling glagsdew fronting the
Broadwater, and released the sliding door.

She could hear the muted sound of traffic, voicdsrty up from the
pool area. Adjacent was an enclosed man-made bedth a
secluded cave and waterfall.

In the distance she could see the architecturadlgigthed roof
resembling a collection of sails atop an exclustepping centre
fronting a marina and connected by a walkway bridgen exclusive
ocean-front hotel.

A few minutes later she sensed rather than heanchfove to stand
behind her.

'Peaceful.'



It was, and she said so. 'Yes.'

His arms curved round her waist and he pulled heec 'What do
you want to do with the day?'

There was a desperate need to get out of the boitel, and lose
herself among the crowds. 'A theme park?' Shetbaitirst one that
came into her head. 'Dreamworld.’

He hid a wry smile. 'I'll organise it.'
‘Just like that?'

'‘We can hire a car and drive into the mountainkseg tany one of
several cruises.' His shoulders shifted as he teffea lazy shrug.
‘You get to choose.'

'For today?'
‘All weekend,' he said solemnly.

'‘Give me too much power, and it might go to my hieagsha teased,
suddenly feeling more in control.

'l doubt it.'

He knew her too well. 'After dinner we go to thesfba, then
tomorrow we do Movieworld." Crowds, lots of peopWhich left
only the hours between midnight or later and dawens in this
beautiful suite, with its very large, prominentlggitioned bed.

Dreamworld was fun. They played tourist and toddua there, went
on several rides, ate hot dogs and chips as thagevad among the
crowd. Aysha laughed at the white tigers' antiesyed the Tower of



Terror and voiced an emphatioto Carlo's suggestion they take th
ride.

It was almost six when the bus deposited them deitsie hotel.

'I'll have first take on the shower,' Aysha indezhas they rode the lift
to their designated floor.

‘We could share.’

'l don't think that's a good idea,' she said evehlgt remembering
how many showers they'd shared and their inevitallleome set all
her fine body hairs on edge.

The lift slid to a stop and she turned in the digetof their suite.

Inside, she collected fresh underwear and entaeethtge bathroom.
The water was warm and she adjusted the dial, asdde then
stepped into the tiled stall.

Seconds later the door slid open and her eyes attas Carlo joined
her.

'‘What do you think you're doing?"

‘Sharing a shower isn't necessarily an invitatmhdve sex,' he said
calmly, and took the soap from her nerveless fisiger

He was too close, but there was no further roomdue.
'‘Want me to shampoo your hair?"'

'l can do it,' she managed in a muffled voice, simelmissed his slight
smile as he uncapped the courtesy bottle and slawtked the gel
into her hair.



His fingers began a gentle massage, and she dieseslyes, taking
care to stifle a despairing groan as he rinsetheffoam.

Not content, he palmed the soap and proceededdotknt over her
back, her buttocks, thighs, before tending to heasts, then her
stomach.

'‘Don't," Aysha begged as he travelled lower, amds$took her head
in mute denial when he placed the soap in her hidwed, guided it
over his chest.

Her fingers scraped the curling hair there, andfsh¢he tautness of
his stomach, then consciously held her breath 'ddta&ersed lower.

His arousal was a potent force, and she begarateshith the need
for his possession. It would be so easy to letstiegp slip from her
hand and reach for him. To lift her face to his] anvite his mouth
down to hers.

Then he turned and his voice emerged as a silkyldiao my back,
cara.’

She thrust the soap onto its stand, and slid opendbor. 'Do it
yourself.'

Aysha escaped, only because he let her, she wasasutt she caught
up a towel, clutched hold of her underwear, and edointo the
bedroom.

It was galling to discover her hands were tremplangd she quickly
towelled herself dry, then wound the towel turbasemound her
head.

By the time Carlo emerged she was dressed, andestrtered the
bathroom to utilise the hairdrier, then tend to imake-up.



White silk evening trousers, a gold-patterned whig, minimum
jewellery, and white strapped heeled pumps madeafaratching
outfit.

Black trousers and a white chambray shirt emphddigedark hair
and tanned skin. He'd shaved, and his cologne ddaese nostrils,
creating a havoc all its own with her senses.

'‘Ready?’

They caught a taxi to the Casino, enjoyed a lelgumeeal, then
entered the gambling area.

Aysha's luck ran fickle, while Carlo's held, buesiefused to use his
accumulated winnings, choosing instead to watch lmthe

blackjack table. Each selection was calculated, dxpression

iImpossible to read. Much like the man himself, slsknowledged
silently.

It was after one when they returned to the hotelsha "Telt
pleasantly tired, and in their suite she slipped @fuher clothes,
cleansed her face of makeup, then slid into bédie wuietly with her
eyes closed, pretending sleep.

Moments later she felt the mattress depress ae (oanled her, and
she measured her breathing into a slow, steadwanddall. Grateful,
she told herself, that Carlo's breathing graduatlguired a similar
pattern.

Why was it that when you didn't want something, yela cheated
when you didn't receive it? Aysha queried silentlije size of the
bed precluded any chance of accidentally touclangd,she didn't feel
inclined to instigate the contrived kind...

‘Come on, sleepyhead, rise and shine.'



Aysha heard the voice and opened her eyes todotiliunshine and
the aroma of freshly brewed coffee. It wasrningalready?

‘Breakfast,’ Carlo announced. 'You have three quadf an hour to
eat, shower and dress before we need to take thsdovieworld.'

What had happened to the night? You slept righduin it, a tiny
voice taunted. Wasn't that what you wanted?

They boarded the bus with a few minutes to spard,there were
thrills and spills and fun and laughter as the i@cteent through their
paces. The various stuntmen and women earned Aysspect and
admiration as more than once a scene made her lcatdbreath in
awe of the sensitive degree of timing and expentigelved.

They caught the early evening-flight out of Coolaitg Airport, and
arrived in Sydney after nine. Carlo collected tlae, ¢hen headed
towards the city.

For one brief moment Aysha was tempted to chooseagartment,
except Carlo pre-empted any decision by drivinGlantarf.

She told herself fiercely that she wasn't disapediras he checked
the house and re-set the alarm.

His kiss was brief, a soft butterfly caress théther aching for more.
Then he turned and retraced his steps to the car.

Half an hour later Carlo crossed to the phone amtiped in a series
of digits, within minutes of entering his apartment

Samuel Sloane, a legal eagle of some note, pickexhuhe seventh
ring, and almost winced at the grim tone of the mvan'd chosen to
call him at such an hour on a Sunday evening atehdte listened,



counselled and advised, and wasn't in the leagtisad when he was
ignored.

'l don't give a damn for the what-if s and maybestgrting my
investments, my interests. I'm not consulting you ddvice. I'm
instructing you what to do. Draw up that documétitbe in your
office just before five tomorrow. Now, do we undarsl each other?'

The impulse to slam the receiver down onto the b&aindvas
uppermost, and Carlo barely avoided the temptatao so.

Aysha spent the morning organising the final sofhishfng items

she'd ordered several weeks previously. A messiegeng her of

their arrival had been on her answering machinewghe'd checked
it on her return from the Coast.

At midday she stood back and surveyed the resaitd,was well
pleased with the effect. It was perfect, and jgstlee'd envisaged the
overall look.

It was amazing how a few cushions, draped pelnretsiatching
fabric really set the final touch to a room.

All it needed, she decided with a critical eye, wassuperbly
fashioned terracotta urn in one corner to comple&image she
wanted. Maybe she'd have time to locate the urarbeshe was due
to meet Teresa at one.

Aysha made it with minutes to spare, and togetiey spent the next
few hours with the dressmaker, checked a few ndedtails with the
wedding organiser, then took time to relax ovefemf

‘You haven't forgotten we're dining with Gianna &wigi tonight?'



Aysha uttered a silent scream in sheer frustratbe didn't want to
play the part of soon-to-be- married adoring fianclor did she
want to dine beneath the watchful eyes of thepeetve parents.

When she arrived at the house she checked the angweachine
and discovered a message from Carlo indicating ¢mldct her at
six. An identical message was recorded on her mqibbne.

Her fingers hovered over the telephone handsete@sa@ntemplated
returning his call and cancelling out, only to eetrin the knowledge
that she had no choice but to see the eveningghrou

A shower did little to ease the tension, and sHide&m®@tely chose
black silk evening trousers and matching haltekkadctop, added
stiletto pumps, twisted her hair into a simple katp her head, and
kept make-up to a minimum.

She was ready when security alerted her that tre ate had been
activated, and she opened the front door seconelzdabf Carlo's
arrival. « He was a superb male animal, she corttadeshe caught
her first glimpse of him. Tall, broad frame, homadsculature, and
he exuded a primitive alchemy that was positivetihdl.

Expensively tailored black trousers, dark bluetdaft unbuttoned at
the neck, and a black jacket lent a sophisticatbe could only
admire. 'Shall we leave?' Aysha asked coolly, e those dark
eyes narrow.

‘Not yet.'

Her stomach executed a slow somersault, and sheeder
involuntarily. 'We don't want to be late.'



He was standing too close, and she suppressedetite to take a
backward step. She didn't need him close. It juatienit more
difficult to maintain a mental distance. And sheded to, badly.

He brushed his fingers across one, cheek and prasgeimb to the
corner of her mouth. 'You're pale.’

She almost swayed towards him, drawn as if by anetag force.
Dammit, how could she love him, yet hate him atshme time? It
was almost as if her body was detached from thateis of her brain.

" A headache,’ she responded evenly, and his expnebecame
intensely watchful.

'I'll ring and cancel.'

It was easier to handle him when he was angry.eastl then she
could rage in return. Now, she merely felt helplesw it irked her
that he knew.

‘That isn't an option, and you know it," she redind lifted a hand in
expressive negation.

‘You've taken something for it?"
‘Yes.'

'‘Povera piccola,'he declared gently as he lowered his head a
brushed his lips against her temple.

Sensation curled inside her stomach as his moailedrdown to the
edge of her mouth, and she turned her head slidgiehflips parting in
denial, only to have his mouth close over hers.



He caught her head between both hands, and hiseanglored the
inner tissues at will, savouring the sweetness sitich erotic
sensuousness that all rational thought temporgeitly

His touch was sheer magic, exotic, intoxicating] bft her wanting
more. Much more.

It's just a kiss, she assured herself mentally kaeglv she was wrong.
This was seductive claim- staking at its most damge

Aysha pushed against his shoulders and tore hethnfium his, her
eyes wide and luminous as they caught the darkedlssted in his.
Her mouth tingled, and her lips felt slightly swasil

'Let's go.' Was that her voice? It sounded huskg,heer mouth shook
slightly as she moved away from him and caughtarekening bag.

In the car she leaned her head back against theooesl rest, and
stared sightlessly out of the window.

Summer daylight saving meant warm sunshine atsike evening,
and peak-hour traffic crossing the Harbour Bridge kliminished,
ensuring a relatively smooth drive to suburban ze

Aysha didn't offer anything by way of conversatiamd she was
somewhat relieved when Carlo brought the Merceaedialt behind
Teresa and Giuseppe's car in the driveway of hisnpst home.

'Showtime."

'‘Don't overdo itcara, he warned quizzically, and she offered him
particularly direct look.

Did he know just how much she hurt deep inside? ébmw she
doubted it. 'Don't patronise me.'



She saw one eyebrow lift. ‘Not guilty," Carlo resged, then added
drily, 'on any count.’

Now there was aouble entendraf ever there was one. 'You
underestimate yourself.'

His eyes hardened fractionally. 'Take care, Aysha.’

She reached for the door-clasp. 'If we stay herehmanger, our
parents will think we're arguing.'

'And we're not?"

‘Now you're being facetious.' She opened the dodrshood to her
feet, then summoned a warm smile as he crossesl wide.

Gianna Santangelo's affectionate greeting did nmsbothe Aysha's
unsettled nerves. This waamily, although she was under nc
illusions, and knew that both mothers were attuttethe slightest

nuance that might give hint to any dissension.

Dinner was an informal meal, although Gianna hacdhegdo
considerable trouble, preparingnocchi in a delicious sauce,
followed by chicken pieces roasted in wine witherogary herbs and
accompanied by a variety of vegetables.

Gianna was a superb cook, with many speciality edism her
culinary repertoire. Even Teresa had the graceffer @ genuine
compliment.

'‘Buona Gianna. You have a flair fgnocchithat is unsurpassed by
anyone | know.'

‘Grazie.l shall give Aysha the recipe.’



Ah, now there was the thing. Teresa's recipe vetsisof Gianna.
Tricky, Aysha concluded. Very tricky. She'd havevary the sauce
accordingly whenever either or both sets of pareatse to dinner.
Or perhaps not serve it at all? Maybe she coutdteia whole new
range of Italian cuisine? Or select a provinciahdhat differed from
Trevisian specialities?

'l won't have time for much preparation exceptatweekends.' She
knew it was a foolish statement the moment the s/t her mouth,
as both Teresa and Gianna's heads rose in uniwoygh it was her
mother who voiced the query.

'‘Why ever notcara?'

Aysha took a sip of wine, then replaced her glasadonto the table.
‘Because I'll be at work, Mamma.'

'‘But you have finished work.'

'I'm taking a six-week break, then I'll be goingka
'‘Part-time, of course.’

'Full-time.'

Teresa stated the obvious. 'There is no need fortgyavork at all.
What happens when you fall pregnant?’

'l don't plan on having children for a few years.'
Teresa turned towards Carlo. 'You agree with this?'

It could have been a major scandal they were dsstgs not a
personal decision belonging to two people.



'It's Aysha's choice.' He turned to look at heg &mile infinitely

warm and sensual as he took hold of her hand arghéd his lips to
each finger in turn. His eyes gleamed with sengtahise. "We both
want a large family.'

Bastard,she fumed silently. He'd really set the cat anthegigeons
now. Teresa wouldn't be able to leave it alone, simeld receive
endless lectures about caring for a husband's nesdstaining an
immaculate house, an excellent table.

Aysha leaned forward, and traced the vertical @s#sshing Carlo's
cheek. His eyes flared, but she ignored the wargiegm. 'Cute,
plump little dark-haired boys,' she teased as har eyes danced
with silent laughter. 'I've seen your baby picturesnember?’

'‘Don't forget | babysat you and changed your nappaa.'

Her first memory of Carlo was herself as a fouraryeld being
carried round on his shoulders, laughing and squgeak she gripped
hold of his hair for dear life. She'd loved himrheith the innocence
of a child.

Adoration, admiration, respect had undergone alesudtange in
those early teenage years, as raging female hogrnuoae labelled
intense desire as sexual attraction, infatuatigst, |

He'd been her best friend, confidant, big brotaénolled into one.
Then he'd become another girl's husband, and ibr@an her heart.

Now she was going to marry him, have his childeerd to all intents
and purposes live the fairy tale dream of happy-a¥ter.

Except she didn't have his heart. That belongeBiaaca, who lay
buried beneath an elaborate bed of marble high luh autside the
country town in which she'd been born.



Aysha had wanted to hate her, but she couldn'Bi@nca had been
one of those rare human beings who was so genuiraly sonice,
she was impossible to dislike.

Carlo caught each fleeting expression and correctiped every one
of them. His mouth softened as he leant forward@ndhed his lips
to her temple.

She blinked rapidly, and forced herself to smiands-on practice,
huh? You do know you're going to have to help \thih diapering?'

'l wouldn't miss it for the world.'
Aysha almost believed him.

T'll serve thecannoli," Gianna declared. 'And afterwards we hav
coffee.’

"You women have theannoli' Luigi dismissed with the wave of one
hand. 'Giuseppe, come with me. We'll have a brawtih the coffee,
we'll havegrappa.'He turned towards his son. ‘Carlo?'

Women had their work to do, and it was work whidatind involve
men. Old traditions died hard, and the further tinegd away from
the Old Country, Aysha recognised ruefully, thegenit took those
traditions to die.

Carlo rose to his feet and followed the two oldennrom the room.

Aysha braced herself for the moment Teresa woulthpe. Gianna,
she knew, would be more circumspect.

*You cannot be serious about returning to workrafte honeymoon.’



Ten seconds. She knew, because she'd counted ftifieihemjoy
working, Mamma. I'm very good at what | do.’

'Indeed,’ Gianna complimented her. 'You've doneoaderful job
with the house.'

'Ecco,'Teresa agreed, and Aysha tried to control a sHigit

Her mother invariably lapsed into Italian whenewte became
passionate about something. Aysha sank back inchair and
prepared for a lengthy harangue.

She * wasn't disappointed. The use of Italian becamre frequent,
as if needed to emphasise a point. And even Gignganhtle
intervention did little to stem the flow.

'If you had to work, | could understand,' Teresaatwded. 'But you
don't. There are hundreds, thousands,' she cadréati¢ghout work,
and taking money from the government."'

Aysha gave a mental groan. Politics. They wereirttie long haul.
She cast a pleading glance at Carlo's mother, aodived a
philosophical shrug in response.

"'l make coffee,’ Gianna declared, and Ayshadtmoher feet with
alacrity.

"Il help with the dishes.’

It was only a momentary diversion, for the debatyaly shifted
location from the dining room to the kitchen.

Aysha's head began to throb.



'Zia Natalina has finished crocheting all the béskeeded for the

bomboniera,'Gianna interceded in a bid to change the subje
‘Tomorrow she'll count out all the sugared almaoauald tie them into

tulle circles. Her daughter Giovanna will bring rtineéo the house

early on the day of the wedding."'

‘Grazie Gianna. | want to place them on the tables myself

‘Giovanna and | can do it, if it will help. You Wilave so much more
to do.'

Teresa inclined her head. '‘Carlo has the weddimgg®@ Annalisa has
sewn the ring pillow, but the rings need to be tadbo it." A frown
furrowed her brow. 'I must phone and see if shetmasibbon ready.’
She gathered cups and saucers together onto yheltil@ Gianna set
some almond biscuits onto a plate.

‘The men won't touch them, but if | don't put at@ldown with

something Luigi will complain.' She lifted a hamtdet it fall to her

side. 'Yet when | produce it, he'll say they doveint biscuits with
coffee." Her humour was wry. ‘Men. Who can undedsthem?' She
cast a practised eye over the tray. 'We have dévagytLet's join

them, shall we?'

All three men were grouped together in front of tiedevision
engrossed in a televised, soccer match.

Luigi was intent on berating the goal keeper faspmably missing
the ball, Aysha determined, and her father appezgedlly irate.

‘Turn off the set,' Gianna instructed Luigi as plazed the tray down
onto a coffee table. 'We have guests.'

'‘Nonsense,' he grumbled. 'They're family, not giest



'It is impossible to talk with you yelling at th&agers.' She cast him a
stern glance. 'Besides, you are taping it. Whenngplay you can
yell all you like. Now we sit down and have coffee.

'‘La moglie.'He raised his eyes heavenward.
'‘Dio madonnaA man is not boss in his own house any more?'

It was a familiar by-play, and one Aysha had heagahy times over
the years. Her father played a similar verbal garmenever Gianna
and Luigi visited.

Her eyes sought Carlo's, and she glimpsed theliamorous gleam
evident as they waited silently for Gianna to taigethe figurative
ball.

'Of course you are the boss. You need me to telithiz?'

Luigi cast the tray an accusing glance. "You broumgbcuits? What
for? We don't need biscuits with coffee. It spdlig taste of the

grappa.’

‘Teresa and Aysha don't hageappa' she admonished. 'You don*
think maybe we might like biscuits?'

‘After cannoliyou eat biscuits? You won't sleep with indigestion
'l won't sleep anyway. Aftegrappayou snore.'

'l don't snore.’

'How do you know? Do you listen to yourself?'

Luigi spread his hands in an expansive gesture.Nmma,give it
up, huh? We are with friends. You cooked a goode@inNow it is



time to relax.' He held out a beckoning hand tolysCome here,
ma tesora.'

She crossed to his side and rested against theeacurved round her
waist.

'‘When are you going to invite us to dinner at tee/mouse?’

‘After they get back from the honeymoon,' Giannelated firmly.
'‘Not before. It will bring bad luck.'

Luigi didn't take any notice. 'Soon there will bambini. Maybe
already there is one started, huh, and you dielihti$?'

‘You talk too much,' his wife chastised. 'Didn'tuylbear Aysha say
she intends to wait a couple of years? Aysha, distén to him.'

'‘Ah, grandchildren. You have a boy first, to kibletsoccer ball. Then
a girl. The brother can look after his sister.'

‘Two boys," Giuseppe insisted, joining the conviemaa 'Then they
can play together."Girls," Aysha declared solemiilyey're smarter,
and besides they get to help me in the house.'

‘A boy and a girl.'

'If you two vecchioshave finished planning our children," Carlc
intruded mildly as he extricated Aysha from hish&ats clasp. 'I'm
going to take Aysha home.'

‘Vecchios!You call us old men?' Giuseppe demanded, a suldrsl
ahead of Luigi's query, 'What are you doing goioga? It's early.’

'‘Why do you think they're going home?' Gianna disgu'They're
young. They want to make love.'



'‘Perhaps we should fool them and stay,’ Aysha sigdein an
audible aside, and Carlo shook his head.

'It wouldn't make any difference.’
‘But | haven't had my coffee.'
‘You don't need the caffeine.’
‘Making decisions for me?'

‘Looking out for you," Carlo corrected gently. '@\ hours ago you
had a headache. Unless I'm wrong, you're stillingrsne.’

So he deserved full marks for observation. Witteofutrther word she
turned towards Luigi and pressed a soft kiss tocheek, then she
followed suit with her father before crossing tadsa and Gianna.

Saying goodbye stretched out to ten minutes, theymade it to the
car, and seconds later Carlo eased the Mercedargtinthe gates and
out onto the road.



CHAPTER EIGHT
"You threw me to the lions.'

'‘Wrong century,cara,' he informed her wryly. 'And the so-callec
lions are pussy cats at heart.’

‘Teresa doesn't always sheath her claws.' It wabservation, not a
condemnation. "There are occasions when beingilyechick in the
nest is a tremendous burden.'

‘Only if you allow it to be.’

The headache seemed to intensify, and she closeyé&s 'Intent on
playing amateur psychologist, Carlo?'

'Friend."

Ah, now there's a descriptive allocation, Ayshdeted.Friend. It
had a affectionate feel to it, but affection wagomr substitute for
love. The all- encompassing kind that prompted moekill and die
for it.

She lapsed into silence as the car headed dowmdeviuble Bay.
'How's the headache?'

It had become a persistent ache behind one eybaealdithe promise

of flaring into a migraine unless she took paimsl very soon.

‘There,' she informed succinctly, and closed hes@gainst the glare
of oncoming headlights.

Carlo didn't offer another word during the driveiontarf, for which
she was grateful, and she reached for the doop-alsisoon as the car
drew to a halt outside the main entrance to theséou



Aysha turned to thank him, only to have the worn@gm her throat at
his bleak expression.

'‘Don't even think about uttering a word,' he warned

'‘Don't tell me," she dismissed wearily. '"You'reemtt on playing
nurse.’'

His silence was an eloquent testament of his irdenand she slid
from the car and mounted the few steps to the filoot.

Within minutes he'd located painkillers and wasdnag them to her
together with a tumbler of water.

‘Take them.'
She swallowed both tablets, then spared him aglarice. 'Yessir.'
'‘Don't be sassy,' he said gently.

Damn him. She didn't need for him to be considerstacho she
could handle. His gentleness simply undid her cetepy.

Aysha knew she should object as he took hold ohkaad and led her
to one of the cushioned sofas, then pulled her dovim his lap, but it
felt sogoodher murmur of protest never found voice.

Just close your eyes and enjoy, a tiny imp prompted

It would take ten minutes for the tablets to beginvork, and when
they did she'd get to her feet, thank him, seedutof the door, then
lock up and go to bed.



In a gesture of temporary capitulation she tuckedhead into the
curve of his neck and rested her cheek againsthest. His arms
tightened fractionally, and she listened to thadyeoeat of his heart.

She'd lain against him like this many times befé®a young child,
friend, then as a lover.

Memories ran like a Technicolor film through hemtdeA fall and
scraped knees as a first-grade kid in school. Winerd excelled at
ballet, achieved first place at a piano recitalt Bothing compared
with the intimacy they'd shared for the past thremths. That was
truly magical. So mesmeric it had no equal.

She felt the drift of his lips against her hair,daher breathing
deepened to a steady rise and fall.

When Aysha woke daylight was filtering into the meo

The main bedroom. And she was lying on one sidb@fjueen-size
bed; the bedcovers were thrown back on the other.cBnducted a
quick investigation, and discovered all that sefgaraher from
complete nudity was a pair of lacy briefs.

Memory was instant, and she blinked slowly, awdrat the last
remnants of her headache had disappeared.

The bedroom door opened and Carlo's tall framedfithe aperture.
‘You're awake.' His eyes met hers, their expresanscrutable.
‘Headache gone?'

‘You stayed.' Was that her voice? It sounded biesghand vaguely
unsteady.

He looked as if he'd just come from the shower.Hdiis was tousled
and damp, and a towel was hitched at his waist.



‘You were reluctant to let me go.’

Oh, God. Her eyes flew to the pillow next to hemowhen swept to
meet his steady gaze. Her lips parted, then clagath. Had they...?
No, of course they hadn't. She'd remember...woLdthe?

'Carlo—'

Her voice died in her throat as he discarded theland pulled on
briefs, then thrust on a pair of trousers andfstiche the zip.

Each movement was highlighted by smooth ripplingsolel and
sinew, and she watched wordlessly as he shruggedrims into a
cotton shirt and fastened the buttons.

He looked up and caught her watching him. His mauitived into a
smile, and his eyes were warm, much too warm fonesme she'd
chosen to be at odds with.

'Mind if | use a comb?"

Her lips parted, but no sound came out, and wittleBenceless
gesture she indicated tlka suitebathroom. 'Go ahead.’

She followed his passage as he crossed the roashaconducted a
frantic visual search for something to cover hénséh so she could
make it to the walk-in wardrobe.

Carlo emerged into the bedroom as she was abdossoaside the
bedcovers, and she hastily pulled them up again.

I'll make coffee,' he indicated. 'And start bresdtf Ten minutes?"

'Yes. Thanks,’ she added, and wondered at her fdge of
disappointment as he closed the door behind him.



What had she expected? That he'd cross to thenoeaki@mpt to kiss
her?Seducéder?

Yet there was a part of her that wanted him tadly

With a hollow groan she tossed aside the coversnaaude for the
shower.

Ten minutes later she entered the kitchen to tbenarof freshly
brewed coffee. Carlo was in the process of slidiggs onto a plate,
and there were slices of toasted bread freshly gabmd ready for
buttering.

‘Mmm,' she murmured appreciatively. "You're goothat.'
‘Getting breakfast?’

Dressed, she could cope with him. 'Among other ginshe
conceded, and crossed to the coffee- maker.

Black, strong, with two sugars. There was nothietids to kick-start
the day. 'Shall | pour yours?'

'Please.' He took both plates and placed them @sdhvery. 'Now,
come and eat.'

Aysha took a seat on one of four bar stools ankidda@t the food on
her plate. 'You've given me too much.’

‘Eat,' bade Carlo firmly.
'You're as bad as Teresa.'

He reached out a hand and captured her chin.Heegfuted, turning
her head towards him. 'I'm not.'



His kiss was sensuously soft and incredibly sensaabl she
experienced real regret when he gently put hematsdength.

'l have to leave. Don't forget we're attending Zaeshariahs' party
tonight. I'll call through the day and let you knavime.'

With only days until the wedding, the pressure \Waginning to
build. Teresa seemed to discover a host of lastdmithings that
needed organising, and by the end of the day shenbi® feel as if
the weekend at the Coast had been a figment offagjination.

The need to feel supremely confident was esseahdl Aysha chose
a long, slim-fitting black gown with a sheer laceeday. The
scooped neckline and ribbon shoulder straps disgldyer lightly
tanned skin to advantage, and she added minimurellgw a
slender gold chain, a single gold bangle on onstwand delicate
drop earrings. Stiletto-heeled evening pumps cotagléhe outfit,
and she spared her reflection a cursory glance.

Black was a classic colour, the style seasonakhitmable. She
looked OK. And if anyone noticed the faint circlemneath her eyes,
she had every excuse for their existence. A bideetwas expected
to look slightly frazzled with the surfeit of sot@bligations prior to
the wedding.

Carlo's recorded message on the answering machimespecified
he'd collect her at seven-thirty. The party theyente attend was at
Palm Beach, almost an hour's drive from Vauclugpedding on
traffic.

She would have given anything not to go. The thoof§mixing and
mingling with numerous social friends and acquaioés didn't
appeal any more than having to put on an act far tienefit.



Security beeped as Carlo used the remote moduideiase the gates,
and Aysha's stomach executed a series of somersaighe collected
her evening purse and made her way down to therlhoa.

She opened the front door as he alighted fromaheand she crossed
quickly down the few steps and slid into the pagseseat.

His scrutiny was swift as he slid in behind the elhencompassing,
and she wondered if he was able to define justiaah effort it cost
her to appear cool and serene.

Inside, her nerves were stretched taut, and shékiela marionette
whose body movements were governed by a disemboc
manipulator.

She met his dark gaze with clear distant grey dylessmall acting
feat, when her body warmed of its own accord, hgat the sight of
him and his close proximity.

His elusive cologne invaded her senses, stimuldhiam into active
life, and every nerve-end, every fibre seemed rohthvith need.

The wanting didn't get any better. If anything, each passiogrh
made it worse. Especially the long, empty nightemvbhe hungered
for his touch.

‘How are you?'

Three words spoken in a commonplace greeting, het had the
power to twist Aysha's stomach into a painful knot.

'Fine.' She didn't aim to tell him anything diffete

Carlo eased the car forward, past the gates, thexxd¢elerated along
the suburban street with controlled ease.



She directed her attention beyond the windscredndain't see the
muscle bunch at the edge of his jaw.

Would Nina be an invited guest? Dear Lord, she Hopm. Yet it was
a possibility. A probability, she amended, awarat tlvith each
passing day the wedding drew closer. Which meamia Nvould
become more desperate to seize the slightest ajpyrt

Aysha cursed beneath her breath at the thoughtaging a part
beneath Nina's watchful gaze. Worse, having tohctasdite verbal
swords with a woman whose vindictiveness was aitoedaim.

The harbour, with its various coves and inlets jled a scenic
beauty unsurpassed anywhere in Australia, and stieséd on the
numerous small craft anchored at various mooring#f-top
mansions dotted in between foliage.

Peak hour traffic had subsided, although it toak blest part of an
hour to reach their destination. A seemingly ersllesllection of
long minutes when polite, meaningless conversatapsed into
silence.

'l guess our presence tonight is essential?’

Carlo cast her a direct look. 'If you're concerdida might be
there...don't be. She won't have the opportunityigibehave.'

‘Do you really think you'll be able to stop her?ysha queried
cynically.

He met her gaze for one full second, then retuhmedttention to the
road. 'Watch me.'

'‘Oh, | intend to." It could prove to be an inteirggevening.



They reached the exclusive Palm Beach suburb afgjpeinted time,
and Aysha viewed the number of cars lining the elsiay with
interest. At a guess there were at least thirtystgue

Fifty, she re-calculated as their host drew theroubh the house and
out onto the covered terrace.

It was strictly smile-time, and she was so wellseer in playing the
part that it was almost second nature to circudai®ng the guests
and exchange small-talk.

A drink in one hand, she took a sip of excellenhrapagne and
assured the hostess that almost every weddingl dedsi indeed
organised, Claude, the wedding organiser, was théegem, and,
yes, she was desperately looking forward to the day

Details she repeated many times during the next. Ifghe was still
holding on to her first glass of champagne, andable a hot savoury
from a proffered platter, then reached for another.

"You missed dinner?'
Aysha spared Carlo a slow, sweet smile. 'How did goess?'

His mouth curved, and his dark eyes held a musiegng 'You
should have told me.’

Why?"

The need to touch her was paramount, and he brushgeltips
down her cheek. 'We could have stopped somewheeerfeeal.’

Her eyes flared, then dilated to resemble deep po®ys. 'Please
don't.’



‘Am | intruding on a little tiff?'

Aysha heard the words, recognised the feminine eyoiand
summoned a credible smile.

'Nina.'

Nina avidly examined Aysha's features, then fastemethe object of
her obsession. She pressed exquisitely lacquerésl against the
sleeve of Carlo's jacket. "Trouble in paradssep?'

'What makes you think there might be?' His voice pleasant, but
there was no mistaking the icy hardness in his ageke removed
Nina's hand from his arm.

Her pout was contrived to portray a sultry sexind3sdy language,
darling.'

'Really?' The smile that curved his lips was a nfi@csimile. 'In that
case | would suggest your expertise is sadly lagckin

Oh, my, Aysha applauded silently. If she could detderself
emotionally, the verbal parrying was shaping imorderesting bout.

‘You know that isn't true.’
'Only by reputation. Not by personal experience.'

His voice was silk-encased steel, tempered to gatans edge. Only
a fool would fail to recognise the folly of bestihgn.

‘Darling, really. Your memory is so short?'

'‘We've frequented the same functions, Sat at thee gable. That's
all.’



Nina spared Aysha a cursory glance. 'lf you say3ite gave a soft
laugh and shook her head in telltale disbeliefe"fjnestion is...will
Aysha believe you?"'

Aysha,, glimpsed the vindictive smile, registerbé malevolence
apparent in Nina's sweeping glance, before sheduback towards
Carlo.

‘Ciao, darlings. Have a happy life.'

Aysha watched Nina's sylph-like frame execute abdgtely
evocative sway as she walked across the terrace.

'l think |1 need some fresh air." And another glasshampagne. It
might help dull the edges, and diminish the ugknsise'd just been
witness to.

Strong fingers closed over her wrist. 'I'll comehayou.'
'I'd rather go alone.’
'‘And add to Nina's satisfaction?'

Bright lights lit the garden paths, and there wgoests mingling
around the pool area. Music filtered through a kpeaystem, and
there was the sound of muted laughter.

'‘Believe me, Nina's satisfaction is the last tHimgant to think about.’

His grip on her hand tightened fractionally. 'Ivever had occasion
to lie to you,cara.' His eyes speared hers, fixing them mercilessly.

‘There's always a first time for everything."'



Carlo was silent for several long seconds. 'l reftcsallow Nina's
malicious machinations to destroy our relationship.

The deadly softness of his voice should have waheedbut she was
beyond analysing any nuances.

'Relationship?' Aysha challenged. 'Let's not delodeselves our
proposed union is anything other than a mutualhefieial business
partnership." She was on a roll, the words trippiegsily,
fatalistically, from her tongue. '‘Cemented by holgtrimony in a bid
to preserve a highly successful business empire ther next
generation.' Her smile was far too bright, her gogo brittle she
scarcely recognised it as her own.

Carlo's appraisal was swift, and she was totallgrepared as he
lifted her slender frame over one shoulder.

An outraged gasp left her throat. 'Whathiell do you think you're
doing?'

‘Taking you home.'
'‘Put me down.'

His silence was uncompromising, and she beat aaf@isinst his
ribcage in sheer frustration. With little effeaty he didn't release her
until they reached the car.

‘You fiend!" Aysha vented, uncaring of his ruthless expresa®he
unlocked the passenger door.

‘Get in the car," Carlo said hardily.

Her eyes sparked furiously alive. 'Don't ydaregive me orders.'



He bit off a husky oath and pulled her in against,then his head
lowered and his mouth took punishing possessidrenbwn.

Aysha struggled fruitlessly for several secondsntiwhimpered as he
held fast her head. His tongue was an invasiveefand she hated
her traitorous body for the way it began to respond

The hands which beat against each shoulder sahedcrept to link
together at his nape. Her mouth softened, andesreed in to him,
uncaring that only seconds before anger had beesoleemotion.

She sensed the slight shudder that ran throudharigis body, felt the
hardening of his desire, and experienced the mesgmgtpulse of
hunger in response.

Aysha felt as if she was drowning, and she temggiast any sense
of time or where they were until Carlo graduallgdened his hold.

His lips trailed to the sensitive hollow at the edyf her neck and
caressed it gently, then he lifted his head andolbesl a light,
lingering kiss to her softly swollen mouth.

Sensation spiralled through her body, aching, mmgnmaking her
aware of every nerve-centre, each pleasure spot.

Aysha didn't feel capable of doing anything butssding into the car,
and she stared sightlessly out of the window asoGaiossed to the
driver's side and slid in behind the wheel.

She didn't offer a word for much of the time itkdo reach Clontarf,
for what could she say that wouldn't seem supeu8@oThe few
occasions Carlo broached a query, her answer wasswyiabic.

Nina's image rose like a spectre in her mind, asdter voice echoed
as the words replayed again and again.



CHAPTER NINE

THE Mercedes pulled off the main street and easedanparking
space. Carlo switched off the engine and undicd&abelt.

Aysha looked at him askance. 'Why have you stopped?

He reached sideways and unclasped her seatbeli. ditin't eat
dinner, remember?'

The thought of food made her feel ill. 'l don'tifeangry.’
‘Then we'll just have coffee.'

She looked at him in exasperation, and met theri@solve apparent
in his stance, the angle of his jaw.

‘Do | get to have any say in this? Or will you eaypbktrong-arm
tactics?'

‘You've dropped an essential kilo or two, you'reepand you have
dark circles beneath your eyes.'

‘And | thought | was doing just fine," Aysha deelausilkily.
'It's, here, or we raid the kitchen fridge at hdme.

That meant him entering the house, making himgelffoane in the
kitchen, and afterwards... She didn't want to coplateafterwards.
Having him stay was akin to condoning...

Oh, damn she cursed wretchedly, and reached for the daspc

The restaurant was well-patronised, and they wedetd a centre
table at the back of the room. Aysha heard the enusiuted



Mediterranean melancholy plucked from a boujoukd ¢he sound
tugged something deep inside.

Carlo ordered coffee, and she declined. Greek eoffas ruinously
strong.

‘Tea. Very weak,' she added, and rolled her eyesndarlo ordered
moussaka from the menu. 'l don't want anythingatd e

Moussaka was one of her favoured dishes, and whemived she
spared it a lingering glance, let the aroma teasanbstrils. And she
didn't argue when Carlo forked a portion and prefifiea tempting
sample.

It was delicious, and she picked up a spare forkteiped herself.
Precisely as he'd anticipated she would do, sheectad wryly.

There was hot crusty bread, and she accepted bgass of light red
wine which she sipped throughout the meal.

'‘Better?"

It wasn't difficult to smile, and she could almdsel the relaxing
effect of the wine releasing the knots of tensioat tcurled tightly
around her nerve-ends. 'Yes.'

‘More tea?'
Aysha shook her head.
‘Do you want to stay for a while, or shall we le2ve

She looked at him carefully, and was unable tongeéinything from
his expression. There was a waiting, watchful dquadpparent, a
depth to his eyes that was impossible to interpret.



She spared a glance to the dance floor, and thedaples sharing it.
Part of her wanted the contact, the closenessa@rhbrace. Yet there
was another part that was truly torn.

Nina's accusations were too fresh in her mindirttagye too vivid for
it not to cloud her perspective.

Everythingwas wedding-related. And right now, the last thstg
wanted to think about, let alone discuss, was thédmg.

'l adore the music. It's so poignant.’

Was she aware just how wistful she sounded? Orddgree of
fragility she projected? Carlo wanted to smitesa dinto the table, or
preferably close his hands around Nina's neck.

More than anything, he wanted to take Aysha to dedi make love
with her until every last shred of doubt was rentbwet he doubted
she'd give him the opportunity. At least, not tdmig

Now, he had to be content to play the waiting gahemorrow, he
assured himself grimly, he'd have everything heladeAnd damned
If he was going to wait another day.

He leaned across the table and caught hold ofdret, 1 ,hen lifted it
to his lips.

It was an evocative gesture, and sent spirals rgad®n radiating
through her body. Her eyes dilated, and her limokfslightly as he
kissed each finger in turn.

'Dance with me.'

The shaking seemed to intensify, and she coulddieve it was
evident. Dear God, dared she walk willingly inte Brms?



And afterwards? What then? Let him lead her inéoritbuse, and into
bed? That wouldn't resolve anything. Worse, thk &fa resolution
would only condone her acquiescence to the statos g

'Is dancing with me such a problem?' Carlo quegedtly, and
watched her eyes dilate to their fullest extent.

'It's what happens when | do."'

His eyes acquired a faint gleam, and the edgessambuth tilted.
'‘Believe it's mutual.’

Aysha held his gaze without any difficulty at &l hour ago she'd
been furious with him. And Nind&speciallyNina.

'‘Pheromones,' she accorded sagely, and he uttes@ftl laugh as he
stood and drew her gently to her feet.

‘The recognition by one animal of a chemical suixstasecreted by
another," Aysha informed him.

‘You think so?"

She could feel her whole body begin to soften, ftbeninside out. A
melting sensation that intensified as he brushedijp$ against her
temple.

'Yes.'

Would it always be like this? A smile, the touch w6 mouth
soothing the surface of her skit®?it enougR? a tiny voice taunted.
Affection and sexual satisfaction, without love.

Many women settled for less. Much less.



He led her onto the dance floor and into his aand,she-didn't think
about anything except the mo-ment and the hauntvitghing
guality of the music as it stirred her senses anckened the pace of
her pulse.

Aysha wanted to close her eyes and think of nothurtghe man and
the moment.

For the space of a few minutes it was almost maen the music
ceased as the band took a break, and she precadedo@ck to the
table.

'Another drink?"
'‘No, thanks,' she refused.

He picked up the account slip, summoned the waitreesd, then led
the way out to the car.

It didn't take long to reach Clontarf, and withinnotes Carlo
activated the gates, then drew the Mercedes ttt adtaide the main
entrance.

Aysha reached for the door-clasp as he releaseddatbelt and
opened the car door.

"There's no need—'

He shot her a glance that lost much of its intgngiider cover of
night. 'Don't argue,' he directed, and slid ounfrbe car.

Indoors she turned to face him, and felt the seteradion apparent.
There was a slumberous quality in the depths oéyes that curled
all her nerve-ends, and she looked at him, asgpdbm leashed
sensuality and matching it with her own.



‘All you have to do is ask me to stay,' Carlo saudetly, and she
looked at him with incredibly sad eyes.

It would be so easy. Just hold out her hand addwolvherever he
chose to lead.

For a moment she almost wavered. To deny him wesrtg herself.
Yet there were words she needed to say, and shet\sase she could
make them sound right.

' know.'

He lifted a hand and brushed his knuckles gentlyossc her
cheekbone. 'Go to bedara. Tomorrow is another day.'

Then he released her hand and turned towards tre do

Seconds later she heard the refined purr of thenengnd saw the
bright red tail-lights disappear into the night.

He'd gone, when she'd expected him to employ up&isuasion to
share her bed. There was an ache deep inside &heedeto
acknowledge as disappointment.

If he'd pressed to stay, she'd have told him tede&o why did she
feel cheated?

Oh, for heaven's sake, this was ridiculous!

With a mental shake she locked the door and aetivsgcurity, then
she set the alarm and climbed the stairs to henroo

‘Mamma,' Aysha protested. '| don&edany more lingerie.'



'‘Nonsense, darling," Teresa declared firmly. 'Nomenini sent
money with specific instructions for you to buydarie.'

Aysha spared a glance at the exquisite bras, amefslips displayed
in the exclusive lingerie boutique. Pure silk, Ffertlace, and each
costing enough money to feed an average familga foeek.

After a sleepless night spent tossing and turnmger lonely bed,
which had seen her wake with a headache, thehiagt she needed
was a confrontational argument with her mother.

‘Then | guess we shouldn't disappoint her.’

Each garment had to be tried on for fit and sinel, iawas an hour
before Aysha walked out of the boutique with bnad lariefs in ivory,
peach and black. Ditto slips, cobweb-fine pantyhasel, thepiece
de resistancea matching nightgown and negligee.

‘Superfluous,' she'd assured her mother when Taaasansisted on
the nightgown, and had stifled a sigh at her iesistjlance.

Now, she tucked a hand beneath Teresa's arm ankeledh the
direction of the nearest cafe. 'Let's take five i@, and share a
cappuccino.’

'And we'll revise our list.'

Aysha thought if she heard the wdist again, she'd scream. 'l can’
think of a single thing."'

'‘Perfume. Something really special,' Teresa enthtife wear on the
day.’

'l already have—'



'l know. And it suits you so well.'
They entered the cafe, ordered, then chose artablethe window.

'‘But you should wear something subtly differengttiiou’ll always
associate with the most wonderful day of your'life.

‘Manama,' she protested, and was stalled in anfeluattempt as
Teresa caught hold of her hands.

‘A mother dreams of her child's wedding day from thoment she
gives birth. Especially a daughter. | want yoursb# perfect, as
perfect as it can be in every way.' Her eyes shiratheand Aysha
witnessed her conscious effort to control her eomsti ‘With Carlo
you'll have a wonderful life, enjoying the love yshliare together.'

A one-sided love, Aysha corrected silently. Manysaccessful
marriage had been built on less. Was she foolighgb for more? To
want to be secure in the knowledge that Carlo lyag enly for her?
Thatshewas the only one he wanted, and no one else wimid

Chasing rainbows could be dangerous. If you didicabld of one,
there was no guarantee of finding the elusive pgbtul.

‘Your father and | had a small wedding by choi€eresa continued.
'‘Our parents offered us money to use however wee;hand it was
more important to use it towards the business.'

Aysha squeezed her mother's hand. 'l know, Mamna@pteciate
everything you've done for me.' Their love for eather wasn't in
guestion, although she'd give almost anything tcabke to break
through the parent-child barrier and have Teresadrdriend, her
equal.



However, Teresa was steeped in a different tragiaod the best she
could hope for was that one day the balance oésaabuld become
more even.

It was after eleven when they emerged into thedarcinevitably,
Teresa's list had been updated to include perfumleaacomplete
range of cosmetics and toiletries.Aysha simply weitih the flow,
picked at a chicken salad when they paused forhlutaok two
painkillers for her headache, and tried to evinterest in Teresa's
summary of the wedding gifts which were beginniogtrive at her
parents' home.

At three her mobile phone rang, and when she amesivg@re heard
Carlo's deep drawl at the other end of the line.

‘Good day?'
Her heart moved up a beat. 'We're just about done.'
'I'l be at the house around seven.'

She was conscious of Teresa's interest, and sleveaito inject her
tone with necessary warmth. 'Shall | cook sometkling

'‘No, we'll eat out.'
'OK. Ciao." She cut the connection and replaced the umthat bag.

‘Carlo,' Teresa deduced correctly, and Aysha iadliiner head. 'He's
a good man. You're very fortunate.'

There was only one answer she could give. 'l know.'



It was almost five when they parted, slipped irgpagate cars, and
entered the busy stream of traffic, making it dasyAysha to hang
back at an intersection, then diverge onto a differoad artery.

If Teresa discovered her daughter and prospectiwerslaw were
temporarily occupying separate residences, it wounlg arouse an
entire host of questions Aysha had no inclinatmarswer.

The house was quiet, and she made her way updeiesited a
collection of brightly-coloured carry-bags in thedooom, then
discarded her clothes, donned a bikini and retréezdsteps to the
lower floor.

The pool looked inviting, and she angled her arntsdived into its
cool depths, emerging to the surface to strokeraklengths before
turning onto her back and lazily drifting.

Long minutes later she executed sufficient backssdo bring her to

the pool's edge, then she levered herself ontetlge and caught up
a towel. Standing to her feet, she blotted excesistare from her

body, then she crossed to a nearby lounger andisekkagainst its
cushioned depth.

The view out over the harbour was sheer magicaffahis hour the
sea was a dark blue, deepening almost to indigbrasrged in the
distance with the ocean.

There were three huge tankers drawing close tarthiem harbour
entrance, and in the immediate periphery of haoritiundreds of
small craft lay anchored at moorings.

It was a peaceful scene, and she closed her eg@ssathe strength
of the sun's warmth. It had a soporific effect, aind could feel
herself drifting into a light doze.



It was there that Carlo found her more than an kadar, after several
minutes of increasing anxiety when he'd failecdbtmate her anywhere
indoors.

His relief at seeing her lying supine on the loungas palpable,
although he could have shaken her for putting Hnough a few
minutes of hell.

He slid open the door quietly, and stood watchieg $leep. She
looked so relaxed it was almost a shame to haweke her, and he
waited a while, not willing to disturb the moment.

A soft smile curved his mouth. He wanted to crasfér side and
gently tease her into wakefulness. Lightly tras fingers over the
length of her body, brush his lips to her cheekntfind her mouth
with his own. See her eyelids flutter then lift wakefulness, and
watch the warmth flood her eyes as she reachdurfor

Except as things stood, the moment her lashes swpept her eyes
were unlikely to reflect the emotion he wanted.



CHAPTER TEN
'AYSHA.'

She was dreaming, and she fought her way throughtkts of sleep
at the sound of her name.

The scene merged into reality. The location was figp was the man
who stood within touching distance.

It was the circumstances that were wrong.

She moved fluidly into a sitting position. 'Is ltat late?' She swung
her legs onto the ground and rose to her feet.

He looked impressive dressed in tailored trougeaste blue cotton
shirt, tie and jacket. She kept her eyes fixedherknot of his tie. 'I'll
go shower and change.'

He let her go, then followed her into the house.dr#ssed to the
kitchen, extracted a cool drink from the refrigerasnd popped the
can, then he prowled around the large entertainareat, too restless
to stand or sit in one place for long.

There were added touches he hadn't noticed bé&fgte cushions on
the chairs and sofas, prints hanging on the wHlis.lines were clean
and muted, but the room had a comfortable feelingias a place
where it would be possible to relax.

Carlo checked his watch, and saw that only fiveutas had passed.
It would take her at least another thirty to wasth dry her hair, dress
and apply make-up.

Forty-five, he accorded when she re-entered thmroo



The slip dress in soft shell-pink with a chiffoneslay and a wide lace
border on the hemline heightened her lightly tarsied, emphasised
her dark blonde hair, and clever use of mascaralaadow deepened
the smoky grey of her eyes.

She'd twisted her hair into a knot atop her head, taased free a
tendril that curled down to the edge of her jaw.

Aysha found it easy to return his gaze with a lenred of her own.
Not so easy was the ability to slow the sudden hanmg of her heart
as she drew close.

‘Shall we leave?' Her voice was even, composedatiadal variance
to the rapid beat of her pulse.

'‘Before we do, there's something | want you to re@drlo reached
for the flat manila envelope resting on the neaatye and handed it
to her.

The warm and wonderful girl of a week ago no lorgasted. Except
in an acted portrayal in the presence of others.

Alone, the spontaneity was missing from her lauglged her eyes
were solemn in their regard. Absent too was theegmrs warmth in
her smile.

The scene he'd initiated with Nina earlier in thay chad been
damaging, but he didn't give a damn. The womangereass to
accept his invitation to lunch had sickened hind ha hadn't wasted
any time informing her exactly what he planneddesHdould she ever
cause Aysha a moment's concern.

He'd gone to extraordinary lengths in an attempttoove Aysha's
doubts. Now he needed to tell heinowher.



'Read it, Aysha.’
'Can't it wait until later?"

He thrust a hand into a trouser pocket, and felténsion twist inside
his gut. 'No.'

There was a compelling quality evident in those&kdgres, and she
glimpsed the tense muscle at the edge of his jaw.

She was familiar with every one of his features.e Throad

cheekbones, the crease that slashed each chewkdéispaced large
eyes that could melt her bones from just a glaHemouth with its

sensually moulded lips was to die for, and the fam- line hinted at
more than just strength of character.

'Please. Just read it.'

Aysha turned the envelope over, and her fingerglsathe flap, dealt
with it, then slid out the contents.

The first was a single page, sworn and signed avithme she didn't
recognise. ldentification of the witness requiredgualification, for
Samuel Sloane's prominence among the city's leg#rhity was
legend.

Her eyes skimmed the print, then steadied intowaesl pace as she
took in the sworn affidavit testifying Nina di Sallwad engaged the
photographic services of William Baker with specifistructions to
capture Carlo Santangelo and herself in comprognigiositions,
previously discussed and outlined, for the agreed af five hundred
dollars per negative.



Aysha mentally added up the photographic printsaNiad shown
her, and had her own suspicions confirmed. Caniddegn the target;
Nina the arrow.

Her eyes swept up to meet his. 'l didn't think&he'to these lengths.'

Carlo's eyes hardened as he thought of Nina'shitlhehaviour. 'It's
doubtful she'll bother either of us again.' He'dspaally seen to it.

‘Damage control," Aysha declared, and saw his egeken with
latent anger.

'Yes.'

It was remarkable how a single word could have nmopeact than a
dozen or so. 'l see.’

She was beginning to. But there was still a way®o 'Read the
second document.’

Aysha carefully slipped the affidavit to one sidéere were several
pages, each one scripted in legalese phrased faseorather than
clarify. However, there was no doubt of Carlo'snmstion.

Any assets in whatever form, inherited from eitparents' estates,
were to remain solely in her name for her sole Asesuch future
time, Carlo Santangelo would assume financial nesibdity for
Benini-Santangelo.

There was only one question. '"Why?'
'‘Because | love you.'

Aysha heard the words, and her whole body froze.skitiness in the
room seemed to magnify until it became a tangibtéye



Somehow she managed to dredge up her voice, ohbv®it emerge
as a sibilant whisper. 'If this is a trick, you dam around and walk
out of here.'

Her eyes became stricken with an emotion she ctididtie, and his
expression softened to something she would wilirgil’e her life
for.

He caught both her hands together with one haed,lifted the other
to capture her nape.

'l love you.Love' he emphasised emotively. 'The heart and sotl tl
Is you' He moved his thumb against the edge of hertla@n slowly
swept it up to encompass her cheekbone. His eygseded, and his
voice lowered to an impassioned murmur. 'l thoulgatlove Bianca
and | shared was irreplaceable. But | was wrong.'lé¥vered his
forehead down to rest against hers. 'There was Abuays you.
Affection, from the moment you were born. Respast,you grew
from child to woman. Admiration, for carving outwyoown future.'

His hands moved to her shoulders, then curved dwxiback to pull
her close in against him.

It would be all too easy to lean in and lift herutioto meet his. As
she had in the past. This time she wanted sanitfjouded by
emotion or passion.

Aysha lifted her hands to his chest and tried tb Jmme distance
between them. Without success. 'l can't think wysnhold me."’

Those dark eyes above her own were so deeply estpeeshe
thought she might drown in them.

'Is it so important that you think?' he queried thgnand she
swallowed compulsively.



'Yes.' She was conscious of every breath she aky beat of her
heart.Carlo let his hands drop, and his featurek tm a quizzical
warmth.

What she wanted, she hardly dared hope for, antbeked at him in
silence as the seconds ticked by.

His smile completely disarmed her, and warmth s¢ap& her
veins, heating and gathering force until it rarotigh her body.

"You want it all, don't you?'

Her mouth trembled as she fought to control hertems. She was
shaking, inwardly. Very soon, she'd become a trelgbhass. 'Yes.'

Carlo pushed both hands into his trouser pocketd, she was
mesmerised by his mouth, the way it curved and skdie gleam of
white teeth, the sensuous quirk she longed to touch

'l knew marriage between us could work. We comenftbe same
background, we move in the same social circles, drade many
interests. We had the foundation of friendship afféction to build
on.'

The vertical crease slashed each cheek as he smildchis eyes...
She felt as if she could drown in their depths.

'In the beginning | was satisfied that it was erfouglidn't expect to
have those emotions develop into something morehmuore.’

She had to ask. 'And now?"

'l need to be part of your life, to have you needas much as | need
you. As my wife, my friend, the other half of mysoHe released his



hands and reached out to cup her face. 'To loveagyou deserve to
be loved. With all my heart. For the rest of mg lif

Aysha felt the ache of tears, and blinked rapidlyispel them. At
that precise moment she was incapable of utteringrd.

Did she realise how transparent she was? Intimay avpowerful
weapon, persuasive, invasive, and one he couldviitevery little
effort. It would be so easy to lower his head, pell close and let her
feelwhat she did to him. His hands soothing her btity possession
of his mouth on hers...

He did none of those things.
‘Yes.'

He heard the single affirmative, and every muselery nerve
relaxed. Nothing else mattered, except their lové toe life they
would share together. 'No qualifications?’

She shook her head. 'None.'

'So sure,' Carlo said huskily. He reached for Befolding her into
the strength of his body as his mouth settled bees. Gently at first,
savouring, tasting, then with a passionate fenasisshe lifted her
arms and linked her hands together at his nape.

Aysha felt his body tremble as she absorbed treefof his kiss and
met and matched the mating dance of his tonguteeslored and
ravaged sensitive tissue.

His hands shaped and soothed as they sought eaabupt spot,
stroking with infinite care as the fire ignited gewithin and burst
into flame.



It seemed an age before he lifted his head, andalid only stand
there, supported by the strength of his arms.

‘Do you trust me?'

She heard the depth in his voice, sensed his ss@sg, and raised
her eyes to meet his. There was no question. '$fes said simply.

‘Then let's go.’
IOK.I

‘Such docility," Carlo teased gently as he brushedips against one
temple.

Aysha placed a hand either side of his head atedl il down as she
angled her mouth into his in a kiss that was adltlaad passion.

His heart thudded into a quickened beat, and sheaféhrill of
exhilaration at the sense of power, the feelingauitrol.

Carlo broke the contact with emotive reluctancaefemptation to
love you nowhere,is difficult to resist.’

A mischievous smile curved her mouth. 'But youweng to.'

His hands slid to her shoulders and he gave heendlegshake.
'‘Believe it's merely a raincheadgar a.'He released her and took holc
of her hand.

'‘Are you going to tell mevherewe're going?"
‘Someplace special.’

He led her outside, then turned to the side pattitg to the rear of
the grounds.



'Here?' Aysha queried in puzzlement, as they te@gkthe short set of
steps leading down to the gazebo adjacent thegreal

Lights sprang to life as if by magic, illuminatinbe gazebo and
casting a reflected glow over the newly plantedigar the beautiful
free-form pool.

Her eyes widened as she saw a man and two wommedirggan front
of a small rectangular pedestal draped with a ipdstwhite
lace-edged cloth. Two thick candles displayed a thcker and a
vaporous plume, and there was the scent of rossstiful white
tight-petalled buds on slender stems.

'‘Carlo?"

Even as she voiced the query she saw the answleose dark eyes,
eloquent with emotive passion. And love.

‘This is for us,' he said gently, curving an armoas the back of her
waist as he pulled her into the curve of his bo@aturday's
production will fulfil our parents' and the guestspectations.'

She was melting inside, the warmth seeping thrdugihbody like
molten wax, and she didn't know whether to laugbregr

An hour ago she'd been curled up on a soft- cusdiosofa
contemplating her shredded emotions.

'OK?' Carlo queried gently.

Her heart kicked in at a quickened beat, and shéeedmA slow,
sweet smile that mirrored her inner radiance. "Yes.

Introductions complete, Aysha solemnly took heriggms at Carlo's
side.



If the celebrant was surprised at the bride andmgi® attire, she gave
no indication of it. Her manner appeared genuind,the words she
spoke held a wealth of meaning during the shoicer

Carlo slipped a diamond-encrusted ring onto hageinand Aysha
slid a curved gold band onto his, listening in aenaf emotions as
they were solemnly pronounced man and wife.

She lifted her mouth to meet his, and felt the viharrthe hint of
restrained passion as he savoured the sweetnessoknuis fill.

Oh, my, this was about as close to heaven as itpessible to get,
Aysha conceded as he reluctantly loosened his hold.

The heat was there, evident in the depth of his,eyanked down
beneath the surface. Desire, and promised ecstasy.

She cast him a witching smile, glimpsed the hunged felt
anticipation arrow through her body.

There was champagne chilling in an ice bucket, @ado loosened
the cork, then filled each flute with slightly figt sparkling liquid.

The bubbles tingled her tastebuds and teased tkedbaer throat as
she sipped the excellent vintage.

Each minute seemed like an eternity as she cordvenstéh the
celebrant and two witnesses, and accepted the toast

With both official and social duties completed, tloelebrant
graciously took her leave, together with the couplro had
witnessed the marriage.

Aysha stood in the circle of Carlo's arms, andishred back against
him, treasuring the closeness, the sheer joy athtththe moment.



Married. She could hardly believe it. There were so margstans
she needed to ask. But not yet. There would belabee to work out
the answers.

For now, she wanted to savour the moment.

Carlo's lips teased her sensitive nape, then ndizarieearlobe. '"You're
very quiet.'

'| feel as if we're alone in the universe,' she slaeamily. Her mouth
curved upwards. 'Well, almost." A faint laugh huskew in her

throat. 'If you block out the cityscape, the trgoefr street lights, the
suburban houses.'

'l thought by now you'd have unleashed a barragguettions,' he
said with quizzical amusement.

She felt the slide of his hand as he reached beheatop and sought
her breast. The familiar kick of sensation spedrach her feminine

core, and she groaned emotively as his skillecefigvorked magic
with the delicate peak.

She turned in his arms and reached for him, pulisghead down to
hers as she sought his mouth with her own in a tkias wreaked
havoc with her tenuous control.

Aysha was almost shaking when he gently disengagedand her
lips felt faintly swollen, her senses completelyaswped with the
feel, the taste of him.

'Let's get out .of here,' Carlo directed huskilyhasaught hold of her
hand and led her towards his car.

‘Where are we going?'



''ve booked us into a hotel suite for the nightnri2r at the
restaurant. Champagne.'

'Why?' she queried simply. 'When everything we nsetjht here?'
'l want the night to be memorable.’
‘It will be." Without a doubt, she promised silgntl

'You don't want the luxurious suite, a leisurely amewith
champagne?' he teased.

'l want you. Only you," Aysha vowed with heartfelt sincerity
‘Saturday we get to go through the formalities& Btegant bridal
gown, the limousines, the church service, the gatyant reception,
she mused silently. Followed by the hotel bridalesiand the flight
out the next morning to their honeymoon destination

A bewitching smile curved her generous mouth, aed @yes
sparkled with latent humour. "Tonight we can pleaseselves.’

Carlo pressed a light kiss to the edge of her 1gtsurting now?'
‘Here?' she countered wickedly. 'And shock thehimgrs?'

He swept an arm beneath her knees and carriedtbeéhe house. He
traversed the stairs without changing stride, artié main bedroom
he lowered her down to stand in front of him.

Slowly, with infinite care, he released her zip.Mddingers slid each
strap over her shoulders, then shaped the sofiem over her hips,
'her thighs, to her feet. Only her briefs and lemained, and he
dispensed with those.



She ached for his touch, his possession, and skecther eyes, then
opened them again as he lightly brushed his finger®ss her
sensitised skin.

He followed each movement with his lips, each @ngbuch

becoming a torture until she reached for him, Inggefrs urgent as
they released shirt buttons and tugged the expemsitton from his
muscular frame.

His eyes dilated as she undid the buckle of hits Betl he caught his
breath as she worked the zip fastening.

'‘Not quite in control, huh?' she offered with antbi wicked smile,
only to gasp as his mouth sought a vulnerable Wwoéibthe edge of
her neck.

He had the touch, the skill to evoke an instanpaase, and she
trembled as his tongue wrought renewed havoc.

His hands closed over hers, completing the tas#,she clutched
hold of his waist as he-dispensed with the remainélais clothes.

The scent of his skin, the slight muskinessnainintermingled with
the elusive tones of soap and cologne. Tantaligngjjc, infinitely
tempting, and inviting her to savour and taste.

Aysha felt sensation burgeon until it encompasse&ayenerve-cell.
The depth, the magnitude overwhelmed her. Two smé&ling,
seamlessly forging a bond that could never be lroke

She lifted her arms and wound them round his nediedowered her
down onto the bed and followed her, protecting fnem the full
impact of his weight.



His mouth closed over hers, devastatingly sensnag kiss that
drugged her mind, her senses, until she hardlygresed the guttural
pleas as her own.

She was on fire, the flames of desire burning deiémpn until there
was no reason, no sensation of anything other ttiman and the
havoc he was caus-ing as he led her through pledaswecstasy and
beyond.

Now, she wanted himow.The feel of him inside her, surging agait
and again, deeper and deeper, until she absorbeichain, and their
rhythm became as one, in tune and in perfect aceitey soared
together, clung momentarily to the sexual pinnatlen reached the
ultimate state of nirvana.

Did she say the words? She had no idea whetherfobeg voice or
not. There was only the journey, the sensatiormpofHling ecstasy,
the scent of sexual essence, and the damp shdes skin.

She was conscious of her own respohsg the shudder raking that
large body as he spilled his seed, and she exultéd moment.

The sex between them had always been good. Be#tergood, she
accorded dimly as she clung to him. But this, tiMes more.
Intoxicating, exquisite, wild. And there wdeve. That essential
guality that transcended physical expertise of.skil

There was no contest, Aysha acknowledged witheaynth a long
time later as she lay curled against a hard madg.bo

Neither had had the will to indulge in leisurelywémnaking the first
time round. It had been hard and fast, each ortkeenhdrivenby a
primal urge so intense it had been electrifyingntea, and totally
impassioned.



Afterwards they had shared the Jacuzzi, then tededry, they'd
returned to bed for a lingering aftermath of toaghitasting...a
loving that had had no equal in anything they'd previoskhared.

‘Are we going to tell our parents?' Carlo brushisdchin against the

top of her head. 'Let a slight change in wordingeaffirmation of
vows do it for us on the day.'



CHAPTER ELEVEN

AYSHA woke to the sound of rain, and she took a mon@stretch
her limbs, then she checked the bedside cladiew minutes past
seven.

Any time soon Teresa would knock on her door, &edday would
begin.

If she was fortunate, she had an hour, maybe twlgré Teresa
began checking on everything from the expectedveslitime of
flowers...to the house, the church, the recep&oliowed by a litany
of reminders that would initiate various supervssto re- check
arrangements with their minions. The wedding caraibr was
doubtless on the verge of a nervous breakdown.

Aysha slid out from the bed and padded barefoasacthe carpet to
the draped window. A touch to the remote controtluie activated
the mechanism that swept the drapes open, andikbe a groan at
the sight of heavy rain drenching the lawn.

Her mother, she knew, would consider it an omed,ganbably not a
propitious one.

Aysha selected shorts and a top, discarded hetshigt then quickly
dressed. With a bit of celestial help she might enidldownstairs to
the dining room—

Her mobile phone rang, and she reached for it.
‘Carlo?'

'‘Who else were you expecting?'



His deep voice did strange things to her senselsthentemptation to
tease him a little was difficult to resist. 'Any eorof my four
bridesmaids, your mother, Nonna Benini, phoningnffdreviso to
wish mebuona fortunaSister Maria Teresa...' she trailed off, an
was unable to suppress a light laugh. 'Is therepantycular reason
you called?'

'‘Remind me to exact retributiooara,'he mocked in husky promise.

The thought of precisely how he would achieve femliround her
central core, and set her heart beating at a quétkpace.

'You weren't there when | reached out in the nigldrlio said gently.
‘There was no scent of you on my sheets, no drjgedume to lend
assurance to my subconscious mind.' He pausedféw aeconds. 'l
missed you.'

She closed her eyes against the vivid picture loiisvevoked. She
could feel her whole body begin to heat, her enmstiseparate and
shred. 'Don't,’ she pleaded with a slight groahave to get through
the day.'

'‘Didn't sleep much, either, huh?' he queried wrahyl she wrinkled
her nose.

‘An hour or two, here and there," Aysha admitted.
‘Are you dressed?’
'Yes.' Her voice was almost prim, and he laughed.

'Pity. If | can't have you in the flesh, then tlaatasy will have to
suffice.'



‘And you, of course, have had a workout, showeskdyed, and are
about to eat breakfast?'Carlo chuckled, a deepatyisound that sent
shivers slithering down her spine. 'Actually, non lying in bed,
conserving my energy.'

Just the thought of that long muscular body restingne on the bed
was enough to play havoc with her senses. Imaginavg he might
or might not be attired sent her pulse beatingdilkkum.

'l don't think we'd better do this.'

‘Do what, precisely?’

'‘Phone sex.'

His voice held latent laughter. 'Is that what yoink we're doing?'
‘It doesn't compensate for the real thing.'

His soft laughter was almost her undoing. 'l dolibtesa will be
impressed if | appear at the door and sweep yauth# bedroom
before breakfast.'

A firm tattoo sounded against the panelled doorsha?'
The day was about to start in earnest. 'In a monMégatnma.’

'‘Don't keep me waiting too long at the churchr a,' Carlo said
gently as she crossed the room.

‘To be five minutes late is obligatory,’ she teasetisting the knob
and drawing back the dod€iao.'

Teresa stood framed in the doorw&uongiornoi darling.' Her eyes
glanced at the mobile phone. "You were talking &ol&€?' She didn't



wait for an answer as she walked to the expansplaié glass
window with its splendid view of the harbour andthern suburbs.
'It's raining.’

‘The service isn't scheduled until four," Aysham@pted to soothe.

‘Antonio has spent so much time and effort on tnelgns these past
few weeks. It will be such a shame if we can't adde outside for
photographs.'

‘The wedding organiser has a contingency plan, Mamn
Photographs in the conservatory, the massive émey, the lounge.

‘Yes, | know. But the garden would be perfect.’

Aysha sighed. The problem with a perfectionist West rarely did
anythingmeet their impossibly high expectations.

'‘Mamma,' she began gently. 'If it's going to r&imill, and worrying
won't make it different.' She crossed to #@mesuitebathroom. 'Give
me a few minutes, then we'll go downstairs andeshezakfast.'

It was the antithesis of a leisurely meal. The ghmang constantly,
and at nine the first of the day's wedding giftevad by delivery van.

'‘Put them in here,' Teresa instructed, leadingwthg into a sitting
room where a long table decorated with snowy whiten and
draped tulle held a large collection of variousedizavrapped and
beribboned packages.

The doorchimes sounded. '‘Aysha, get that, will ydarling? It'll
probably be Natalina or Giovanna.'

The first in line of several friends who had offéheir services to
help.



'‘Aysha, you look so calm. How is that?"

Because Carlo loves me. And we're already marfied words didn't
find voice, but they sang through her brain like Sweetest music
she'd ever heard.

'‘Ask me again a few hours from now,' she said witbasing smile.

Organisation was the key, although as the mornimogressed the
order changed to relative chaos and went dowrmoithfthere.

The florist delivered the bridal bouquets, exqeigitaid out in their
boxes...except there was one missing. The mertennaies arrived
with the bouquets, instead of being delivered tan@a's home.

Soon after that problem was satisfactorily resolVeresa received a
phone call from one of the two women who'd offei@decorate the
church pews...they couldn't get in, the church slegere locked, and
no one appeared to be answering their summons.

Lunch was hardly an issue as time suddenly appdaréeé of the
essence, with the arrival of Lianna, Arianne, Saeaaind Tessa.

‘Treschic, darling,’ Lianna teased as she appraisetidA\from head
to toe and back again. 'Bare feet, cut-off jeammsaskimpy top. The
ultimate in avant-garde bridal wear. Just add #ik &nd you'll cause
a sensation,' she concluded with droll humour.

'Mamma would have a heart attack.'

'‘Not something to be countenanced,' Lianna agrelednsly. ‘Now,'
she demanded breezily, 'we're all showered andyreadroll.
Command, and we'll obey.'



Together they went over thmodus operandiwhich went a little
haywire, as the hairdresser arrived early and takerup artist was
late.

There followed a lull of harmonious activity untilbbecame volubly
clear Giuseppe was insistent on wearing navy simstsad of black,
and an argument ensued, the pitch of frazzled soistng when
Teresa laddered new tights.

‘Ah, your mamma...Giuseppe sighed eloquently as he entered t
dining room where the hairdresser was putting itisHing touches
to Aysha's hair.

'l love you, Papa,' Aysha said softly, and sawfe&ures dissolve
into gentleness.

‘Grazie." His eyes moistened, and he blinked rapidly. ‘Tt
photographer, he will be here soon. Better you gstairs and get
Into that dress, or we'll both have your Mammartsveer to, hmm.'

She gave him a quick hug, touched her fingers socheek, and
smiled as he caught hold of them and bestowedsadiser palm. ‘A
father couldn't wish for a more beautiful daughiéow go.'

When she reached her bedroom Teresa was fussing tbee
bridesmaids' gowns in a bid to ensure every detasl perfect.

Lianna rolled her eyes in silent commiserationntleghibited the
picture of genteel grace. 'When are the littleaesrdue to arrive?'

'‘My God,"' Teresa cried with pious disregard as slept to face
Aysha. 'The rose petals. Did you see a plasticatoat of rose petals
in the florist's box?"



Aysha shook her head, and Teresa turned and allabufrom the
room.

'For heaven's sake, darling,' Lianna encouragest. it@o that fairy

floss of a dress, we'll zip you up, stick on thadygece and veil—
An anguished walil rent the air. 'Guess the rosalpetere a no-show,
huh?' she continued conversationally. 'I'll go offiey assistance
before dear Teresa adds a nervous breakdown imthiment heart

attack.'

Ten minutes later she was back, and Aysha meftdd lone eyebrow
in silent query.

'‘One container of rose petals found safe and satiGilanna's home.
As we needwo, Giuseppe has been despatched to denude Anton
precious rose bushes.'

'‘Whose idea was that?' Aysha shook her head iteat gjesture of
mock despair. '‘Don't tell me. Yours, right?'

Lianna executed a sweeping bow. 'Of course. Wil else were
we going to do?' She inclined her head, then gausilale shudder.
'‘Here come the cavalry of infants.’

Aysha removed her wedding dress from its hangemn thith the
girls' help she carefully stepped into it and easgéntly into place.
The zip slid home, and she adjusted the scallopeidt her wrist.

The fitted bodice with its overlay of lace was dated with tiny seed
pearls, and the scooped neckline displayed her ld#icu to
perfection. A full- length skirt flowed in a clustef finely gathered
pleats from her slender waist and fell in a casaddace. The velil
was the finest tulle, edged with filigree lace dosdd in place by an
exquisite head piece fashioned from seed pearlsmandilk flowers.



'‘Wow,' Lianna, Arianne, Suzanne and Tessa accavitedeverence
as she turned to face them, and Lianna, inevitdda@yfirst to speak,
declared, 'You're a princess, sweetheart. A reatess.'

Lianna held out her hand, and, in the manner ofge®n requesting
instruments, she demanded, 'Shoes? Garter in ptes® piece and
veil." That took several minutes to fix. 'Somethimgrrowed?' She
tucked a white lace handkerchief into Aysha's hdBdmething
blue?' A cute bow tucked into the garter. 'Someluilal ?*

Aysha touched the diamond pendant on its thin gb&in.

Teresa re-entered the room and came to an abriapfTine children
are waiting downstairs with the photographer.' i@ce acquired a
betraying hus- kinesio Madonna, think I'm going to cry.’

'‘No, you're not. Think of the make-up,' Lianna t&go 'Then we'd

have to do it over, which would make us late." 8tegle a comical
face. "'The mother of the bride gets to afyer the wedding.' She
patted Teresa's shoulder with theatrical emphad@y's the time

you launch yourself into your daughter's arms, @E&séer she's the
most beautiful girl ever born, and any other mustoyf you want to

add. Then,' she declared with considerable feelvg smile prettily

while the photographer does his thing, and geptheess here to the
church on time.'

Teresa's smile was shaky, definitely shaky, asceb&sed to Aysha
and placed a careful kiss on first one cheek, therother. 'It's just
beautiful." She swallowed quickly. "You're beautifoh, dear—'

'‘Whoa,' Lianna cautioned. 'Time to go.'

The photographer took almost an hour, utilisingpmdshots during a
drizzling shower. Then miraculously the sun cameasuthey took



their seats in no fewer than three stretch limasjmarked in line on
the driveway.

'‘Well, Papa, this is it," Aysha said softly. "Wedreour way.'

He reached out and patted her hand. '"You'll beyhafih Carlo.'
' know.'

'Did | tell you how beautiful you look?’

Aysha's eyes twinkled with latent humour. 'Mammaszsh well,
didn't she?"

His answering smile held a degree of philosophacakptance. 'She
has planned this day since you were a little girl.’

The procession was slow and smooth as the cavatddoieousines
descended the New South Head Road.

Stately, Aysha accorded silently as the first & dars slowed and
turned into the church grounds.

There were several guests waiting outside, ane tvas the flash of
cameras as Giuseppe helped her out from the ratar se

Lianna and Arianne checked the hem of her gownpsineal the veil,
then together they made their way to the churchaeoé, where
Suzanne and Tessa were schooling the childrerpogiion.

The entire effect came together as a whole, anti@f{@ok a moment
to admire her bridal party.

Each of the bridesmaids wore burgundy silk off-sheulder fitted
gowns and carried bouquets of ivory orchids. Thedr girls wore



ivory silk full- length dresses with puffed sleevasd a wide
waistband, tied at the back in a large bow, withitevlshoes
completing their attire, while the two page boysreaore a dark suit,
white shirt with a paisley silk waistcoat and bldokv-tie.

Teresa arrived, and Aysha watched as her mothertbdited both
satin ring cushions and supervised the little guith their baskets of
rose petals.

This was as much Teresa's day as it was hers,hensinsiled as she
took Giuseppe's arm. 'Ready, Papa?"'

He was giving her into the care of another man,iamegant much to
him, Aysha knew, that Carlo met with his full apypab

The organ changed tempo and began the 'Bridal Mashhey
entered the church, and Aysha saw Carlo standitigedtont edge of
the aisle, flanked by his best man and groomsmen.

Emily and Samantha strewed rose petals on thetaarpe-ordinated
perfection. Neither Jonathon nor Gerard droppeditigecushions.

As she walked towards Carlo he flouted conventiod turned to
face her. She saw the glimpse of fierce pride nmgglwith
admiration, love meshing with adoration. Then helesin For her,
only for her.

Everything else faded to the periphery of her visior she saw only
him, and her smile matched his own as she movedaforand stood
at his side.

Carlo reached for her hand and covered it witholaa as the priest
began the ceremony.



The substitutiorreaffirmation of their vows seemed to take on al
electric significance as the guests assimilatechiamge of words.

Renewed pledges, the exchange of rings, and thepassionate kiss
that undoubtedly would become a topic of convepsatit many a
dinner table for months to come.

There was music, not the usual hymn, but a poigeanyj whose
lyrics brought a lump to many a guest's throate¥ feminine tears
brought the use of fine cotton handkerchiefs winengroom leaned
forward and gently kissed his bride for the seciome.

Then Aysha took Carlo's arm and walked out of tinerch and into
the sunshine to face a barrage of photographers.

It was Lianna who organised the children and cdjthem to behave
with decorum during the photographic shoot. Aysidaalsmile at the
thought they were probably so intimidated they didmnk to do
anything but obey.

'‘She's going to drive some poor man mad, Carldadst with a
musing smile, and Aysha laughed, a low, sparkliognsl that was
reflected in the depths of her eyes.

'‘And he'll adore every minute of it,' she predicted

The shift to the reception venue was achieved badide, and Aysha
turned to look at Carlo as their limousine trawkllee short distance
from the church.'

‘You were right,’ she said quietly. 'l wouldn't bawissed the church
service for the world.'



His smile melted her bones, and her stomach exg¢autgeries of
crazy somersaults as he took her hands to hiatigkissed each one
in turn.

'I'll carry the image of you walking towards me dothe aisle for the
rest of my life.'

She traced a gentle finger down the vertical cre@ses cheek and
lingered at the edge of his mouth. ‘Now we getubthe cake and
drink champagne.'

'‘And | get to dance with my wife.’

'Yes,' she teased mercilessly. 'After the speecties,food, the
photographs...'

‘Then | get to take you home.'

Oh, my. She breathed unsteadily. How was she dgoiggt through
the next few hours?

With the greatest of ease, she reflected sevemaishater as they
circled the guests and made their farewells.

Teresa deserved tremendous credit, for without Osld had staged
the production of her dreams and turned it intowleelding of the
year. Press coverage, the media, the church, casgnoatering,
cake... Everything had gone according to plan, g a few minor
hiccups.

A very special day, and one Aysha would alwayssuiea But it was
the evening she and Carlo had exchanged their wgddiws that
would remain with her for the rest of her life.



Saying goodbye to her parents proved an emotioqzdreence, for
among their happiness and joy she could senseraalefjsadness at
her transition from daughter to wife.

Tradition died hard, and Aysha hugged them tiglsk @nveyed her
appreciation not only for the day and the night, fou the care and
devotion they'd accorded her from the day she was. b

There was confetti, rice, and much laughter as #smaped to the
limousine. A short drive to an inner city hoteldahen the ascent by
lift to the suite Carlo had booked for the night.

Aysha gave a startled gasp as he released thersoswept her into
his arms and carried her inside.

'‘Now,' he began teasingly, as he pulled her clbget to do this.’

Thiswas a very long, intensely passionate kiss, aedust held on
and clung as she met and matched his raw, prindesére.

Then he gently released her and crossed to thes,tatdhere
champagne rested on ice.

Aysha watched as Carlo loosened the cork on thélebatf
champagne.

Froth spilled from the neck in a gentle spume, simellaughed softly
as he picked up a flute to catch the foaming liquid

'I've done that successfully at least a hundredsihiHe partly filled
another, then he handed her one, and touchedntheith his own.
"To us.'

Her mouth curved to form a generous smile, andeges... A man
could drown in those luminous grey depths, at timesterious,



winsome, wicked. Today they sparkled with warmtyghter and
love. He wanted to reach out and pull her intodriws. Hold and
absorb her until she was part of him, and nevegdet

'Happiness, always,’ said Aysha gently, and sippeel fine
champagne.

He placed the bottle and the flute down onto tHéeedaable, then he
gently cradled her face between both hands.

'l love you."' His mouth closed over hers in a sgften-mouthed kiss
which reduced her to a quivering boneless mass.

'Have | told you how beautiful you looked todayaris queried long
minutes later.

After three times she'd stopped counting. 'Yeg 'teased, pressing a
finger against the centre of his lower lip. Her ®gdated as he took
the tip into his mouth and began to caress it siawth his tongue.

Heat suffused her veins, coursing through her hody she was on
fire with need.

‘There's just one thing.'
He buried his mouth in its palm. 'Anything.'

'Fool," she accorded gently, and watched in fatcmaas his
expression assumed a seriousness that was atoeandih the day,
the hour, the moment.

'‘Anything,cara,' he repeated solemnly. 'Any time, anywhere. Ally
have to do is ask.’



She closed her eyes, then slowly opened themighténed her to
think she had so much power over this man. It wagiality she
intended to treat with the utmost respect and care.

'l have something for you.'
'l don't need anything,' Carlo assured her. 'Exgept

She kissed him briefly. 'I'm not going anywherehat/she sought
reposed within easy reach, and she took the feps stecessary to
extract the white envelope, then she turned arzedlé in his hand.

'‘Cara? What is this?'A telephone call, specifi¢ructions, a lecture
on the necessity to protect her interests, and dutén a very hectic
schedule to attach her signature in the presenkerdégal advisor.

'‘Open and read it.'

Carlo's eyes sharpened as he extracted the néatkydopapers, and
as he unfolded and began to scan the affidaviedame apparent
what she'd done.

He lowered the papers and regarded her carefully.
‘Aysha—'

'l love you. | always have, for as long as | caneeber.' She thought
she might die from the intensity of it. 'l alwaysdIw

It was a gift beyond price. 'l know." Carlo's voia@s incredibly
gentle. Just as his love for her would endure.ds womething he
intended to reinforce every day for the rest oflifies



'‘Come here,' he bade softly, extending his armg,sli@ went into
them gladly, wrapping her own round his waist aseh®lded her
close.

The papers fluttered to the floor as his lips ceddrers, and she gave
herself up to the sensual magic that was theirsealo

Heaven didn't get much better than this, Aysha chdseamily as he
swept an arm beneath her knees and strode towsrdsairs.

‘Ti amo; she whisperedTi amo.'

Carlo paused and took possession of her mouthhwatbwn in a kiss
that held so much promise she almost wépteterno.'Eternity, and
beyond.



