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Suzanne's decision to visit Villa Falcone was apulse.

Suddenly she was thrust into a family whose passaoml jealousies
pervaded their ancestral Italian home.

Perhaps she had been meant to go, Suzanne thateyhtltherwise
she would never have met Mazzaro di Falcone, thedang keeper
of his ancient family's treasures.

Mazzaro burst into her complacent life like a borahd Suzanne
knew she would never be the same again!



CHAPTER ONE

EVER since the sleek Trident had circled low over tigobn before
making a smooth landing at Venice's internatiomgdoat, Suzanne
had been concerned. No, even before that, she dedlently to
herself, watching Pietro's square hands as thdwlyigircled the
driving wheel of his sports car. And concernedmhti seem a strong
enough adjective either. Disturbed, anxious—eveaaay might
have described her feelings better. For as they dearer and nearer
Pietro's home, she became more and more convihaedhe should
not have given in to the impulse to come.

What did she know of his family, after all? Thatta& no brothers or
sisters, and that his father was dead. More thanhé& had seemed
curiously loath to reveal, and had Suzanne notddbe opportunity

to get out of London at this time to her advantage,would probably
never even have considered his invitation.

And yet wasn't she being unnecessarily harsh vatkdif? After all,
she and Pietro were good friends, and althougkahsed that he was
hoping their friendship might blossom into someghimore
emotional, there was no reason why she should blereelf for a
situation which had been of his making.

All the same, in other circumstances she wouldhbeaght twice,
and possibly three times, before committing hetsetieveral days in
the company of people she had never met, and whe mat of her
own nationality. Just because she could speakatiguubhge and had
spent several months last year as courier forahgeany she worked
for at their hotel in Rimini, it did not mean shederstood the people.

She and Pietro Vitale had only known one anothemsseks. At
present, she was working in London, employed atcithpany's
hotel in the West End, and her meeting with thengpiialian had
been quite coincidental. Later, he had told hewas studying at the



London College of Art, but that morning, in thel&tantique shop in
the Portobello Road, he had been just anotherstouying to make
himself understood to an uncomprehending assistgyreciating
his difficulties, Suzanne had automatically intereé, forgetting for
the moment her own reasons for entering the shiog dark-skinned
Italian had not been unappreciative of the comimnatof
thickly-lashed brown eyes and streaked honey-blohde that
swung silkily about Suzanne's shoulders, but ewadigtubetween
them, they had made the assistant understandeheadited to price a
bronze figurine of the Virgin and Child. He wanted present for his
mother, he said, but it had been too expensivehentiad had to
decline. Afterwards, it had been natural for himnate her to have
coffee, with him, and Suzanne had accepted, marefosympathy
for him than a longing to further their acquaintanBut sitting in the
coffee shop only a few yards away, she had seesi¢b& Mercedes,
which had driven her to take refuge in the antighep in the first
place, cruising by on the opposite side of the raad had felt more
relaxed than she had done for weeks.

Pietro had proved to be an entertaining comparond,when he had
suggested a second meeting, she had agreed.nifdtimes had more
to do with the cruising Mercedes and less withraugee desire to go
out with him, she excused herself on the groundas FEhetro had
invited her, and would have been disappointedefisd refused.

Even so, going back to the hotel in a cab whiclr®iead hailed for
her, she had had misgivings, and not until AbdazilFeame storming
into her office late that afternoon had she fedit ther behaviour had
been justified. Now, at least, she had a genuiasorefor refusing the
Turk's persistent invitations, a means to divest &itentions, with
luck, towards some other member of her sex. Heanaswerful and

wealthy man, not used to being thwarted when itecéonwomen,

particularly not women who had to work for a living



Suzanne, however, had had surprisingly little torath men. From

an early age, she had learned that her looks mighprove to be an
obstacle in her determination to carve a caredrdwelf. Prospective
employers tended to regard attractive girls in afngvo ways: either
predatorily, or suspiciously; on the one hand segkhe kind of

relationship Suzanne was determined to avoid, orthen other,

assuming she required employment onlyso longtask her to find

a suitable husband. The situation infuriated Sueamrho, having

seen her own parents' marriage break up, had eotioh of making

the same mistakes herself.

Surprisingly though, since she came to work foritheotaur Group
three years ago, these problems had largely be®det; Of course,
that might be because she had spent so little tcomparatively
speaking, in one place. During the past three y&aardad worked in
several different countries, and at twenty-four wassidered one of
the company's most successful executives. Nictdesisss, the elderly
Greek who had founded the organisation, had nonehisf
countrymen's contempt for women, and judged hiff sta their
ability, not their sex. That was why she objectedtsongly to Abdul
Fezik's chauvinist attitude, his assumption thatabee she was
female, she needed masculine companionship. Pietirdkat time
she had not even known his surname—had seemedhsieiato a
prayer.

But she ought to have known that nothing was éedrdimple. Pietro
was not a puppet she could pull about at her owvermence, no
more than Abdul Fezik could be deterred by the sapg presence of
a rival. Fezik was an arrogant man, working in Lemdor his

government and living at the hotel, and Suzanne awasre that

hardly anything she did went unnoticed. She sonestimondered
when he found the time to attend to his own affacsintent did he
seem on hers; She guessed what intrigued him,wwkeoHe was a
handsome man, if a little inclined to overweighg; tmd money and
position, almost everything a girl in her positimmght wish for. He



couldn't accept that she did not find him as atitra@s he seemed to
find himself.

Her relationship with Pietro, however, was not ltgtane-sided. As
she got to know him better, she began to enjoyuhdemanding
company, his gentleness, his courtesy, his sendeumiour. His
interest in art stemmed, he told her, from a loveeautiful things,
and although he told her little about his home, ldiee gathered that
he knew quite a lot about his own country's hedtable was
obviously not a wealthy man—his clothes were alwalgsn and
serviceable, but they were worn in places, thevedbof his jackets
patched with leather. And yet, he had a certaialaaut him at times
which was strangely out of keeping with his appeegaand Suzanne
had to curb her desire to question him about htkdpraund. It was
nothing to do with her, she had told herself ors¢heccasions. No
matter how likeable Pietro was, he aroused littifehier affection, and
a curious sense of compassion for his diffidence.

When he told her he was going home to Italy fordaygs at Easter,
Suzanne had not immediately considered what hisrales might
mean to her. In the few weeks they had known om¢han he had
heard about her parents' divorce and her fathdr'sesjuent death in a
motor accident. Her mother had married again,toués not a happy
liaison either, and Suzanne's contact with the wowlao had borne
her was limited to occasional lunches when her eratame up from
Bristol for a day's shopping. Since Suzanne's wifidn kept her out
of the country for months at a time, she couldbiame her mother
for their estrangement, and nowadays they seemédve little to
say to one another. Annabel moved in a differemadvipom that of
her daughter, and had never desired independenberagaughter
did.

Nevertheless, when Pietro suggested that Suzaoo&stome home
with him for the holiday, the idea of a family os@an had had some
appeal. Granted his family was not her family, ibliis mother was



anything like Pietro himself then she would no ddod a charming
lady. And she was free for the weekend at least...

Even so, she had demurred, insisting that she catldccept such an
invitation after such a brief acquaintance. Pidtid protested that he
could write to his mother and have her invite Suegpersonally, but
still she had refused. Apart from anything else,\whs not the sort of
girl to agree to spend ten days with a young markslew practically
nothing about, however ingenuous he might seem.

But again fate had taken a hand in the person duRBezik. Three

days after Pietro's invitation, the hotel managert $or Suzanne. He
had a request to make of her, he had said, halfteitly she had felt,
immediately apprehensive. He had been approackedeht on, by

one of their guests, Mr Fezik, who intended holdirrgception in the

hotel during the Bank Holiday weekend. Mr Fezik adex someone
to act as his hostess at the reception, and hapkestagl that perhaps
Suzanne might be persuaded to accept.

Once again, Suzanne had been staggered by theandasty. After
everything that had gone before he still wouldbedteve that sooner
or later she would not succumb to his personaigfore she knew
what she was saying, she had informed the manbhgerdgretfully
she could not accept Mr Fezik's invitation, that Bad already made
arrangements for the weekend, that she was spekdisigr in Italy
with her boy-Mend's family.

Surprisingly, the manager had seemed slightly vetle Perhaps,
contrary to Suzanne's beliefs, he had been awamhatf was going
on. In any event, he accepted her apologies wsthike, and assured
her that she had no need to consider alteringrn@ngements.

Pietro had naturally been delighted when she hladhion she had
changed her mind about coming to Italy, but affedntvhen she
suggested it might be better if she stayed at &l.ho



'‘Castelfalcone is just a village,’ he had protestadhis heavily
accented English. 'There is no hotel— justgkasionelt would not
be right for a guest of my family to stay at gensione."

And so Suzanne had acquiesced. It was only a fge; dfter all. She
had to return to London the following Tuesday. Asyt were flying
out on Thursday, it was only a matter of four days.

Nevertheless, as the aircraft carrying them to denook off from

London's Heathrow Airport, the ambiguity of her ios began to

make Suzanne uneasy. Pietro had told her thatdevhten to his

mother, but not what he had said, and she coukdp'twondering

whether he had implied a relationship between tkigah stemmed
more from his imagination that reality. What if h@ther questioned
their association, what could she say? What woidttd’say?

Pietro's small sports car had been waiting for &iirtine airport. They
had cleared passport control and Customs with themmam amount
of fuss, and emerged into the mild afternoon alihg the weight of
their heavy clothes. The sky was vaguely overdastthe light was
brilliant, making Suzanne grope for her dark glasseher bulky
handbag.

Watching the other passengers making for the mostsband buses
made Suzanne wish they were staying in Venice. hhovh simpler
it would have been to book in anonymously at sowielhwithout
the daunting prospect of facing Pietro's unknowatirees.

They drove north, leaving the canals and campamfethe city
behind. The autostrada was busy with holiday ta#ind Suzanne,
who had never driven with Pietro before, was alarimghis reckless
disregard for other motorists. He was obviously oh¢éhose men
who assumed a different character behind the wiaeel,her palms
were moist and she was re-assessing her opinibmofvhen they
turned off the autostrada on to a narrower, rougbeza.



In an effort to divert him and herself, Suzannewéd herself the
privilege of asking questions she had hitherto @&oi 'Do you and
your mother live alone?' "She queried tentativepgaking in Italian
to make it easier for him.

Pietro took a few moments before replying, pretegdo concentrate
on passing a farm cart drawn by a pair of rathredtlooking oxen,
but eventually he said: 'No. We live in the houkeg cousin.’

"Your cousin?' Suzanne's dark eyebrows arched.

Pietro nodded, his hands tightening on the steavimggl. 'l told you,
Suzanne—my father died some years ago.’

'‘Well, yes..." Suzanne considered the situatiomd Yfour cousin lives
at Castelfalcone.'

"That is correct.'

Suzanne drew her lower lip between her teeth, wishe would be a
little more forthcoming. "Your—er—cousin is marridghe probed,
and Pietro nodded once more.

Suzanne tried to picture the household. She knaWaris held very
strongly to the family ideal, but two women runniaghome was
seldom successful. What was Pietro's mother's iposin the
household? Were there children? Was she her nephewsekeeper,
or nursemaid to his children? Did other membeirhefVitale family
live in the house? Suzanne wished she had asked sbrthese
questions before leaving London.

‘What—what does your cousin do?' she queried ungill, and was
surprised at the look of bitterness which crosgettd’s face.

'‘Do?' he echoed. 'What do you mean—what does He do?



Suzanne, who had thought the question quite a siomp, shook her
head. T meant—what is his occupation?' she exmlaswaftly. 'l
presume he does have one, doesn't he?'

Pietro glanced sideways at her. 'My cousin is dehbhe stated
harshly. 'He had an accident three years ago.’

'Oh!" Suzanne wished she had never asked the gueStie felt as if
she had intruded into some personal tragedy, ajthdbere was
curiously little sympathy in Pietro's voice. 'l''orsy.'

Pietro shrugged. 'These things happen. Mazzauzky lto be alive.'
‘Mazzaro? That's your cousin's name?"
‘Mazzaro di Falcone, yes.'

'FalconeT Suzanne couldn't prevent the ejaculation. 'Buhe.S
paused. 'l assumed his name would be the samaies'yo

'‘No." Pietro shook his head. 'Mazzaro's father was mother's
brother.’

'l see.'

Suzanne stared out at the countryside through wthely were
passing. A fugitive gleam of sunlight was gildihg tspire of a church
she could see high up on the hillside. They wenmeigged country,
presently following a route that traced the windoogirse of a stream
before rising to overlook the valley, rich withltie of ripening grain.
They had passed-through several villages, hamlestlynand ahead
of them were rising the ascending plateaux of thps Asnow-capped
and magnificent, their pine- clad slopes the hofmaarmot and wild
deer.



It was beautiful country, but Suzanne was payittig lattention to the
scenery. Something about Pietro's cousin's namdamabar, and it
took her several minutes to realise it was the sasithe village. Or
almost. Castelfalcone... Falcone.

'Pietro—' she began, only to have him interruptdyesisking whether
she was hungry or tired, explaining that it wasmath further now.
His smile attempted to reassure her, and Suzamoggdd, defeated.
She would, without doubt, learn soon enough whytr&ishould
choose to be so reticent about his family.

Castelfalcone reminded Suzanne a little of San Mailiike the tiny
republic perched high on its mountain, Castelfadcaas a fortified
community, surrounded by crenellated walls and tewwith an
encircling moat of water. It was entered by onetwb arched
gateways, its narrow streets and arcades redolght history. A
cobbled square, the Piazza della Cortina, Pietddater it was called,
seemed the focal point of the village, and thereevpéenty of people
still about, enjoying the cool evening air. The doof atrattoria
stood wide and outside people were sitting at tableich in the heat
of the day could be shaded by their striped umdsellrees framed
the piazza some already dripping with blossom.

'It's beautiful!’

Suzanne spoke involuntarily, and Pietro lookeds®da'Yes, itis,' he
agreed, casting a smiling glance in her directitfle get many
tourists in the season.’

Suzanne glanced round as they circled the squateeatered a
narrow thoroughfare leading up out ofthe villayghére does your
cousin live?' she asked frowning, and silently ti@igestured to a
sign set at the side of the road just ahead of therad simply:Villa
Falconée with an arrow directing the motorist up a steapline.
Suzanne looked up, but all she could see was stafie from this



angle, and unknowingly she held her breath asdgttung across
the road and accelerated swiftly up the tree- leqgaloach to tall iron
gates.

She could see the villa through the gates as Rietr to open them,
and her breathing quickened uncontrollably. Shendidneed to see
the family crest decorating the twenty-feet-higliegato know that
somehow she had got herself invited to one of 'Hadtately homes,
although in her experience wealthy men did not gbesthemselves
as that sign appeared to do down below them.

Pietro returned and got into the car, and she tutoehim half
impatiently. 'Why didn't you tell me?' she excladnéut he was
putting the car into gear and would not look at her

‘Would you have come if | had?' he countered. .
‘Probably not."'

‘That's what | thought.'

'‘But, Pietro, can't you see? | can't stay here!'

'‘Why not?' He had halted the car inside the gatds/das waiting to
get out to close them.

'You know why not. Pietro, if this is your cousifieme—' She
sighed. 'Surely you understand.’

He looked at her then. 'Suzanne, do not concerrsgfuMy cousin
does not have a lot of money, if that is what isryiag you.'

'He must have!'



'‘No.' Pietro shook his head. 'Suzanne, do you Yk country is the
only country to suffer from inflation and taxatiow? have suffered,
too. We are still suffering. There are few Italiamgh money today.'

'‘But—this place...’

Pietro shrugged. 'What you are looking at, Suzaisn@—museum,
no? Rooms full of furniture and paintings, casestoha and glass,
goblets and medallions, shelves of books whichmweiter be read. A
mausoleum would have more life! And in a few wetkgists will
come. They will be conducted around the Villa Fakdy my
mother. They will buy a guide book, and we hopeoavenir to
remind them of their visit. Now do you understand?’

Suzanne understood what he was saying, but ntbtiean which he
was saying it. The contempt in Pietro's voice wasething she had
not heard before.

'‘But—but surely the paintings you mentioned— andeot
things—they must be valuable?'

'No doubt.

‘Then why doesn't—I mean, | know there's a greatashel for such
things today.'

Pietro stared ludicrously at her, affecting horedr her words.
‘Suzanne! What you are suggesting is— blasphen@ushgeous!
Sacrilegious/'

The mockery in his voice made her draw in her lipgather your
cousin does not want to sell,' she said flatly.

‘You gather correctly.' Pietro vaulted out of tlae. cExcuse me.'



When he came back after closing the tall gates,nibekery had
disappeared. Instead, he apologised as he gahmtar, giving her a
rather shamefaced smile.

'l am afraid | allow my cousin's selfishness toaipse at times,' he
said. 'Forgive me. | am not normally so impolitdé sighed. 'No

doubt, you are wondering where we live. Well, weugy the west

wing at the back of the villa. You will see it isilt on three sides of
enclosed square, with a loggia where one can gibbdays. There is
a fountain in the square, and the sound of runwaigr is delightful.

| am sure you will like it.’

Suzanne wished she felt as confident. The longhsfaging portico
of the villa was magnificent, of course. No onelddail to admire its
classical lines, the stone fa$ade inlaid with \gated marble,
creating a pattern of light and dark over the enbuilding. But
staying in such a place was something else. ARtktfro disliked his
cousin so much, why did he stay?

They drove beneath an archway, overhung with viaed, along a
tree-shaded avenue at the side of the villa, émitro drew up in a
stone-flagged courtyard, flanked by garages arfilestand various
other outbuildings. An elderly man emerged from aufethe

buildings at their approach, but his greeting wa®ly civil when he
recognised the car. Considering Pietro had beery daraseveral

weeks at least, Suzanne thought his welcome was tlesn

enthusiastic. But Pietro seemed not to notice timgigheir suitcases
out of the back of the car, and bidding Suzanrfeltow him.

A Dbelt of trees shielded the villa from the stabldmit the
pergola-shaded walk back to the house was charnfhgady
Suzanne could see lights from the villa as darknésspened
amongst the trees, and a ripple of anticipatiorclkgned her blood.
Unwillingly, she was becoming intrigued by the ation here,



curious to know more about the family who accepédd this
magnificence as commonplace.

They came to the villa through formal gardens efrla and hedges
laid out with geometric attention to detail, andz&wne saw the
shadowy courtyard, mosaic-tiled, where a marblénbeshoed to the
waters of the fountain. The fluted columns of tloggia were

indistinct in the fading light, but the balcony akeowould give a

wonderful view of the surrounding countryside.

They entered into a long gallery, illuminated by llwkmps,
intricately carved in bronze. All the downstairagments of the villa
opened on to the loggia, Pietro had explained nbowut the shutters
were drawn against the invasion of night insects.

Their feet echoed on marble tiles, their preseeeengd an intrusion
to pilastered walls, decorated with panels paimtedolours which

had faded only slightly with the years. Suzanndéababout her in
wonder—at the panelling of the arched ceiling alibe# heads, at a
side table inlaid with ivory, at the fine-grainedirble beneath their
feet. There was a silver salver standing on thdetabnd the

richnessof its scrollwork put its value far beyaihe reach of any
ordinary individual.

Pietro put down their cases and regarded her tdlgrd can see that
you appreciate art and architecture, too,' he cameaedryly. 'Come.
We must let my—family—know we are here.'

His deliberate hesitation did not go unnoticed, &udanne looked
down doubtfully at the purple corduroy slacks shi¢ was wearing.
In these surroundings, trousers on a woman seemethsalt
somehow. She wished she had worn a skirt. But genhad not
known that Pietro's family lived in one of Italyamous villas.



Before they could move, however, a door to théirdpened, and the
tall, slightly stooped figure of a man emerged. &8une stiffened,
guessing this must be her host, but even so sheetgeepared for
her first meeting with the master of the Villa Faie.

Amazingly, what struck her first about him was éyes. Amazing,
because in spite of his distorted body, she lodikstinto clear green
eyes, deep set and thickly lashed, hooded by hkdsyHis eyes
were beautiful, which made what came after mucludrato look
upon.

She had been expecting a younger man, for one,tRiegro was,
after all, in his early twenties, and as this mas Wis cousin, she had
expected someone of a similar age. But MazzaroattofRe was
much older, in his late thirties at least, andtthek black hair which
fell below the level of his collar was streakedhgtrey in places. He
was taller than the average Italian, with a leascualar body, but he
leaned heavily on two sticks, and when he movedyaiswas slow
and awkward, twisting his spine and obviously cagigiim some
pain, judging by the tightness of his dark featuiggt it was the
scarring of his face and neck which distorted kisression, giving
him a vaguely malevolent appearance. He remindechrie of
Dante'sFallen Angel,and the awareness of the feelings he w
arousing inside her made her uneasy.

Pietro, perhaps sensing the tension in the air,athdewards his
cousin. 'Good evening, Mazzaro,' he said, gestuon§uzanne to
come forward. 'As you can see, we have arrivedovAlime to

introduce you to my—to Suzanne, Suzanne Hunt.'&es@d, as his
cousin's eyebrows arched. 'Suzanne, as you'velgyofpaessed, this
is my cousin Mazzaro, Count di Falcone.'

'‘Count?'The word was out before Suzanne could preveand,the
fingertips of one hand sought her lips as if in admhment.



Mazzaro di Falcone's eyes narrowed. 'No doubt mgiocomitted to

mention what is, after all, purely a nominal titljss Hunt,' he

commented, in perfect English. 'How do you do? & gan see, | am
not in a position to shake your hand, but you agle@me to the Villa

Falcone.'

‘Thank you.' Suzanne glanced awkwardly at Pidtrait was kind of
you to permit me to come.'

Mazzaro made a dismissing gesture with his shosidéour mother
Is in the small salon, Pietro. | know she is awgityour arrival with
much— excitement. If you and Miss Hunt will excuse...'

Again he spoke in English, but Pietro broke in glyian his own
language, almost defiantly, Suzanne felt. 'Suzaspeaks Italian
fluently, Mazzaro. You don't have to demonstratary@ommand of
English on her.'

His words were ill-chosen, almost insolent in irgthan, but Mazzaro
di Falcone merely regarded his cousin with sliglatgused eyes. 'l
gather you do not feel the need to do so,' he dedan Italian, and
Pietro's expression darkened angrily.

But Mazzaro did not wait to continue the altercati/ith a faint bow

of his head in Suzanne's direction, he moved awangahe hall, his
shadow cast upon the panelling like some grotesqueature of a
man. Pietro, too, watched his cousin's progress,aaittle of the

angry frustration left his face. Then he turned &mok Suzanne's
arm.

‘Come! The small salon is this way.'

As they passed the room from which Mazzaro di Fedchad
emerged, Suzanne glimpsed a high- ceilinged apatfro@mfortably
If sparsely furnished, with a wall of leatherboumobks facing the
door. But Pietro had already stopped outside amradp apartment,



and as he pushed open double doors with a flowsistoung girl of
perhaps ten yearsame rushing to greet him.

‘Pietro! Pietro!" she cried excitedly, wrapping l@ms around his
middle, looking up into his face with wide-eyedidht. 'l thought
you were never coming!

Pietro bestowed a kiss on both the child's cheakd,then looked
over her head at the elderly woman seated in aclammby the
screened marble fireplace. 'Mamma!' he spoke vighwarmth to
which Suzanne was accustomed. ‘'Mamma, it is so {meee you
again.'

As Pietro went to receive his mother's greeting,dhild turned her
attention to Suzanne, her brow furrowing with ugdised curiosity.

She was a plain child, with the sallow complexiomstimes found

In hotter climes, her straight black hair drawn ectmingly back

from her face in two stiff braids. And yet, wheredtad been greeting
Pietro, animation had added warmth to her featueg,it was then

that Suzanne had guessed that she must be Mazz&@cdne's

daughter. Yet she had a neglected air, as if na@aily took a great
deal of interest in her, and certainly her clotteknot do justice to

her slim little body.

Deciding that it might be easier if she spoke fi&tizanne forced
herself to smile and say: 'Hello. My name is SueaMdhat's yours?'

Before the child could reply however, Signora \atalvoice rang out
distinctly across the wide room: 'Elena! Come hAteonce.'

There was something about the Italian wax@ntiwhich gave it a
much terser sound than its English translation:m€o Elena
obviously responded to it, and without more ad@qysid obediently
across to where Pietro's mother was sitting, lepthre outsider
feeling very much alone in the doorway.



This was the small salon, thought Suzanne in wgmdalising it was
almost as big as the reception area of the hotdd imeEngland. As in
the hall, thewalls here were inlaid with frescoethgls, depicting
hunting scenes, the realism of a stag at bay reagsher. She felt
very much like that cornered animal at this mom&ngnora Vitale
was very much the mistress of the situation, setdter tapestry-
covered chair, Pietro slightly behind her, Elersmnding in the circle
of her arm, at home with the fine grain of polishedod and the
richly woven carpets.

Pietro was looking at Suzanne, too, but with algemippraisal, and
presently he beckoned her forward and introducedahleis mother.
Like Pietro's cousin, Signora Vitale was older tHauzanne had
imagined, and she must have given up all hope afitg a child

before Pietro was conceived.

After greeting her son's guest with a scarcely-ceated disapproval,
which Suzanne put down to the informality of hepagrance, the
woman asked several personal questions about hekgtoaind.
Although Suzanne resented this inquisition, nesdefs, she gave in
to it, deciding that as she had nothing to hiderghwvas no reason
why she should not satisfy Signora Vitale's cutjodHowever, the
old lady's disapproval deepened when she heard Shaanne's
parents were divorced, and in quelling tones sk ttee girl that
there was no divorce in the eyes of God.

Pietro's expression was apologetic, and his eyggdukher not to
take what his mother said too seriously. Suzannedbitongue on the
retort which sprang to her lips, and instead sagagn to the child.

‘Elena,’ she said, retrieving her smile, which badome strained and
had finally disappeared in the face of Signora Iitacatechism.
'What a pretty name!’



The little girl looked up at her doubtfully. No dauSuzanne's ability
to address her in her own language had impressediieshe still

looked to Pietro's mother for guidance. That ladgwdthe child to
her, bestowed a kiss on both cheeks and then"saidmay go to bed
now, Elena. You will have plenty of time to speakthwPietro

tomorrow.'

Elena's lips drooped, but there was no trace dliieh in the way
she obediently turned to Pietro for his kiss, drahtwith a bob which
could have been directed at both Suzanne and Sigvitale, she
went quickly out of the room, closing the doorsibhdher.

Suzanne was sorry to see her go. While the chidolezn there, the
situation had held promise, at least. Now, shedieilied and ill at
ease again.

'‘Pietro tells me you work in an hotetjgnorina,' the old lady
continued, apparently in no way diverted by Eledajsarture.

‘That's right," Suzanne nodded, smoothing her pdiomen over the
seat of her pants. 'As a matter of fact, | worke®imini for several
months last year.'

'Rimini!" The way the old lady's lips curled showeer opinion of
Rimini. 'That tourist paradise! Is that all youmpexience of Italy?'

'No. No. I've visited Rome and Venice, and of cewshile | was
working in Rimini, | went to Florence several tinles

‘And which city did you prefeisignorina?’

Suzanne had the feeling it was a loaded questiow. $he answered
this might influence her future relationship withetPo's mother.

Then she scoffed at herself. What future relatigp¥siA weekend!

Four days to justify herself.



But she could only be honest, after all. 'Florenshe answered
without hesitation'La citta delle fiore!"

Signora Vitale's expression actually softened dyghivyou do? You
like Florence?' Her lips twitched, and Suzannethehmore freely.
She had obviously chosen well. 'Yesgnorina. Florence is my
favourite, too. The cradle of the Renaissance, Tie® pawn of the
Medicis. And yet ultimately the city triumphs ovall. Immortal.
Brunnelleschi, Giotto, Pisano, Botticell—ah, theseno end to its
treasures. How could anyone tire of its magnifieghc

Pietro was looking pleased now. 'My mother is arpegix on
Renaissance art and architecture,' he told Suzanooelly.

‘Then you must appreciate this villa,' she ventwatly, but Signora
Vitale made an impatient gesture.

love the Villa Falcone!" she said, with asperiBut not opening its
rooms to unfeeling tourists who come to poke anydamd stare and
finger—'

'Zia Tommasa!' A light voice interrupted the oldlys tirade. 'l am
sure Miss Hunt would not agree with you, would ysliss Hunt?'

Suzanne swung round to confront a young woman stgndst
inside the doors of the salon. From the top ofsteekly groomed
head to the Gucci shoes on her slender feet stathlexk style and
elegance, the swinging skirt of her printed silkss# proclaiming its
exclusiveness by its very simplicity. A second agal, however,
revealed a featherlight tracing of lines fanningfoam the corners of
her eyes and mouth, and Suzanne guessed she washald she at
first appeared.

‘Sophia!" Pietro left his mother to approach theeotvoman, and she
wrapped her arms around his neck and returned rmmilsive



embrace with an abandon which might have shockedrie had
she and Pietro been emotionally involved with onetlaer.

'‘Pietro darling,' the woman called Sophia protesiethst, drawing
back from him and casting a smoothing hand over dae of
auburn-tinted hair that framed her small featunegealingly. 'It's
wonderful to have you home again." Then her eyewenhcto
Suzanne. 'And this is your English girlfriend." Sirailed, the first
really friendly smile Suzanne had received sinceranrg the Villa
Falcone. 'Welcome to Castelfalcone, Miss Hunt. Wantwyou to
enjoy your stay with us.’

‘Which she won't do if you have anything to do witlkeh, Sophia?’

A shadow had fallen across them, and turning tosthend of that
lazily mocking voice, Suzanne saw that Mazzaro aicénhe had
come to stand in the open doorway. At once, P&tited forward,
words of repudiation spilling from his lips, but@@oa held him back
with an imperious gesture of her hand, the jewelsher fingers
reflecting light in a thousand different prisms.

‘You will have your little joke, won't you, Mazz&'oshe said
teasingly, speaking in English as he had done, mgakght of
something which for a moment had been anything 'Miss Hunt,
have you met my husband—Count di Falcone?’

‘We've met," retorted Mazzaro coolly, his curiougjseen eyes
flickering over Suzanne's flushed face before slgfto Signora
Vitale. 'Dinner is waiting, Zia Tommasa, and Lumaists that she
will not be held responsible if it spoils.’



CHAPTER TWO

SuzNNA's fingers trembled as she silently released thehaarcthe
balcony door. The last thing she wanted to do wamduse anyone
else to the awareness that she could not sleepshmithad lain
sleepless for hours now and she needed some air.

The door swung open on oiled hinges, and she lm@athsigh of

relief. The cool air was chilling, but refreshiramd her heated body
responded eagerly. Closing her eyes for a momkbatlifted a hand

to brush her hair back from her face. Oh, that gasd, after the

tormenting confusion of troubled impressions stgriher into

consciousness.

She glanced back at the shadowy room behind hetai€lg the
room was comfortable enough, and the bed quiteiowusly soft, but
still she was restless. There were too many thiogeep her awake,
and not even the exhaustion of the journey wascserft to banish
the memories of the evening she had just spent.

She stepped out on to the balcony and moved taatihelooking
down on to the courtyard below. Even the fountaas wilent now
and only the breeze blowing down from the mountanaslie music
through the columns of the loggia. She shiverec fiagligee she
had pulled on over her chiffon nightgown was sdgreebarrier to
temperatures dipping in the hours before dawngtbilishe lingered,
loath to return to the turmoil she had found on gpikow. Somehow
she had to come to terms with the situation herelvasn't going to
be easy.

Her eyes lifted to the mountains, their bulk a rdtandmass on the
skyline. How could anyone live in such surroundimgihout being
affected by a feeling of immortality? she wondeidt did that give
one the right to treat someone else with conterdgi?brows drew
together in a troubled frown. There were four axlaihd one child



living at the villa, and between them they représernthe whole
gamut of human relationships. No wonder Pietro Ibeen loath to
discuss his family. How could anyone accuratelycdbs the
situation at the Villa Falcone?

Yet there seemed no reason for the tension shd ¢eell just below
that surface veneer of civility. Pietro's mothersweot the easiest
person to get along with, she conceded, but sheolthsand that
excused a lot. Pietro's attitude was a little &8y to understand. He
obviously loved his mother and Elena, and he agokarhold a great
affection for Sophia. But he and his cousin seetotadly opposed to
one another. Sophia, on the face of it, had theesawleal. She
seemed a perfectly normal friendly young womaneriggted in
Suzanne's work, in her Iffe in England and the gdashe had visited.
She discussed the advantages of working in diffezreantries with
real enthusiasm, and was the only person at threedtable to make
Suzanne feel at ease. But it was her husband wikd as a catalyst
on all of them, and Suzanne shivered again asestadleéd her own
disturbing reactions to Mazzaro di Falcone.

Dressed in black, which accentuated his broodingvoeéence, he sat
at the head of the long, polished dining table thién cool despotism
of a Medici. The magnificent room matched his mdodperiod.
Subdued lights, and scented candles burning imr@zerholder, cast
shadows up to the carved ceiling, disguising thl wggals that
began below the Count di Falcone's right eye, slimgaacross his
cheek and running down the side of his neck. THiarcof his silk
shirt was open, and Suzanne had had to force heodeb stare at the
spot where the scars disappeared beneath the ateziad.

But it was not just his appearance that disturlexdHis scarred face
did not repel her, rather the reverse, and shemeate increasingly
conscious of the penetration of green eyes whergatie in to the
temptation to look at him. It was his behaviour &ogs his wife,

however, which seemed so illogical, that arousedrbst distracting



emotions inside her. And it was this, more thantlaing, that she
found hardest to assimilate.

Throughout the meal, Sophia had made repeated@gd¢ondraw her

husband into the conversation, and on each occasitwad repulsed
her efforts with some mocking or scathing retor. $¢emed to take
pleasure in being rude to her, but she merely @disaai his insolence
with a reluctant smile, continuing to talk to Sumaras if nothing

untoward had happened. But Suzanne knew it hadenapp and so
did Pietro, sitting across from her, judging byiiag his hands were
clenched where they rested on the table.

It was obvious that Pietro resented his cousirtseur towards his
wife. And why not? It was a perfectly natural reaict And yet the

courtesy which Mazzaro showed to his aunt negatedismissal as a
boor. So why did he treat Sophia in that way? Ang/ widn't she

retaliate? If he spoke to her like that, Suzanremkshe would. But in
Sophia di Falcone's position, would she want 1. .

She looked down at her fingers gripping the wrougirt, and as she
did so a shadow moved in the courtyard below. &ueesl violently,
stepping back from the rail, her mouth suddenly &ymeone was
down there. But who? And why? And had they seefd her

Even as she stood, transfixed, the shadow movedh agyad
materialised into the tall, lean figure of a manpan who moved
stiffly, as if unused to such movements.

Suzanne pressed her hand to her lips to preveninttwuntary
ejaculation that hovered there. It was Mazzaroaliténe. She could
see him now, the darkness of his head, the museutih of his
body. But Mazzaro di Falcone walkimgthouthis sticks, unevenly to
be sure, limping a little, but definitely upright.



For a few moments longer she stood motionlesstlaenl realising
she ought not to be seeing this, she steppedIgileatk towards her
balcony door. It didn't make sense. Mazzaro walkinegcourtyard in
the early hours of the morning—walking alone ancided. Did

anyone know? Had he confided in anybody? Or washisi secret,
the reason he treated his wife with such contei@ptiously, Sophia
could not know about this, or she might be a likles patient with
him. But what possible motive could he have forgieg it a secret,
for denying his family the joy of knowing he wasttggg so much
better?

Shedding her negligee, Suzanne tumbled back irdpfbeling more
confused now than she had done before. And yegliftinat, she fell
asleep almost immediately.

She awakened to the sound of someone knockingr atdoe. For a
moment, it was difficult to get her bearings, he sunlight shafting
through the still- open door to the balcony brougivareness into
sharp perspective. Struggling up against the cielrecased pillows,
she called:AvantiVand the elderly housekeeper, Lucia, came into t
room carrying a silver tray. For all the brilliastinshine outside,
Lucia clung to dark clothes and voluminous skirtsich almost
touched her ankles, but her lined face was notamdty.

'‘Buon giorno, signorina,she greeted the girl politely, as sh
approached the bed across the rug- strewn tiled. flo

‘Buon giomg Lucia.Che ora sono?'

Lucia looked pleased that Suzanne could understard own
language.Sono le died e mezzo, signoringhe told her smilingly,
setting the tray across her kneeta tdormito bene?'

But Suzanne was scarcely listening to her now.



Was it really half past ten? Had she slept so |dPgyhaps it was not
So surprising, though, considering her disturbgghtnand the hour at
which she finally fell asleep.

Still conversing in Italian, she said: 'There wasweed for you to go
to all this trouble, Lucia. I'm afraid I've overgté

Lucia folded her hands across her white apronis'lho trouble,
signorina.And Pietro, he tells me you will be very tired.’

Suzanne examined the contents of the tray, thersileffee service,
the jug of freshly-squeezed orange juice, the algadiish containing
hot croissants, and curls of butter in an ice-edilbowl. Lying beside
her plate was a single rose, an exquisite bloongnwiga white, but
veined with a delicate thread of palest pink.

She lifted it carefully, cradling it between herlmpsg, inhaling its
perfume. It was as delicate as it colour, and haglyt fragrant. It
was charming of Pietro to think of such a thing, ¢he hoped he was
not reading more into her acceptance of his inemathan was really
there.

'It's beautiful,’ she said. "Thank him for me, wiblu?'

‘The Conte sent you the rosesignoring’ Lucia stated
expressionlessly. 'They are cultivated here— avfilia Falcone.’

Suzanne dropped the bloom as if its thorns hadesuggbierced her
skin. Mazzaro di Falcone had no right to send bses, and she felt
angry with him for placing her in such an ambigupasition.

Unless... Unless, he had seen her in those hoforeldawn, and this
was his way of letting her know it. ..



'‘Well—thank you, Lucia,' she said now, pouring edrsome orange
juice with a slightly unsteady hand. 'And—and iuydo see Pietro,
will you tell him | shan't b$ long?'

Lucia moved towards the door. 'Do not alarm yodiyssgnorina.
Pietro has driven his mother to the village. Thestaill not be over
for some time yet.'

Of course. Suzanne felt a pang of regret. It wasdJeriday. If she
had not overslept, she could have gone with them.

'‘Has—did the—I mean, where is the Signora SopBkla®'asked, her
fingers melting the frosting on her glass.

Lucia made an eloquent movement of her should&tse Contessa
seldom rises before noopiccola. Relax. This is a holiday for you,
noT She smiled. 'Untilater, signoring and the door clicked shut
behind her.

Suzanne finished the orange juice in her glass,panded herself
some of the strongly flavoured coffee. She draridatk with two
spoons of sugar, and as she did so, she studiegddbeagain. It was
certainly the most perfect specimen she had eegr, gast coming to
fullness, its petals thick and velvety soft. Butyitad he sent it? she
asked herself, chafing at the way her heart thurnmgesth she thought
of Mazzaro di Falcone.

Thrusting the tray aside, she swung her legs dutdf and padded
across to the long windows. She paused at thetpatboors, loath to
emerge for fear of being seen in the filmy transpay of her

nightgown. Had it been a dream, what she had sstmight? Had
she really seen Mazzaro walking without sticks?h@u it all been

wishful thinking on her part?

In spite of the turmoil of her thoughts, nothingutwbspoil her delight
in the view that confronted her. Stretching abdwve walls of the



villa, the hillside was thick with larch and pinee¢s, a cloak of
foliage reaching towards the snow-capped peaksrukydearer at
hand, she could see a waterfall cascading oveutonap of rock to
reappear as a stream further down the valley, agadows bright
with the yellow heads of dandelions.

But it was the villa itself which really enchantedr, its stone walls
honey-tinged in the sunlight. She could hear thmtain playing and
longed to dip her fingers in its depths, its cosetbke a trail of ice
across her skin. She raised her shoulders in argest supplication,
encompassing the whole beauty of her surroundiftgen she turned
determinedly back to the room.

It was a relatively plain apartment, but as with tther rooms of the
villa, the pattern of architecture was repeatede Tied was
comparatively modern, although its head-board watsicately
carved, and the silk sheets disguised a mattresshwdwed its
comfort to modern technology. There were tall adctieors leading
into an adjoining bathroom, which had to have beemew
innovation, but the green-veined marble tiles bézhdnto their
surroundings.

Suzanne took a shower in the sunken bath, delddgraboling the
water so that her skin tingled pleasurably and tiem tackled the
contents of her suitcases. The night before shedbad little more
than drape the crushable items over the back baa,@and take out
her nightgown and toiletries. Now she hung herhastaway in the
capacious depths of a massively carved cabinet aitbng oval
mirror giving her back her reflection.

It was difficult deciding what to wear. In the nahway, jeans and a
shirt would have sufficed, but somehow the Villddeae demanded
a less casual approach. Or was it just Signordeé?tshe wondered
shrewdly. Certainly, the old lady had not approeéter slacks suit.



With a frown, she buttoned a green shirt acrosspberted breasts
and stepped into a printed cotton skirt, that swunpleats against
bare slender legs. She refused to wear tights wh&as so warm,
and stepping into cork-soled sandals, she bruslggously at her
straight hair. It swung in bleached strands abeushoulders, and as
an added adornment, she looped a heavy gold n@dailt its chain
around her neck. She wore little make-up duringddne Just a light
foundation to prevent her skin from shining, andsocasa to add
lustre to her already dark lashes.

Before leaving the room, she approached the beih aga looked
down at the rose still lying on the tray. She stretl out her hand
towards it and then withdrew it again, quickly. \ihaer game
Mazzaro di Falcone was playing, she wanted no qfaitt and the
rose could be returned to its owner without hengp@nvolved. Even
so, it troubled her that by his action, Mazzaro dedupted the even
composure she had always maintained, even in e ¢& Abdul
Fezik's pursuit, and made her more aware of hina &san than
anyone else she had ever met. But it was ridiculsius told herself
severely, drawing in a jerky breath. She was makangoo much of
what to him had probably been nothing more tharmekmng gesture
to the romanticism of his race. If she hadn't gbexgb him walking in
the courtyard hours before she might not have thibaigything about
it.

But she left the rose on the tray when she wenindtairs.

There was a curving marble staircase leading dowm the main
body of the hall, its ornate handrail an examplbarbque ironwork.
The night before, Suzanne had been able to skeeditthe beauty of
this part of the villa, shrouded in darkness &sd been, but now she
could see the domed ceiling overhead, and the reimibws casting
prisms of light in many colours over the mosaimglof the floor.
The acoustics in the hall were such that she cex#a hear the sound



of her cork-soled feet on the "stair, and the eusflher skirt against
her legs.

The magnificent doors at the front of the villa weftosed at present,
but she guessed that when th£ building was opemedet public,
visitors would come in that way and get the fulhegt from then-
first glimpse of that nave-like entrance.

Tempted to linger and study the building in more¢ade Suzanne
walked determinedly across the hall and turned tinéowing of the
building occupied by the family. Perhaps later, stwld ask Pietro if
she might explore, but for the present she wa®atgn the house and
not a tourist.

The doors to the small salon were closed, and sie hesitating
about opening them, when she heard the soundedfegjainst marble
and the dragging sound of feet being propelled eftbrt. She knew
at once who it was, and her head jerked round msty@s Mazzaro
di Falcone approached her along the gallery. Thisnmg, the
sombreness of his attire was relieved somewhat dgrla red shirt,
but his pants were still uncompromisingly black.

Seen in broad daylight, the scars on the right sfdas face were a
network of dry tissue, unhealthily white against theeply tanned
pigment of his skin. Suzanne's eyes were drawrhéontalmost
against her will, and she had to force herselotk laway.

‘Good morning, Miss Hunt,' he greeted her in Emgliaclining his
head forward. 'l trust you slept well.'

Suzanne had to look at him then, but the blandpeges revealed no
trace of its being a barbed question. 'l—it wasyvhpt,' she
compromised. 'But | was very comfortable, thank,yGaunt.'

‘That is good.'" Without removing his hands from #t&ks, he
gestured towards the doors of the room he hadeimgtrged from the



night before. 'Perhaps you will join me for coffdéou would open
the doors..It was a command, more than a requesgaSuzanne did
not know her way about well enough to demur, sheaddorward
automatically and taking hold of the iron handesung the doors
inward.

The room beyond was booklined and comfortablehashad seen in
passing the night before, but with a square mahpdask, presently
untidy with files and papers, and leather chaidssi@ping with its use
as a study. Of all the rooms in the villa she haigred so far, it was
the least aggressively impressive, and possessettaem and
intimacy lacking in those larger apartments.

Mazzaro propelled himself into the room, and intkdathat she
should close the doors behind them. She did sotegitly, impatient
with herself unjustifiably for getting into suclpasition. Perhaps she
should have stayed in her room until Pietro retdria@d came
looking for her. But how could she have known tN&zzaro di
Falcone would feel obliged to entertain her in f@istabsence?

She closed the doors and leaned back against tiremmfioment, her
eyes moving to the long windows which gave an @nrapted view
of the fountain in the courtyard. But as yet thgkess doors were
closed, and there was no escape that way. " Mazzasaregarding
her with a disturbing scrutiny that increased hemn deelings of
unease, and she realised she had never encounltesekind of
situation before. The conviction grew in her thia¢ svas to blame,
that she was reading more into his behaviour becatisier own
peculiar reactions to him, which was ridiculous wishe seriously
thought about it. In the course of her work, shd et dozens of
men, and many of them had shown her friendlinedsaamiration.
She had met handsome men, rich men, charming mem-emall
ages and nationalities; and it was positively luglis for her to feel
this way about a middle-aged Italian count, whogdeal himself
around on two sticks and whose face would termfials children.



'‘Does my disfiguration repel you, Miss Hunt?' Marzasked now,
and she guessed he had misread the emotions thgedplso
revealingly across her face.

'‘No," she said at once, colouring like a schoolgpkaking to a
superior. 'Not at all.'

'No?' He sounded sceptical. 'Yet you are reludiarte alone with
me, Miss Hunt.'

His candour disconcerted her further. 'No. |l—whywas just
wondering when Pietro would be back..

Mazzaro's dark brows ascended. 'Indeed.' He gelstomeards one of
the leather chairs set beside the desk. 'Wellyafptat any rate, so
won't you sit down, Miss Hunt? Or would you ratihemain poised
for flight? | promise you, in any race betweenymj would win.'

Her face flushed, Suzanne moved away from the dodrtook the
chair he offered, crossing her legs and then usosrgghem again
when she realised that by so doing she was exptdsngmooth skin
of her thigh. If Mazzaro noticed this small charale made no
comment upon it, moving round his desk to taked&r opposite
her. He seated himself slowly, setting the stickislea immediately
assuming that air of command he had possessedretrdhe evening
before.

For a few moments he seemed content to relax, dnsldhresting
loosely over the arms of the chair. His hands wa@wvn, and

long-fingered, a jewelled signet ring on his leéind, catching the
light as it moved. Suzanne fixed her gaze no higjtream his desk. As
well as the mass of papers upon it, there was gr paperweight,
and a gold inkstand, and a bronze statuette ofllaJhich must

surely be very old. Her hands itched to hold tlausttte. The metal
looked very smooth, burnished to a dull shine, ¢odhe touch. She



wanted to hold it between her palms and feel théalmexpand
beneath the probing caress of her fingers.. .

‘Have you known my cousin long, Miss Hunt?'

Mazzaro's question interrupted her train of thougimd her head
came up jerkily. His eyes were narrowed as theg et her, cat-like
between the thick short lashes. For a moment, lsmesabelieved he
had known what she was thinking and deliberatetkén the thread.

'Wh-what?' she stammered. '‘Oh, no—no. Not long.'
‘How long?'
'I'm not sure exactly. About two months, | suppose.

‘Not long, as you say.' He brought his elbow td oesthe arm of his
chair, supporting his chin with the knuckles of dvand. 'How well
would you say you know Pietro?"

'‘How well?' Suzanne shifted awkwardly under hisega&s well as
anyone knows anyone else after such a short spéoeol imagine.'

You think time is relative to how well one knowsogher person?'
'‘Well—of course.' Suzanne hesitated. 'Don't you?'

He did not answer, for at that moment there cakmak at the study
door, and Suzanne looked round in relief. But atommand, it was
Lucia who entered with the coffee he must have rediearlier.
There was only one cup, however, and in swiftdtalne requested
that she fetch another.

Suzanne was uncomfortably aware that Lucia hadhgnex a swift
appraisal as she came into the room, and no doubtvsas



speculating on the relationship between Pietrogli&m friend and
the lord of Castelfalcone.

While the old servant went to get a second cup, Zdiaxz poured
coffee for one, raising the cream jug in silentermgation. But
Suzanne mutely shook her head, adding two spoosigyair when he
pushed the cup towards her. She lifted the cupsamnder into her
hands, stirring it vigorously, and then stoppingsk# from doing so
when she found mocking green eyes upon her.

Lucia returned a few moments later, and Mazzarmkba her
warmly. 'lt was my pleasursignore,'she responded, with a knowing
smile. 'If there is anything else.

‘We will let you know, Lucia. Thank you.'

Mazzaro inclined his head and Lucia made herdemartbe smile
still on her lips.

Suzanne looked down into her coffee cup. This Wwasttoment she
should ask him why he had put the rose on her shg, thought
fiercely. He must know he was giving Lucia a deldiely false
Impression of their association, and heaven knewtvghe might
make of it. Summoning all her determination, shekédl up and
found his eyes upon her.

'Signore—' she was beginning, when he said abruptly: 'l yaw
admiring my statuette. Do you know anything abauwthsobjects,
Miss Hunt?'

Suzanne's momentary resolution fled. 'lt—it's begnzan't it?' she
ventured, and despised herself for her weaknass Italian?'

His smile was wry. 'l am afraid not, Miss Hunt." Heked up the
small statuette, and smoothed it between his fsgexr she had
wanted to do. 'This little fellow was made in Egypany, many



centuries ago. It is bronze, as you say, but ménlgese antiquities
were imported from Greece or North Africa. The Raoma
themselves, | regret to say, did not appear to lead an innate
capacity for art. Nevertheless, they were suffittyewell educated to
recognise and appreciate articles of artistic merit

Suzanne found herself leaning forward. 'lt—it mustwery valuable,’
she murmured. It is without price,' he stated, without conc8ib a
collector like myself, such objects defy valuatidde extended his
hand across the desk. 'Would you like to examiPie it

.Suzanne stared at him aghast. 'But I—I'd be afrhichight drop it!"

Mazzaro's full lower lip curved almost sensuou$lirust you not to
do that,’ he remarked, gesturing with the brorze.dhead. Take it.’

Once more his words were in the nature of a commaind setting
down her cup and saucer, she took the statuette lits hand. The
exchange was executed without their fingers tougtoat the bronze
was still warm from his flesh.

It was a solid little article, standing squarely @aminch-thick base,
probably used to decorate some wealthy Egyptianisehthousands
of years before. The animal's head was lowerettlicas if ready to
charge, its horns projecting wickedly.

‘Aren't you afraid someone might steal it?' shdagxed, looking up
at him, forcing herself to return his stare.

Mazzaro shrugged. 'l should be sorry if he disapggbanaturally,' he
said. 'But sometimes | wonder whether | am rightatd on to such
an object. Why should | be permitted to possess#any which is,
in fact, no more mine than anyone else's?’

‘But your family must have owned it—'



'—for many years. Yes, | know," he agreed drylyt'Bhat does not
alter the situation. No doubt my ancestors werebeter than
profiteers, taking advantage of those less knovdedte than
themselves.'

Suzanne looked down at the statuette, strokinguthef its tail. ‘Not
everyone appreciates such things.'

‘Are you defending my ancestors—or my honour, NHast?'

Suzanne moved her shoulders impatiently. 'I'm soiae whatever
you say, you would not like to think of him in thends of some
unfeeling dealer," she persisted. She looked upultyou?'

Mazzaro's eyes shifted to her hands, moving loyiogker the heavy
object. 'lIt would seem that already my selfishrieessbeen rewarded,
he commented. 'Will you be as sympathetic to ehangt that is
mine, Miss Hunt?'

His words had a dual edge, and she leant forwardkiguand
replaced the small bull on his desk. She wishaeddwdd not say such
things to her. She wished she was not affectetidipias she was. Of
what possible interest could her approval be tg?him

‘Now what is wrong, Miss Hunt?' he inquired, as éys sought the
open spaces of the courtyard. 'If it is of any cbetson to you, the
insurance company demands that | seal the gatesieddly at night.
Then we have installed an ultrasonic sound-wavesirgter. Any
movement by an intruder distorts the waves cominthé receiver,
and triggers an alarm system on the premises.’

Suzanne frowned. 'A sort of—neonic beam?'

'‘No. This is a more sophisticated system. Beamsbeaavoided.
Sound-waves cannot.’



'l see.'

Suzanne was impressed. All the same, she had opemndahlcony
doors the night before without experiencing anyialifty. Couldn't
an intruder enter that way? She shivered involigytashe would
make sure she closed the doors in future.

"You are frowning, Miss Hunt." Mazzaro reached Ha sticks and
got to his feet again, and Suzanne had to steg¢li¢o remain where
she was. 'Are you perhaps concerned about som&thing

Suzanne bit her lip. Here was her chance again.sh&aso let it slip a
second time. 'l—I was wondering what—what wouldgepif some
member of the—household happened to forget abcaitathrm

system and—and stepped outside?’

Mazzaro came round the desk towards her, his eigtgrlaingly
intent. 'You mean, as you did last night, Miss Furte queried
softly, and she gazed up at him in dismay, théaitve taken out of
her grasp.

"You—you know?' she stammered.

‘That you were walking on your balcony at two a&léhis morning?
Yes, | know, Miss Hunt.'

Suzanne could feel the back of her neck growing pdalBut
then—you must know that I—that I—'

'—saw me walking without these?' He lifted onehaf $ticks from the
floor. 'Yes, Miss Hunt.'

Suzanne wished she could get up, but to do so waid her that
much closer to Mazzaro di Falcone, and right nowvase quite close
enough. 'I'm afraid | don't understand,' she mueddaintly.



‘No.' He inclined his head. 'How could you?'
'‘Don't you need those sticks at all?' she cried.

'‘Not now. Not really. Although there are occasiargen | am tired
and walking is an effort.'

Suzanne pressed her lips together for a moment‘Bon't you care
that | know? Why did you let me see?'

He shrugged. 'It wasn't deliberate. The alarm sedrah the panel
beside my bed. | had stepped into the courtyardrbéfrealised what
it must be. After that, | had to reassure myself.’

'‘But if it had been burglars!" she protested, amth&lf smiled.
‘Your concern is touching, Miss Hunt, but | was adnh

Her skin prickled. "You don't want me to—to telef0?"

'l can't stop you from doing so.’

‘But why haven't you done so yourself? Surely ywife would be
delight—'

But something in his sudden stiffening made hdiseahe had gone
too far. 'My wife's feelings need not concern yMiss Hunt,' he

stated harshly, moving away from her again. Hert@dtraightened
or attempted to walk without the aid of the stickisd the ridiculous
notion came to her that whatever he said she hadimad the whole
thing.

‘Would—would you rather | kept this knowledge to self, then?'
she probed, as he halted by the long windows, du& towards her;



He was silent for so long, she had begun to thetcduld not have
heard her, when he said quietly: 'Let us say | hayereasons for
remaining silent at this time, Miss Hunt. Howeviéryou feel you
cannot keep my secret, | will not reproach youittor

Suzanne pushed back her chair and got to hedifdehg her fingers
tightly together. 'Why did you send me the rosgnore' she
ventured, finding the question easier than sheetxadcted.

He turned then, more lithely than he could haveedaad the sticks
been needed, and surveyed her with a wryly mockmgsement. 'Of
course. It was presumptuous of me, was it noteoheeded. 'That a
man like myself should overstep the bounds of imstations and
show himself vulnerable to admiration for a bealtfoman!

Suzanne took a deep breath. 'l don't know whatnyean.'

'l may be disabled, Miss Hunt, but | am not blidechd besides, |
wanted us to have this talk, which has proved rsasisfactory, |
think.'

'‘But. . Suzanne hesitated. 'What has your— appeartmdo with
whether or not you sent me a rose?’

Mazzaro's expression hardened. 'Please do nottimsal by
pretending naivete,' he retorted stiffly.

Suzanne sighed. 'I'm sorry if you think | was beimgulting. | just
don't happen to see the connection between the 8ke. paused. 'l
don't believe that a person's appearance has tadgia@af bearing on
their personality.'

‘Your inexperience is showing, Miss Hunt,' he re@a cynically, but
his features were less severe. 'You will find tapearances count
for a lot. A beautiful woman has the confidence théess favoured
contemporary has not. Looks frequently determinanaividual's



course in life, and those less fortunate often beconorose and
bitter." He shrugged eloquently. 'Like roses, we jadged on our
overall composition, no?'

'No!' Suzanne was vehement. 'You are not morosdiied!'
‘And you think | should be?'

'‘No!" Too late, she had realised what she was gay#-| should feel
sorry for someone who— who deserved—'

'Pity?' He inserted, as she hesitated once maneytii don't think |
deserve pity, is that it?"

Suzanne looked across at him uncertainly, awatteeofleft stick into
which he had steered her. 'No,' she said at lastlysand distinctly. 'l
don't feel sorry for you, Count di Falcone.'

There was a moment's silence, and her consciermdeg@rher. Had
she been unnecessarily harsh? Had he taken offahcker
clumsily-worded beliefs?

‘Very well, Miss Hunt,' he said finally, moving torop himself
against the side of his desk. He shifted both stioito one hand and
raked long fingers through the thick vitality ofshair. The action
parted the collar of his shirt, revealing more lt¢ savage scarring.
'‘So now we know where we stand, do we not?'

Suzanne's tangled emotions made it difficult fartbeeply. She had
the feeling that something was Happening to hes,lwrer which she
had no control. It was as if she was seeing hetesugh a glass
screen, aware of the dangers of becoming involvédtivs man, but
unable to reach out and prevent the inevitable é@ipg...



CHAPTER THREE
THE sudden opening of the door was both a relief anichtausion.

Suzanne turned away from the man as his daughitee @ato the
room, pale and foreign-looking in her neat silk sde a
wide-brimmed bonnet dangling by its ribbons from hand.

'‘Papa—' she was beginning, only to halt uncertaatldie sight of
Suzanne standing uncomfortably in the middle offlier.

Mazzaro transferred the sticks to his hands, araigstened away
from the desk, achieving his usual posture as Liotliawed the child
into the room.

‘Elena!" she scolded in Italian, '‘how many timegehiaold you not to
enter your father's study without first knockinggnore—'

‘That is all right, Lucia." Mazzaro shook his heatdthe elderly
servant. 'You may leave us. | gather my aunt isén&rom church.’

‘Yes, signore' Lucia nodded, flicking a quick glance at Suzaand
away again. 'You would like more coffee?"

‘Thank you, no, Lucia,' Mazzaro declined, and vaitreluctant bob,
she left them.

Elena stood just inside the doorway, twisting thenlof her bonnet
round and round in her hands, and Suzanne wisleedoshd think of
somethingto say to the child. It was obvious she iNat ease, but
whether that was wholly to do with Suzanne's presgeor in part due
to her father's expected censure, she could netise

'‘Have you been introduced to Miss Hunt, Elena?' 2dez spoke in
English as the door closed, and the child stolark-dyed glance at
Suzanne. But she did not reply.



'‘Elena and | introduced ourselves yesterday evenBuganne felt
obliged to speak. 'Didn't we, Elena?’

Still the child remained silent, swinging her hgaimst the full skirt
of her dress, scuffing her toes against each other.

'‘Elena!’

Mazzaro's voice had become a little impatient e the little girl
looked at him anxiously. 'Si, Papa?'

'l asked whether you had been introduced to MigstHtlena?'
Elena chewed on her lower lip. Wo, Papa.’

Suzanne sighed. 'Is this necessary?' she exclalfleda was with
your aunt last evening.'

Mazzaro looked at her coolly. '‘But you were notadtuiced to my
daughter?'

'‘Not formally, no." Suzanne clenched her fistsaatked towards the
door. 'lIf you will excuse mesignore... Your aunt is back from church
and no doubt Pietro is, too.'

'‘'One moment, Miss Hunt.'

His power to command frightened her, and she rebfdréhe handle
of the door blindly, determined not to be intimietoy him. But he
moved swiftly across the room, belying the use isfgticks to a

discerning eye, and laid a detaining hand on hrar &he stick he had
been holding clattered on to the floor, and Elenaaed forward

anxiously to retrieve it for him. Suzanne wondendtht she must be
thinking, seeing her father apparently supportimgself on the arm
of a stranger, but even she could not be awarbeopain he was
perhaps involuntarily inflicting.



'‘What will you say to Pietro, Miss Hunt?' he demeshcand Suzanne
drew her arm away in relief as Elena handed hinstiok.

‘I am only here for a few daysignore,'she managed tautly, rubbing
the circulation back into her arm. 'l shan't inteef’

And before he could detain her further, she lesééiquickly out of
the door.

She walked on rather uncertain legs along the ydwity hall to the
door through which she and Pietro had entered ittzethie evening
before, and jerking it open, emerged into theibnlte of the day.

The light was dazzling, but the sense of releasenss experiencing
was intoxicating. She breathed deeply of the wike-&ir, and then
stepped out on to the mosaic tiling of the coudyar

The fountain drew her like a magnet, the play ofewan marble
reflecting the sun in a hundred different globulekght. She leant on
the basin, admiring the classic figure of a nympbgestly clutching
her falling draperies about her, and trailed hegdrs in the spray.
She didn't look towards the windows which she krmlonged to
Mazzaro's study, but still she was conscious o$ eyatching her.

With a feeling of frustration, she swung round,yotd confront a
blank wall of glass. There was no one watchingfien Mazzaro's
study, and she felt rather foolish. She was turaigy again when a
movement just above her head attracted her attenBbe looked
up—straight into the curiously tight- lipped feasrof Sophia di
Falcone.

'Oh!" Suzanne couldn't prevent the small exclamatiwmat escaped
her, while her eyes registered that Sophia waslglaat long out of



bed, her cap of bronze hair rumpled, her silk wesippvealing that
she wore little beneath iBlon giornoContessa.’

‘Buon giorng Miss Hunt." Sophia rapidly recovered from th
iImpression Suzanne had received that she was ratqd about
being observed watching their guest. 'Are you ashipper of

Aphrodite?’

‘Aphrodite?' Suzanne blinked, and then with comgnsfon, glanced
back at the fountain. 'Oh, you mean the statue. ..’

‘I am sure Aphrodite would not care to be descrilasdsuch,’
commented Sophia dryly. 'A statue implies a renedena sense of
being placed on a pedestal, beyond reach. Thenxetkof Aphrodite
would reject such an image, | am sure.'

Suzanne had no intention of being drawn into audision on this
subject. Having just escaped from one tense sitmashe had no
wish to create another.

Taking a deep breath, she said: 'lt's a beautiwrhing, isn't it?'

Sophia's lips drooped, apparently disappointed Swanne had
changed the subject. 'I have seen many such marsiggorina,'she
retorted, and with an imperious gesture, she desamo across the
balcony and into the room behind her. Her bedrod@n2anne
wondered, and then dismissed the suggestion. Itn@asoncern of
hers where Sophia di Falcone slept. And yet shaalidhink that the
aristocratic Contessa shared her husband's bedv&hdisgusted at
the emotions that stirred within her at this reslen...

She looked back at the fountain. The bland marlks ef . the
goddess seemed to mock her reluctant mood of pegod®n, and
almost desperately she brushed past the rim dédabm and walked
towards the box hedges encircling a smooth lawn.



'So there you are, Suzanne! I've been looking ewegye for you.'

Suzanne had never expected to find Pietro's younigevso
appealing. He came strolling out of the villa, sland boyish, in
casual slacks and a floral shirt, and she turnedutds him almost
eagerly.

‘Have you, Pietro?’

‘Yes.' Pietro spoke in his own language. 'Mammad@ssyou to take
chocolate with her.' He smiled. 'You missed me?'

Suzanne could have wished they were going to sgenit time
alone, but to voice such a suggestion to Pietrotovas/ite the wrong
kind of reactions. So instead she returned hisesmaidanswered:
‘Lucia told me you had gone to Mass. I'm sorry smwhawake to go
with you.'

Pietro urged her back towards the villa. 'l did tlobhk you would
want to go,' he said honestly. 'But | am glad yteptsso well.
Sometimes it is not easy to sleep in a strange lingd|, suppose Iin
your work you are used to it.'

Suzanne felt a surge of almost hysterical amuserisémg inside her.
It was good to relax again. She had been takingytag that had
happened far too seriously. But the extent of lystdria revealed the
tension she had experienced.

'I—I shouldn't let anyone else hear you say tehg'choked, and they
were laughing together as they entered the snialh sehere Signora
Vitale was waiting for them.

Lucia served chocolate and sweet biscuits, andwh Suzanne
would have preferred something cooler, she politelgnowledged
the old lady's hospitality. Lucia permitted hersalfconspiratorial
glance in her direction. She seemed to be thrivvngwhat she



Imagined was an intriguing situation, and Suzanlentty berated
Mazzaro for creating this entirely misleading ingsien. But the old
servant's speculation successfully deprived hethef "sense of
perspective she had achieved, and she nibbled ilynatga biscuit
wondering whether all Italian households were aspiex.

Pietro, however, seemed to notice nothing amissandehis mother
had obviously plenty to say to one another aft&irthveeks of

separation, but they included Suzanne in their emsation, and she
eventually relaxed again.

Sophia appeared just as Pietro had offered to sBoranne the
gardens of the villa. She sauntered into the reamnmothly soignee in
flared white pants and a bronze halter top, a @disilk scarf knotted
casually about her throat. She kissed Signora&/italiched Pietro's
cheek with a lingering intimacy, and smiled at Suma There was no
trace left of the petulant woman who had withdrdwem her balcony
half an hour before.

'l am going out, Zia Tommasa,' she addressed Riatiother, but
Pietro uttered a disappointed protest. '| measto," she added, turning
to him. 'l have promised. You know how it is.’

‘But this is my first day home, Sophia,' he repheat; and she stroked
his cheek once more, her eyes moving with a cedamount of
satisfaction over his pale features.

‘You are here for many days, Pietnio' she intoned, her eyes full of
promise, and Suzanne was made uncomfortably aviratetteir
relationship was as ambiguous as everything else. hdéad this
anything to do with Mazzaro's attitude towardswviie? Surely not!
Sophia must be almost ten years older than heramal&bcousin!

Suzanne suddenly realised that Pietro's motherwedshing their
interchange equally as distastefully. Did she hhee suspicions



about their relationship, too? Or did she just ikislSophia's
proprietorial attitude towards her son?

Sophia moved away from Pietro then, towards the.ddée'll meet
again at dinner, Miss Hunt,’ she said, casting lerosmile in
Suzanne's directiofArrivederci, Zia TommasaArrivederci Pietro.'

‘Sophia spends too much time away from the vdlambled Signora
Vitale, as the sound of her heels receded alondpdle She looked
impatiently at her son. 'And you should not encgariaer.’

Pietro's cheeks flamed with colour, and Suzanmebnigs changed
rapidly to sympathy for him. He was a young materadll, not a boy,
and his mother had no right to humiliate him likestin front of a
guest.

Getting to her feet, she said determinedly: "Youengoing to show
me the gardens, weren't you, Pietro?' and he tumbedr gratefully.

‘Yes, | was,' he agreed. "You will excuse us, wgott, Mamma?"'

Walking along the stone-paved path between neagiped hedges,
Suzanne glanced doubtfully at her companion. Pieic said little
since they left the villa, and she wondered wheltgeewas thinking
about Sophia, or his mother's condemnation. Whatéwsas that
was occupying his thoughts was not pleasing hird, @nimpulse,
she said:

‘How did your cousin have his accident?'

Pietro looked at her uncomprehendingly for a momand then he
pulled himself together. 'Mazzaro?' he said, and bkard the
hardening of his tone. 'He fell off a cliff.’

‘A cliffl' Suzanne was aghast. '‘But how—*



'Skiing,' replied Pietro shortly. 'He used to besanellent skier.'

'‘Oh!" Suzanne frowned. She had imagined a car aat;idomething
like that.

'He used to spend weeks at Cortina,' remarkedoRietrly. ‘Until he
fell. Now he never goes near the place.’

‘You can't blame him for that,” murmured Suzannih feeling, and
Pietro sent her a sharp look.

'Why not?' he demanded. 'He was drunk when thel@asthappened.
He should never have been out on the slopes. Hielwbhave fallen
in the normal way—he was far too clever for that.’

‘How can you be sure?' Suzanne stared at him.r&/sa'callous! He
could have been killed"

'Has he found himself a defendant?’ Pietro's Wpstéd. 'Suzanne, it
would have been simpler for every—"'

‘No!" Suzanne interrupted him fiercely. 'Don't gaypon't even think
such things. Just because you don't agree witivélyene's trying to
hold on to his heritage—'

'His heritage!' Pietro was scathing. 'Inanimatesotg! This place is a
museum. My cousin is the most selfish man | knouzg®ne. You've
seen how he behaves—how he treats his wife. Symly can't
condone that!'

Suzanne bent her head, unwilling to let Pietro ls®@& his words
affected her. What he said was true— about Sophlaast. But there
were usually two sides to every argument. As fozkéao's motives
in opening his house to the public, she had sompathy with them.
Why should he sell things he obviously cared aldwen he was able
to support himself and his family on the proceedsnf allowing



interested, and admittedly inquisitive, touristsview them? After
their conversation this morning, she felt instinely that Mazzaro
welcomed the opportunity to share his delight ia theasures he
possessed. And that was not a selfish attitude.

Not answering his question, she said: '"How badly hk&hurt—when
he fell, | mean?' and Pietro made an impatientdoun

‘How badly?' he repeated. 'Do you want a list af ihjuries?' He
snorted. 'Well, he broke both his legs and fractime spine. He was
in a wheelchair for over a year after he came dubspital.’

‘And.. .and the scarring. . .'

Pietro sighed. 'Friction causes heat, Suzannet D@Ke me go into
details." He ran his fingers through his hair atedly. 'I'm not
inhuman—I know he must have suffered agonies. Bat toesn't
excuse his behaviour towards Sophia—or the waynhess with her.
You ought to know the size of the pitiable allowame makes her.'

Suzanne raised her hands to loop her hair backtdtar ears, and
allowed them to rest against the sides of her ndtkwas

unforgivable, but she found she didn't much careualsophia's
allowance. Her skin was tingling at the horrifyingages Pietro's
earlier words had created. What bloody wreck ofanrhad been
brought down from the mountains at Cortina, Itatytsst fashionable
skiing resort? What had Sophia's reactions beennwghe first

understood the extent of her husband's injuries?

Suddenly she realised that Pietro was looking gtarel with a little
shrug of her shoulders, she dismissed the shiadr tltad rippled
down her spine. Dropping her hands to her sides, Isbked
determinedly about her, relieved when she caugbhtsof a
vine-covered arbour and was able to ask what it was



Pietro hesitated only a moment before acceptingshdden change
of mood, and then replied: 'Mazzaro's mother desigh It is what
you would probably call a summer-house, no? | belghe used it as
a retreat during the war when the villa was ocalijg the military.'

Suzanne was intrigued. 'The villa was occupied?'

‘All large villas were used by officers of the Higlmmmand as their
headquarters,' Pietro explained. 'This happen&tgiand, too, did it
not?'

Suzanne nodded. 'Yes, of course.'

'‘My uncle was fortunate that the commandant wawiised man.
Many art treasures were destroyed or looted attitinat'

They had reached the stone steps leading intabloeig and pushing
aside the screening vines, Suzanne went insidee™ias a musty
smell of age and rotting vegetation. No one hadhied to ventilate
the place, and creepers had overgrown the flutkdoes. A stone
bench circled the lower walls, but it had beconfeme of insects,
and there were cobwebs everywhere.

'Is Mazz—is your cousin's mother dead?' Suzannedasds Pietro
tore a clump of vines out by the roots and peeneat her.

'Yes,' he nodded. 'My uncle was killed when the@elae was piloting
came down in the Alps in 1968, and she sufferedaathattack from
which she never recovered. She died some six mdatdrs

‘How awful for—for your cousin.'

'Mmm." Pietro frowned. 'He and Sophia were livingRome at the
time his father was killed. Mazzaro was in his ede@m working for
one of the great auction houses.'



Suzanne came to the head of the steps. 'Antiquaoas®e’ she
queried.

‘Naturally. My cousin is a Professor of Antiquitielsdn't you know?’
Then he sighed. 'No, of course. How could you?sibmry, Suzanne.
It seems that every time we talk about my cousamd up being rude
to you.'

Suzanne came slowly down the steps, acceptingssistance of his
hand as a gesture of apology. 'lt's a shame nacares about die
arbour,' she murmured, glancing back at it reghigtfu

Pietro shrugged. 'Luigi has enough to do, keephegyardens tidy for
the visitors." He kicked an unoffending pebble oumly. 'That's
what's wrong with this place. Too much to do, andnoney to do it
with!"

Suzanne wetted her upper lip with the tip of hegtee. 'Surely Lucia
can't be responsible for the cleaning of the whaléa!" she
exclaimed.

'‘Not in the tourist season, no,' he conceded. 'Blfazpermits her to
hire girls from the village to help with the polisg and sweeping.
But he handles all the most valuable things him##dfa full time job
keeping everything in order," he added irritably.

‘And what would you have him do?' Suzanne quedtianaetly,
falling into step beside him again.

Pietro made a sweeping gesture. 'Me? I'd sell,ieakrything*Do
you realise* the contents of this place could kegll in luxury for
the rest of our lives!'

‘And afterwards?' Suzanne prompted.

‘Afterwards?' Pietro was uncomprehending.



'Yes, afterwards. After you are all dead." Suzalwoked at him.
'‘Capital doesn't last for ever. Besides, what abmur cousin's
children—his grandchildren?'

Pietro sneered. 'There's only Elena.’

'‘Well, she may marry one day and have childreneofdwn. Would
you deprive them of the chance to enjoy all this?'

'‘Dio mio!" Pietro raised his eyes heavenward. 'You talk hi&eoes!

Who can tell what might happen before Elena grows a woman?
There could be a war—a holocaust! We might nonaso$urvive.
Today is what matters, not some nebulous timearfuture.'

'l don't agree.' Suzanne shook her head. 'If ttinisgs were disposed
of—sold to various collectors who shut their valiealaway in bank
vaults, they'd never be seen again. You can't gondoat. At least
here, people can come and look—'

Pietro looked aghast. 'And you think that is right?

Suzanne coloured. 'Well, | can see the justice' afite admitted
reluctantly. 'And | know that what you are suggesis wrong.'

'‘Why? Surely it is wrong for one person to own sech?’
Suzanne sighed. 'It's not as simple as that, Pietro

'Is it not?' His mouth drooped sulkily. '"Has my sibuused my
absence this morning to enlist your support? Yovewwt his ally
yesterday.'

He was more accurate than he knew, and this kngeletade her
feel guilty. 'Allies!" she exclaimed frustratedlipon't be silly, Pietro.’



'‘What is silly?' Pietro's eyes narrowed. 'l know ecowysin better than
you do, Suzanne. He has always had the—what degbut?—the
charisma, noThe appeal for your sex!

'Pietro, you're being ridiculous—'
‘Why? Deny to me that you are defending him!'

Suzanne was glad to reach the shadows of the loygieat time is
lunch?' she asked, as they entered the villa, irgfus continue with
the argument, and after a moment, Pietro gaveraedfaged grimace
of a smile.

'You see!' he said. 'We cannot discuss Mazzarcowithnger.'

'‘We'll have to agree to differ," Suzanne forceigylat ftone. 'l think I'll
go and take a shower. | feel Sticky after pushimgugh those vines.'

‘Very well. Lunch is at two o'clock,' said Pietteaving her to enter
the small salon. "You know where the dining room is

'Yes.'

Suzanne nodded and left him, walking quickly tovgatte main hall.
As she ran up the wide marble staircase, and k@@ drridor to her
room, she determinedly tried to put all thoughtsMdzzaro di
Falcone out of her mind.

Her bed had been made in her absence, and thentormk her

suitcase put away in the cedar-lined drawers ahallschest. She
supposed she had Lucia to thank for this, butdefierself, she would
not have bothered to unpack the rest of her betgsgiSomehow
leaving them in the suitcase increased the feelofg her

impermanence, a feeling she needed to preserve haset
surroundings.



Before taking a shower, however, she pushed opebaltony doors
and stepped to the rail. The courtyard below wasided; the whole
villa seemed to be drowsing in the noonday heaé Back of her
neck prickled, but still she lingered, her gazeystrg down the valley
to where a village nestled lower on the hillsideciAurch bell was
tolling somewhere, and its sound was muted and stanton the
still air.

With a sigh, she turned away, and as she did sonsticed that the
rooms across the courtyard, which opened on togpesite balcony,
were all closed and shuttered, long blinds conogéaheir shadowy
depths from prying eyes. The downstairs rooms, wklee guessed
Mazzaro opened to the public, were less ghosthke, she realised
they would have to be opened and aired every day.

It seemed impossible to keep thoughts of the mao owined the
Villa Falcone out of her head, and she ran her showore coldly and
vigorously than usual, trying to numb the unwilliegnotions he
roused. She tried to imagine how she would havebelut him if he
had come as a guest to one of the hotels wheregashleeen working.
In the course of her duties she had encountered amehwomen,
with disabilities of all kinds, but the amazing rtgi was, with
Mazzaro di Falcone, she seldom thought about hisatéver his
failings, he was a man, in every sense of the wwoth mentally and
physically. . .



CHAPTER FOUR

SUZANNE did not see either Mazzaro or Sophia again that Aa
lunch, there were only four people at table—hersalfl Pietro,
Signora Vitale, and Elena.

Suzanne couldn't help feeling curious about EleBiae was an
abnormally well-behaved child, of course, as clitdrof her
background sometimes were, and living in a houselofts could not
help. But surely Elena was more withdrawn than ufaraa girl of
her age, speaking only when spoken to, and thenoimosyllables.
The only spark of excitement Suzanne had seen wdasemr arrival
the previous evening, and then Signora Vitale hadckty
extinguished it. She would have liked to have tdliwth the child,
discovered her likes and dislikes, and she wadsystiing enough to
find the prospect of a game of hide-and-seek playedhese
surroundings quite appealing.

But Elena ate her food and disappeared for theheapather's aunt
suggested, and any opportunity of communicating wér was lost.

In the afternoon, Pietro took Suzanne down to thege, and
showed her the church where he and his mother ti@adad Mass
that morning. Like most Italian churches, it posselssome exquisite
sculptures, and the ceiling paintings were pardidulfine.

'l once read somewhere that the worshipper wasueaged to raise
his eyes to heaven, and through these paintingxtdiis senses
towards the infinite,' remarked Suzanne, gazingargwDo you find
these impressions of the hereafter match your own?'

Pietro shrugged as they emerged into the sunlggdina'l don't think
| have any impressions of the hereafter,' he s&l you shouldn't
believe everything you read.'



Suzanne smiled. 'All right, all right. But it didesm rather
appropriate.' She paused. 'Pietro, does Elenavesy afternoon?"

He frowned. 'Elena? Well—yes, | believe so. Why?'

Suzanne draped the strap of her handbag over augdsh. 'l was
curious, that's all. And it did occur to me that might take her out
with us one day, if you didn't mind. She doesrens¢o get much fun
out of life.'

‘That's a subject you must take up with my cousat,me,' retorted
Pietro sharply, directing her along the narrow ettrwards the
piazza.'Much as | like the child, | have no intentionwésting our
time together entertaining Elena.’

Suzanne was surprised at the vehemence of his'BuigPietro,’ she
exclaimed, 'why should having Elena along make diffgrence to
us?' - Pietro halted, and turned to look into hetewbrown eyes,
unable to resist the appeal of honey-gold skinsuftly parted lips.
With an exclamation, he bent his head and pressedduth to hers,
startling her Into an unwilling response. 'ThatByw he told her
huskily, and would have kissed her again except ®iazanne
forestalled him by taking a quick backward step.

'‘Pietro!" she protested, looping her hair back melner ears. 'That
was not part of our arrangement.’

'‘Suzanne!' he exclaimed reproachfully. "You're gaihg to pretend
you don't know how | feel about you, are you?'

'l think we could both do with a cup of coffee,’'esteplied, and
walked quickly along the street towards the square.

But as they sat at one of the tables under ths,td¥enking cups of
strong black coffee and listening to the chatterltafian voices



mingled with the muted sounds of an accordion, Boednoped she
was not going to be faced with problems of anokired.

Dinner was served late, and Elena did not join them

'‘Mazzaro is dining with the Rossis," Pietro's mottedd her son,
forking a mouthful of cured ham and following it bycube of iced
melon. 'Did you know that Marina was home again?'

Pietro shook his head. 'No. Is she staying long?'

Signora Vitale shrugged her thin shoulders. "Yawgss is as good as
mine. Mazzaro says that she has been overdoingsththat she
needs a rest. Her father is delighted to see heQuse. He misses
her terribly when she is away.'

Suzanne lifted her wine glass and allowed the lpgpléd it contained
to touch her lips. Who were they talking about? wbeadered. Who
were the Rossis? And Marina in particular?

As if in answer to her silent question, Pietro &dro her then. 'The
Rossis are friends of the family,' he explainedazlgaro and Marina
practically grew up together, although she is alfigatyears younger
J than he is.' His lips tightened. '‘My uncle expdd¢hey would marry
one day, but Mazzaro had other plans at that titeewent to Rome
and married Sophia, and Marina eventually took diersff to
medical school and qualified as a doctor. Theirtjprs are reversed
now—she lives and works in Rome.'

'l see.' Suzanne replaced her glass on the table.

'Of course, it's arguable exactly what their preselationship is,' he
was beginning, when his mother silenced him witlaagry word of
reproof.



'Please do not discuss such matters in publicrd?iethe snapped
impatiently. ‘Keep your gutter gossip to yourself!'

Pietro flushed hotly. 'Mazzaro doesn't care abapgh&, Mamma.
You know that as well as | do.’

'l know that your cousin's accident put a strain ah of us.
Pietro—Sophia included.’

"You're suggesting that she's to blame?'

'I'm not suggesting anything,' retorted his motipeellingly. 'But as
for implying that Mazzaro's friendship with Marireaanything more
than that..." She' shook her head. "You would dib twekeep your
comments to yourself.'

Pietro's lips twitched resentfully, and Suzanne kémb down
uncomfortably at her plate. It could be argued Ehiatro's defence of
his cousin's wife bordered on jealousy, although sispected that
Sophia accepted his admiration with more indulgertbat
enthusiasm. Nevertheless, it was not jealousy fophta which
stirred like a snake in Suzanne's stomach...

The following morning, she was awake early. She Isé&pt
unexpectedly soundly, in spite of the turmoil of tt@ughts, and she
was up and dressed by eight o'clock. Following $oplkexample, she
decided to disregard Signora Vitale's disapproval wear pants,
slim-fitting cotton flares, in an attractive shamfeorange that teamed
well with a green and white striped vest. The le@gkline of the vest
revealed the swell of her breasts, and she waseqieto see that
already her arms were losing their paleness.

Deciding to go in search of breakfast, she wentrékairs, enjoying

the coolness of the air against her heated skiniaLlwas using an
electric polisher along the hall, and she stareguaanne in surprise,
switching off the machine.



‘Buon giorno, signorinaghe exclaimedLéi e mattiniero.’

Suzanne smiled, and speaking in Italian said: 'Yas) early, Lucia.
But don't let me disturb you.'

‘Ah, signoring you are not disturbing me. Tlkgnore he is having
breakfast at this moment. You can join him, no?’

Suzanne cleared her throat. 'The—tkignorel You mean—the
Conte?'

'Of coursesignorina.He will be most happy to have company, yes
Suzanne hesitated. 'Really, I—I can wait...'

'‘No needsignorina.Go ahead. | will not be long. She was cornere
Taking a deep breath, Suzanne walked to the daildides of the
dining room, and after another moment's hesitatagpped lightly on
the panels. She heard Mazzaro's attractively deiep bidding her in
Italian to enter, and she pushed open the doors.

Mazzaro was seated in his position at the heatteofdng table. A
dark green silk shirt gaped open at his throatetceal the darkly
pigmented skin of his chest, shadowed by fine daak, and
Suzanne's pulses quickened at the casual sensofliye man. A
newspaper was propped against a coffee pot orabhe in front of
him, and he did not look up from its pages as heé: ddientepiu,
Lucia. Grazie!' But he was not alone at the table. Elena was ¢ea
near to her father, spreading conserve thickly avgolden croissant,
and she said quicklyNon eLucia, Papa! bringing his head up with :
jerk to confront Suzanne's apologetic features.

‘Scusi, signore she murmured awkwardly, wishing the floor wouls
open up and swallow her, but Mazzaro merely putrdtdve cup he
had been raising to his lips and endeavoured &r lewnself up out of
his chair, supporting himself on the table. ‘Goammg, Miss Hunt.'



'Oh, please..." Suzanne Ilapsed back into English har
embarrassment. 'Don't get gignore.l—Lucia sent me in here. She
said you would not object if we—if | joined you fbreakfast.. .’

Mazzaro gestured to the chair on his left, oppdsiéma. ‘Lucia was
right, for once," he remarked mockingly. 'We do abject if Miss
Hunt joins us for breakfast, do we, Elena?

Elena shook her head, her expression unrevealing, Suzanne
closed the heavy doors and came quickly to thetaaating herself
jerkily, relieved when he sank back into his chagain. When he
stood over her, as momentarily he had been, hisigdiysuperiority
was too marked—too disturbing.

'You do not sleep late, Miss Hunt,’” he comment&ididg the
newspaper and laying it aside.

'l wish you wouldn't let my presence alter yourthog, signore’, she
murmured, glancing at Elena, who was continuingetd her
breakfast. 'Read your newspaper. | don't mind, sibne

'‘But what if | do?' he countered. 'Relax, Miss Hdittere is nothing
between these pages which cannot wait until [derpoured himself
more coffee. 'l assume Lucia is preparing your theal

'Yes.' Suzanne shifted restlessly. Then belatéfihank you.'

Mazzaro considered her anxious features. 'You sp@htasant day
yesterday, | trust?'

Suzanne forced a smile. 'Very pleasant, thank you.'
‘Pietro took you out?'

'In the afternoon, yes. We went down to the village



‘And what do you think of Castelfalcone?’

'l like it." Suzanne moved her shoulders appra@éti "The church is
quite beautiful.'

‘Ah, yes. The church of San Lorenzo,"” Mazzaro ndddeo you
know about Gothic architecture, Miss Hunt?'

I'm afraid not." Suzanne smiled into Elena's solditie face. 'I'm
very ignorant.'

Mazzaro's lips twitched. 'Not at all. | know nothirmabout hotel
management, but | do not consider that a crime.Wwele evidently
trying to put her at her ease. 'We have some aulistg examples of
Gothic architecture in this country. The cathedaal Siena, for
example. Naturally | would know of them.'

'‘As a Professor of Antiquities, you mean?' she wexk

Mazzaro frowned. 'Now who would tell you that, | na®r?' he
queried dryly, and she looked nervously down ataeds. 'Pietro, |
suppose. Did he also tell you his opinion of myaitie open the Villa
to the public?'

Suzanne longed for Lucia to appear with her bresikide—he may
have mentioned something about it,' she admittiecttently, aware
that Elena too was watching her now.

'‘How discreet you are, Miss Hunt." Mazzaro's lipsted. 'l am sure
Pietro did more than mention his feelings to yout Bo matter. |

respect your desire to remain neutral. It would mefair for me to

cross-examine you about Pietro's somewhat rightgwiews. He

understands the value of the collection, of courséhe is a sybarite
at heart, and this gets in the way of his objetstivi



While Suzanne was trying to think of something icunmus to reply,
Lucia at last appeared with fresh rolls and coffe® more of the
freshly-squeezed orange juice she had enjoyedréweopis morning.
The elderly servant seemed pleased thasithi@orehad company for
breakfast, but remembering the incident of the ,roSezanne
wondered what she really thought.

When Lucia had departed once more, and she wamgipp her
orange juice, Mazzaro said quietly: 'What plansehyou and Pietro
for today, Miss Hunt?' and Suzanne looked up.

'l think the signora—Pietro's mother—expects him to take her t
somewhere called Muvano this mornirgignore' she replied, and
Elena broke her silence to sa$i, Papa. Muvano!' before Suzanne
added: 'And—and | wondered whether | might have yaimission
to look round the Villasignore...'

Mazzaro's dark brows drew together, accentuatiegottcasionally
malevolent cast of his features, and for a momeatisought she had
offended him. But his next words reassured hehahfoint.

'Surely Zia Tommasa could wait until his girlfriereturns to London
before involving Pietro in her social meanderings!exclaimed with
asperity. 'Yesterday it was Mass, today it is Mwamhat will it be
tomorrow, | wonder?' He made an exasperated sduiads again, |
suppose.’

'l don't mind, really." Suzanne reached for théempot, steadying it
with both hands. 'l mean. .." she met his gazesilyea. .it was kind
of Pietro to invite me here to join his family fohe weekend,
but—well, we're just friends, you know. Not—not eggd, or
anything. He isn't obliged to entertain me.’

Mazzaro regarded her intentf)fou are saying that you do not care
for Pietro?'



Suzanne heaved a sigh. 'Well, | care about hincoOfse | care about
him. | like him very much. But—but | don't love hjnfi that's what
you mean.'

It struck her what a strange conversation thistwde having with a
man she had only known for three days, but forelgdilena was too
young to appreciate the content of what they wayag.

Now Mazzaro leaned back, steepling his fingerspwtbresting on
the polished arms of his chair. 'That is very iesting, Miss Hunt.'

'‘Why?' Suzanne forced herself to meet his gazeowitiflinching.
'‘People can be friendsignore. They don't always have to be—to b
emotionally involved.'

‘No, that is true. Although perhaps less true ty@nmight imagine.
However. . ." He moved his broad shoulders. ‘Myraapion has been
that Pietro does care about you.'

'He thinks he does,' Suzanne murmured, in a low,tand Mazzaro's
hands fell to rest on the arms of his chair.

'So. .." His eyes moved over her expressive fa@ai ivould like to
look at my collection, hmm?"'

Suzanne nodded. 'If you don't mind. .

Mazzaro quirked a dark eyebrow. '‘No, | do not mihd,said levelly.
‘But | do not think this morning is a good timeltmk at antiques.
These days of heat are too pleasant to spend isdmat the morning
Is the best time of all. Let us entertain you, Mikmt, Elena and |I.
Let us show you a little of our country, yes?'

Suzanne stared at him, then at Elena. The childweidting for her
reactions with evident interest, and while she sfgbno enthusiasm,
she showed no opposition either.



'You, signore?'Suzanne at last managed faintly.
Mazzaro's eyes narrowed. 'You have some objection?’

Suzanne lifted her shoulders helplessly. 'Well— not exactly,
but...'

'‘But what, Miss Hunt? Feel free to refuse, if yooud rather.’

If she would ratherSuzanne drew in a trembling breath. It was not :
much a question of what she would rather do, buwtwheoughtto
do. Mazzaro di Falcone was a threat, that muchusiderstood, but
she could hardly say that to him. And anything eteelld be
interpreted in other ways. He might well assumewds his
appearance which deterred her, when in fact shadfbim the most
disturbing man she had ever met.

And there was Elena, watching her with those deeb eyes. Hadn't
she wanted a chance to spend time with the clulthlk to her, and
make her laugh, to encourage her to shed that umrahatbedience
which was making her its prisoner?

'If—if—you're sure you want to do this,' she stamaake

'l would not have suggested it otherwise,' he &sshber dryly. 'Wliat
IS wrong, Miss Hunt? Do you now find you care ab&ugtro's
reactions to my invitation?'

'‘No!" Suzanne was very sure about that. She todkep breath. 'l
should like to go with you—and Elensignore.'

'‘Good." Getting up from his seat, Mazzaro stoodlyréor a moment
before reaching for his sticks. Then, with a wrargle in her
direction, he leaned on them as he made his wéyetdoor. 'Finish
your breakfast, Miss Hunt. | will have Luigi fet¢the automobile
from the garage.'



Elena had been stuffing the remains of her crotsatmher mouth as
he spoke, and now she gulped down the last of tagige juice and
jumped up from her seat to follow him. But Mazzatopped in the
doorway, stilling her bid for escape with a bridh@nishment.

'Stay and keep Miss Hunt company in my absepasolo,' he
directed, gently but firmly. 'And speak English, ytmu understand?'

'S, Papa.’
'English, Elena.’

'Yes, Papa.' Elena subsided into her seat agath Marzaro left
them.

With more determination than hunger, Suzanne applegself to the
croissants Lucia had brought her, trying not temkhabout Pietro's
attitude when he discovered what she planned toAdd. he had
every right to object, she admitted honestly tosbir Without his
invitation, she would not be here. And what if m®ther had
changed her mind about going to Muvano?

Chewing thoughtfully, she encountered Elena's exss her, and
forced a smile. At least Pietro knew of her detirbe friendly with
the child, and might not look for more subtle matiens.

‘Do you go to school in Castelfalcone, Elena?' a$ked, stirring
sugar into her coffee, and not really expectinggy:

‘Do you like Papasignorina?'Elena countered, and the unlooked-fc
challenge caused Suzanne to choke on her rolkadwedseveral gulps
of coffee before she was able to reply.

Her distress reacted on Elena as it would on ang.cBhe giggled,
hiding her mirth unsuccessfully behind her handile to hide the
laughter in her eyes.



'l—of course | like youpapa,'Suzanne managed at last, and Eler
sobered.

‘Pietro does not," she said candidly, her Englisiost as proficient as
her father's. 'And you are his friend, are you signorina?'

‘Just because Pietro and | are friends it doemean that we always
agree,' Suzanne said evenly. 'And in any casesuhe you're wrong.
Pietro and your father are cousins. Cousins oféa® larguments, but
they don't mean anything.'

Elena lifted her small shoulders. 'Mamma said Biatro wanted to
care for her; that is why he gets so angry withaPap

Suzanne stared at her aghast for a moment, ancgptheed herself
some more coffee. 'You're too young to understiieha,' she said,
withoutlooking at the child. 'Now, tell me: do y@o to school in
Castelfalcone?'

'‘No.' Elena shook her head. 'l go to school in Mila

‘Milano?' Suzanne echoed in surprise. 'Oh—you nsedmarding
school.’

'It is a conventsignorina When Papa—when Papa had his accidel
Mamma said she could not cope with taking me tostt®ool in
Muvano. There is a convent there, too, you seethaipupils must
come home in the afternoon. So...' she made anemél little
gesture, 'l went to Milano.'

It was distressingly easy for Suzanne to draw et oonclusions
about the affair. Sophia had decided that Elenalldhgo away to
school, and Mazzaro's absence had given her tla¢ aggortunity
and an excuse. Unless Mazzaro himself had suggtstethange to
give his wife more time to spend with him...



When Mazzaro returned, she had finished eatingnasddrinking a
second cup of coffee.

‘Are you ready?' he asked, standing by the doortvaythighs lean

and muscular in close-fitting corded pants. Lookandpim, Suzanne
could believe what Pietro had said about him. Hiehdive sex appeal,
and his injuries had in no way diminished that.

Elena jumped up and ran across to join her fath&rSuzanne moved
more slowly. 'l—is Pietro up?' she inquired evalsivbut Mazzaro
shook his head.

‘Not yet. Why? Do you wish to gain his permission?’

The mockery in his tone rankled as he had no dmibnhded that it
should. 'I'm readysignore,'she averred politely, and he smiled.

'l am glad. It is good to make an early start. Ohthis as she moved
away from the table, 'did you bring a swimsuit withu?"

‘A swimsuit?' She was surprised. 'l—I think signore.’

‘Then | should bring it with you, Miss Hunt," hddder, drawing
Elena aside from the door so that Suzanne coulcegezthem into
the hall. 'Do not concern yourself about towelkale them in the
car.'

Rather than argue with him, Suzanne went upstagana and
retrieved the white bikini from the back of the wWeax where Lucia
had pushed it. She had packed it as an afterthpungit really
expecting to need it, and its brevity made her wish had denied its
presence. But it was too late now, and she stuffedo her denim
bag along with her sunglasses and a tube of Ambliaarg.

When she came down into the hall once more, sunkgk streaming
through one of the long main doors, standing waléhe air. Dust



motes floated in a shaft of brilliance that illuratad the mosaic tiles
as she had never seen them before, and she haltsaitainly,
wondering what was going on.

Then Mazzaro's stooped shadow darkened the dooandwyhen he
said: 'Come this way, Miss Hunt!" she walked sloadyoss the wide
hall, passing him with a slight shiver to emerge the sunlight at the
front of the villa.

Shallow steps descended from the pillared porticthe sweep of
gravel where a cream Mercedes was waiting, sleekpanverful,
despite its evident age. The old man she and Fietlcencountered
the evening they arrived was just flicking a dusteer the bonnet,
and she guessed he might be Luigi.

'Please—qget into the automobile, Miss Hunt,' Mazzastructed,
with that element of command in his voice which maler
instinctively obey, and as she approached the kehiwigi came
round the back to open the nearside door for Hes.forning the old
man displayed none of the dourness he had exhisitedPietro, and
she could only assume that for some reason he alidike the
younger man. Elena was already sitting in the lodi¢ke car, and the
unusual animation of her features gave them anpewt&d charm.
She was more like her father than ever when shiegpaind Suzanne
wished she would do it more often.

Mazzaro was coming down the steps now, and Sudanked away
from the struggle he appeared to be having. Bujilluirried to assist
him, and presently he came slowly round the cat |evered himself
and his sticks into the seat beside her. Luigithesi, concern
showing in his gnarled face, but Mazzaro dismidsadfirmly.

'Iran manage, Luigi,' he assured him in his owglege. 'Miss Hunt
will see that | do not injure myself.'



The engine fired at the first attempt, and the hogepe moved
majestically down the drive. Looking about her la¢ tmetal struts
supporting the hood.

Suzanne guessed it was of pre-war origin, butdt been cared for
immaculately, and the leather upholstery was baxelsn.

'Would you object to opening the gates for me, NHsat?' Mazzaro
requested as they approached the massive framdvaoriag their
way, and Suzanne shook her head quickly and jurapedf the car
as soon as it stopped.

'‘Ought you to be driving?' she asked in an undetrtafter the gates
were closed again and they were descending the istelane towards
the village, and Mazzaro cast a faintly sardonaklm her direction.

‘Nervous, Miss Hunt?' he queried mockingly, but sheok her head.
'‘No,' she denied. 'l—I just meant—'

'l know exactly what you meant,' he assured hetlgdms mockery
disappearing with astonishing swiftness. 'Let ug, dhere are
members of my family who might consider my behaweteckless.
But you and I—we know that is not so, do we not?'

Suzanne's breathing quickened. 'Do we?"'
‘Well, do we not?' He looked at her out of the eosrof his eyes.
She wet her dry lips. 'If you say sagnore.'

He smiled. 'Do not be so tense, Miss Hunt. | prenyisu, you are
quite safe in my hands.'

Suzanne wondered. Feeling safe was a mental asasvallphysical
condition. But watching his lean brown hands ay ttentrolled the



wheel, and experiencing the easy shifting of gaarkey reached the
foot of the hill, she knew that in the latter resie least he was right.

They skirted the village, and passing through agoti the arched
gateways set in the crenellated walls, they begaméscent into the
valley. The windows of the car were open, and temof pine came
strongly on the breeze, mingling with the damp $mwikVegetation.
Clumps of broom splashed the greenery with coland here and
there, orchards of fruit trees displayed their aigtinctive blossom.

Suzanne was enchanted, and sensing her interegizakbasaid
laconically: 'Once the Falcone family owned the lehaf this valley
and the next, and so on as far as the Adriatic.'

Suzanne looked at him curiously. "'They must hawnlwery rich.’

‘And very powerful," he conceded dryly. 'They wdigtantly related
to the Medicis, and | understand they were ampharded for their
butchery.’

'‘What a terrible thing to suggest!" she gaspedefiting for a minute
to whom she was speaking.

‘But honest,' he insisted, smiling into her shocéges, and then she
had to drag her gaze away from his, staring bressht out of the
open windows, trying to control her uneven heartthe#aly has a
savage history," he went on, apparently noticinthing amiss. 't
always makes me wonder how deep goes this venemvilidation
we've succeeded in impbsing upon our baser instinct

Suzanne tugged at a strand of sun-bleached hau—you think it's
only a veneer? Civilisation, | mean?’

‘Don't you?'

'I've never thought about it.'



'‘Perhaps you should. It might explain why afterdmedls of years and
dozens of wars, men still possess an almost pajtwallodesire to kill
and mutilate one another.’

Suzanne grimaced, chancing to look at him therthdf were true,
surely there are other instincts equally dangeteh& protested.

‘There are,’ he agreed softly. 'And as a beautrirhan, you must
know | am right.’

Suzanne's colour deepened and she glanced oveshoedder
apprehensively at Elena. But the child was absomembunting a
flock of birds flying overhead, and when Suzannek&x back at
Mazzaro, his amused expression made her realisméwe exactly
what he was doing to her.

'I—I think you are teasing msignore' she told him stiffly, torturing
the strap of her bag. 'l— where—where are we going?

He shrugged lazily. ‘Very well, Miss Hunt. If ousroversation upsets
you, we will change it." He paused. 'Where am Ingkyou? Well
perhaps we should ask Elena that question. Wherevar going,
cara?'

Elena's attention was arrested and she came tdeediony little
arms along the backs of their seatsla&ascataPapa?'

'Sj, little one. To the waterfall. Have you ever swiuma waterfall,
Miss Hunt?' His eyes mocked her. 'No, | am sure lyawe not. But
today, with your permission, we will remedy thao,?'

Suzanne's palms were moist, and she could fedbdlghtening of
emotion inside her as he looked at her. She toeedl angry with
him, and failed abysmally. How could she be angith \Wwim when
their time together was so fleeting, and every aenvher body was
responding to his lazy sexuality? She was glad Ehetha was with



them. Without the child's presence, the dangeraaseness she felt
for her father might have been impossible to cohcea

They passed through a small village that borderethe river, and
then the track began to climb again through a thislooded area,
studded with huge outcrops of rock. It was rouging@ places, and
once or twice Suzanne had to grab for the open avinftame to
prevent herself from being thrown against Mazz&wat eventually
they turned off the track between the trees, zigragdown to a
small clearing.

Before Mazzaro turned off the engine, they couldrtibe sounds of
the waterfall. It was a wonderfully cooling souradgentle thunder,
that echoed round the forest glade. There werer cinvends, birds
arguing in the trees over their heads and theera$tsmall creatures
in the undergrowth, but overall the rush of the ewatpread its
musical resonance.

'‘Well? Shall we go and look?' Mazzaro suggested |@ant past her
to push open her door. The action brought the legth of his arm
across her breasts, and although he didn't lobkr’tshe sensed his
awareness.

Then he thrust open his own door, and with a Itteezement swung
his legs out and got to his feet. He pulled hig $eavard so that
Elena could climb out, too, and she showed no s&at her father's
apparent agility.

‘Come along, Miss Hunt,' he said, as Suzanndistgikred in the car.
It is not far.'

Reluctantly, Suzanne got out to face him, but torékef, Elena had
distracted his attention, asking whether she ngghtn ahead.

‘Very well," he was saying, 'but take catara. The rocks may be
damp and slippery.’



'Si, Papa.'

With a delighted smile in his direction, Elena giegd away between
the trees, making for the sound of the falls. Meaifey Mazzaro
moved stiffly to the rear of the car, opening toetand taking out a
leather bag bulging with towels.

Suzanne watched anxiously. 'Ought you to be ddiig®tshe asked.
'l mean—do your doctors approve?’

Mazzaro came to stand looking down at her. 'My dées Hunt,
exercise is what | need. That is why I'm stiff.'

Suzanne bent her head. 'l see.’

‘Your concern is touching,” he remarked dryly. 'Amknown
commodity to me.' He lifted the denim bag off heowlder. 'I'll carry
that. Come, Elena will be wondering what we arengoi

Suzanne looked up at him. 'She knows, doesn't she?'
'He nodded. 'lt is our secret. A three-way seoogt.h

'I'm sorry." Suzanne moved her shoulders in a dising gesture. 'If |
hadn't wandered out on to my balcony..

‘... | shouldn't have had the pleasure of your camgp he finished
softly. 'Or perhaps | should," he added, his eyegimg to rest on her
parted lips. 'Maybe there are some things | dohaste to deny
myself...'



CHAPTERFIVE

THE fall of water was perhaps twenty feet in heiglowing through a
narrow opening which Mazzaro later explained was flem an
underground stream. There were many such chanhnelgdded,
pouring down from the mountains, ice-cold and cksmglass. The
rock face behind the waterfall was covered in masd ferns, but
Suzanne could see how it might be possible to ctonihe top. The
water fell into a huge natural basin, about thiggt across, before
surging over its sides to tumble down the rock tadbe river below.
When Suzanne and Mazzaro emerged from the shaddiws wees,
they were on a small plateau at the foot of this falhere Elena was
sitting, dangling her bare toes into the water.

Forgetting that since that moment at the car, stterfot spoken to
Mazzaro, Suzanne made an involuntary sound of yplea8/Nhat a
beautiful spot,' she exclaimed, looking about hesmazement. 'lI've
never seen such a place!

'l am glad you like it.' Mazzaro came beside hespgding his leather
bag and her denim one down on to the grassy bask/du can see,
we can swim in the basin. It is very cold and dd=mj,there are no
currents and it is quite safe.'

Suzanne glanced down at her bag. Even though hsugagksted she
bring her swimsuit, she had not intended to ufgut.now she knew
she could not resist the temptation to swim in #mshanted place.

Elena scrambled up. ‘May | go in the water, Pagfa®asked, tugging
at her long braids.

Mazzaro's expression was indulgent. "Your swimt isuin the bag,’
he conceded lightly. 'You and Miss Hunt can go itite trees to
change.'

'Si, Papa.’



Elena rummaged about in the leather bag and carhewitln a
one-piece black swimsuit. Like the rest of herlobst, it was far too
old for her, but all the same, Suzanne wishedwasssimilar. Elena'’s
suit would make the bikini look even more daring.

She hesitated as the little girl waited for herd &hazzaro bent and
picked up her bag. 'You did bring a swimsuit, dimuynot, Miss
Hunt?'

She nodded, reluctantly, taking the bag from hizdha
‘Are you not going to swim?'
Suzanne bit her lip. 'Are you?'

Mazzaro began to unbutton his shirt. ‘Does thisvangour question,
Miss Hunt?'

Suzanne turned away, and Elena gave her an appéabk Avanti,
signorina,'she begged impatientlyresto, per favore!

They went into the trees, and it took only a fewmeats for Suzanne
to remove her slacks and vest and replace thentketpants and bra
of the bikini. Elena had politely turned away whdlee was getting
changed, but when she had put on her black swinshetlooked at
Suzanne with admiring eyes.

'Zia Tommasa would not let me wear such a garnsegoring' she
said with a sigh. 'But you look very nice,’ she edldhalf
apologetically.

Suzanne had to smile. 'Does Zia Tommasa choos®@allclothes,
Elena?' she asked, and the little girl nodded.



'‘Mamma does not have the time to go shopping with' she
explained innocently, unwittingly revealing whattlé interest
Sophia showed in her only offspring.

When Suzanne emerged from the trees behind Eldrea,saw

Mazzaro crouching on the rocks beside the poolwds in brief

black shorts that hung loosely on his hips, andrgeable to admire
the muscular expanse of his brown back. But thesdoam his neck
extended down over his shoulder blade, distortaegfliesh in places,
and her fingers itched to touch them.

He turned and straightened at their approach, stgpiziena the tiny
frog he had discovered in a rock pool. She scamp&revard to
examine it, and over her head, Mazzaro looked zaisue.

With anyone else, she would have known exactly vhay were

thinking, but Mazzaro's eyes were guarded, hisesgn enigmatic,
as his eyes moved from her face, down the sleedgth of her body.
Then, as Elena spoke to him, he looked away frora&ue and down
at his daughter, his features softening miracuiousl

Suzanne would have liked to have examined the fomg but she felt
detrop, and moving past them, she went to dip hes taoto the icy
water. Waterfrom the cascade showered her barddghspyand she
shivered in the spray, raising her face to its wess.

The frog was apparently disposed of, and Elena dan@n her at
the pool's rim. Tt is very coldsignoring' she said, raising her
shoulders in a happy gesture of anticipation. Thamout hesitation,
she dived headlong into the water, coming up a yavds away,
spluttering with laughter.

Suzanne was astounded and she was hardly awareaptakd
coming to join her, until he said quietly: 'She msilike a fish, does
she not?'



'Yes, she does.' Suzanne's eyes darted nervousip.dEhe seems to
love the water.’

'‘She does.' A smile lifted the corners of his molidb you? Or is this
outfit more for decoration than participation?’

Suzanne's hands moved automatically to cover lielisdbn't have
anything elsesignore' she said, noticing that there were scars on |
collarbone, too. Afraid that he might think she wstaring, she
looked away again, adding quickly: 'l didn't expdot need a
swimsuit.'

He sighed then, bending to rinse his hands in ¢iievater. As he
straightened, he looked up at her and she wasddéocmeet his gaze.

'‘Why don't you look at me?' he asked softly. "Wdratyou afraid of?
| don't mind.'

‘Don't you?"'
‘Not if you don't,’ he answered, watching her.

She let her eyes wander away from the scars, attressidth of his
chest and down to his navel.

'‘Will you tell me about your accident?' she askadmgjly, and his
hand came out and lifted her chin.

'‘Not now," he said huskily.
‘But later?'
'If you want me to.'

If she wanted him tdDizziness assailed her as she looked up into |
lean dark face. His eyes were green pools in whieghwould have



willingly drowned herself. Wanton desires surfacaai;ouraging her
to move closer to him, needing to feel the hardoéhss flesh against
hers. She could smell the warm heat of his body,heen hands came
up as if she would touch him. Then, with an agahisgclamation,
she dragged herself away. Was she going quite thastbecause he
had been kind to her, spoken to her on equal tesinesywas imagining
all manner of foolish things, allowing her own stlipmotions to get
in the way of common sense.

'If—if the water's—as—as cold as Elena—' she wasnstering
incoherently, when his hand on her nape silenced he

‘Be still,' he said insistently, bending his headilihis lips brushed
her hair. He was standing behind her, and to Bamahformed gaze
their positions looked perfectly innocent.

'I'm—sorry,' she muttered foolishly, and he utterad angry
imprecation under his breath.

'‘Why are you sorry?' he demanded, his fingers ngpuntil they
spread possessively across her throat. 'Do yok thdon't want to
touch you?'

She took an involuntary step backward and camegamst the solid
weight of his body. 'This is crazy,’ she breathed then caught her
breath when his hand slid down her shoulder toldaee midriff,
moving on over her hip to rest for a devastatingute against her
thigh.

Then he propelled her away from him again, gentiyflsmly, and

without another word, walked past her to dive itite pool as his
daughter had done. He swam underwater for somandist coming
up beside Elena, within the cascade of the watelédting her duck
him and making her squeal with laughter when hevinwvater over
her.



Watching them, Suzanne felt the coldness of reatigping over her
again. Oh God, she thought sickly, realising whatlsad done. What
must he really be thinking of her? Throwing hersglhim like that,

letting him touch her in a wholly intimate way. idebably thought

she was easy game for any man. And that simplyneasrue! She

just had no control over her emotions where heagaserned.

Mazzaro eventually left Elena again to swim backhi side. 'Are
you coming in?' he asked, and she noticed he diday'Miss Hunt'
as he had done before.

'l don't know,' she answered stiffly. 'l don't wamintrude.'

‘Intrude?Dio mio!" he swore softly, pulling himself up out of the
water. 'You are not intruding, Suzanne. There—Ilehaaid your
name. | cannot go on calling you Miss Hunt. You ‘tlionnd?'

‘Would it matter if | did?' she asked tightly, dmelstared impatiently
at her.

'‘What is it? What's the matter?' His eyes darkesduk got to his feet.
‘You are angry with me for what happened before.’

'I'm angry with myself,' she corrected him.
"Why?'

'‘Why?' She gazed at him. 'l am not—not a girl likat, signore.|
haven't—I have never—' She broke off frustratetDh, you know
what I'm trying to say.'

'l know you are being foolish,' he said flatly. d\you know my
name, if you would care to use it.'

'l can't call you by your Christian name!" she psbéd.



'‘Why not? Don't you like it? | have two othershéy would suit you
better—'

'Oh, please..." She turned away from him. 'Stop it!

‘Then stop making what you English call mountaiatsad molehills.
What did we do that was so wrong? You are a bedugiif, Suzanne.
You don't need me to tell you that. But if by tounghyou | have
offended you, | am sorry. Whatever you think, | diot intend any
insult. Nor do | consider you any differently nowah before.'

She half turned towards him. '‘But if Elena hadbex#n here—'

His eyes narrowed. 'Yes. Well, she is here. Anahhe to my senses,
hmm?'

‘But | didn't!" she cried.

‘And that has never happened to you before?'

‘No!'

'‘Not even with Pietro?'

'‘Pietro? No! I've told you, we don't have that kofdelationship!
‘You surprise me—'

'‘Why?' She stared angrily at him. "You must haverg low opinion
of the morals of English girls!

'l would not confine my impressions to English gp#'
'‘Oh, thanks! But there are other things in lifey ymow!

He considered her frustrated features. 'You arengayou have
never—slept with a man?'



'Yes. Yes!'she seethed. 'Just because you find it easy tcseal
woman, don't imagine all your sex are as succéssful

He shifted impatiently then, his bare feet diggimip the soft earth.
‘What justification do you have for saying thaie?' he demanded
quietly. ‘It would, seem that you, too, have acegira faulty
Impression of me, Suzanne.'

She heaved a sigh. 'Then perhaps we'd better igawshe said,
turning away. 'lt's a ridiculous conversation anywa

'Is it?' He was not prepared to let her go yet.y?Because you know
there are few women who would welcome my attenfibns

‘That's nonsense, and you know it,’ she flaredhgiwg round on him
again, forgetting who he was in the heat of the ewniYou're a very
attractive man!'

‘You think so?' he probed, and she moved her heaal helpless
gesture.

"You know | do.'

‘Thank you." A faint smile touched his lips. 'Anan | think, we will
join Elena,no?'

Suzanne was glad to give in and get into the whtesas marvellous

to feel its coldness melting away her anger ansitifation, to swim

under the torrent of water and feel its pressusengaway her doubts
and anxieties. She was content right now to livelie moment, and
she refused to think beyond the next few hours.

Mazzaro retrieved a plastic ball from the car, &mda while they
played a kind of water polo that involved much splag and
laughter, with Mazzaro competing against the twits@nd cheating
unashamedly. There were times when he and Suzaram ®© reach



the ball simultaneously, and during their strugglee often felt his
legs against hers, and once she grabbed his sh®uideher
excitement and felt the ridges of his scars beneatthands.

At last they were all exhausted, and pulled thewesebut on to the
grassy plateau to rest. Mazzaro stretched hishdagily, and Elena
flung herself on top of him, indulging in a playfwrestling match

until he protested that she had defeated him. Swzawas

self-conscious out of the water again, and sat gthlegs drawn up,
her arms wrapped around them, her chin restingesrkhees. The
sun beat down on her bare back, but she didntendtiintent as she
was on avoiding Mazzaro's eyes.

Elena eventually wandered off to pick wild flowees)d Suzanne
started when Mazzaro got up, too. He walked ugbtrk, and when
she chanced a glance at him over her shouldesashé&im pulling a
towel out of the leather bag. He came back agaymgl his chest and
shoulders, and halted beside Suzanne.

"You will get burned, if you are not careful,' heeds looking down at
her, and she shrugged her shoulders.

' don't think so.'

'l do.' He came down on his haunches beside heultou like me
to dry your back?'

‘No!" Her eyes were wide with alarm. 'l can do it.'
He inclined his head. Til get you a towel...'

'l can get one.' She rose quickly to her feet,ifigcherself in the
position of being able to look down on him for first time in their
association. 'In the bag?’



He nodded, and with a resigned pressure of his $yigsided on to
the turf again, (hying his arms and legs with aeapensive air.

Suzanne took out a thick red towel, and quicklypped her slim
body in its folds. It enveloped her like a togadashe rubbed
vigorously at her hair with one end. Mazzaro fiedldrying himself,
and rolled on to his stomach. Then folding his ab@seath his chin,
he watched her.

‘How did you come to meet Pietro?' he asked sugidant Suzanne
lifted her head to look at him.

‘Why do you want to know?'

'‘Pietro has had girls before. They were not lika.yo

'You mean—he has brought other girls to the VikddcBne?'
Mazzaro inclined his head. 'lt is his home, after a

Suzanne shrugged. 'l didn't think of it, somehowsuppose his
mother—I| mean—'

She broke off awkwardly, and he smiled. 'Zia Tomanean be quite
intimidating, | agree.'

'l wasn't about to say that," she retorted crossly.
‘Then what?"

'l don't know now.' She turned too quickly and ptgbon a corner of
the towel and it fell to the ground. Her first imsts were to snatch it
up again, but that would have been too obvioush&knelt down
beside her own bag and extracted the tube of surctaam.

Unscrewing the cap, she applied some to her arrdsnassaged
determinedly, trying not to think about him watapiner.



So. .." he prompted. 'How did you meet Pietro?'

Suzanne sighed. 'It was in an antique shop, agtéd was trying to
find the price of this article, and the assistadhi understand him.
As | spoke Italian, naturally | offered to help.'

'l see.' Mazzaro pushed his lower lip upward ihaughtful grimace.
‘That explains it. But I'm surprised that you, wjtbur inhibitions,
should allow yourself to become involved with asger like that!'

It took a few moments for her to realise he wasitgpher again, and
when she did, a reluctant smile curved her lipeyl$émiled at each
other quite openly for a few seconds, and therhout warning, that
involuntary awareness stirred between themagairkedang his
eyes, and causing her to look quickly away from.him

Breathing shallowly, she almost jumped out of lk&m svhen his arm
brushed against hers as he took the tube of Amblar& from her
unresisting fingers. Kneeling beside her, he appbeworm-like
measure of the cream to his palm, and then sptesadaothly over
her back and the nape of her neck. He didn't speakdid she, but
his hands were frankly caressing.

Then Elena came dancing back to them, her arms cdiulher
gatherings, tiny wild daisies and meadow-wort, rdixgp with
milkmaid and weeds of all kinds. With a groan, Mazzrolledaway
from Suzanne to lie prone upon the grass, his fadden in its
coolness.

'Is something wrong with Papa?' Elena asked wdyieeverting to
Italian in her distress, but Suzanne quickly resesiner, screwing
the cap back on to the sun-tan cream, busying lhdrgeutting it

away in her bag.

'‘What have you found?' she added, and Elena ftvgyoainxieties in
displaying her bounty.



'‘Perhaps you could take them home and find outhalr names,'
Suzanne suggested, smoothing the petals of a gahsy you could
start a collection.'

Elena looked doubtful. 'Zia Tommasa would not let take wild
flowers into the Villasignorina,'she said, shaking her head.

Suzanne sighed impatiently, and then on impulse,lsaint across
and stroked Mazzaro's leg just above the joint isf knee. He

flinched away from her touch, and she hastenedktyuisto speech,

hardly aware that she used his name until his @yesuntered hers in
frank appraisal.

'Mazzaro, couldn't Elena take her flowers back&wulla? She—she
says your aunt might object.’

Mazzaro's expression was enigmatic. 'And do yaktbhe should be
allowed to take them back, Suzanne?' he askedbedately
involving her in the decision, and she nodded duicRll right.' He
nodded at Elena. 'If Zia Tommasa has any complgmt,can refer
her to me.'

'‘Oh, thank you, Papa!' Elena dropped the plantsagtseholding to
fling her arms around his neck, but over the chikhoulder it was
Suzanne who felt the disturbing consideration efregard.

They left the falls some thirty minutes later, Suza having put on
her slacks over her bikini, leaving the vest in bag. Sitting beside
Mazzaro in the car she was very much aware of thmalic change
in their relationship, but she doubted it meannhash to him as it did
to her. Nevertheless, he was more serious thamegotrney out, and
seemed to be concentrating exclusively on his migivi

They stopped for coffee in the village they hadspdson their way to
the falls. It was almost noon, and the srpa&izzawas thronged with
people, many of whom knew and recognised Mazzareei@l of the



men stopped to have a word with him as he and $ezand Elena
were seated outside one of the pavement cafeshapaast curious
glances in Suzanne's direction, clearly wonderihg hiis companion
might be. But Mazzaro did not introduce her, anly &lena came in
for some smiling admiration of the armful of flowseshe had insisted
on carrying with her.

It was almost one o'clock when they arrived bacthatvilla. Luigi
was there to open the gates for them this time hendoffed his cap
politely as Mazzaro drove through. They drove gtrato the stables
and garage block, as Pietro had done the eveniagdh&uzanne had
arrived, and Elena heaved a sigh of regret asdiberf dragged his
sticks from the back of the car.

'‘Papa...' she began, but his expression dauntedrkeshe got out of
the car after him without another word.

Suzanne draped the strap of her bag over her droaklMazzaro
closed the car door and assumed his usual stoas#tibp. 'I—well,
thank you," she said awkwardly, as he began to nhowards the
house and she fell into step beside him. 'l—I'jeysd myself.'

'‘Have you?' He glanced her way. 'l am glad.’

His tone was more stiff than she had heard beéforé her lips parted
anxiously. 'Is something wrong?' she exclaimed] ¢hat Elena was
some way ahead of them. 'Are you in pain?'

The sound he made was scornful. 'That depends Wirfdtof pain
you are talking about,” he said flatly. 'No, Suzgrnram not in pain.
And forgive me if | have upset you at all. That was my intention.’

‘You haven't upset me,” she protested, but his hpssted
contemptuously.



'l doubt if Pietro would agree with you,' he comiteehdourly, and
with this strange remark, he kept silent until tleeyered the villa.

Pietro himself met them in the hall, and it wasiobs to anyone that
he was not in the best of tempefs.

'‘Where the hell have you been?' he demanded iavmslanguage,
his tone harsh and angry. His eyes shifted to Mazuat behind her.
'l might have known you were at the bottom of it!'

'Please, Pietro..." Suzanne glanced meaningfullyglena who was
just in front of her, her head tilted in surpriseldok at her father's
cousin. 'There's no need to shout. —we—all of asgehbeen to see
some falls—'

'‘Have you?' Pietro interrupted her fiercely. '"Haserfor you! But of

course, it did not occur to you to tell me where yeere going, did
it?'

‘That is enough, Pietro,’' stated Mazzaro, speakinghe first time.
'‘Miss Hunt is not answerable to you for her wheoedd It was
understood that you were taking your mother to Mova'

‘That's true. | did take Mamma to Muvano, but—tfisaid a word
that made Mazzaro's hands tighten on the stickgad back in an
hour. Did you expect me to stay in Muvano, gosgidike an old
woman?'

Mazzaro's mouth curled. 'That was my estimate efsituation,' he

retorted, with deliberate provocation, and Pietakta menacing step
towards him; although what he thought he couldghurest the older

man. Suzanne could not imagine.

'Please...' she intervened, afraid of the grimniessMazzards
expression. 'Pietro, I'm sorry if you've wastedktitmanging about for



me. But | honestly thought you would be away allrmnog.’ She
sighed. 'Didn't Lucia tell you where I'd gone?'

‘Lucial" Pietro almost spat the word. 'Don't yowwnthe servants
around here only answer to then- lord and masher®neeredHe
has them well trained not to reveal his whereabdw®nder why?'

Elena, whose troubled eyes had been going fromt@ma@other of
them, pursed her lips in dismay and burst intosteafou're being
horrid, Pietro!" she sobbed, shreds of the blossleenwas clutching
tumbling unheeded to the marble floor. 'We've h&maly morning,
and now you're spoiling everything! Just becausmfkes Suzanne,
you're jealouslealous!Papa doesn't get angry when you enterta
Mamma. And he could, couldn't he? Because I've gearkissing
her. | have. | have! Only Mamma said not to saytlaing, because it
would only cause trouble! It would have served yight if Papa had
kissed Suzanne, but he didn't. | wishedvosild!'



CHAPTER SIX

MAzzARO did not join them for lunch, and as Signora Vitates still

at Muvano, there was only Suzanne, Pietro and Eirnbe table.
Sophia's whereabouts had not been mentioned, man8a was
rapidly gathering that the Contessa led her owe dibart from the
family.

The atmosphere was tense to say the least. Eléerathat outburst in
the hall, had rushed away to her own room, and rwezéad been
relieved to do the same. She needed to changéashsaid, which
was true, but more than that she needed time atoremrganise her
thoughts.

But had they been reorganised? she wondered, smpolnilled soup
into her mouth without really tasting it. Her fews for Mazzaro
were just as mixed up as before, and her assessifitaetsituation at
the villa was deteriorating hourly. It was obvioukat the

relationships between these people were not thelsiones they
might appear, and she wondered whether Sophiadévement with

Pietro had had anything to do with the apparenakmtewn of her
marriage. The trouble was, she was emotionallyined| to blame
Sophia for everything, when in fact Mazzaro wasadlgjlas possible
a suspect. That moment by the waterfall, for examipad not been
entirely one-sided, and there might be other ehéangnts which as
yet she did not know about. Yet she couldn't alfogiebelieve that. It
wasn't only her emotions that convinced her thaz2deo di Falcone
was an honourable man.

Elena, for her part, was more subdued than usoaloice, Suzanne
could have wished for Signora Vitale's presence, @h least, was
not involved in all this, and her astringency wdsatwas needed to
heal the breach between them. As it was, Pietro siast and

morose, and Suzanne had great difficulty in drawimgye than a
fleeting smile from Elena.



When Lucia had served the coffee, Elena excusedelerand

although for one awful moment Suzanne thought Ehatro was

going to say something unpleasant to the childetleer go, and the
door closed behind her. But then they were aloné il some ways
that was worse.

Feeling obliged to make at least an attempt tooresd sense of
normality between them, Suzanne poured his coféeleling the
cream and sugar she knew he liked, and pushetbgsto him.

‘Thank you.'

He was polite, and she felt relief flooding througér. But it was
almost immediately replaced by contempt for her owplicity, and
shaking her head, she said: 'l think | ought tthgme," in a low tone.

Pietro's head jerked up. 'What did you say?'

'l think you heard, Pietro. Would you telephone #mport for me?
Find out if there are any flights to London thieeing or tomorrow
that | could take.'

'‘No.' Pietro made a frustrated sound. 'Suzannecgali leave!'

'On the contrary, | think my being here is just—usiag trouble,' she
said evenly.

‘What do you mean?' Pietro stared at her, and simgleved if he
suspected she had said more than she intended.hEhehook his
head. 'If you mean that business with Mazzaro,dbit) He and |

have never—Iliked one another.' To her surprisedh@ured. '‘As for
what Elena said about Sophia— well, I'm not denyimgt |—that

she—uwell, that we are very fond of one anothem&aw us kissing.
| don't deny that, but—'



'Oh, listen, Pietro!" she cried desperately. "Yoa'thave to justify
yourselves to me! It's nothing to do with me!

‘That's not true, Suzanne. | don't want you to tpet wrong
impression about me—'

'Pietro, my impression of you hasn't changed."\Ba that strictly
true? Too late now to retract the words anyway.d'Artold you
before | came out here—we're just friends, thdt'sFaends! Stop
trying to pretend a relationship between us thapsr doesn't exist.'

'How can | pretend what | know is true, for meeatdt?' he protested,
spreading his arms in a dramatic gesture.

‘Suzanne, the more time | spend with you, the mkmew that | was
right to ask you here. And Mamma is beginning ke lyou, too.
Please, don't disappoint us both by running awam fthe first little
obstacle!’

‘The first little obstacle?' Suzanne gave a comfugeug. 'The first
obstacle to what, Pietro? I've already explainas hieel. I'm sorry if
you think you care for me, but surely that is psbther reason for me
to leave!'

'‘Suzanne! Suzanne! All right, | admit, | was rullis morning, but try
and see my point of view—'

'l do see your point of view, Pietro.'

'—I| was furious when | knew you had gone out withadaro. | know
the kind of man he is. | knew you would hear naghgood of me
from him.'

"That's not true, Pietro. Mazzaro—' She broke sfifid name slipped
too easily from her lips. 'I mean—your cousin saidthing
derogatory about you, believe me.'



Pietro's nostrils flared. 'l suppose he's too alémethat! Of course, |
should have guessed. He has more subtle ways trigpate down.
Like making sure I'd be around when you got back.'

'‘Oh, Pietro!" Suzanne sighed. "You're being hysa#rLike | said, I'd
like to leave—'

'l won't let you go. You came here for the weekéialy do you think
I'll feel if you clear off on Saturday? Mamma wilonder what has
gone wrong. She'll be sure to suspect—'

Now he broke off, and Suzanne suddenly knew wleahéd been
about to say. Signora Vitale, with her attitudesuld never condone
a relationship between her son and Sophia. Whshef suspected
them already? If she, Suzanne, left unexpectedudyetwere bound to
be questions that Pietro would find very hard tevear.

Tracing the rim of her coffee cup with her fing&uyzanne spoke
quietly. 'If | choose to leave, Pietro, you catojpsme.'

He hunched his shoulders then, and resting hiswslionm the table, he
supported his chin in his hands. 'You suspect,tdgni? About
Sophia and me? You believe Elena.'

‘Do you think | care?' Impatiently, Suzanne pushed chair away
from the table and got to her feet. 'No. It justres to me that my
being here is acting as a catalyst on you all. lrenof this has
anything to do with me. It's a family affair.'

'Yes, it is.' His arms fell to rest on the tabddl tight, so | can't force
you to stay. Don't you think you owe me somethinigifiviting you
here? The least you can do, as far as | can ss&@yigor the agreed
period.’

Suzanne, who had been standing by the long setalodg, smoothing
the palms of her hands against its cool polishe@se, now turned to



face him resignedly. The things he had said, theyasions he had
made, this of all of them made sense. And whatma®, there was
no argument against it.

'Oh, Pietro!" she exclaimed, and he seized on leekening.
‘You agree?"

She shook her head. 'l don't agree.' She sighed. 'Bhow you're
right. All right, Pietro, I'll stay until Tuesdags planned.’

A smile removed the petulance from his expressiyu won't regret
it. And | promise, | won't do anything else to uipgeu.'

‘To upset me?' Suzanne's echo of his words wa ilogt me not do
anything to upset youdhe thought uneasily. There was a guest f
dinner that evening.

Signora Vitale had returned from Muvano. Suzanre d@ne with
Pietro to fetch his mother home, and she had edjtybrief outing.
Away from the Villa, Pietro was a much nicer personich more like
the man she had first got to know.

But the guest was male; young and attractive, éweasly wealthy,
judging by the cut of his clothes and the heavyl ¢polcelet and rings
he wore. He came into the salon with Sophia, aoch fihe way she
was clinging to his arm, they seemed to be mora {bat good
friends. Suzanne's eyes went straight to Mazzaho, was standing
before the sculpted marble fireplace, but his f@aas expressionless
as he leaned there on his sticks, and when Somsat®t came to
greet him, he was coolly indifferent to their infiny. In a black
mohair dinner jacket, he was a disturbing Machigviel Suzanne's
opinion, a far more devastating personality tharéwcomer, Carlo
Bottega.



Suzanne herself had dressed for dinner with ratiere care than
usual. She had not known they were to have a gbestjt did
something for her morale to know that she was logkier best. Her
halter- necked gown of black silk, clung in all thght places, and
accentuated the extreme fairness of her hair. @grt@arlo Bottega
seemed to think so, and Sophia became quite inmpatrgh him
when he showed his evident admiration for the yeurgy!.

Pietro, too, seemed unable to take his eyes off dredt not even
Sophia's appearance with the other man had beenglento
disconcert him.

Only Mazzaro avoided speaking to her. He had acletiyed her
presence with a brief nod, but if he found her apgece pleasing he
did not say so. On the contrary, if she had notmbetter, Suzanne
would have said that he did not like her very muaid the chilling
thought that perhaps he regretted his behavioumtleaning, would
not be displaced. It made her turn more eagerigado Bottega's
obvious attractions, basking in the warmth of adtion uncooled by
frozen green eyes.

Afterwards, she didn't remember what they ate, dahit Pietro's

mother had spent the whole meal distracting Saphatention,

leaving Carlo free to talk to Suzanne. Pietro wasnore suited by
this arrangement than his cousin's wife, but Sigriitale was the
kind of woman who would not easily be diverted. &uze suspected
that her interference was deliberate—that she keéidliSophia's
involvement with the attractive young lItalian just much as her
association with her own son. Was it Mazzaro's iager she was
trying to preserve? Suzanne wondered why that asiwsi filled her

with such unease.

When dinner was over, Sophia attempted to drawoGaurt into the
gardens through the long french windows openingnftbe small



salon. But he was annoyingly obtuse, and she sisiolé@ impatiently
as he drank his coffee with Suzanne.

'l am often in London,' he was saying, much to ybanger girl's

embarrassment. 'l have business associations thBrecompany

specialises in Italian marble, and there is areiasing market for that
kind of thing. We have been fortunate enough to—atwiould you

say?—commercialise our product? You would be sseprihow

many people still want sun-terraces, and patios savimming pools

in these inflationary times.'

Suzanne endeavoured to sound interested. 'l sugpdse

‘Naturally, | do not work all the time | am in Lomal," Carlo went on,
seemingly oblivious to Sophia's simmering angemjby the theatre,
and | always try to see some new show while | aanethHe gave her
a conspiratorial smile. 'lt is amazing how simplesito get tickets if
one has the right connections.'

I'm sure.'
‘Do you work in London, Miss Hunt?'

Suzanne was about to reply when the sound of Mazzaticks
approaching them across the floor stilled her vamaids. Only
Sophia seemed to welcome his interruption, foraswbvious from
the expression on his face that he did not appod\tkeir isolation
from the other members of the party.

'‘My aunt has some embroidery she wishes you to bkssHunt,' he
said unsmilingly. 'Sophia, | thought you intendecshow our guest
my latest creation.’

'So | did, Mazzaro." Sophia straightened from hetulant slouch.
'‘But Miss Hunt has been showing an unusual interestarlo’s
occupation.'



Suzanne refused to answer such an outrageous soggé&¥ith a
faintly apologetic smile in Carlo's direction, simeved away across
the salon to where Signora Vitale was seated, randl frame of
exquisitely worked tapestry. Pietro was standingidee his mother,
and he slipped a proprietorial arm around Suzanwalist as he
indicated the minute stitching that made up thepeladesign of the
panel.

'‘Wall hangings, such as this, were very populahefifteenth and
sixteenth centuries,” commented Signora Vitalegermg the
mellowing colours with reverence. 'But here—see?is-itvearing
away, and soon, left unattended, a hole would appéau can
imagine what a tragedy that would be.'

‘Mamma repairs the tapestries,' explained Pietbodly. 'Look, she
has already made some stitches here. They aregathcimpossible
to see.

‘You're very talented,signorg’ murmured Suzanne politely,
appreciating the older woman's skill, but ever comss of her
nephew who had come to join them. 'I'm sure | congder sew with
such fine thread.'

'‘Onenever knows what one can do until one triesdzadro
commented behind her. 'But she is right, Zia Tonangsu are
skilful at your task. And | am grateful for the gmyou expend.’

‘Preservingyour collection, Mazzaro?' Pietro taunted malicioublyt,
his cousin refused to be drawn.

'Where have Sophia and that young libertine goagi@ed Signora
Vitale, ignoring her son, and Mazzaro shifted sat ®uzanne could
see his face; and he could see hers.

‘They have gone to the greenhouses, Zia Tommasareplied
smoothly. 'To see the roses.'



‘The roses!" his aunt echoed, curling her lip.

‘Yes, Zia Tommasa, die roses.' He looked deliblrateSuzanne.
‘You must see my roses before you leave, Miss Humatlieve | have
some patrticularly fine specimens.’

Before Suzanne could reply, Pietro's hand droppaah her waits.
'Another collection?' he sneered.

‘What is the new rose called, Mazzaro?' Again Sign¥itale
intervened.

‘The Medici White,” he answered, and Suzanne extathat
delicately coloured blossom she had found lyinghen breakfast
tray. As if aware of what she was thinking, he ledkat her again.
'You must see it, Miss Hunt. Magnolia white, likket skin of
Catherine de Medici herself, and tinged with blaaslall the Medicis
were at one time or another.’'

Suzanne refused to meet his gaze. 'I'm afraid ose is much like
another to mesignore,'she said, earning Pietro's approval, but not f
one moment did she think that Mazzaro believed her.

Signora Vitale's hands were restless on the eménpidrame.
Obviously, Sophia's disappearance concerned hee ri@an the
merits of rose growing. 'And you really think Sopls interested in
horticulture?' she muttered, half to herself. ‘Manz you are a fool!'

It was unlike Signora Vitale to forget herself, aasl soon as the
words were spoken, Suzanne could sense her réyretMazzaro
merely moved his shoulders in a dismissing gesané,said: 'Better
a fool than a thief, Zia Tommasa,' and limped Hgaway.

It was late when Sophia and her escort eventualiyrmed to the
salon. Suzanne was sitting with Signora Vitaletehgng to her
relating tales about the time before the war winenvgas a girl, living



at the Villa Falcone. When she came to the instasfceer own

marriage, she glossed over the details hastilyingaSuzanne in
little doubt that her marriage to Bernardo Vitakdhbeen frowned
upon by her own family. He had not been a wealtrgnand
probably even then the Falcones had been prayingafaich

son-in-law to restore the family fortunes. Althou§ignora Vitale
did not say so, it appeared that she had not betome in the Villa
until Mazzaro's father was dead.

Mazzaro, who had left them earlier on, had notrregd to join them,
and although Suzanne was not vastly interestedgnofa Vitale's
reminiscences, they were preferable to Pietro'satga suggestions
to walk in the gardens. She had agreed to stay thed/illa, it was
true, but that was all. She wanted no awkward wetlents with
anyone.

Sophia looked a little disappointed that Mazzare wat there to
witness her return. That Carlo Bottega had beesidgsher was
obvious from the bare state of her full mouth, i moved
languidly, as if conscious of her power over thanger man.

Suzanne waited only the few moments that politedesseed before
excusing herself. Both Pietro andCarlo Bottega esged their regret
that she was leaving them, but the sanctuary ofdmn was what
Suzanne craved most. She hurried along the gabtethe main hall,
and was about to mount the staircase when the aess¢hat she was
not alone made her glance apprehensively overluerder.

Mazzaro was standing beneath the sculpted entrtanttee unused
wing of the Villa, a shadowy figure watching heheSpaused, one
hand on the balustrade, her foot on the lowesttoddhe staircase,
not quite knowing whether to acknowledge his preser not.

Then he moved slightly forward, with the aid of bigcks, and said
quietly: 'You retire early, Suzanne.'



She moistened her lips. 'lt's after eleveignore.'Impossible to say
Mazzaro, even though they were alone.

'Is it? Is it really?' Mazzaro's tone was dry. 'Butely that is early for
a girl like you?'

Suzanne stepped down on to the marble tiles oh#tle needing to
feel a firm foundation beneath her feet. 'Isignore?’

Mazzaro took another step forward. 'Young womeséltays—need
to live life to the full, do they not?'

Suzanne frowned. 'To the fuflignore?'She was repeating his words
but she couldn't help herself.

‘Of course.' Another dragging of his feet. Why kdelpersist in doing
it? She wondered half frustratedly. 'They feelled to experience
all aspects of human "behaviour, no?’

There was more to his conversation than the sutfdzanity he was
maintaining. Suzanne felt the first twinges of digm’l don't think |
understand yousignore—' she was beginning, when he interrupte
her, covering the space between them with disctingespeed.

‘That man,signorina—Carlo Bottega. My wife's—pretty boy. You
find him attractive, do you not?'

Suzanne drew a trembling breath. 'l—he's an aittentan,signore’
she stammered. 'l—I'm sorry about—'

‘Spare me the platitudesgnoring please. | am not quite the fool my
aunt gives me credit for being.’

'You—you're not a fool at all!' she protested.



'‘No?' Dark brows descended over eyes narrowedii® ial the
shadowy illumination emanating from bronze lamp#ibhe@ him.
'Signoring | heard Bottega making an assignation with yadvise
you not to accept.’

Suzanne gasped. 'l beg your pardon!'

Mazzaro's nostrils flared. 'Please do not attempeny it,signorina
My hearing is very acute. | regret if | am embasnag you, but | do
not wish that you should interfere with my plans.’

Any momentary flicker of excitement that he shobihave as if he
was jealous of Carlo Bottega revealing an intenesher was as
quickly extinguished. Where before her legs hatvielak, now her
whole body stiffened with humiliation.

Holding her head up high, she stated coldly: 'Obsiyp your hearing
Is too acute for mesignore. | regret, | missed hearing Signot
Bottega's invitation.

Perhaps | should return to the salon and ask hiageat it.’

Mazzaro's mouth hardened. 'You deny he invited tpoattend the
theatre with him?'

Suzanne shivered at the look in his eyes, but bieewvas cold with
anger as she said: 'l neither admit nor deny angthidon't consider
that you have any right at all to ask me such dqoest

'So long as you are a guest under my regfnoring | hold myself
responsible for your welfare—'

‘Does that include my moral welfaiggnore?'



'For a young woman who only this morning was preifeg her
Innocence signoring you are remarkably aggressive in defence
your—independence.'

Suzanne stared at him mutely, her lips moving ek, and then,
unable to think of any suitable retort, she turoede more to the
stairs, mounting several before his voice haltadagain.

‘You wished to see my collectiosjgnoring' he said, in a coolly
detached tone, and she swung round, wishing sleel dat him what
he could do with his precious collection rightfastmoment. 'If you
would care to join me for breakfast in the morningill conduct you

round the Villa myself.’

‘Thank you, but | am going to Mass with Pietro amslmother in the
morning,' she retorted ungraciously. Then, on ir@ulWill you be
there?'

'l regret, my connections with the church were ssd& some time
ago,signorina.About the same time that | learned that therereme
gods to worship than churches built to them.'

Suzanne took an involuntary step down the staiggad'm afraid |
don't understand yosjgnore.'

Mazzaro's lips twisted. 'Wasn't it your writer, &dman Swift, who
said:We have just enough religion to make us hatenduénough to
make us love one anotheno?'

‘Has your—did your accident—"'
'—open my eyessignorina?"
‘That was not what | was about to say.'

'I'm sorry. Please—qgo ahead.’



His sardonic tone almost made her draw back adaut. she
remained where she was, holding tightly to the \ghturon baluster.
'l don't think bitterness solves anythirsggnore.'

‘Bitterness?' His laugh was short and mirthlesy. ddar Suzanne, |
am not bitter about the accident. Disillusionedihpes; regretful,
definitely. But bitter, no. My—accident is somethihlook on with
gratitude.' His eyes challenged hers mockinglyaturprises you?
It should not. Where once | was blind, now | caa.'se

Suzanne was tired, more tired than she had reakisdvords didn't
make sense. Only a garbled kind of awareness df hevas trying
to say penetrated the throbbing that had starteohthdrer temples.

'If—if you will excuse me,signore' she murmured. 'l—I have a
headache. ..’

Mazzaro's mockery disappeared. 'My apologsggoring' he said,
bowing his head in dismissal. 'Of course | will mi@tain you any
longer. Goodnight.'

Suzanne remained hesitatingly where she was asdm kback
towards the archway where she had first seen hontr@rily, now
she wished she had not said what she had. It was meadache that
was making her temples throb, but the awarenesfieof own
unwilling involvement with this man. She wished sloaild go after
him and comfort him, show him that all women weas the same.
But even that was outrageous presumption. Why shbal need
comforting? He was obviously very much in contrbtree situation,
in spite of Sophia's shortcomings, and his attitdidenot encourage
sympathy.

'Yet for all that, that was what she felt for hiffnat, and an attraction
which made her glad she was returning to Londdwadays' time.



CHAPTER SEVEN
THE following day, Suzanne did not see Mazzaro at all.

In the morning she attended the small church of ISaBnzo with
Pietro, his mother and Elena, and although sheyedjthe simple
service, her thoughts constantly strayed to Mazzana what he
might be doing. To say she regretted not acceptim@ffer to show
her his collection seemed a mild statement of hetens.

During the afternoon, she sunbathed on her baledmnie Signora
Vitale and Elena rested, refusing Pietro's suggeshat they drove
the sixty or so kilometres to the beach. She diddoaibt that they
would get there. It was the journey back to théaviivhich troubled
her. Since the day before, their relationship haahged somehow,
and maybe the knowledge that all was not well betwtéhem had
made him reckless.

She encountered Elena on the loggia as the shadwsve
lengthening, and this time the child did not ruragwvhen she spoke
to her.

'‘Where are those flowers you picked yesterday?'aSked, needing
something to detain her. 'Did you find out theimes?'

'‘No, signorina' Elena shook her dark head. Then, with a doubt
glance over her shoulder, she added softly: 'Zimmasa does not
know about the flowerssignorina.l hid them in the closet in my
bedroom. | am afraid she will be angry when she ffsem.’

‘She will if she finds them in your closet, Elenauzanne sighed.
‘Your father gave you permission to keep them. Thanmasa will
respect that.'

‘Do you think sosignorina?'Elena still looked doubtful. 'Papa may
have changed his mind.’



‘Now why would he do that?'

'l don't know,signorina.l only know that today he will not speak tc
me.'

Suzanne could feel the tautening of her stomaclciesias the child
spoke. It was seemingly impossible for her to h#we simplest
conversation here without bearing the backlasheoblivn emotions.

‘Well. .." Now she sought for words to reassurecthéd. 'lf—if you
like, I'll help you.'

‘You, signorina?’

‘Yes. Yes, me.' Suzanne hoped she was not ab@épointo even
deeper water. 'Do you—that is, does your fatheetawy books that
might give us the names of flowers? You know—aryelopaedia of
some sort?'

'‘Papa has encyclopaediasgnorina. I've seen them in his study.
Shall | get one?’

'‘Oh, no—no!" Suzanne halted her urgently, a haasimj round the
child's wrist. 'Don't—don't interrupt your father.'

‘But he is not in his studgjgnorina."”

'He's not?'

‘No, signorina.He is working in the Grand Salon.’
"The—Grand Salon?'

‘Yes, signorina.You have not seen the Grand Salon?’

'No.' Suzanne shook her head.



‘Then you must ask Papa to show you,' said Elemdyfi 'He will, if
you ask him." She smiled. 'Papa likes ysignorina.l am glad you
like him too.'

Suzanne controlled her embarrassment with difficuAbout that
encyclopaedia, Elena...'

But the child was not to be diverted so easilypd&ased not to spend
so much time alonesignorina. He was not always S0—SO0O Cross
Before his accident, we used to have such fun bheget

Suzanne couldn't help herself. 'And don't you aoya®'

Elena shrugged. 'Sometimes,' she admitted with pattos that all
Suzanne's protective instincts were aroused. tiadet days Papa is
usually too busy...'

'‘Well..." Suzanne sensed that tears were not faayawulLet's
concentrate on the flowers, shall we? You tell meene the
encyclopaedia is, and I'll get it while you get fleavers, hmm? We
can work for an hour before it's time to changedioner. Or do you
have to have your meal?'

‘Not for a while,' Elena answered, obviously terdgig the idea. 'All
right, signorina But if Zia Tommasa—'

'l handle Zia Tommasa,' said Suzanne, with mor@vado than
confidence. 'Oh, and Elena, my name's Suzanneink the can
dispense withsignoring don't you?'Elena nodded eagerly, a smi
tilting the corners of her mouth. 'Yes. Yes—Suzanne

The intonation in her voice as she said Suzannatsenwas
reminiscent of the way her father said the wordd &uzanne
followed the child into the villa with a rapidly agng heart.



It was nerve-racking raiding Mazzaro's study. Bug¢ door was
standing wide, and she felt that no one could acbes of intrusion.
The bookshelves were full of reference books oflond or another,
and although they were all written in Italian, idait take her long to
unearth a rather decrepit edition e Compleat Gardeneflhere

were enough pictures in it to enable them to idgati least some of
Elena's plants and they would have to guess the res

As she turned to leave, her feet took her towaisiddsk, her fingers
reaching out to touch the polished surface, linggat the spot where
he had rested. Then, as though aware of what catisin could be

put on her actions if anyone else encounteredheeet she quickly
left the room.

They spent almost an hour on the loggia, separ#t@gveeds from
the genuine flowers, and while they worked theykdd| Elena
showing an intense interest in Suzanne's way @fdihd her work at
the hotel. It was obvious the child met few aduwigtside the
occupants of the Villa, and the nuns at the conwd@re she went to
school. She was hungry for information about theldvoutside the
walls "of her existence and Suzanne found herselaaing about
her parents' broken marriage and her father's qubsé death.

‘And you don't mind that your mother married agaifi@na queried,
a frown marring the smooth brow, her chin cuppedoa small fist.

'Why should 1?' Suzanne countered now, flickingraie pages of
the gardening manual. 'My parents weren't happethmy. Why
shouldn't they try for happiness with someone élse?

'‘But—but Zia Tommasa says there is no divorce. Dmae people
are married, they are married for life.'

‘Yes, well..."' Suzanne looked across at the bfitleruefully. ‘Life isn't
always that simple. | mean, look at it this way—e¥hdo you think is



preferable? That two people should spend theHdéd left to them in
constant conflict with their partners? Or that tkaguld separate and
make a new life for themselves?' She sighed.nit adways easy on
their children either. It's not very nice listenitagarguments day after
day, knowing that the future is going to changémagy.'

'‘But Zia Tommasa says that if people are unhagmy should ask
God to help them.’

Suzanne picked up a tiny pink flower and pointed fmcture in the
manual. 'Do you think this is dogwood? It looksitlike it, doesn't
it?'

Elena barely glanced at the illustration. 'Do yieimk that God wants
people to be unhappy?' she persisted.

Suzanne reached across to take her hand. 'Of cootrse

'‘Because | was thinking, Mamma and Papa are nqiyhdgerhaps
they should get a divorce, hmm?'

Suzanne could feel the hot colour sweeping up &eg.f'Oh, now,
Elena,’ she exclaimed, releasing the child's hahdprce doesn't
solve everything.'

'‘But you said—when two people were unhappy—'

‘Elena, | don't know anything about your parentsrmage,’ she
protested, dreading to think what Mazzaro wouldishg could hear
this conversation. 'Look, isn't this a spider lily?

Elena looked dejected. 'l wish—I wish they would gelivorce,' she
said through trembling lips. 'l wish Mamma wouldgeay!

'Elena!



The child sniffed. ‘It's true. | mean it. She ddelske me, | know that,
and she makes Papa so—so moody. They were shatigagh other
last night. I—I heard them. Mamma's room is neamioe, and
Papa—Papa was there.'

Suzanne determinedly turned another page of theiahaltis getting
late, Elena. We're going to have to finish thistheoday.'

'When? Tomorrow?"

Suzanne bit her lip. 'l suppose it will have tadm@orrow. I'm leaving
on Tuesday.'

‘You are?' Elena looked dismayed. 'But—but Pietioare for almost
two weeks!"

‘Ah, yes, but he's at college, Elena. | have ajolork to do. I'm not
allowed to take unlimited free time.'

'‘But Tuesday!" Elena hunched her shoulders. 'Will ye coming
again?'

Suzanne hesitated. But she couldn't completeliidgin the child.
'I—I don't know,' she answered evasively. 'Maybe.'

The unusual sound of rain against the windows av&lkeanne on
Monday morning. Slipping out of bed, she discoveiteat the sky
was grey and unyielding, a complete contrast tostiveshine of the
past three days.

She was dressed in slim pants and an orange stert laucia brought
in her breakfast tray, and the old servant lookdteain surprise.

‘You wish to take breakfast with the Contgignorina?' she
suggested, gesturing towards the door again, lzarie shook her
head.



'‘No! That is—no, thank you, Lucia. l—er—I'll have here now
you've brought it.'

‘No trouble,signorina.'

'‘No, really...' Suzanne softened her words withamtf smile.
Tm-—I'm not feeling very sociable right now.’

Lucia put down the tray and eloquently shrugged deulders. 'l
have days like that myse#Hfignorina.You are sad that it is raining on
your last dayno?’

Suzanne glanced half absently towards the winddis. weather
had little to do with her mood. But it was eas®mgree, and Lucia
left her muttering her sympathies.

She ate a croissant, drank several cups of strauk lcoffee, and
then wandered back to the windows. Rain patteretherbalcony
outside, and the fountain in the courtyard-lookedirbggled and
forlorn. Was it only the rain which was making lesifso depressed?
Or was it the knowledge that in a little over twefdur hours she
would be leaving the Villa, and would probably nesee either it or
its inhabitants again? And if that was so, why whs skulking up
here when the man she most wanted to see was éadihgeakfast
alone downstairs? Ignoring the dictates of her cense, she walked
quickly to the door and left the room.

Her courage almost failed her at the door to thendiroom. After the
way she had spoken to him two nights ago, he maghk wish to
avoid her, and just because she was prepared tdookeher
shortcomings, he might not.

She tapped at the panels and waited with batedHbrEaere was no
immediate response, and she was tempted to turg. &ué Lucia

had said he was having breakfast and this was wieeate. Taking a
deep breath, she pressed down on the iron handieeodf the doors



and it opened a fraction, permitting her a glimpkE&lazzaro alone at
the table, reading his newspaper.

Another breath, and the door was wide enough tavaltler to slide
into the room, and she closed it again by leanaxkk@against it. The
click it made attracted Mazzaro's attention at, lastl he looked up
half impatiently, his expression becoming guardéetthe saw who
it was. He laid his paper politely aside, howewrd holding on to
the table, drew himself to his feet.

‘Good morning,' he greeted her, without warmthe'Aou joining
me?'

'I—no," Suzanne moved awkwardly away from the dderl have
eaten.' She gestured involuntarily. 'Pleaggnore sit down. |—I
didn't come to—to interrupt you.'

Mazzaro's brows descended. 'Then why are you Ness,Hunt?'

Suzanne sighed. 'Oh, all right, I—I suppose | atermpting you,
aren't I? But—well, | wanted to apologise.’

‘To apologise, Miss Hunt?'

He wasn't making it easy for her, and she wishedidwdd sit down
so that at least that feeling of inadequacy wouéd removed.
'Signore the other evening...'

‘Saturday evening?'

'Yes. Yes. Saturday evening. I—well, you offeredbow me round
the Villa on Sunday morning, and |I—I rather rudeffused. ..’

‘You were going to Mass, as | recall.’



'Yes. Yes, | was. But—well, | leave tomorrowignore and |
wondered if there was any chance.. .'

".. .that you might see the collection today?'
'Yes.'

Mazzaro's mouth twisted. 'l regrstgnorina,l have an appointment
in Muvano this morning.’

'Oh!" Suzanne nodded. She should have known. Whradedt to
imagine that the Conte di Falcone could adjust dusedules to
accommodate her. 'Well, I—I just wanted to say k-borry for
turning you down...'

‘Not an uncommon occurrence for mggnorina.Think nothing of it.'
Mazzaro at last subsided into his seat again. ¥a&tsall?'

Suzanne pressed her lips together to prevent them trembling,
and nodded her head, not trusting herself to speak.

Mazzaro crumbled a roll on his plate. 'l understahdve to thank
you for taking an interest in Elena while you'veeibehere,' he
commented. 'She tells me that you and she sperg soma together
yesterday cataloguing the flowers she gathered.’

—I enjoyed it." Suzanne shifted her weight from &ow to the other.
'I—I hope you didn't object to us borrowing the dgring manual
from your study.'

Mazzaro looked steadily across at her. "What iétevto tell you that
you can take anything you want from me?' he askegtly.

Suzanne gasped. 'l—' She swallowed convulsivelyddn't know
what you mearsignore.'



'‘No?' He pushed back his chair and rose to hisagain. 'That was
not my impression a few moments ago when you estiie room.’

Suzanne moved her shoulders helplessly. 'l—I watot@gpologise...'

He left his sticks where they were and came rotedable towards
her. In tight-fitting hide pants and a looselyifig tunic of purple silk
embroidered with a black motif, he was an imposidgersary, every
bit as intimidating as his Medici ancestors mustehaean! is
scarred face only added to the illusion, and Suzafeit like
retreating before such controlled self-possession.

Mazzaro halted before her, looking down at herntiye 'l do not
know what you expect from me, Suzanne, but | thyold are not
unaware of a certain—affinity between us;?'

"Your—your sticks,' she stammered, and he utteneab#h.

'‘Dio, Suzanne, must you always concern yourself with n
Incapacities? Is that how you see me? As a brokesiure, past its
prime, strung together with catgut, deluding itd@lht it is still a
man?'

'‘No,' she cried vehemently. 'Oh, Mazzaro...'

Her hand reached out of its own accord and touttedingers, a
shiver of excitement sliding down her spine ashiaisd closed over
hers, bringing her palm to his lips.

His eyes sought hers as his tongue probed theptings exposed to
his caress, and then he drew her hand towardsumbyttoning his

tunic and pushing her fingers inside against hisldmauscled body.

Suzanne's lips parted as her breathing accelematddyhen his eyes
dropped to die trembling softness of her mouthyats almost a
physical assault on her senses.



'‘Suzanne.' He said her name hoarsely, his acceeting with
emotion, and the realisation that she was arodsmgas much as he
was arousing her was an intoxicating conceptiom.dyies lowered to
encompass the whole length of him. At any momestyas going to
draw her into his arms, she thought unsteadilywidald press her
close against the lean intimacy of his thighs,shéd almost feel his
muscles straining against hers, and if he kissed-he

With a choking effort that took every ounce of widbwer she
dragged herself away from him, putting some spatevden them
before sayingstumblingly: 'l—I must go. |—I havecking to do..

Mazzaro flexed his shoulder muscles almost weaaityl there were
lines of strain around the thinning line of his rttowhich had not
been there before. Then, flatly, he said: 'l wibbsfpone my
appointment in Muvano, Suzanne.'

His words brought her head up with a jerk. '‘Postestpone your
appointment?"

‘That's right." His voice was clipped, and he lichpather heavily
back to the table to collect his sticks. 'Forgive,'mhe added,
indicating the steel canes. 'l spent too long orlegg yesterday, and
I'm afraid today | am paying for it.'

'Mazzaro. . .

His eyes were cool as he surveyed her questioniigign he said:
‘Do not alarm yourself, Suzanne. It is not my ititam to take
advantage of your interest in my collection. Howewss you are
leaving tomorrow, | am prepared to forgo my visithhe museum in
Muvano.' He paused. 'Unless of course you haveifdstest in
seeing the rest of the Villa.'

Suzanne shifted uncomfortably. Lost interest? Shenth lost
interest. But was that really what was at issue®lsgtieved Mazzaro



when he said he had no intention of taking advantafgher. But
could she trust herself? The knowledge that afiday she might
never see him again was tearing her to pieces.

'Of course, if you have changed your mind. ..’

Changed her mind? 'Oh, no. No!" Suzanne starednaffrietfully.
‘Mazzaro, do you think you should. ..’

He turned his back on her. 'l have to make a telepltall—to Paolo
Terrini, explaining that | shall not be coming touléno this
morning.' He glanced at her briefly over his sheuld will meet you
in the hall in fifteen minutes.’

Suzanne hesitated only a moment before lettingeleosit of the
door. But in her room, she wished she did not cwmatily persist in
making life difficult for herself. Yet, as she lost at her flushed
cheeks and the softly curving vulnerability of meouth, she knew
she was deluding herself by imagining she had aalaontrol over
what was happening to her.

The long gallery on the opposite side of the baddechoed hollowly

to the sound of Mazzaro's sticks. Tall columng tikose on the other
side of the Villa, were inset with a selection bé tpaintings about
which Pietro had spoken so bitterly. That some wenecord of

Mazzaro's ancestry meant less than their exquasieeution, their

skilled interpretation defying valuation. Nameselikiorgione and

Veronese, Masaccio and Bellini fell carelessly fraviazzaro's

tongue, but Suzanne hardly absorbed a third of Wwhabld her, in

spite of the mask of detachment he had resumed.

In an alcove, a canvas depicting a group of figuvas individually
lighted, and she read the worldgchelangelo da Caravaggio.



'‘Caravaggio was the man who virtually revolutiodiséalian
painting in the sixteenth century,’ Mazzaro exmdinwith the
practised jargon of a guide. 'His conception ohtigand colour
infused his work with an almost tangible reali@hiaroscuro.’

‘Light and dark," translated Suzanne in surpriséd,Mazzaro nodded.

‘That was not Caravaggio's only claim to fame—eayhpps notoriety
Is a better description,’ he went on. 'He arousegteat deal of
dissension by his insistence on interpreting religi scenes in a
contemporary style, depicting Biblical characterhwlirty feet and
sweaty faces. As you can imagine, his work didfimot favour with
the Church.'

'l wonder why he did it.'

Mazzaro shrugged. 'Because that was how he sanwdtpresumes,
After all, it would be foolish to suppose that Juss feet did not get
dirty on the road to Nazareth, or that Christ Hilhd&l not sweat in

the heat of the day, dragging that heavy crossugirahe streets of
Jerusalem.’

'‘Perhaps Caravaggio thought people might moreyeidshtify with
things they knew and understood.’

‘Undoubtedly he did. In that respect he was waydlod his time.
But Christ thought that, too, and look what they @i Him."'

'‘But you can't compare—' Suzanne broke off abrujlyking up at
him. 'l thought you didn't go to church.’

'l don't. But that is not to say | don't find maritChristian beliefs.’
His eyes narrowed. 'Shall we go on?'

Suzanne was prepared for the size of the roomsahigyed, but not
for their ornate decoration.



Modelled stucco, gilded ceilings, cupids recliniagpong fruit and
garlands, mirrors losing their identity in scradisd arabesques; wall
paintings between pillars of veined marble that pbssessed the
clarity of their original expression. Rooms opened from the other,
curved archways or square doors set in line wid amother, so that
each appeared to be a reflection of the last. Theree ceiling
paintings and frescoed panels, and entwining cHemgle and
seemingly acres of variegated marble underfoot.

Some of the rooms were empty but for glass caselsthee largest of
these, the. Grand Salon, contained Mazzaro's tiolfeof gold and
silver. There were coins and precious stones, athlia set in bronze
and silver and gold symbolising various importamrspnages.
Mazzaro explained that later these medals weresghigis mementoes
of a child's birth or a wedding, and used as cgltards.

But it was the rooms which were furnished thatignted Suzanne
most. The flamboyantly painted chairs and tablabjnets of ebony
and walnut, with carved decorations or inlaid withrble andietra
dura, enchanted her, particularly as the velvet cortdhvkept the
public at bay had been removed, and she was atwad¢h and handle
things at close quarters.

'l think the purpose of furniture made between fihateenth and
seventeenth centuries meant less than its formmfrented Mazzaro
dryly, as Suzanne admired the moulded panellingaofarved

cassonepr marriage chest. 'Designers used to pay litten&bn to

their patrons' comfort, you know. Thesechairs, &ample—I

shouldn't care to try and squeeze myself betweesetfragile arms,
and do you honestly think these legs would supmgriveight?”

Suzanne had to smile. '‘But you're not a typicdiaita are you,
Mazzaro?' she exclaimed impulsively, and thenHeltknees grow
weak at the look in his eyes.



‘Am | not?'

She turned away to hide her emotion, saying rattegwously:
'‘Men—Italian men—are usually smaller, are—arer@yth

'‘Smallness is not necessarily a physical conditioe,commented
dryly. 'Shall we go upstairs?'

‘Upstairs?' Suzanne turned to face him then. 'As—tbedrooms
opened to the public?'

'‘No. But if you would care to see them.. .1 warmn,ythey'll be
covered in dust, in spite of Lucia's ministrations.

Suzanne's spine tingled. 'l—I don't mind.’
‘Very well.'

Expecting they would have to return to the certiedl to mount the

staircase to the first floor, Suzanne was intrigueén Mazzaro led

her through doors at the end of the gallery wharealed a second,
steeper flight of stairs.

Transferring both his sticks to one hand, he ineédahat she should
precede him, saying wryly: 'At least this way | ddrave to concern
myself with unseen eyesp?'

The upper gallery resembled the gallery which gaweanne access
to her bedroom, although the drawn blinds added eane
shadowness to the vaulted ceiling. Mazzaro releasef the blinds
so that she could look out over the tiled roofgh#f village below
them to the valley beyond. He stood beside herh& window
embrasure, and the heated scent of his body diiftdder nostrils,
making her intensely aware of him. Aware, too, thehe moved her
head, her hair would brush his shoulder. But heedaway, and she



breathed more freely as she followed him alongctbreidor to the
first of the bedrooms.

White dust-sheets shrouded gilded chairs and tabbkasd

long-obsolete commodes, with exotically painteddsiron their
panels. Mazzaro half smiled at Suzanne's evideriagm@issment
when she discovered their use, and flung asidesk®et which
concealed the faded embroidery of the coverlethenbied. Fraying
curtains, which must once have surrounded the bdgeotected its
occupants from draughts, were suspended from thedaeiling,

and Mazzaro told her that until the fifteenth centbeds had had
neither headboards nor posts.

He had not been joking when he had said that tamsowould be

dusty. Cobwebs hung in every corner, and she ddeiadiink what

enormous spiders must lurk within their webs. Breed a tragedy
that so much that was beautiful went unseen haedypthrough lack

of finance, and a desire on Mazzaro's part to nenmaiependent.

Room followed room and in every one there was sofject of
interest: gilded stools with worn seats, chippeédsty and shredded
tapestries, enamelled vases that were cracked @r glazing
scratched. Some of the rooms had a musty smefliasvas years
since anyone had opened them up, and Suzanne bedaal an
increasing nostalgia for the days when the Faldangly had the
fortune and the staff to maintain the villa. Har®re than anywhere
else, she was conscious of the gulf which stretdieddieen her life
and the life of the Falcones.

Mazzaro seemed to sense her feelings. 'What arg¢hyaking?' he
asked quietly.

To tell him would have been too revealing a reftecof the direction
her thoughts were taking. Instead, she fingeredabselled fringing
of a bedspread, and shaking her head, said cdyeléssl was just



wondering what people used to wear to go to badedn—' She
coloured. 'Before nightshirts and things.'

‘Until the sixteenth century, | believe people geiig slept naked,’
Mazzaro replied, with disconcerting candour, suppgrhimself

against the bedpost, his sticks superfluous fomtbbenent. 'Unless
they were cold, | suppose, and then they didnhdyaib undress.'

'l see.' Suzanne moistened her upper lip.

'‘Does that shock you?'

She gave him an indignant look. 'No. Why should it?
He shrugged. 'l thought you looked as if it had.’

‘Well, | didn't." She shifted, making an offhandsgee. 'Good
heavens, that's nothing new.’

'‘Agreed.' He inclined his head. 'My apologies.'

Suzanne pressed her lips together frustratedtidi't mean it like
that.' she exclaimed. 'Oh—' She turned away toras&n interest in
a tulipwoodescritoire. This is pretty. Is it French?’

She felt him move across the floor to join her,dhsulder brushing
hers as he bent to open the tiny drawers, reveadingidden
compartment behind one of them.

‘Yes, it's French,' he said, straightening as sthéheé same, and their
breath intermingled. His tortured enunciation of hame was an
extension of her own longing, a need that had lggewing every
moment they were together. Almost in slow motidrg elt his hands
descending on her shoulders, and the exquisitdtgrokehis grasp
was no more than a needlepoint in the agony of iema&he was
experiencing. He bent his head, and her eyes clagathst the



burning darkness of his, his lips stroking hersriapafore capturing
her mouth.

It was like sailing out into the middle of a lakedasuddenly finding
your craft had given way, Suzanne thought aftera/afdl the kisses
and casual embraces she had endured had beerhiwg raimpared
to Mazzaro's love-making. He stirred the deepegstigeof her being
arousing emotions that frightened her by theirnisty. His hands
slid over her shoulder blades to her hips, dravheg intimately
against him, and the pressure of his mouth incteaden he felt her
instinctive withdrawal.

'‘Suzanne,' he groaned, 'what did you expect? llgnaoman!’

She moved her head helplessly from side to sid@oWw, | know—'
'‘Don't be afraid of me, Suzanne.'

'I'm—not afraid of you—'

‘Aren't you?' Her eyes opened to the bitternes$ssivoice. 'Perhaps
you ought to be.'

'‘Oh, Mazzaro!" she breathed, his nearness weakemivag small
reserve was left to her. 'Mazzaro, don't make me about you—'

His mouth silenced her protest, and this time sklelgd against him,
luxuriating in the hard strength of his body stiagnagainst hers. But
they were not close enough. She was supremely ioussof the bed
just beside them, and of how desirable it wouldtdodie there in
Mazzaro's arms, feeling the masculine roughnesssagkin against
hers.. .

At last, Mazzaro lifted his head to rest his for@hen hers. She felt
no sense of embarrassment now in the continuingenkss of his
body, but his eyes were heavy-lidded as he lookedhdat her.



'‘We have to get out of here,' he told her huskily.
'l know. . .'

'I'm not going to apologise.’

'l don't want you to.'

*You know | want to make love to you.'

‘Yes.'

'So | have to let you go.’

‘Do you?'

His eyes darkened. 'Suzanne, you told me—'

'l know. It's true. But—I've never—never—'

She couldn't finish, her fingers going involuntatib the buttons of
his tunic, unfastening them tremblingly, revealthg pelt of dark
hair which ran down to his navel. Mazzaro lookedda@t what she
was doing, and then with a groan he caught hershamdne of his,
swiftly refastening the buttons and putting her yfvam him.

'‘Mazzaro. ..' she whispered painfully, and he rakedangry hand
through his hair.

'I'm only human, Suzanne,' he muttered thickly.wHar. do you
think | can go?'

Suzanne drew a deep breath. "You're not— angry?'

'‘Angry?' He gave her an old-fashioned look. 'Dead GSuzanne, |
am trying to be sane!" He limped to where he h#dle sticks, and
grasped them determinedly in both hands. 'Shatjo®



Suzanne sighed. 'Is it necessary to use thosesstiokv?' she
exclaimed, half impatiently. "You don't really nedm, do you? |
mean, just now. .. What are they? A defence? Adr&Bomething to
keep other people at bay?'

Mazzaro regarded her unsmilingly. '‘Don't try to gdgy-analyse me,
Suzanne.'

'I'm not. But | think there's some truth in whatl'said. Why do you
do it, Mazzaro? Is it—is it because of your face?'

'Suzanne!'

His tone was grim, but she stared at him frusetligt '‘Mazzaro, if
they're not necessary... Why keep up the pretei@te®'spread her
hands wide. 'You have so much else!

'l know. A crumbling villa propping up a crumblimgarriage.’
‘That needn't be so. You could—get a divorce.’

'‘Not a chance!" he stated coldly. 'Not in this flgmbon't get the
wrong impression from me, Suzanne, marriage—witl erter into
our relationship.’

His words stung. 'l haven't suggested that it shbul

'‘No." He inclined his head. 'No, you have not. Areddoubt | am
being presumptuous as usual in mentioning it, lmdver much |
might desire you, Suzanne, | could never—what do ey in your
country?—make an honest woman of yoa?'

She ought to have expected nothing less than ceengd@dour from
him. That was the kind of man he was; one of tlegthshe found
most attractive about him. But his words were amdahfort to the
rapidly cooling ardour of her emotions. It harddemed possible that



moments ago he had been trembling in her arms, wiogn he
seemed so— so aloof!

And yet he must always have been in control. Tlagtly the falls,

and now here. It was galling. If only she could Hag same! Why

was it, when on every other occasion in her lifeewishe had been
faced - with an emotional situation she had renthto&lly unmoved

by appeals, with this man she had no defence? blidsahurt her, but
his indifference was worse. A stirring sense oendsient came to
her assistance, and with it an anger that madsdyeindignantly:

"You mentioned your crumbling marriage, not me!'
His eyebrows ascended. "We will not discuss hijrk.’
'‘Won't we?' Suzanne straightened her spine. 'WH no

'‘Suzanne, let us not get involved in futile argumémam sorry if |
have done anything to offend you—'

'‘Offend me?' She stared at him disbelievingly. '‘@me on! You've
just made love to me in a way that no man haslexen allowed to do
before, and you're sorry if you've offended me!'

'l did not make love to you. | kissed you.'

'Is that what you call it? | got the impressionréneas more to it than
that—'

‘Suzanne, stop it!"
'Stop what? Isn't idle rigueurto discuss the sordid details?'

‘They were not sordid, Suzanne!'



'‘No?' She was alarmed at the pleasure she wasigaint of hurting
him. 'But you'd prefer not to be reminded.’

The lines of his face were deeply carved etchirigkseanger he was
controlling. 'Suzanne, | have tried to explain—'

'‘And what am | supposed to say? Pull my forelookl, say:That's all
right, your lordship, sir, think nothing of it!

Mazzaro took a threatening step towards her, aed trew back
abruptly. 'l think it is time we went downstairsg stated coldly. 'It's
obvious that indulging in a slanging match is goingdo no good
whatsoever.'

Suzanne's chin trembled, but she controlled it wifificulty. 'Of
course,’ she said tremulously, 'lI'd for-gotten yaountrymen's
reputation! It wouldn't do for you to let the sidewn, would it?'

'Suzanne.. .'

There was weary resignation in his voice now, agrdfleeting sense
of triumph fled in the face of his defeat.

'‘Oh, Mazzaro,' she exclaimed huskily, '‘why did gout?'

He looked at her for a long disturbing minute, d@nein he turned
away. 'Come. It is after twelve. Pietro will be vdening where you
are.'

'l don't care about Pietro..

‘Then perhaps you should.' He looked at her oweslhoulder as he
limped towards the door. 'Didn't he tell you? Uslbg some miracle
| produce a son, one day all this will be his!'



CHAPTER EIGHT

'WE have a party of thirty Americans coming in nexte$day,
Suzanne. They already have a schedule planned—yow, kthe
usual thing, places of historical interest, musewarigalleries and so
on. But I'd like you to arrange a couple of theats#s for them. Can
you do that?'

‘Yes, Mr Norton," Suzanne looked up at the hotehagar from her
seat behind the desk in her small office. 'Havey ey particular
preference?’

'‘Well..." He considered for a moment. 'l supposeepends what's
available really. But if you can fix up a musicdl some sort and
perhaps some straight theatre, that would be iddsd. play at the
Shaftesbury has had some good reviews, but | exjsefttlly booked

for the next three months.'

‘All right, I'll see what | can do."'

'‘Good." Malcolm Norton was about to turn away wreeother
thought struck him. 'Suzanne, | don't want you hmk I'm an
interfering old fool, but— are you all right?'

'‘Me?' She gave a careless shrug of her shouldays@ for time. 'Of
course I'm all right. Why do you ask?'

'l don't know.' The grey-haired man in front of rewned. 'But since
you came back from lItaly last month, I've frequgrtHiought how
pale you've been looking. Did you pick up a bug there or
something?'

'‘Heavens, no." Suzanne bent her head, shufflingpéipers on her
desk. 'There's nothing wrong with me." She forced lead up,
knowing he would suspect averted eyes. 'l—welk lieen a



particularly hot spell, you know, and | suppose just feeling the
strain.’

Malcolm Norton remained sceptical. 'And it's nothito do with the
fact that you've stopped seeing that young mamofs?' he probed.

'No." Suzanne sighed, although this at least wis ggound. '‘Mr
Norton, Pietro and | were just friends, that's alhd—well, you
know what it's like. Spending a lot of time withns@one—it can
change things.’

‘Familiarity breeding contempt?'

‘Something like that.'

He paused. 'It hasn't to do with Fezik, has it?'
Suzanne shook her head. 'He's been away.'

'l know, | know. But he's been back a few days ramd | thought he
might be starting to—well, you didn't like his att®ns, did you?'

'You knew?'

'Of course | knew. But there was nothing | couldidoean, the man's
a personal friend of old Stassis, you know. | kikis mother or his
grandmother was some relation to the old boy'sinpasid family
ties are pretty strong out there.'

' know that.'

'‘Besides, he's not such an ogre, you know." Theagenmoved
towards the door. 'But you do what you want, angtdeork so hard,
do you hear? | don't want to lose my assistanutinall health. You
take it easy.'



'Yes, Mr Norton.'

But after her superior had left her, Suzanne gdtam her desk and
moved to the windows of her office, which overlodkihe busy
thoroughfare adjoining Oxford Street. That was themuble, she
thought wearily. Since she had returned to Londitenhad been too
easy; she had had too much time to brood abouthathhappened at
Castelfalcone. Maybe if it had been the Christne@san, or the hotel
had been filled to overflowing, she would have pahty to occupy
her mind. But London was quiet for the height & season, and she
had too much time on her hands.

She had not laid eyes on Pietro since her retuenh&tl telephoned
once, perfunctorily she had thought, and as thdynloaparted on the
best of terms she had had no real compunction diveaking with
him. He had seemed ridiculously immature after Maazalthough
in effect he was as old as she was, and the rehefhad delivered
him before leaving Italy had aroused his pride aB &s his temper.

In consequence, her evenings were her own. Shiesttbuch with
most of her girl-friends through spending so muotetabroad, and
as she preferred not to go out alone, her smaltrapat had become
her prison. She felt almost despairing at timesykng that this was
a situation she had never experienced before. Meaehe thought of
never seeing Mazzaro again stalked her at all {imade all the more
poignant by disgust at the remembrance of her betavWhat
memories must Mazzaro hold of her, arguing with borspitefully,
reducing their relationship to a slanging match@ Shivered, and
turned back to her desk. It was no use torturingdiewith thoughts
like that, even though she knew that unless shedfqustification for
her actions, she would never be free again.

Her mother telephoned her the following evening.

‘Suzanne? Suzanne dear, is that you?"



'‘Who did you expect to find at this number, Mummiy®@uired her
daughter with wry humour. 'Yes, it's me. How are¥o

'I'm coming up to town on Thursday, Suzanne. Isgtla@y chance of
us having lunch together?'

Suzanne welcomed the prospect. 'Of course,’ sHaimed. 'Where
shall we meet?'

‘How about the Grillroom? They always serve sudkl&ious prawn
cocktail. And we can talk there.'

‘All right," Suzanne agreed. 'What time?"

They decided that one o'clock would be most swetablut it was
almost twenty past before Annabel Forrest cameymgracross to
Suzanne's table.

'Oh, dear! I'm sorry to keep you waiting, Suzanhef mother
exclaimed apologetically, 'but I've been having Inayr styled, and
you know how long they can take!

'It looks very nice,' responded Suzanne dutifud/her mother seated
herself. ‘"Now, do you want a drink first, or sHadirder the meal?’

'Oh, order the meal, darling. I'm ravenous. | h&veaten a thing
since yesterday evening, and the coffee | had enttain was
positively putrid!

Suzanne summoned the waiter, and knowing her msth&ference,
gave their order.

‘Let's have a bottle of Riesling with our mealggested Mrs Forrest,
as the waiter was departing, and he promised t thenwine waiter
to them.



'‘What is all this about?' asked Suzanne, in swepsnew hair style,
and now a whole bottle of wine for lunch! What are celebrating?'

‘Neil's just won the contract to design the new pahensive school!'
her mother announced proudly. 'And as a speciat,treext week
we're going to Germany. A Rhine cruise, can yowjimait? I've not
been so excited since our honeymoon.'

Her mother's second husband was an architect stdBrBut he was a
dour Scotsman, and his penchant for saving moneyben the
cause of many a row between them. However, it sédmse good

fortune was mellowing his meanness.

'I'm so pleased for you.' Suzanne squeezed heren®tiand gently.
‘You deserve a holiday. You haven't had one forsg/ea

'l know. But Neil is always so busy...'

Suzanne could have added that he was never toadysgy golf or
go out for a day's fishing, but she didn't. It waficient to know that
for once her mother had no grievances.

During the meal, they talked about general topeg, eventually,
noticing how little Suzanne was actually eatingsMborrest brought
out the same observation Malcolm Norton had usddwa days
before.

‘You're looking awfully pale, Suzanne. Are you feglwell?’
Suzanne made an impatient gesture. I'm perfectly thank you.'
‘But you're hardly eating a thing.’

'It's too hot to eat.’



Her mother glanced round the restaurant. 'lt isitndiere, | agree. |
don't know why these places can't all be air-comligd. | mean* they
charge enough, in all conscience.' Then she trassf@er attention
back to her daughter. 'But the heat's never bathere before, has it?
You couldn't work in places like—like Athens, andrfii, without
being able to stand hot weather.’

Suzanne raised her wine glass to her lips. 'Daeaiter?'

'Of course it matters." Mrs Forrest regarded hedoarsly. 'You're
not—you haven't—I| mean, you haven't done anythiflg, rave
you, darling?'

Suzanne's lips hardened. 'Like—get myself pregrEnyou mean?

Mrs Forrest glanced about her apprehensively. 'Kgsr voice
down, Suzanne. We don't want half the restauratgring to our
conversation.'

Suzanne sighed, and replaced her glass on the ‘tdalamy, I'm not
that stupid!" But wasn't she? 'Besides, these ifaysot necessary to
run those kind of risks. There is the pill, you tn'o

‘The pilll" Mrs Forrest dabbed at her mouth withr hapkin. 'And
what do they really know about the pill, | ask ydu@ one's taken it
long enough to know what the eventual effects minght

‘Maybe not. But I'd rather take the pill if | ha@lthan run the risk of
an unwanted pregnancy.'

‘Suzanne!" Her mother stared at her in dismay. Yane telling me
you—you sleep with these men you go out with?'

Suzanne gave an exasperated exclamation. 'No. Ny, that's
not what I'm saying at all.’



Mrs Forrest sniffed. 'l think it's dreadful the wyyung girls go in for
that sort of thing. | mean, by the time they getnmed, there's nothing
they don't know." She flicked a glance at her d&rghl never
thought you were like that, Suzanne.’

'I'm not!" Suzanne felt impatient. 'Oh, for heagesgke, let's change
the subject.’

‘Well, if you're not pregnant, what is wrong witbu?' demanded her
mother fretfully. 'l may not have been the mostated of mothers,
Suzanne, but | know when you're not yourself.'

‘Do you?' Suzanne looked across at the dessdaytrtvaded down
with fresh raspberries and strawberries, meringnelsbrandy snaps,
and dishes of sherry trifle, and felt rather sidkell, I can only

repeat, I'm fine.'

‘What happened at Easter?’

‘At Easter?' Suzanne's head jerked back to heraristhVhat do you
mean—what happened at Easter?"

'‘Don't bite my head off, darling.' Mrs Forrest ledkhurt. 'I'm not the
Gestapo, you know. Only you usually come down a®dus over the
holiday weekend, and when you didn't this yeagnigrand couldn't
get in touch with you. The receptionist didn't knaWvere you were.
She just told me you weren't in the hotel.’

'Oh, | see." Suzanne assumed a sudden interesriwihe glass,
stroking her finger round the rim. ‘No—well, | waway, actually.’

'‘Away? Away where? With whom?'

Suzanne considered making up some story, but glgiwasn't worth
the effort.



'‘As a matter of fact | was in Italy,' she concedsdctantly. 'Staying
with the family of a young Italian student | usedyb out with.’

'In Italy? With some student's family?' Mrs Forriestked horrified.
‘And you didn't think to tell us where you were ragii

'It was a spur of the moment thing," said Suzamfiersively. 'At first
| said | couldn't go, but then— well, it was a chan

‘A change!" Her mother shook her head disgustetilguppose
because you've lived in Italy, you think you knadWtlzere is to know
about Italians.’

'‘No." Suzanne looked up. 'But Pietro is—well, Hetsm a good
family. There was no—harm in it.'

'Pietro!' Her mother scoffed. 'Pietro what?"
Vitale.'
'Where does he come from?'

'‘Does it matter, Mummy?' Suzanne swallowed a gulpyvme.
‘Our—relationship is over. | shan't be seeing hyaia.'

'Is that why you're looking so down-in-the- mouth?’
‘How many more times? | am not down-in-the- mouth.’

‘Well, | don't believe you, Suzanne.' Her motheddexl annoyingly,
as if in comprehension. 'l knew there was sometinirang. Well, |
shouldn't worry over any unreliable—'

‘Mother,please!



The tone of Suzanne's voice got through to her, Mr&l Forrest
looked offended. 'What's the matter?' she protedtdaat did | say?
I'm only trying to comfort you.'

'l don't need comforting.' Suzanne's lips werettiflow, what are
you going to have as a dessert?'

Mrs Forrest decided on the cheesecake, and jugiaicate her,
Suzanne accepted a small helping of the sherrie.trBut its
sweetness was cloying, and she had the utmostcudiffi in
swallowing any of it.

Then, just when she thought the moment of crisis weer, her
mother produced her handkerchief, and dabbed pedhgtat her
eyes.

‘What's happened to us, Suzie?' she asked, inothe 8uzanne had
grown to despair the sound of in the days whenpagents were
living together. 'Why don't we talk to one anotaay more?"

'‘We do talk to one another!" exclaimed Suzanne etasgly, unable
to remain immune from her mother's distress. 'Walieng now...'

‘Yes. But you know you're not telling me everythingrs Forrest
gulped tremulously. 'Don't you know that | worryoaib you, living
here in London, on your own—"'

'l live in the hotel, Mummy.'

‘In your own apartment. That's not the same thisgt? And then
living abroad all that time.. .’

'‘Oh, Mummy, stop it!" Suzanne pushed her triflelasil'm perfectly
capable of taking care of myself.'



But was she % Mazzaro had chosen to take advantage of hée if
had lain with her on that bed as she had imagim@&ddoing, what

could she have done? And as at no time had shel finenneed to
take those kind of precautions, she might easilyehbecome

pregnant...

Her mother dried her eyes. 'Well, all | can say's,glad you're not
still involved with a foreigner. Good heavens, whatd of a life
would you have had, married to an Italian?'

'It was nothing like that, Mummy.'

But her mother ignored her. 'They don't practigéhbtontrol, you
know,' she went on. 'Oh, no, no pills for them. yhest take what
comes and thank God for it.'

'‘Oh, Mummy!" Suzanne had to smile at her motheosdspun
philosophy. 'How do you know what Italians do? Yshwouldn't
believe everything you read in magazines.'

‘Huh!" Her mother put the last mouthful of chee&edato her mouth,
relishing every morsel. Clearly, her tears hadspaoiled her appetite.
‘You mark my words, Suzanne. You're better out.of i

But had she ever been in it? Suzanne asked hbitteify. Pietro was
a boy. She could never imagine herself marryingoaaylike him,
whatever their nationality. And Mazzaro. . .

She summoned the waiter to order coffee. Her matioeifd be even
more horrified if she told her that she had becamf&tuated with a
married man, particularly if she added that he araftalian, too. . .

Back at the hotel, Suzanne determinedly put susituliive thoughts
aside. She was dialling the number of a travel egea make an
inquiry for one of their guests when her office dopened to admit



the burly figure of a man in his early forties, lsswarthy features
softening with indulgence.

‘Mr Fezik!" Her exclamation hid her apprehensiomiatunexpected
intrusion into her life again. 'l— is there someti can do for you?'

Abdul Fezik gave himself a few minutes to study Imefiore replying,
obviously finding her extreme fairness much tollksg. Then he
came to rest the palms of his hands on her desk.

‘There is much you could do for me, Miss Hunt tdid her, fiercely.
‘But you seem more than a little reluctant to e’

Suzanne rose to her feet, replacing the telepheceivier without
finishing dialling the number. 'Mr Fezik, | am rathbusy. If there's
something in particular you want...'

Fezik straightened, one hand going to adjust lmgight collar. "You
are outspoken, Miss Hunt. Very well, | shall be, tbhave tickets for
the Abinieri concert at the Festival Hall.' He ftuan envelope on to
her desk. 'l want you to come with me.’

Suzanne expelled her breath on a sigh, ignoringetivelope. Not
again! '‘Mr Fezik, —when is this concert?'

‘This evening?'

She made an apologetic gesture. 'I'm sorry. My erghin town
today.' That, at least, was true. 'And I'm seeiagthis evening...'
crossing her fingers behind her back.

'Indeed?' Fezik's lips thinned. 'What a pity it wast tomorrow
evening, no?'

Suzanne hesitated. Was it a trap? 'Well. .." shpdeised, and he
pounced.



'‘As it happens, the tickets are for tomorrow evgnMiss Hunt,' he
stated with a triumphant air. 'l was only—teasiog.y

Suzanne prayed for the telephone to ring, anythmgcause a
diversion and give her time to marshal her objestio

‘Mr Fezik, it's very kind of you to ask me, but—'

‘You are not going to turn me down again!' He staateher angrily.
'‘What is wrong with me, Miss Hunt? Why do you pstestly refuse
my invitations? Are you a racialist? | would notvhathought so,
judging by the skin of the young man you were aagrso ardently
before your holiday in Italy, no?"

'It's nothing like that, Mr Fezik.'
"Then what?'

'l am not encouraged to conduct relationships guiksts at the hotel,'
she answered evasively.

‘Why not?'
'Oh, Mr Fezik, | have work to do—'

A knock at her door gave her sudden release, am@veht to open it
eagerly, staring in amazement at the* man who waisng outside.
‘Carlo!" she exclaimed. 'l mean—Signor Bottega!'

'‘Carlo will do," he remarked, a lazy smile liftitige corners of his
mouth. 'So Elena was right. She has a remarkali@omye that child.'

‘Elena?' Now that her initial relief at the intgrtion of hertete-a-tete
with Abdul Fezik was wearing off, other anxietie®k its place.
What was Carlo doing here? And what had Elena twitloit?



The man behind her cleared his throat as if to mdnier of his
presence, and she swung round awkwardly. 'Oh—yesFézik.
Is—is there anything else?"

Fezik glowered at her. "You tell me, Miss Hunt.'

Suzanne bit her lip. 'About tomorrow evening.m.#fraid it's out of
the question. ..’

With a muttered imprecation, Fezik brushed past, faimost

knocking Carlo Bottega aside as he stormed ouhefdoor. Carlo
stared after him indignantly, and then turned tagBume again. 'What
Is going on?'

'‘Oh—nothing."' Suzanne stood aside. '"WWon't you corfie

Carlo entered her small office, looking about himpprvingly.
‘Hmm, very nice.’'

Suzanne closed the door, and then she said urgdglina. You
mentioned Elena. Is something wrong?'

Carlo's eyebrows lifted. 'No. Why? Should there' be?
Suzanne sighed. 'You said—Elena told you— wherad3v

‘That's right, she did. You had been talking alyowir work to her, |
believe.'

‘Yes, | had.' Suzanne hesitated by her desk. 'But—'

‘You are not surprised to see me, are you?' Cadkeld put out.
'‘Didn't | tell you, | come to London quite ofterrfimy company.'

‘Well, yes, but—'



'l thought you would know.' Carlo's eyes darkenadoeautiful girl
like you—you must have many invitations.'

Suzanne licked her lips. "Your—er—I| mean, it wagdha an
invitation..."

But it had been, she realised that now. And Mazharbbeen right.

'It would have been tactless for me to put it sbanany words at the
time," said Carlo wryly. 'Wouldn't it?'

She knew what he meant. With Sophia looking on-etistg...

' Are —are you in London for long, Signor Bottegafde asked
quickly, no more eager to get involved in a relasioip with him than
she had been with Abdul Fezik.

‘I am here for a week, no more, | regret to sagrldCshook his head.
'‘But that is seven days and nights. Two peoplegedrio know one
another very well in that time.'

Suzanne backed away behind her desk. 'Oh, pleaSke smoothed
her palms together. 'I'm afraid | don't have aofdtree time.'

Carlo frowned. 'Come, you do not work evenings.'

‘Sometimes | do. And—and in any case, | have otluher
engagements.’

Carlo looked angry now. '‘But | have made a spgaiainey here to
see you, Suzanne. You were not so offhand in Italy.

Suzanne sank down into her seat. 'I'm not beingaofd, signore.
But, | understood you to be rather—friendly witle tGontessa.’



It was not polite to mention such things, but astenow Carlo looked
slightly disconcerted. 'Sophia and | are friendss,y he agreed
quickly.

Suzanne gathered confiden€&osefriends,signore.'

Carlo stiffened, and then as if realising the fytibf denying it, he
gave a rueful smile. "All right, all rightara. Sophia and | are—very
close friends. But Sophia is in Italy, and you laeee!"

The gall of the man! Suzanne stared at him in amaré Did he
think she would be flattered by that statement&RAbdul Fezik, and
now Carlo. Why did men always assume that if a worhad
passable looks, all she wanted was a good time?

'l can't go out with you, Signor Bottega,' she satidhst, definitely.
'I'm sorry, but you're wasting your time."'

Carlo drew himself up to his full height, which wstgl some inches
less than Mazzaro, she thought inconsequently.

‘You disappoint me, Suzanne,' he said. 'l had thotgt you would
have got over your infatuation for the Conte by fiow

Suzanne's lips parted, and then she quickly cldeedh again.
Steeling herself against letting him see how hisdsdad affected
her, she drew her chairjerkily up to the desk, esathed for the
telephone directory. A white envelope was restipgruits open
pages, and as her fingers closed over it, sheseshthe Turk had
forgotten to take his tickets.

'l don't know what you're talking about,' she masthagt last, relieved
to hear that her voice sounded almost normal. ‘Nioygu'll excuse
me.. .’



Carlo stationed himself in front of her desk. 'Inddbelieve you,

Suzanne. It might be interesting to tell Sophiangf suspicions.
Mazzaro has always despised her for her—shall wgeesaotional

weaknesses? It would be reassuring for her to khatvperhaps her
husband is not as white as he would like to pamshlf, no?'

Suzanne forced herself to look up at him. 'Are fleatening me,
signore?'she inquired, with amazing coolness.

Carlo shrugged, and her nerve almost failed heenEAbdul Fezik
seemed insignificant beside Bottega. And then,edsrb, her door
opened to admit the Turk.

'l regret the interruption,’ he muttered, goingaisfint to Suzanne's
desk. 'The tickets. | forgot the tickets.'

'Oh, just a minute, Mr Fezik.. ." Suzanne got tofhet, still holding
the envelope like a shield in fronf?bf her. 'SigBmttega was just
leaving. I—well, I'd like to speak to you, if yoawe the time.'

Abdul looked positively astounded. "You want to apé me?' he
demanded.

Suzanne nodded her head, shifting her gaze to Gdelying the
angry menace in his eyes. 'l think that'ssiinore don't you?'

Carlo clenched his fists, but one look at AbduliFszdurly physique
was enough to stifle any fleeting consideratiorcambat. Without
another word, he left the room, and with a littl®@an of relief,
Suzanne sank again into her chair.

Abdul Fezik studied her pale face for a moment,thed he held out
his hand. 'The tickets, please, Miss Hunt.'

'‘What?' Suzanne's lids flickered up at him. 'Oh-e titkets. Yes.
Yes, of course.' She handed him the envelope. Ki'aun.'



'You did not really wish to speak to me, did ydu®'added, and then
nodded as he saw her expression. 'l thought Awtrevoir, Miss
Hunt.'

'‘Oh, please..." Suzanne couldn't let him go likat.tAI'm sorry.
But—that—that man. . .' She shivered. 'l want anthyou.'

Abdul hesitated. "You are nervous about him?'

'‘Only a little.’

But she was. Something else to torment her whenvslsealone.
'Is there anything | can do?'

He was unexpectedly sympathetic, and the aggressonsually
displayed in her presence had disappeared to reweainusually
gentle concern. It was almost the undoing of had tears were
ridiculously near.

Summoning all her composure, she shook her heddn't think so.'
Abdul inclined his head. '"Well, if you should changpur mind.. .'

Her evenings stretched emptily ahead of her. Inmells she
stretched out a hand towards him. 'The—the consér. murmured.
'‘Could | change my mind?'

Abdul stared at her incredulously. "You want to e@Mm
'If you still want to take me."

'If | still want to take you?' Abdul gave a shatgh. ‘Do you mean to
tell me that you are actually accepting an inwvatatf mine?'

Suzanne looked doubtful. 'Yes...'



He shook his head. 'Women! How can a mere man gtaahel them?'
She looked up at him anxiously. 'If you'd rathet. no

'Oh, no." Abdul was very definite about that. 'Bam to understand
the situation, yes? This is in the nature of a rews it not? Well...'
he smiled, 'l am not one to kick a gift horse ia thouth, no?'



CHAPTER NINE

THE telephone was ringing as Suzanne dragged herselbfathe
depths of unconsciousness. She reached automafimatier alarm,
pressing down the button, and then groaning ashh# peal went
on.

Thrusting back the bedclothes, she padded out obégroom into
the living room, where the sound was more insistéfitat time was
it? she thought, blinking at the daylight filteritigrough the blinds.
What day was it? Sunday? Yes—Sunday. She sighed.

‘Hello?' She lifted the receiver and gave her numbe
‘Suzanne?'

A voice she had not expected to hear again madseaérthe arm of
the nearest chair for support. 'Mazzaro?' No thougbw of
formality.

‘Suzanne?' His voice had dropped an octave. 'Hewaur?'

'I—I'm fine." Suzanne pushed back her hair withuasteady hand.
‘Mazzaro, where—where are you?'

'In London.' He paused. 'l want to see you, Suzanne

'‘Oh!" She could hardly take it in. Was she possgti}y asleep and
dreaming? Mazzaro—in London! She couldn't beli¢ve i

‘Do you not wish to see me?' he demanded, and t&sea certain
hardness in his tone now.

'l—I—' Ridiculously she hesitated. 'What time 18'it

‘Time?' He was impatient. ‘It is almost elevenazkl’



'Eleven!" Suzanne gasped. She had slept so laten T$he

remembered—the night before, Abdul had taken hérg¢anidnight

premiere of a film in which one of his young cowssirad a small role
and it had been after four before she got to bedas$ the third time
she had been out with Abdul in as many weeks, hadvas no longer
alarmed by his admiration. She had discovered thgreasive

arrogance he displayed was nothing more than a todskle a basic
Insecurity, and beneath his blustering facade hereally a man of
some sensitivity.

'Have | got you out of bed?' Mazzaro demanded alyrup'm
sorry—I assumed you would be up by now.'

'I—I was rather late to bed,' she murmured uncotabty, and there
was a chilling silence, 'l— where are you staying?'

The silence stretched, and at length he said: 'Doestter?’

'Of course it matters.' Afraid that he might rinij a any moment,
she was reckless. 'Mazzaro, what are you doing?here

‘That is my affair, surely?' he retorted. 'Well? ®e meet or do we
not?'

'Of course walo,' she mumbled miserably. 'Wh-when? Where?'

'‘My hotel is not far from where you are now,' skidzzaro coolly. 'l
suggest | pick you up outside your hotel in—sayhauar?'

‘That would be fine." Suzanne nodded, and themsieglhe couldn't
see her, added: 'Mazzaro, |I— | am looking forwarddeing you.'

'‘Bene Until later, then," and he rang off without givihgr a chance to
say anything more.



As Suzanne bathed and dressed, she tried not ftulafe on
Mazzaro's reasons for being in London. But it w#gcdlt to think of
anything else when at the prospect of seeing hilessthan an hour,
her pulses raced and her fingers were all thumbs.

Then there was the problem of deciding what to weéhe pulled out
skirts and pants suits and discarded all of théma.eventually ran out
of time and had to choose quickly, picking a mefgth dress of silk
jersey, predominantly green in colour, but streakdth shades of
yellow, blue and purple. She didn't like it oncenias on, but she
hadn't time to change again, and she tugged inmtigti@at the
clinging, elbow-length sleeves. At least the neekliwvas low and
round, and allowed what air there was to ventilzte overheated
skin. Cork-soled sandals added a couple of inahé&et height, and
she grabbed a straw handbag and emerged fromgaestaips leading
down to her basement apartment just as a long-beddaguar nosed
against the kerb.

The car stopped and her breathing quickened wherdtlor was
pushed open and Mazzaro got out. In a cream denimard a
matching shirt he was disturbingly familiar, ane $teld her bag with
both hands to hide her agitation.

He came round to open the nearside door for herhanlimp was
less pronounced than she remembered it to be.ri8ezdne greeted
her politely. 'Won't you get in?"

Suzanne looked into his face, that scarred facewshe had found
Impossible to forget. What was there about this et aroused
these emotions inside her? Why, when Abdul madecreasingly
plain that his intentions towards her were perjebtinourable, did
she crave the attentions of a man who had madgélly plain that
his were not?



She got into the bucket seat at the front of digidg and he slammed
her door before walking round to get in beside Herwas parked in
a restricted area, and Mazzaro concentrated omgéte car into the
stream of traffic before speaking again. It gaved®me time to
regain a little of her composure, to calm her ngnand slow the
erratic beating of her heart.

Now that she had more time to consider him, albas
inconspicuously as possible, she could see a nesaariness about
him, as if life was not going particularly well fdrim either. It
aroused her anxieties, and inwardly she chidedetiefsr such
foolishness. Mazzaro di Falcone did not need Hgr or her. . .love.

Love! The word hit her like a physical blow. Was thatatvlvas
wrong with her? Was that why no one else couldhrder? Had she
been searching all her life for this man, only igcdver now she had
found him that he was already married?

'l tried to reach you last evening,' he remarkddsdt as they emerged
from the maze of side-streets and one-way thor@wghf into
Piccadilly. '‘But you were obviously not at home.'

Suzanne took a deep breath. 'No. |—I was out.af iwwadequate, but
what else could she say?

'With friends?'

Did he know where she had been? "Watfriend, yes,' she nodded,
wishing that last evening of all evenings she heehbavailable.

'l see.' His hands slid round the wheel. 'Did yauéha good time?'

Suzanne's nails dug into the plaited braiding ollag. "Why are you
asking me all these questions?' she protested.c¥nt possibly be
interested in whether | enjoyed myself with—withhmsmone else.’



'‘But | am.' He glanced sideways at her. "Who waéityone | know?’
'‘Anyone—you—know?' She stared at him. 'How—how daube?'
'‘Pietro?' He paused. 'Carlo?’

‘Carlo?' Suzanne felt sick. 'ls—is Carlo in London?

‘He may be, for all | know. He was a few weeks agasn't he?'
'‘Was he?'

The look he gave her renewed all her earlier aggorglbn. 'Don't you
know?'

Suzanne's shoulders sagged. 'He—he told you?'

Mazzaro shook his head, and her eyes widened unebtepdingly.
‘Elena told me he had been questioning her aboatewou worked
in London," he enlightened her flatly.

'Oh! Oh, | see." Suzanne bent her head. But whesaltknothing
more, she looked up again. What was he waiting Wény didn't he
ask her if she had gone out with him? But Mazzarotscentration
seemed completely on his driving, and only the éairy of his
jawline gave her any hint that he was not as ied#fit as he
appeared.

'He—he came to the hotel,' she volunteered atdask,when he still
made no response, she blurted out tremulously:IWéhven't you
any more questions to ask me?’

Mazzaro shrugged. 'lt doesn't surprise me.'

Suzanne sighed frustratedly. 'l didn't go out witin, you know.'



‘Didn't you?"

‘No!" glad at least in this instance she couldimsohutely honest. 'I—I
know what you said, but | didn't realise he was—hwelaking
assignations with me!'

Mazzaro made an indifferent gesture, acceleraimg the King's
Road and following the signs for Richmond. He seskrite know
London well, and Suzanne shrank back into herasetite pressure of
traffic took up all his attention.

Eventually, however, they gained the open spac&sobimond Park,
and finding an unoccupied area, Mazzaro pulledJtmpuar off the
road and switched off the engine. It was incredilpigaceful
considering its proximity to the metropolis, andagfrom passing
traffic the only sounds came from some childreryipig ball and a
couple of barking dogs.

Mazzaro half turned in his seat to look at her,dnia along the back
of hers. 'You look tired,' he commented ruthlessly.

Suzanne trembled. 'Well, thank you. I've just bémmging for
someone to say that to me!'

Mazzaro's eyes darkened. 'What do you expect maytto you?'

'Oh, be honest, by all means!" Suzanne tried fbgpant, and failed,
the tremor in her voice evident for anyone to h#arould say the
same about you.'

'l know it." His eyes dropped to her mouth, to t&knowingly
provocative glimpses of her tongue as she moistéeedips. 'l do
not sleep well, Suzanne.'

'‘Don't you?' Concern obliterated her own pain. 'Bitought—you
seemed to be walking so much more easily—'



'l am. My back is much improved. A friend of minashbeen giving
me some massage, and it is definitely easier.'

Suzanne frowned. 'A friend?'
'A doctor friend.'

Marina Rossi!lt had to be. The name was indelibly printed o
Suzanne's memory. Jealousy seared through hermagine this
woman, whoever she was, touching him, massaging highe felt
almost ill at the thought of it.

Mazzaro was regarding her intently. "What if | tglth my—physical
disabilities had nothing to do with my not sleefhige asked softly.

Suzanne's breathing faltered. 'Mazzaro—'

‘This man you were out with last night, who is Be?you care about
him?' he demanded.

Suzanne's head moved vigorously from side to 8itke—he's a guest
at the hotel. I've only been out with him threegsmBut last night
there was a midnight premiere of a film in whicls lsbusin had a
small part, and he invited me to go with him. df known that you—"'

She broke off abruptly. What was she doing? shedhsierself
irritably. Revealing her vulnerability to a man veeointerest in her
probably stemmed from something his daughter hatl & had
made no effort to see her until now, when he hadadered that
Carlo Bottega had been in London.

‘Suzanne!' He was getting impatient. ‘Go on! If'ddtnown what?'

She moved her shoulders in a casual gesture ofisiam'Well, if
you had—warned me that you were coming to Londonpuld
probably have— have postponed any engagement’l had.



It was not what she had been about to say, andéw k. The mouth

she had come to know so well twisted sardonicdllgee.' He ran a
lazy hand over the darkness of his hair, puttisgyan on the buttons
of his shirt so that one parted to reveal the clotifine dark hair

beneath. 'Do you go out a lot?"'

Did she go out a lot? Suzanne almost laughed,@dthd would have
been an hysterical sound. Three times since shedrad back from
Italy six weeks ago. Because she preferred thenoletdy of her
owfi thoughts to the artificial gaiety to be founith other men.

Instead of answering him, she asked: 'Do you?'

Mazzaro's hand fell to rest on his thigh. 'Whathigt supposed to
mean?'

'l should have thought it was perfectly obviouasked whether you
went out a lot.'

His heavy lids hooded his eyes. 'Where would | go?'

‘A man—a man in your position—you must be invitedlats of
functions,' she exclaimed.

'‘Which | attend with my so-beautifabntessano?'
Suzanne's stomach muscles tensed. 'Per-perhaps.'

His balled fist evidenced his anger. "You, of a@bple, should know
that | take Sophia nowhere!'

'‘Why not? She's a beautiful woman. You've just sa@d Suzanne
couldn't prevent the words from spilling from hessl Her nerves
were strung to such a pitch she was hardly awamehatt she was
saying. 'Why do you hate her so? If—if she was Wpgat the time



of your accident, is that any reason to go on pumdgs her? Fear
of—of something like that is a perfectly humanifaj—'

' know all about my wife's human failings,’ rett Mazzaro
savagely, 'and my appearance has little to do thigm!" His glance
seared her. 'But forgive me, | did not know she daddvocate in
you!'

Suzanne caught her breath on a sob, and thrugiery leer door, she
stumbled out of the car. Perhaps he thought shédwoerely stand
outside until he invited her in again, whateverfaaings, he was not
prepared for her to go running away across thecaminer hair a
honey-gold pennant in the stirring air.

With an oath, he swung open his own door and ggthos angry:
'‘Suzanne!' almost inaudible above the excited gt the playing
children.

But she ignored him, rushing unsteadily on, panitmitne heat of the
June morning. Already the skirt of her dress wasyaig to her bare
legs, and the back of her neck was damp. Beyonglthgng area
was a clump of trees, and she paused in their shddmbling for a
tissue to wipe the area around her eyes and nose.

Obviously, he was more fit than even she had gnmencredit for. As
she made to stuff the tissue back in her bag,dms kelosed round her
arm, just above the elbow, and he jerked her raarfidce him.

'‘What is all this about?' he demanded angrily|das face unusually
flushed with exertion. He had dragged off his tie anbuttoned the
collar of his shirt, and from the swift rise andl faf his chest, she
guessed he had been running.

'l—you shouldn't have come after me?'

‘What was | supposed to do? Leave you to walk bathe hotel?'



‘You might have done.’

'l may be unreasonable about some things, but ab@mga woman
IS not one of them.’

She sighed helplessly. '‘Mazzaro, this is no gabd. .

'| agree.' His eyes darkened. 'Perhaps this istbett' And his hands
fastened on her shoulders, jerking her towards hismnouth finding
hers with unerring instinct.

Her lips parted intuitively, and when his mouthdbad hers she sank
back against the trunk of the tree behind herpght pinning her
there. Her legs felt weak, the hardness of hissangua lassitude that
made her slide her arms round his waist, hookimgtenmbs into the
belt of his pants, holding him closer.

'Is this better?' he asked huskily, his tongueaxpd the tiny hollows
and crevasses of her ear, and she trembled.

'‘People—people can see us,' she whispered.

He drew a little away from her, resting a hand hee side of her.
‘And that bothers you?'

She wouldn't look up at him, half afraid to let he®e the power he
had over her. 'How—how long are you staying?'

‘What, here?' he mocked, deliberately misunderstgnider. 'Or in
England?'

'In England, of course.' She endeavoured to smoatihair.

‘That depends.' He straightened, releasing hemeCdll buy you
lunch. We have to talk.'



Accompanying him back to the car, Suzanne triegeba grip on
herself. She had been kissed before. Kissing mkttliet—even
kissing that devoured her and left her feeling wesradk unsatisfied. . .

The boys who were playing football cheered whemladame their
way and Mazzaro kicked it back with such force thpsssed the pile
of sweaters forming the goal-mouth of the opposidg. He grinned
sheepishly at Suzanne as they got into the carhantieart turned
over. She hardly knew Mazzaro in this mood, but l#l his other
moods, it was unfailingly attractive to her.

He took her to an hotel in Richmond where the w@hlere set out on
a small balcony overlooking an ornamental pool olrteered Martini
cocktails, and spent some time studying the mefwrd®eeciding on
the English roast beef and Yorkshire pudding. Soneasaid she
would have the same, although in all honesty tbiglhang she needed
right now was food. Then, when their chilled Maigirhad been
served, Mazzaro said: 'Did you mean what you safdrb—about
Sophia? Or was that just intended to hurt me?'

Suzanne stroked the rim of her glass with her &y would | want
to hurt you?'

'l don't know. Revenge, perhaps?' he suggestetiyguie

'‘Revenge!" Indignation made her eyes sparkle angfihat implies
an injury on my behalf.'

'‘Oh, come on, Suzanne.' His green eyes bored iats. Nf we
continue to fence with words, we're going to get/inere! You know
as well as | do that we can tear one another tweple

Her colour came and went again. 'And did I— hur3/o



'‘Dear God, Suzanne, don't you know?' He glanceatiently round
the busy restaurant, and then looked at her ag@rnyou want me to
show you my wounds?'

She looked down into her glass. "You—you wantei@itoto me...'
‘Not here!' he stated definitely.

‘After lunch, we—we could go to my apartment,’ siodunteered
softly.

'I'd like that." He reached across the table, isgming one of her
hands beneath his. 'I'd like to see where you'live.

Suzanne could hardly get her breath. 'How—how Bsn&?P |—I
thought of writing to her after | got back, butitid't think you would
approve.'

He half smiled. 'l should probably have confiscaadidyour letters
and kept them myself. Suzanne, you don't know hawhm have
wanted to see you again. These past weeks, theydimost driven
me out of my mind!'

‘And—and yet it took—Carlo coming to London to lgripou to see
me!'

He uttered an expletive. 'ls that what you think?'

‘Isn't it so?'

'In God's name, no! Suzanne, | did not know whene were. You
had not told me where you worked. Have you any it@a many

hotels there are in London?"

'‘Pietro could have told you.'



‘And do you think he would have done so if | haklealshim?*
‘He—perhaps.'

'‘Not without broadcasting the fact. Forgive me,&ue, but | could
not do that to Elena. She has so little...'

‘And—she told you?'He nodded, releasing her hanthaswvaiter
brought their iced consomme. 'She was anxious apout' He
paused. 'Somehow Carlo had discovered that she &thewout you.
After she had talked with him, she came to me. Bhs worried
about what she had told him. Not half so worriednas believe me!'

'‘When—when did you decide to come to London?'

He shook his head. 'It was not so easy. Contratiggmpinion you
hold of a man in my position, | am not so assuteslas not even
certain that you would want to see me.' He sighfed | had begun a
course of massage which had to be continued.’

‘With your doctor friend,’ said Suzanne dryly, doaing her
bitterness.

‘Yes.' Mazzaro frowned. 'Tell me, why do you usa tbne when you
speak of it? Do you not approve of massage?'

'Of course | do." Suzanne put down her spoon alyrapid took a
deep breath. 'All right, if we're being honest withe another, is
your—your doctor friend female?'

'‘How did you know?' Mazzaro regarded her curiously.

Suzanne hunched her shoulders. 'One evening, whas $taying at
Castelfalcone, you dined with some people calledRbssis, didn't
you?'



'Yes.'

‘Well, Pietro intimated—that is, his mother menedrthat someone
called—Marina was home, and Pietro said that yod stme had
grown up together.*

'Is that all?' Mazzaro looked resigned. 'He didisb happen to tell
you that Marina and | were once expected to maid/he?'

'As a matter of fact, he did.'

‘Are you jealous, Suzanne?' He sounded astoundet, her
expression gave him his answer. 'Why? Why? If | teshted to
marry Marina, | would have done so fifteen years.ag

‘Would you?'

He shifted exasperatedly. 'Yes. Y&80 mio, Suzanne, you have no
need to be jealous of Marina, no need at all.’

‘But she is the one who—who massages you, isrt she

‘Yes. But that is over now. Besides,' his mouthidiaed indulgently,
'there is nothing romantic about lying on a slabéing pummelled
about by someone who is only intent on doing tfodar

Suzanne ventured to look at him. 'What is she like?

'‘Who? Marina?' He shrugged. 'Small, and dark. Wisyppose you
might call her. She is a very nervous creature, lamas up all her
surplus energy. You would like her, Suzanne. Slaegeod person.'

Suzanne moved her soup plate aside. 'Why didn'tyay her?'

Mazzaro sighed. 'l never regarded her in that fight



'Did your parents want you to marry her?’

'Yes.' He too pushed his plate aside, and the madtstened forward
to remove them. 'The Rossis werare—a wealthy family. My
father saw a way to recoup the family's finances.'

‘And you rebelled?'

‘It wasn't quite like that," Mazzaro retorted drylguzanne, if | had
cared about Marina, nothing would have stoppednom imarrying
her. But | didn't— so my father and | had a senésows which
culminated in my going to work for an auction hous®&ome.’

‘Where you met Sophia?’
‘Where | met Sophia,' he agreed.

The roast beef was served and Suzanne made agaeteeating it.
She was getting quite expert at this sort of theigg thought wryly,
and then found Mazzaro's eyes upon her and knemhéhaas not
deceived. In fact, he appeared to eat little himseld seemed as
relieved as she was when at last the strawbergagatias removed.

‘Shall we have coffee at my place?' she suggettatitively, and
Mazzaro immediately summoned the waiter for theekhe

London simmered in the heat of one of those breasshafternoons
when even the pavements seemed to reflect a badlighat was
dazzling. Those people who were about moved lettaltg, as if

drugged by the sun, and overhead the arc of blpe/ak unrelenting.

Suzanne directed Mazzaro to the basement car padakh the hotel,
and then they walked out into the sunlight agaimeiach the area
steps leading down to her apartment. In her hagie but earlier, she
had forgotten to open any windows, and the aidms$he apartment
was stifling.



Mazzaro closed the door, as she hurried acrostivihg room to

throw open the windows, and he surveyed the rooth witerest.
Suzanne put down her bag and looked anxiously diuSomehow
everywhere seemed smaller and more shabby theally wwas, and
remembering the Villa Falcone, she wondered whatadie must be
thinking of this place.

'So this is where you live," he commented quigtlys charming.'

‘Hardly that,' exclaimed Suzanne, picking up a musfrom the black
vinyl couch and shaking it into shape impatientBut at least it's
mine.’'

Mazzaro sighed and moved away from the door, takiegcushion
from her unresisting fingers and dropping it backto the couch.
Then he cupped her face between his hands anddatken at her
steadily.

'l like it," he told her firmly, his thumbs caresgiher cheeks. 'You
have good taste.’

'It's cheap—' she began, but his thumbs moveddocs her lips.

'It is modem,' he insisted. 'Bright and functionakactly what an
apartment should be.'

Suzanne breathed quickly. 'Stop pretending. Itsahd stuffy, and |
didn't have time to vacuum this morning.’

His hands dropped to his sides. 'Shall we havectiféede, hmm? And
do you mind if | take off my jacket?'

'Of course not." Suzanne turned away, and walkeckiguinto the
tiny kitchen. What a beginning! shethought miseyahy on earth
had she gone on about the apartment like that? Wéueshe expected
him to say?



As she set cups on a tray, Mazzaro came to thiedntdoor. He had
shed his jacket and unfastened his shirt almodtigowaist, the
sleeves rolled back to reveal the lean musculafityis forearms. He
propped himself against the door frame, watching &ed she had
great difficulty in maintaining her composure.

'It's instant, I'm afraid,’ she said, as the kegtlgtched itself off and
she poured boiling water over the grains.

'So long as it is coffee,' he remarked dryly. 'Shedrry that for you?'
‘No. No, | can manage.'

She turned sideways to prevent him taking the t@ay, her fingers
slipped off the handle. The tray bounced down onht formica

surface again, splashing hot coffee over the bddkeo hand. She
gasped with pain, letting go of the tray to rub hgured skin

painfully, and Mazzaro stifled an oath and grasgiegwrist dragged
her towards the sink. The cold water from the tamiktthe heat out of
the small burns, and within minutes she was dlitragain.

'‘Now, | will carry the tray," he told her brieflgnd went ahead of her
into the living room, setting it down on the lowbla beside the
couch.

Suzanne followed him slowly into the room. 'Than&uy she
mumbled awkwardly. 'l—I'm not usually so careless.

Mazzaro's face was tense with suppressed emotidithan he went
abruptly towards her, taking her hands in his aising the injured
one to his lips.

'‘Suzanne,' he said huskily. 'Stop fighting me!'

She looked up at him nervously, knowing the danggtise situation,
but unable to remove them. In the overheated apatimthe



masculine scent of his body was a powerful stimulem her
overcharged emotions, and all other considerats@esned to fade
into insignificance beside the urgent demands will@rself. His lips
moved from her palm to her wrist, to the networkwveins that
quivered beneath his touch, the sensual caress tdrgue sending
rivers of molten fire to melt her blood. Then hpsltrailed the length
of her arm to her shoulder, brushing the jersdyaside to expose the
smooth skin beneath.

As he moved closer, she felt the hard muscles ©tdys brushing
hers, and she inhaled the odour of the soap hewked her face
touched his chest. Her lips moved of their owntuaii to caress his
heated flesh, her mouth and nose filled with his fair.

‘Suzanne,' he groaned, his hands sliding overterders. 'Kiss me,
Suzanne. Again! Hold mdio, Suzanne, who taught you to do that..

‘You did!" she breathed, winding her arms roundrigsk, and his
mouth covered hers, imprisoning her lips with adryrurgency that
revealed his own need of her.

The ragged tenor of his breathing and the heawpthing of his heart
deafened her ears to any other sound, and whehutit@ns of his

shirt dug into her breasts, she tugged it asideteloser to him. His
finger sought the zip of her dress, and she f@tdbolness of air
against her back when his fingers spread againsdiee. The dress
fell in a pool of silk around her ankles, and hekkd it aside as he
lifted her into his arms.

‘Show me your bedroom,' he suggested softly, hiseviaoarse with
emotion, and she had no will or desire to resist.

'It—it's through there,’ she murmured, burying fee against his
scarred throat, gesturing towards her bedroom dwouat,he carried



her towards it, pushing it open with his foot amakstg it the same
way.

He laid her on the bed and she looked away whefingisrs went to
the belt of his pants. Then he was beside hembisth possessing
hers, and she didn't much care about anything amg.m

The sudden knocking at the door of the apartmenditt a groan of
anguish from Mazzaro's lips. 'Ignore it,' he comdexhher roughly.
'For God's sake, Suzanne, do not answer it!

Suzanne lay for a few seconds longer. 'l—I mubg' grotested. 'It
might be someone from the hotel.’

Mazzaro rolled on to his back. 'Wouldn't they tblepe?' he
demanded.

Suzanne leant across to bestow a warm kiss orhb&kc'l won't be
long," she promised, and sliding off the bed sredalp her silk robe
and wrapped it closely about her. If anyone magecamment, she
could always say she was taking a bath.

The first man who pushed past her into the apaitmas a stranger
to her, and her cry of fear was purely instinctiBet the man who

followed him through the door was only too famijiand as her eyes
turned to him, she let out another gasp of dismay.

'Hello, Suzanne,' said Carlo Bottega sardonicadly, his burly
colleague burst into the bedroom behind her. 'Allsmarld, is it
not?'

‘Wh-what are you doing here? How—how dare you biaak my
apartment uninvited! What is that man doing—'

‘Save your breath, Suzanne!' Mazzaro appearee iddbrway to the
bedroom, fastening the zip of his pants and bugklms belt.



'‘Our—intruders are here on business, are you mottlggnen?' He
spoke savagely. 'My dear wife has been up to heetralks again,
no?'

Suzanne put a hand to her head. 'l—don't— undefstan

Mazzaro slid his arms into the sleeves of his stiinis quite simple,
Suzanne,' as the burly man who had entered thenagrar first
brushed past him. 'This—person—is a private deteatio? And we
have just given Sophia grounds for a divorce!



CHAPTER TEN
BuTt we havermr—

'‘Suzanne's protest died beneath the look Mazzasb ica her
direction. 'Do you think the finer points of outatonship matter to
these men?' He shook his head. 'It is sufficieai We are here—and
together, you know what | mean?'

'Of course she knows,' said Carlo unpleasantiyt.I'Bmn glad you are
taking it so well, Count. | was afraid you might—usa a little
trouble.'

Mazzaro's resemblance to his Medici ancestors badrrbeen more
pronounced. 'This is Miss Hunt's apartment, Bottdgmasaid quietly.
‘And | am not foolish enough to attempt to fighthbof you at once.
If it offends your sense of pride that | make nfoefto defend my
marriage, | will endeavour to accommodate you atesother time.'

Carlo shifted sulkily. ‘Don't threaten me, Count!'

'‘Was | doing that?' Mazzaro finished fastening Itk tons of his
shirt, and thrust it into the waistband of his nfsa'Are we to learn
the purpose behind this visit?'

Suzanne envied him his calm. She herself was tiambiolently,
not least with the possibilities of what Sophia\sccing Mazzaro
might mean to her.

Carlo looked across at the other man. 'Pignati!said, gesturing,
and the burly detective stepped forward.

'l am here on the instructions of the Contessalttidne signore,’he
announced in heavily accented English. 'With thiermation | can
produce in a court of law—'



'‘Bene, beneMazzaro silenced him with his words. He pickechig
jacket and put it on, his eyes flickering broodingler Suzanne's
scantily-clad figure. 'So? Your work is done. Yango.'

'Si, signore.'

Pignatti moved towards the door and after a mor@amko followed
him. But he did not turn his back on Mazzaro, etlrerugh the other
man made no move towards him.

When the door had closed behind them, Suzanneledpedr breath
on a trembling sigh. 'Oh, Mazzaro.

He nodded abruptly, raking back his hair with cold violence,
and beginning to pace restlessly about the roosiuRease unsettled
her, and with uncertainty, she murmured: 'Are yogrg with me?"'

'‘With you?' He stopped his pacing to stare atliisreyes darkening
with remembered emotion. 'Why should | be angryhwiou?' He
uttered an angry expletive, 'Oh God, don't you kihéwve you?'

Suzanne swallowed convulsively. 'You love me?' &ndd hardly
take it in, but when she would have gone to himsli@ok his head.

‘Let me think, Suzanne!'
She linked her fingers together. 'What—what williytn?'

Mazzaro dragged her gaze away from her, and hisvmepds were
chilling. 'Sophia is a bitch!" he ground out, thgbuclenched teeth. ‘|
should have known better than to think she coulhge!

'‘She—you—you have done this before?' Suzanne ddlteaand he
gave her an angry look.



'‘What kind of a man do you take me for?' he deman'tear God,
Suzanne, | have just told you, | love you! | do nwke a habit of
making love to other women!'

'I'm sorry. But—when you said about Sophia beingtamer old
tricks again. ..' She shook her head expressigatyhe uttered a grim
acknowledgement.

'l am sorry, too, Suzanne,' he agreed harshly. ‘dfeubearing the
brunt of the anger | have for Sophia.' He shookhieiad. "We were
going to talk today. Then you would have understood

'Understood, Mazzaro?"

He sighed and looked at her again, his eyes gentte more. 'Put
some clothes ortara. Then | will tell you.' His eyes moved hungrily
down the length of her body. 'l cannot go on logkat you without
wanting you." Then, as she turned away, he addex/e' me,
Suzanne. Whatever happens!

She was reluctant to leave him, even for a momautthe turned
abruptly away, saying: 'Do as | say, Suzanne. Gestsed.'

With an unsteady breath, she went into the bedreomerging a few
minutes later in slim-fitting jeans and a sleevelesst. If anything
the masculine attire was more revealing than hiersirobe had
been, and he indicated that she should be seafac e spoke.

'‘Where should | begin?' he demanded wearily, pyitine width of
the room between them so that he should not betéehtp touch her
again, and she said quietly: "Tell me why you neakrSophia. Did
you love her?’

He nodded. 'You are right. That is the place toirbegt the
beginning.' He paused. 'Very well. | have told yahout my father
and about Marina. Can you understand my frame onélmihen | first



met Sophia? | was young, | was independent fofiteetime in my
life, and she was very-free—with her favours.’

'You slept with her,' said Suzanne flatly.

'Yes.' Mazzaro rested one hand at the back ofdtk.iShe was not
the first woman | had known, but she was beautdall when she
told me she was expecting a child, | had no re&sdisbelieve her. |
did the honourable thing, no? | married her. Onldiscover that the
only thing she was expecting was to be the newé&3satdi Falcone!'

‘But Elena...'
‘Elena was born three years later.’
‘But you—you loved her?'

Mazzaro's expression hardened. 'Perhaps. In therdeg. | admired
her—and a man can do much for admiration.'

Suzanne coloured, and he went on: 'After my panete dead and
we came back to live at thevilla, Sophia discovetfeat being a
contessaneed not mean a life full of incident and exciteimé was
often busy, | had little time to entertain hernig father's latter years,
he had run himself into debt trying to maintain thika without an
adequate income. | had to think of ways to getui®©bdebt, to make
us—how do you say it?—solvent? Sophia was bored,sls®
sought—solace—elsewhere.'

'‘Did you know?'

'Did | know?' His jaw tightened. 'Of course | didtfkknow. Although
later | discovered there had been a series of taaifthairs throughout
the months we had been at Castelfalcone.'

'So—so0 how—'



'‘How did | find out?' Mazzaro heaved a sigh. 'lduseenjoy skiing. It
was my only recreation at that time. We used tdogGortina—you
have heard of it? Cortina d'Ampezzo, the QueenesoRs? It is in
the Alps here, and the skiing is excellent. | usespend days on the
slopes, leaving in the mornings before Sophia wasga and coming
back in the late afternoon to find her ensconcettienlounge with a
circle of admirers." He paused. 'One day | came leaelier than
usual. | found her in our bed with a skiing instasc Self-derision
tugged at his mouth. 'lronic, is it not? Sophialeal went out on the
slopes!

Suzanne's hands were clasped tightly together mld@ 'Oh,
Mazzaro.. .'

'l was shattered, as you can imagine. But evenitiden't think my
mind accepted it. | don't remember too well whatdemed. | went
out of the hotel and I took the cable up to thdnbgj slopes. | was in a
disorientated state, not fit to attempt so dangeraudescent. |
remember beginning the run and my skis going outasftrol. |
suppose | must have lost consciousness, becauselwkgt opened
my eyes the man who had been with Sophia was Epuan spirit
over me. It is strange when so much else was ftagobut | can
remember that quite clearly. | suppose the spitsinhave briefly
revived me. | was in a terrible mess, | know. hthSophia's lover
had come out after me because he was afraid | diglsomething
stupid, and Sophia followed him. When they discedenow badly
injured | was, they must have panicked. No doulphtowas afraid |
would denounce her for what she was if | recoveaed, if | didn't,
there might be some awkward questions to answeutabow a
normally proficient skier like myself should havalén. Whatever
their motives, by making it appear that | had bdenking, they
covered themselves and negated my real reasogsifay out there.'

‘They—they didn't leave you!



'Oh, but they did. | had lost consciousness agad, you have to
remember how | must have looked to them. Torn fldsloken

bones—I must have seemed more dead than alivetialgranother
of the instructors found me on a routine inspectibthe slopes.’

But—but how could she leave you!" Suzanne felt.sick

"You wouldn't, would you, Suzanne?' he mocked geatid she got
up from her seat, unable to bear his cynicism.

‘And now she thinks she can get what she wantsregtening to take
Elena away from me!' he muttered.

Suzanne faltered. 'What do you mean?"

Mazzaro smote his balled fist against his thiglouMion't really
understand what this is all about yet, do you, Soed'

‘Sophia—Sophia wants to divorce you—'

'‘Does she? Does she really?' Mazzaro's face twisgdanne,
Sophia could have had a divorce from me at anyltime

"Then—then what?'

Mazzaro stared at her for a long moment, and tleembved his
shoulders in a defeated gesture. 'Suzanne, yaurss—In spite of
your independence, you're so—innocent, somehaswhéird for me
to explain the kind of woman Sophia is, but— ohdG8uzanne, she
wantsme!'

‘What?' Suzanne was pale.

‘Crazy, isn't it?' Mazzaro raked desperate handsigjin his hair. '‘But
there are women like that, Suzanne. Women whadhegatkicks from



having affairs with other men, while still imagigirthat they care
about their husbands.’

'‘But she left you to die!'

'On the ski slopes—yes, | know. As | told you, sheught | was
going to die. And just after the accident, whewats still touch and
go, she became very—affectionate towards Pietrcalse she
iImagined he was going to inherit the villa. Butelgan to get better,
and she turned her attention back to me againslime interested.
Any small remnant of emotion | had felt for SopHtiad three years
ago on the slopes above Cortina. But Sophia willeoept that. And
like anything unattainable, it becomes that muchemedesirable.'

Suzanne's legs almost gave way under her. 'Iskaismhy you didn't
want her to know—"'

“—that | could walk? Yes, of course. There was abvye chance
that | might be able to convince her that—sexuadlyas dead. Then
she might ask for a divorce." His mouth softenech@dooked at
Suzanne's deepening colour. 'And then | met yod, against my
better judgement l-allowed myself to become invdlweith you.
Sophia must have guessed at once how things wesite of my
efforts to appear indifferent to you.'

‘The—the dinner party. .." Suzanne breathed.

'Yes. When you looked so beautiful, | wanted tarsgte Carlo every
time he spoke to you.'

'‘But—but you could divorce Sophia!'

Mazzaro shook his head. 'l have Elena to conshlsd. Sophia is a
very plausible woman. Could you imagine any judiyeng custody
of the child to me? Particularly if Sophia appeatedhim—as a
mother!



'But she doesn't care about Elena!'
'‘She knows | do.’
'What about Carlo?"

‘Carlo is just like all the other young men she prasluced from time
to time. She hopes to make me jealous. Don't yefd'se

'And—and now?'

Mazzaro paced restlessly across to the windowsjingtaout
broodingly. 'There have never been any other worSemanne. No
one, until now. | never realised what an opporuttits gave her.’

'H-how?'

‘Sophia is away right now. In Rome, visiting frisné&he must have
convinced Carlo to do this for her, bribed him ome way. And,
poor fool that he is, he doesn't realise her imberit

'‘But how did she know you were in London?"

Mazzaro paused. Then he nodded. 'Pietro must loéovdaér. Since
Easter, he has scarcely been away from the Villa.'

'‘But his work at college... And when we met, yokeamsme whether |
had seen him.’

Mazzaro turned to face her. 'Just because | agealoius of Sophia's
admirers, it does not mean | am without those rigsli he told her.
'Did | not just explain? Seeing you with Carlo akhate me up, and
when Elena told me he was coming to London to see-y He broke

off abruptly. 'No doubt your rejection of his adeas added to his
eagerness to help Sophia.’



'‘Oh, Mazzaro. . ." Suzanne twisted her hands tegedimd he left the
windows to approach her.

'l must not touch you, Suzanne," he muttered huskilhere are
things | must do before we can be together again.’

'‘What things?' Her eyes were wide and troubledz2deo, if you
can't divorce Sophia, and she won't divorce yohout taking Elena
away from you, what can you do?'

One of his hands reached out to twine itself alnmossistibly in the
silky curtain of her hair. 'During these past fesuts | have realised
that | cannot let you go, Suzanne,' he told heghtu 'God forgive
me, but when | am with you, | cannot even thinkEtdna!’

Suzanne trembled. 'But—but you must,’ she saidlguie

'‘Must 1?" His eyes darkened with emotion. 'l asksetfy is it
arrogance that makes me believe that Elena wouldenbappy with
her mother—'

‘Mazzaro! You know it's no good!" The burning pressof tears
stung her eyes. 'We can't live for the present,kymw that. We can't
take our happiness at the expense of the chilads. Rhow Sophia
doesn't care about her—even | could see that. Magbaow, but at
some time in the future, you would come to hateane,yourself, for
abandoning her.’

'l could never hate you, Suzanne.' He sighed. (feuhaps you are
right.’

"You—you know | am.’

'‘So—you are sending me away?"'



Suzanne couldn't stand any more. With a sob, shedhber face in
her hands, and when his arms closed around heprebsed her face
against the fine material of his shirt and weptebly.

Mazzaro allowed her to cry for a while, and thersaiel softly: 'There
Is one chance. ..’

Suzanne lifted her head, sure she must look terrnbiv with puffy
eyelids and tear-streaked cheeks. 'What chance?’

Mazzaro frowned. 'The collection.’
‘The collection!" Suzanne blinked. 'How do you ni@an

'I cannot sell the Villa, Suzanne. That is entatedhe eldest male
heir. But the collection is mine.'

'So?'

'It's worth a small fortune, you know that. Therpmigs alone are
worth several hundred million lire! If | offered floia the
collection—'

'‘But you couldn't!" Suzanne was horrified. 'Mazzatomeans too
much to you.'

‘Not as much as you doara.’
'l—you can't do it. It's your life!"

‘Not any moreamorissimaNow youare my life!' He shook his head
impatiently. 'If only | thought Sophia would agree!

*You think she might not?"



'l don't know. | don't know.' Mazzaro stared dowher passionately.
'l only know | have to try. | have to find out.’

'‘And—and if she agrees. ..’
‘Then | can get a divorce—and custody of my daughte
'If only it were possible!" Suzanne dared not hope.

Maziaro stroked her pale cheek with the back ofhlaisd. "You and
l—and Elena. Yes, we could make a good life foiselues.’

'And—and the collection?"

‘What is the collection compared to the love | hiioreyou, cara? An

inanimate group of objects! | never realised umow how
unimportant they could seem. Perhaps | never |@agahia after all. |
would never have given up the collection for her.’

'‘Poor Sophia,' said Suzanne softly. 'l don't eratyrfow.'
'Did you ever?' Mazzaro seemed surprised.

‘As your wife?' Suzanne reached up to touch higkcmeéth her lips.
'Of course | envied her.’

He moved his shoulders in regret. 'You've hadtfe time, Suzanne.
Are you sure you want me?'

'l love you, Mazzaro," she breathed, and her worade him catch his
breath and pull her closely against him. His madhbght hers, but
when passion flared between them, he put her detedhy away
from him.

'l have to go,' he said.



'‘Go?’

‘Yes. There are arrangements to be made for myrepaWVith luck,
I might get on the morning flight to Venice.'

‘The morning flight?' Suzanne couldn't help theetign. 'Will
you—I mean—will you let me know what happens? Orag-wor
another.’

Mazzaro looked at her steadily. ‘Suzanne, one wapather, we will
be together—of that | am certain. Elena is tersitryears she will be
old enough to choose for herself.’

'‘But you can't leave her with Sophia,’ said Suzamis#fully. "You
know that, Mazzaro, whatever you say. But—if yountvene—I'll
wait. However long it takes.'

'If 1 want you?' Mazzaro's mirth was full of bitteess. 'Suzanne,
you'd better keep telling me | can't leave Elerexadose something
inside me keeps telling me that three years is Emmugh to live in
my kind of prison.’



CHAPTER ELEVEN

SUZANNE was just leaving her office when Abdul came singll
through the lobby with Malcolm Norton. He saw heéroace, and
excusing himself from the hotel manager, he cameindher.

'‘Where have you been hiding yourself?' he demartadtijocularly.
T tried to reach you yesterday morning, and thexireipis afternoon.
| wanted to ask you what you really thought of firm. We didn't
have much time to talk on Saturday night.’

Suzanne endeavoured to remember what it had beern. &b much
seemed to have happened since Saturday night,esmddmories of
the film had been blurred by subsequent events.

'Oh, | enjoyed it," she assured him, recallinglibsic outline of the
plot. 'l thought its politics were a little datedut that kind of
super-spy image seems to appeal.’

‘You really think so?' Abdul watched her closely.
'‘Well, I've seen a lot worse,' she conceded, wihggat smile.

Abdul nodded. 'And what have you been doing withrgelf? Norton
tells me you've been out with a party of touristsamething.'

'‘What? Oh, yes,' she nodded. 'That Japanese pasay.courier has
gone sick, and Mr Norton asked me to accompany tieefampton
Couirt.

Unfortunately, only a couple of them speak any Ehgl

'‘What an ordeal!" Abdul was sympathetic. 'Let'sénthiir courier has
improved by tomorrow.'

'Yes.'



Suzanne nodded, but truthfully she had not beawy smbe out of the
hotel. And at least conversing through an integsrbad kept her on
her toes. She had had little time to think abouz24ao, to speculate
about the outcome of his confrontation with Sophia.

"You have some plans for this evening?' Abdul waesaking again,
and Suzanne looked at him blankly for a momerit,adisorbed with
the turmoil of her own thoughts.

'l beg your pardon?’
‘This evening? You are going out?"

Suzanne gathered herself with difficulty. 'l—whyg.No." Then,
realising what he was about to say, she added:r—+dther tired,
actually. | thought I'd have an early night.'

Abdul hesitated a moment, then he nodded. 'Yes, pahhaps that
would be best,' he agreed. '"You do look a little-rwao? An early
night might do you some good.'

'l thought so.' Suzanne could smile more freely now
Abdul nodded. 'Until later, then.'

‘Until later,' she answered, and went lightly ddiva steps and out of
the hotel.

The apartment was stuffy, but the cooler air ofnavg would soon
put that right. She opened windows, took a few deepths, and then
went to raid her small larder.

She wasn't particularly hungry, but she had to satshe prepared
herself a cheese omelette. Then she set herseHya dadding a
yoghurt and a glass of milk, and carried it throtmthe living room.



She watched television sporadically, dividing iésration between it
and the crossword in thBaily Telegraph.But it was difficult to

concentrate on anything when, given free rein,theughts rioted
over the scene which might be taking place at th@ment at
Castelfalcone. What would Sophia say? Surely shddvaot refuse
the opportunity to become a very rich woman! Antgpreen the stole
choice Suzanne knew, with a sinking heart, thawahdd never give
Mazzaro up. And Sophia wanted him. Might not higjuest

precipitate the kind of action on her part he meanted to avoid?
Poor Mazzaro! Poor Elena!

At nine o'clock, she had a bath and put on hertg@hn, returning to
the living room to drink a final cup of coffee bedaoing to bed. The
ten o'clock news was just beginning, and she sfood moment
listening to the headlines before switching off.

The news of the crash came first. It was not edesythat a hundred
and forty-seven people lost their lives, particylaot when over half
the passengers had been British holidaymakerscidsh had taken
place in the Dolomites the newscaster reportedtiNtalian Airlines
Flight 407 to Venice.. .

Suzanne heard nothing after Venice. She was hadigre of

dropping her coffee cup until thehot liquid spilleder her toes, and
she sprang back automatically to escape the paking no attempt
to mop up the spilt coffee, she stepped nearetelle®ision again,

staring intently at the screen.

The initial statement of information was over, hoae Now
horrifying pictures passed before her eyes, pisttaken from the air
at the scene of the crash. Fortunately the film llask and white,
but even so the tattered remnants of clothing agddge bore silent
witness to the presence of their owners.



Suzanne watched in mute disbelief as the reposert® described
how the pilot of the aircraft must have miscaloetbhis position and
brought the plane down in the Dolomites only twemiputes before
it was due to land at the airport.

Back in the studios again, there was more detaiésdription of the
crash and finally a telephone number to ring fothfer information.
Suzanne snatched up her pencil and jotted the nuddyen on the
side of the newspaper, sitting staring at it foresal more minutes
before switching off the set and moving to thepbtane.

The line was engaged when she first rang, and sitedvmpatiently
for it to be free. Then she was through, and a wosnsympathetic
voice was asking her her name and address, andhv@was ringing.

Suzanne explained that she just wanted to findvgther a friend
had been on the plane, and although she sensativwlaatnot a usual
inquiry, the woman agreed to find out. Seconds lsle was back
with the news that someone of that name had bed¢heoplane, and
Suzanne just had time to replace the receiver balioe passed out.

It was terrible being so helpless. All through tlbag night that
followed, between spasms of frenzied weeping, Suzanished
there was something she could do, someone she goutdand pour
out all the misery inside her.

But her mother would not understand, and there nea®ne else.
Mazzaro was dead; the Dolomites, which had begroresble for so
much of his suffering in the past, had claimedrthigtim at last, and
there seemed no justice in so cruel a blow.

She heard on the morning news that relatives oWitiems of the
crash were being flown out to Italy at the airlinekpense to identify
bodies and attend a mass funeral which was beargnptl for those



who did not wish to bring their dead home. Funevadse terrible
affairs, and yet Suzanne wished she could attdtichugh Mazzaro
would no doubt be buried at Castelfalcone withamsestors.

She even thought of going to Castelfalcone, onby ttought of
seeing Sophia again did not bear thinking aboudidgs, if Carlo had
heard that the Conte had been killed, perhaps hdwaithhold his
evidence about them, and she could not risk puEirga's happiness
in jeopardy when she could never be closer to Mazitean she had
been two days ago.

She looked so ill that morning that Malcolm Nortook one look at
her before ordering her home for the day.

'In God's name, Suzanne,’ he protested impatieithat has
happened? Don't tell me nothing, because | knotereiftly.'

It was almost a relief to explain. 'Someone | knesemeone | knew
was killed in that plane crash yesterday,' shehaotdchokingly.

'Oh, Suzanne!" His tone brought the ready tearsetoeyes. "Why
didn't you let me know? If you'd rung and told rimey needn't have
bothered coming in at all today."'

Suzanne shook her head. 'l—I thought | might fe¢ids with—with
people,' she confessed. 'But you're right, | deeltso good.'

Norton came round her desk and put a reassuring loanher
shoulder. 'l gather it was someone you cared ddwaitsaid softly.
‘I'm sorry.'

Suzanne nodded, not trusting herself to speak, hendirew her
unresistingly to her feet, picking up her handbagd putting it into
her hands.



'You know what you're going to do?' he asked, drme shook her
head. 'You're going to take a few days off. Yess-5he began to
protest, 'l mean it. Go down to Bristol, why dopiu? See that
mother of yours. I'm sure she'd love to have you.'

Suzanne shook her head. 'My parents are away,nma®g. They're
on a Rhine cruise.'

Norton heaved a sigh. 'Is that so?'
'‘Mr Norton, you don't have to concern yourself aboe—'

'‘But | do concern myself, Suzanne. Heavens, ymgtdit to be left
alone!

"'l be all right, honestly.'

Suzanne was touched by his kindness. All the sahedoubted if
she would have gone to Bristol if her mother had been away.
Explanations of the kind she would have had to malere
impossible right at this time, although the idegefting away from
everyday things was appealing. Her apartment hetdl rhany
memories of Mazzaro, and their sharpness might wegll her
emotions to pieces.

'So what will you do?'

Norton was speaking again, and she turned to lodkna an idea
forming in her mind. 'Did you mean what you saidatitaking a few
days off?'

‘Naturally | meant it.'

Suzanne nodded. 'Then | will. I—I'd like to get gwfeom—from
London. Perhaps a few days at the coast woulddo®d idea.’



'What coast?"

Suzanne shrugged. 'l don't know. Sussex! DorsegiWhvas young,
we used to go to a place near Weymouth. That waes himight go
there.'

Norton studied her pale cheeks. "You're not thigkihdriving there?'
he asked anxiously, and she forced a faint smile.

'I'm not an invalid, Mr Norton.'
'‘No. But you are in a state of shock, Suzanne.'

'‘But it's not far.' The idea grew more attractiyetiee minute. 'If | left
after lunch, | could be there by dinner time.'

‘And what is this place called? | ought to know.'

'‘Westhampton Regis. It's a village. Just a few agas, as |
remember, and a shop or two.’

‘Where will you be staying?’

'l don't know." Suzanne made a helpless gestangect there's an
inn or a hotel, of some sort. You don't notice pwbgn you're only
eight years old.’

Norton looked doubtful. 'Why don't | ask Fezik i&'th drive you
down—'

'‘No!" Suzanne was very definite about that. 'l me#d rather you
didn't tell him where | was going.'

Norton frowned. 'But | thought you had got to likien. You've been
out with him, haven't you?'



'Yes." Suzanne shifted uncomfortably. 'It's nothimgrsonal, Mr
Norton. I—I just need to be on my own for a while.’

Norton hesitated and she thought he was goinggueatbut then he
gave a resigned shake of his head. 'All right, Boeal can't tell you
what to do. But take care.’

It was some time since Suzanne's Mini had beerobtite garage.
Out and about in London, she invariably used theebuor on
occasion took a cab, and she quite enjoyed beihodehe wheel
again. If only it didn't remind her that the lasté¢ she had driven she
had been with Mazzaro. ..

She reached the outskirts of Westhampton Regis sften five
o'clock. The roads had been reasonably clear makwand the
unaccustomed concentration had been good for herthg village
she remembered had enlarged considerably, with heuses
flanking the old, a modern shopping centre, as a®keveral hotels
which all appeared to be busy with holidaymakersung parents
with children were already wending their way up tia@row streets
from the beach, making for the hotels and guessésueady for the
evening meal.

Suzanne felt a twinge of dismay. Of course—it wessheight of the
season, or almost. What if all the hotels wereflllthough she had
enjoyed the drive down she was tired now afterdheepless night,
and looking forward to a bath and then bed. Sha'digel like
driving on, looking for somewhere to stay.

Choosing the smallest of the hotels, in a sideestv#f the sea-front,
she parked her car on the forecourt and entereldbbg. A harassed
receptionist was busily answering the telephonelewdhandful of
excited children darted in and out of what appeaiede the



television lounge. Putting a hand over the mouttgi®f the
telephone, the receptionist said: 'Can | help you?’

Suzanne stepped forward. 'l was wondering whetber had any
accommodation. ..’

'Single or double?'
'Single.’

The girl shook her head. 'I'm afraid not. All | leato offer is a family
room. We're a family hotel really. We don't getesknuch for single
accommodation here. Have you tried the Strand?'

The Strand was the largest hotel Suzanne had datiseshe drove
along the sea-front, and she had hoped to avoithfiesing portals.
But she shook her head now and said no, she hadn't.

‘Well, that's the only place where you're likelyfirad a room," said
the receptionist absently, her eyes following tregpess of the game
going on behind Suzanne. 'I'm sorry.'

Suzanne nodded, and went out into the late aftersanshine again.
Ought she to try somewhere else, or was the gHt? Was the
Strand the only hotel likely to cater for her néeds

She reversed the car out of the hotel gates, amddiscovered it was
a one-way street and she couldn't get back todadrsnt that way.
Sighing, she drove on up the road to where a jandignified Town

Centre or Sea-Front. Choosing the latter, she tumght on to

another of the narrow streets which led down toptmmenade and
was immediately confronted by another hotel sighwés of a

mermaid sitting combing her hair, and a chord wasck in her

memory. The Mermaid! That was where she and heznparhad

stayed all those years ago. Was it an omen? lwweath a try at any
rate.



But the receptionist at the Mermaid was equallylagetic. 'I'm
afraid we only have a double room with bath," shld Suzanne
regretfully. 'And that's due to a cancellation.’

Suzanne hesitated, thinking of the Strand and aft\staying there
would mean. Dressing for dinner, or at least chagngots of bored,
sophisticated people looking for diversion, and theious eyes
which would be turned on a girl staying there alone

"Il take it," she said impulsively. 'The doubtem, | mean.’

The receptionist raised her eyebrows. 'You redlisball have to
charge you for the double room?'

'Oh, yes,' Suzanne nodded. 'I'll get my case floarcar.'

The receptionist rang a bell on her desk. 'If yoe ghe porter your
keys, he'll get your luggage,' she said, pushiegdgister across to
Suzanne. 'Will you sign this, please?’

The room overlooked the car park at the back ohttel, but beyond
the roofs of the buildings that sloped down towaitts sea-front,
Suzanne could just glimpse a line of deep blue. thedroom itself
was very comfortable, with modern furniture antkfitcarpets, and a
bathroom that she could move round in. A notice irmehthe
wardrobe door indicated the times of meals andrthaine fire
arrangements, and as food did not appeal to hét ngw, she
decided to have a bath and rest for a while.

She knew nothing more until the sound of early nmgyrteacups
rattling in the corridor outside her room awakehed and she sighed
with a deep sense of poignancy as the knowledgenslsewanted to
escape came irresistibly back to her.

The next few days passed in a kind of daze. She eady in the
mornings, had a light breakfast in the hotel, drehtwalked down to



the beach. She remained there until lunchtime,ginggherself with

the sound of her transistor, and allowing the susdak into her
bones. After lunch, she would get into the Mini anve, anywhere,
it didn't much matter, just so long as she couldoge and walk for a
while until her feet and back were aching. Therkitacthe hotel in

time for dinner, a couple of stiff drinks, and ofbn until the early

hours of the next morning, and so on. If the othe¥sts at the hotel
thought she was proud and standoffish, she didriten Besides,
they were all people with families, and she hadimgt in common

with them. Nor ever would have, she thought in diepths of her
despair. Now that Mazzaro was dead, there coulémlee anyone
else...

The days passed remarkably quickly, and in no atral it was the

weekend again. She knew she ought to be consideztagiing to

London, but Mr Norton had not said exactly how l@hg could stay
away, and she dreaded returning to the empty apattf8he decided
he could spare her another three days and triadgorb the time that
was left to her with a heightened awareness dirésity.

On Monday afternoon, she returned to the hotelind & sleek

Mercedes parked on the forecourt. She immediatebught of

Abdul, but it was not the same colour as his, drelmeathed a sigh
of relief as she entered the cool lobby.

A woman was standing by the reception desk, a stk woman,
casually but expensively dressed, in maroon slacid a cream
shirt-blouse, the neckline slotted with a Jacqusoarf. She didn't
look English, and as Suzanne crossed the flosskda her key, she
heard her make an impatient comment in Italian. dahiately,
Suzanne's nerves tightened, and the familiar aehmt her eyelids
made itself felt. How ironic, she thought bitterligat there should be
an lItalian family staying at this hotel! Perhaps skiould leave
tomorrow after all, and not stay on until Wednesday



The receptionist looked up and saw her hoveringnoethe other
woman. 'There you are, Miss Hunt!" she exclaimeth vavident
relief, as the Italian woman turned to stare agongly at her. 'This
lady has been waiting for you.'

'For me?"

Suzanne's legs felt wobbly, but the Italian womas Yooking at her
closely and she endeavoured to appear calm.

‘You are Suzanne?' the woman inquired, in acceiiirdlish.
‘Suzanne Hunt?'

‘Well, yes, but—'

Brown fingers closed over her wrist. ‘Come,' thanaa said. ‘We
cannot talk here.' She cast an eloquent look tosviel desk, but the
receptionist assumed an indignant air. ‘Can wegotir room?"

‘Wait a minute. . ." Suzanne gently but firmly edted herself from
the woman's hold. 'Who are you? What are you dberg? Why do
you want to speak to me?'

The woman halted and smiled faintly. 'Of coursam sorry. My
name is Marina Rossi—'

‘Marina Rossi!'Suzanne's whole body went rigid.
‘That's right. Mazzaro said you would recognisenagne.'

Suzanne's composure began to cracksitirora,that is—Signora
Rossi, | don't know why you've come to see me, But—

'‘Why, Mazzaro sent me, of course,’ the Italian wonhaéd her gently,
and Suzanne began to tremble violently.



‘Mazzaro—sent—you. ..’
'Yes.' Marina glanced round impatiently. 'We cartatk here—'

'Wh-why?' Suzanne licked her dry lips. 'Why did—wdtyyou think
Mazzaro would want you to come here?'

Marina stared at her uncomprehendingly. "You musdvwk how
Mazzaro feels about you!

Suzanne had the horrible feeling that this wassathe ghastly
nightmare, and that at any moment Marina would#pnorns and a
forked tail, beads of perspiration came out onfoerhead, and the
palms of her hands were clammy with sweat.

Pushing back her hair nervously, she sdignorg | don't know
what you want from me, but—but nothing can change—'

Marina's expression softened. 'My dear child, ibiding Mazzaro
means this much to you, he has obviously madeialeemistake.’

Suzanne swayed. 'Wh-what are you talking about?voMdang
Mazzoro? Mazz-Mazzaro's dead, you know he is! Wayehyou
come here to torment me?’

Marina's lips parted incredulously. 'Mazzaro— deati exclaimed,
and then looked beyond Suzanne to someone whaiselhjtered the
hotel. 'Mazzaro! Mazzaro, I've found hé&ehro, she really thought
you were dead!

Suzanne turned slowly, convinced now that she waanding this
whole thing, but a tall dark man was there to cdteh when she
passed out for the second time in her life.

She opened her eyes to the darkened contours obdwe; and then
closed them again quickly. The remembrance of teard she had



been having was still there, and she was loatéttid §o. It had been
soreal. She had actually felt Mazzaro's arms around Inereaen the
woman, Marina Rossi, had been exactly as he hattided her. A
choking sob rose in her throat as the agony of kmgwhat Mazzaro
was dead seemed too great to be borne, and a shmgdd#dack of
weeping swept over her, making her turn her fatmetime pillow.

‘Suzanne\Someone's weight seemed to be depressing theesmatt
beside her, and the voice inside her head seentedainost audible.
'‘Suzanne, stop it! Open your eyes! For God's s8keanne, | am
here! Not deadnia carg very much alive!'

Her eyes flickered open reluctantly, half afraidvafiat menacing

presence might be there in the room with her. She eard of

extra-sensory powers, of spiritual domination aosisession, and yet
did such beings emit warmth and breathing suchhascsuld feel

there beside her?

A man was seated on the bed beside her, a darkweaming dark
brown suede pants and a bronze silk shirt, op#imeateck to reveal
the strong brown column of his throat. The drawrnanos made his
features shadowy, but as he moved his head todowk at her she
could see the network of scars that marked hisdeagk.

She started violently, but his hands on her shosldglled her
shaking body, his voice gentle and reassuring.

'‘Suzanne! Suzanne, it's me. Mazzaro! Don't run dvealy me again.'

'‘Mazz-Mazzaro!" Her tongue clung to the roof of hmouth.
‘You—you're dead!

‘No, I'm not. Suzanne, | don't know what malevokgitit would tell
you such a lie, but I am here. Very much alive!'

‘The—the plane crash—'



‘It was tragic, was it not?' Mazzaro's brows dededn

‘They told me you were on the plane.' Suzannedtraim weakly.
‘Mazzaro, | rang the information centre—

He sighed deeply. 'A terrible mistake has been mzata. But | am
here—and | am no ghost, believe me!'

She stared at him for a moment longer, and them avlittle cry she
projected herself up from the bed and into his arthswas

unbelievable, feeling his arms like hard bands adothe slender
bones of her body, his warmth and nearness reaotinger with
devastating effect. She pressed her face into tilvwh of his

shoulder and wept, her tears dampening the cdillaishirt.

MazZacro let her cry for a few moments, and thempiopelled her

away from him again so that he could look into pale face. Now

she could see that there were hollows round his, eyl deeper lines
onliis cheeks than even she remembered. But htsresawere so
familiar to her she felt she could have tracedrtbentours blindfold,

and her hands lingered in the hair at the backohéck, caressing
the slightly rougher texture of his skin.

'‘Oh, Suzanne!' Mazzaro seemed content just to dbdier, to drink
his fill of her pale beauty. "What agonies you hpueme through!'

Suzanne's brows drew together. 'Put you throughe' exhoed.
'‘But—but why?'

Mazzaro expelled his breath on a sigh. 'l have lhg@mg to get in
touch with you since last Monday afternoon, Suzanne

‘Last Monday afternoon?' If anything she went gshgpaler. "You
mean—you mean right after the—the crash?'

‘That's right.'



Suzanne shook her head. 'But | didn't know—"'
'l know that now.' His eyes darkened. 'Oh, yesidvk that now.'
Suzanne stared at him uncomprehendingly. 'Then—wingr—'

‘Why didn't | get through to you?' Mazzaro shook head. 'Oh,
Suzanne, if only I had!'

She gazed at him helplessly, but the desire for thiraxplain was
being undermined by the taut curve of his mouttld Mazzaro,
watching the sensual play of expression acrosacer felt his own
senses stirring irresistibly. With a groan, he @ué hand behind her
head, propelling her mouth to his, and she wouméims around his
neck, arching her body against him. Her lips patbedeath the
pressure of his, her hands sliding over his baakeath the fine
material of his shirt.

Eventually, however, Mazzaro made a determinedtediod tugged
her arms from around his neck, drawing back whenvebuld have
sought his mouth again, holding her a prisonerontfof him. She
struggled protestingly, but he shook his head.

‘Suzanne,' he said unevenly, 'we have to talk.'

And suddenly she remembered he had not been aloee e came
to find her, and her struggles ceased as an avédelinfy of
apprehension filled her again.

'Wh-what have we to talk about?' she faltered, iMiadzaro closed
his eyes against the unconscious appeal in hers.

'‘Don't look at me like that, Suzanne!" he beggeskityy opening his
eyes again. '‘God help me, | don't want to talk,|linztve to.'



Suzanne moved her head slowly up and down, gegtuner
understanding. 'You—you've spoken to Sophia.’

Mazzaro's jaw tightened. 'No, Suzanne. No, | haven'

'You—you haven't?” She swallowed uncertainly. The
'You've—you've changed your mind about— about wanta
divorce?'

'‘No. He sighed. 'Suzanne—"'

But she was trembling now, only able to see ondaggpion for his
hesitation. 'It's that woman, isn't it? That womaro was with you?
Marina Rossi. Where is she?' Her head turned quiakl all
directions, as if expecting to find her hiding sevhere in the room.
'She's very attractive, isn't she? You didn'trtedithat. What does she
really mean to you? Has she warned you not to—'

'‘Suzanne! Suzanne!' His agonised cry interrupted hel
rapidly-becoming-hysterical outburst, and he jerked to him, to
press her face into his chest. 'Suzanne, thereeaspway of saying
it—Sophia is dead! Do you understand? Dead! It stes not |, who
was killed in the plane crash!

Her fists which had been struggling with him weoeldenly stilled,
and she lifted her head to stare at him. 'You—yeam—'

'l mean that whoever told you | was dead had maderiale mistake
over the names. It was Sophia who was flying back/énice on
Flight 407. Sophia—and Carlo.’

'‘Oh, no!" Suzanne gazed at him in horror. 'Oh, MezZ'm sorry! I'm
so terribly sorry!'



Mazzaro smoothed his hands down her bare arm§t@salm her,
and his voice was steady as he explained what hapgpéAs—as a
matter of fact, | was originally booked on thagfit. ..’

'‘Oh, God!" Suzanne pressed a hand to her mouthbut then |
decided that as Sophia was in Rome—or so | thoughtreuld be
more sensible for me to go and see her there.Ww kmeere she was
staying, and | was—eager to speak to her.' HisWisted ironically.
'Life is strange, is it not? If Sophia had not told she was going to
Rome, | should in all probability have been on thdter flight.
Although perhaps not.' He shrugged. 'If | had seephia and Carlo
together, | might well have looked for another glahdo not think |
could have stood to fly home with them.’

'‘So—so0 you flew to Rome?'

He nodded. 'l left London at nine o'clock that miogn The Venice
flight left a couple of hours later. | heard whaidhhappened on the
car radio as | drove home." He made an eloquertuigesWhen
Sophia wasn't at the address she had given mesd hicar to drive
back to Castelfalcone. Of course, when | reachetheh@and
discovered she wasn't there, | guessed she musigoae to London.
| was mad. Then we got the news—'

Suzanne pressed his thigh reassuringly, and heedwer hand with
his own. 'That was when | telephoned you. | wamdbeill you what
had happened. | needed you, Suzanne. And | wantetbyknow that
| was safe.'

'‘Oh, Mazzaro!
He sighed. 'l was told you weren't in the hotél. ..

'l wasn't. | took a party of Japanese tourists amiton Court. Their
courier had been taken ill.'



'‘Well." He nodded. 'l telephoned the next day.dswit easy, as you
can imagine. There was so much to do and arradgeshrugged. 'l
was told you did not wish to speak to me.

'What?'
'It's true.' He shook his head. 'l—I couldn't bediét.'

'‘Qhv4arling.. ." Her hand sought his cheek, antiheed his lips into
her palm.

'l telephoned several times during the next twdhoee days, and
always the same answer. That was when Marina qatmé.i He half

smiled at her puzzled expression. 'Telephonesuatensatisfactory
instruments. Somehow | had to get to you, to findwhy you had

changed—

'‘But | hadn't!"

'l know that now. But | didn't then. Can you imagimy feelings?
Sophia dead, and all the funeral arrangements tonade, and
you—the one woman—' He broke off abruptly. 'Welhad to know
what had gone wrong, so | asked Marina if she waddhe to
England in my stead to find you and speak to yougll you how
much | loved you, and that if you no longer caildd,would mean
absolutely nothing to me.’

His words made her lean forward and press warntdipise curve of
his jawline, and he shuddered with suppressed emoti

‘Let me finish," he breathed hoarsely, and she esbd&o—' he ran
unsteady fingers round the back of his neck, 'Maoame. And she
saw your— the hotel manager, no?'

'Mr Norton?'



‘Mr Norton, yes.' Mazzaro inclined his head. 'Batvimould not tell
her where you were.’

'l had asked him not to tell anybody.'

‘That was what he said. He said you had been tdlamd had gone
away for a few days to recuperate. Unfortunatedydid not say why.'
Mazzaro sighed. 'Still, Marina is a determined wonghe would not
give up. She stayed on at the hotel, and in thethh&aturday evening
she encountered a friend of yours, Abdul Fezik.'Wédted for her

nod of recognition. "This was the man you werevath the evening |

was trying to reach you in London, no?’

'Yes.' Suzanne nodded.

'So.' Mazzaro hesitated. 'He was also responsibolthé messages |
had been receiving.'

'l don't understand...’

'‘How could you?' Mazzaro took a deep breath. "Mas, Fezik, had
learned from your manager that you were ill and ¢aake away for a
few days. Unfortunately, as with Marina, Norton didt give any
reason for your illness, and—Fezik put his own dasions to your
behaviour.'

Suzanne shook her head. 'What conclusions?"

'‘He eventually told Marina that you had been frggietd by some
Italian who had come to the hotel to see you.'

'‘Carlo,' breathed Suzanne.

'Si, Carlo.! Mazzaro nodded. 'When my calls came thmotlge
switchboard, the operator being unable to reachhamiasked this



Fezik whether he knew where to reach you. Wherd&mnéd that the
caller was Italian, he put two and two together aradle sixno?'

'‘Oh, God!"

'Si. That was when Marina telephoned me and told medb far as
she knew, you had not received any of my calls. M4tee also told
me that you had been ill and had gone away—' H&ebaif, his

mouth twisting with remembered agony. 'The funesas over. There
was nothing to keep me in Castelfalcone but comdsmency. And |

regret to say that such proprieties fell far sloénny need to know
-where you were and how you were. When | got todam | went

straight to your manager and— how do you say?—+arccards on
the table? That was when | learned that you imaljineas dead! Oh,
Suzanne, you have no idea of the torment you haweed me. | was
so afraid you might have done something stupididotold us you

were in Westhampton Regis, but even he did not kwiwere, and
today we have visited every hotel asking for you.'

Suzanne expelled a trembling breath and drew chaséim. 'Oh,
Mazzaro, | don't know what to say.'

‘Say you love me!

'l do, | do."' Her hands held his face almost reviye'l just can't take
it all in!'

Mazzaro was solemn. 'You realise what Sophia'shdaatins, don't
you?' She nodded. 'And—after a decent intervaklegssed, you will
marry me?'

"You know | will." Suzanne's lips trembled. '‘Butattabout—Elena?’

'Elena is fond of you already. You know that. Skeds a mother—a
real mother, not the casual affection of aunts andiosls



Suzanne quivered. 'Zia Tommasa won't approve.'

‘You might be surprised.' Mazzaro smiled. 'Piesr@mother matter.
But they are not important. What is important issnhwe will live
once we are married.'

Suzanne frowned. 'l thought—the Villa—"'

'l shall understand if you do not wish to contitiveng there,' he told
her gently.

'Oh, Mazzaro!" She wound her arms around his newe anore.
'Why? Because of Sophia? Darling, I'm not afraidSophia. Not
now.'Mazzaro's eyes were intent. ‘Do you mean ‘that?

‘You don't really want to leave the Villa, do you?'
He shook his head. 'lt is my home...'
‘Then it's mine, too. If you want me...'

Mazzaro buried his face in her hair, and she céeddl that he was
trembling now. 'l want you,' he assured her huskNMever doubt
that.' Then he endeavoured to speak more calndyfoAPietro— he
shall take his pick of the collection. | know themey he gets will not
last long, but he has a genuine feel for antiqgaes, who knows,
perhaps given the opportunity he will make somegthirore of his
life. Without Sophia's influence. . ." His voicaited away to silence.
'Zila Tommasa, as you know, enjoys her work at thkaM have in

mind a property in the village, not too far fronetkilla, where she
and a servant could be very comfortable together.'

‘Do you think she will agree?'

'Of course.' He spoke with a little of his formetogance, and she hid
a smile. 'But there is one more thing. . .’



'Yes?'

‘Yes.' Mazzaro's fingers were unbuttoning the rirekdf her sweater
as he spoke so that his lips could caress the w&mmbeneath. 'l
want you to come back to Italy with me.’

Suzanne's breast rose and fell. 'Wh-when?"'

Mazzaro's lips sought the hollow between her bseas
‘Tomorrow—or the day after.'

|—l—my work—'

He lifted his head, looking at her half appealinghhave spoken to
Norton. He understands that the air of Castelfadasitl be better for
you at this time than staying in the city.'

'‘But, Mazzaro, we can't get married at once!'

'l know that. | understand that | must wait to mgke legally mine.
But—' his eyes darkened, 'do not ask me to leavehgre, because
that is something | cannot do.'

It was all too much. Suzanne made a confused ges¥ou seem to
have organised everything,' she murmured, unsteadil

'‘Only if you will be happy,' he answered quietlyou know how |
feel about you. Without you, | am nothing.' He shbe head. "Well?
Can you bear to spend the rest of your life at €étone?'

Suzanne's lips trembled. 'l can't imagine spendigdife anywhere
else,' she confessed.



