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CHAPTER ONE

KATIE had expected Tuscany to be hot and dusty. She had not expected it to be so beautiful, and perfumed with the scent of herbs basking under a hard blue sky.
‘You will be expected to hit the ground running, Miss Carter. Signor Amato rarely makes allowances for anyone—especially not an interior designer!’ Plump, neatly suited Eduardo leaned forward and tapped on the glass separating them from the limousine’s chauffeur. He issued a curt order in Italian and then settled back into the cream leather seat beside her. ‘Signor Amato must visit his city office later this morning and he is attending a dinner given by an Australian delegation this evening. His day operates to the second. As his right-hand man at the Villa Antico, I must ensure that we reach there on time.’
‘I’m sorry my flight was cancelled. I was supposed to land yesterday.’ Katie’s fingers gripped her briefcase. Of all the days to get caught up in a security alert. This dream job was really important to her. Giovanni Amato had a reputation as the world’s most reclusive billionaire. When the Marchesa di San Marco’s personal recommendation had secured Katie the job of restyling his ancestral home north of Florence, she had hardly been able to believe her luck. Everything had been planned down to the last detail. She had arranged to stay overnight in Milan, to make sure she was fresh for this morning meeting. Then all her arrangements had collapsed like a house of cards. Instead of being cool, calm and collected, Katie was stiff and overtired after a night spent in the airport. Her palms were suspiciously damp and her heart was racing, too. This was not how she was supposed to arrive on her first day in heaven.
Working in a place like this will be no hardship at all, she thought as they sped through rolling countryside dotted with pretty little stone and tile villages. Eventually the sleek black Amato limousine turned in at an enormous pair of wrought iron gates. The chauffeur lowered his window and checked in to security. Obediently the gates slid open. Then the car set off down a long avenue of lime trees. Katie gasped as a classic Tuscan villa loomed into view. It was only slightly smaller than Windsor Castle.
An intense young man in Armani emerged from the house as the car drew up. He opened Katie’s door before the vehicle stopped, breaking into its air-conditioned comfort. The heat enveloped Katie like a thermal blanket.
‘My goodness, what lovely weather,’ she began, but Antico staff were not chosen for their small talk.
‘Signor Amato will see you in the White Office, Miss Carter,’ the butler said to Katie, then turned to Eduardo. ‘She is late.’
‘Show me the way and I’ll run,’ said Katie.

Giovanni Amato was standing with his back to the door. Windows stretched from floor to ceiling in his cathedral-like office and silhouetted his tall, muscular frame. From that first moment, Katie knew he would be a force to be reckoned with. A commanding figure in beautifully cut linen trousers and a crisp white shirt, he made a gesture of acknowledgement as she entered the room. Then he went back to pouring a flow of eloquent Italian into the tiny mobile at his ear. Katie had to wait until he finished his call before she got her first proper look at him.
‘I hope I did not disturb you, Signor Amato,’ she said as he turned, then stopped. He had a face that men could fear but women could not resist. One look into those intense grey eyes and she might have been lost—but for his expression. Momentarily it looked as though he had the weight of the world on his shoulders. And then the handsome, regular features broke into a practised smile.
‘Not at all—it’s Miss Carter, isn’t it? I’m pleasantly surprised to meet you. The contractors Mima usually recommends are tough Neapolitans!’ he said in perfect English. Raising one hand, he ran fingers through his thick dark hair. There was no need. It was cut short enough to remain tidy without attention, but that did not stop him. He flexed his shoulders, and the cut of his shirt hinted at powerful muscles beneath. Then, stretching his left arm with lazy elegance he inspected the silver Rolex on his wrist.
‘I was told you would be late, but five minutes? That is nothing.’ He smiled again and for a moment there was an air of devilment about him. ‘Sometimes my staff worry too much, but I am not about to criticise them. When they are working well, my days run smoothly. That is all I ask.’
Katie was speechless. He was absolutely charming and his easy manner continued as he walked around his workstation and perched on the edge, facing her.
‘A desk puts up such a barrier between people, don’t you think?’ Reaching behind him, he picked up a china Viola mug, tasted the contents and pulled a face. ‘Cold cappuccino retains all of its caffeine but none of its pleasure. Excuse me while I ring for a replacement.’
Katie looked around the spacious office as he rang down to his kitchens. The Villa Antico’s faded splendour was obvious here. All Giovanni Amato’s high-tech equipment had been plonked in the centre of a gracious room full of peeling paintwork and threadbare carpets.
‘The kitchens have bad news, I am afraid, Miss Carter. I am supposed to leave in ten minutes for a meeting in Milan and my super-efficient PA suggests we don’t linger over coffee.’ He laughed, shaking his head.
‘Er…yes—ok…’ Katie floundered. This man was as serious as he was good-looking. There was clearly a time limit to this audience with him. ‘Right, well, I’m Katie Carter…’
‘I know. You come with the highest recommendations from my friend the Marchesa di San Marco. I don’t know how much she has told you, but I inherited this place from my father a while ago. When he was in residence it was allowed to decline into the pitiful condition you see all around you. Now I have decided it is time for the Villa Antico to rise again. I want to restore the high standards of the past, so all traces of its most recent occupancy are to be swept away. With no time to restyle it myself, I need a specialist. All my staff here work to the highest standards. Contractors are expected to have the same attitude.’ He was lost in thought for a moment and then his lips flickered a spark of amusement at her. ‘Do you know, I’ve just realised that in some small way I envy you, Miss Carter. Here you are—a self-made woman, Mima tells me, who has fought her way up from nowhere. You are responsible only for yourself. It makes me wonder how far I could have taken Amato International if I had started from scratch. Family loyalty and tradition are my driving forces, and there’s no doubt I have the killer instinct necessary to protect the old firm, but what are the qualities you needed to start from nothing, I wonder?’
He gazed at her appreciatively for some moments, a half smile playing around his lips. Katie could only guess how devastating its full power might be, but his expression soon became serious again.
‘The fact is that I need a base where I can retire from public life, Miss Carter. I don’t intend to entertain here—that takes place on my yacht or in one of my city apartments. But when Mima visited, she was so full of the wonders you had worked at her Villa Adriatica she thought you would be good for this old place. I have never yet disappointed a lady and I was not about to begin with Mima. So here you are.’ He spread his hands in a gesture of welcome.
Katie said nothing. She knew that clients always had strong ideas about what they wanted. She expected such a successful, busy man to have a list of requirements. She waited for him to reel them off. Instead, his smile remained immovable. He could have the most beautiful eyes in the world, Katie thought, if it wasn’t for one thing. They were dove-grey, long-lashed and perfect—but there was a hint of something dark behind them. What was it, she wondered—pain? Suspicion? The way he shifted slightly when he mentioned his father hinted at some sort of friction in his past. There were secrets beneath all that easy, designer-dressed efficiency. Katie could sense it.
Their exchange was interrupted by the arrival of Eduardo, with a message that it was time to leave. Launching himself from the table edge, Giovanni pulled his jacket from its hanger in a cupboard and slung it over his shoulder.
‘I am due in Milan, Miss Carter. Do you know the Amato building? They serve the most excellent refreshments there.’ He turned to his PA. ‘The young lady and I will continue our meeting on the flight, Eduardo. As we go downstairs we will be passing one of the first areas for improvement, Miss Carter. It has not been redecorated for at least thirty years, to my certain knowledge.’
He held the door open for her and they passed from the office into a warren of halls and wood-panelled passages. Katie was awestruck at the size and splendour of the place. It would take her a lifetime to find her way about. She was booked to be here for only thirty days. At the end of the long passageway, Giovanni seized the polished brass handles of a pair of double doors. As he opened them, a gust of warm air hit them. It was perfumed with beeswax polish. Katie followed him into a vast room. Shafts of sunlight from tall windows fell across ancient floorboards that centuries of polishing had given a rich golden glow.
‘When you need to find this place again, it is called the Smoking Gallery,’ he said, answering one of her questions before she could ask it.
‘Then you are a smoker, Signor Amato?’
He chuckled. ‘No. My great-grandfather saw some interesting architecture while visiting England a century ago. When he returned, he ordered his men to recreate some chimneys of the type he had seen there. Unfortunately, because they do not draw smoke upwards from the fire, it always blows back down.’
He walked over to a great black marble fireplace on one side of the room. Positioning one foot carefully on the fender, he pointed up at the chimney-breast. Ancient wooden panels hung there, illustrating the Amato family tree. It was decorated with brightly coloured coats of arms and ancestral flags and descended from the ceiling like a many-fingered stalactite. Names were picked out in gold leaf. Beside each one was either a shield or a banner, enamelled with the appropriate family colours.
This man had history. Katie wondered what it was. She glanced at him and was about to speak, but found his face bleak and pained. This look was replaced almost instantly with his usual charming smile. Despite that, Katie was alarmed. She looked back at the panelling to try and see what had made his expression slip.
His family tree was nothing but facts and figures. A huge span of Amato history was laid out before her. It trickled down to end on one side with the single golden name Giovanni Francisco Salvatore Amato. Her magnificent surroundings nudged Katie into a conclusion. This man had no wife and no offspring—yet. That must be what concerns him, she thought. There might be advantages in being born a commoner, like her, after all. Giovanni Amato must shoulder the sole responsibility of continuing his grand family line.
Katie soon discovered it was dangerous to make any assumptions about her new employer. They were not couriered to the city by private jet. Instead, a helicopter stood on the estate’s private airfield, ready to go. After helping her in, he swung himself into the pilot’s seat and clipped on a headset.
‘I’m surprised billionaires don’t make business come to them, rather than the other way around,’ Katie managed to say, despite her initial terror. He did not reply immediately, but they lifted off smoothly enough. Then he steered the machine around to give her a swallow’s eye view of the Villa Antico.
‘There are two reasons why I do this, Miss Carter.’ He hovered, reversed, and then worked a dignified slalom around his rooftops. The helicopter was so low, Katie could have looked right down inside its barley sugar chimneys—if she had not been clinging to her seat and fighting to keep her nerve.
‘The first reason is that, no matter how good the satellite link, nothing replaces a handshake. People like to meet me in person. And who am I to deny them that pleasure?’ With the twitch of an eyebrow, he shot a playful look straight at her heart. It scored a direct hit. The effect was obvious, but Katie knew she had to hide it. Women must turn to jelly before him all the time, and she never followed the herd.
He side-slipped the helicopter speedily to the north-west.
‘Does that gasp mean you want me to slow down, Miss Carter?’ With a reassuring smile he checked and levelled the machine. ‘Don’t worry. I’ve never lost a passenger yet.’
Relieved, Katie released her death-grip on the upholstery.
‘You said there were two reasons, Signor Amato.’
He looked at her with a grin of pure relish.
‘Oh, yes…’ Making an impossibly tight turn, he dropped the helicopter again to sweep a down-draught along his venerable avenue of lime trees. ‘The second reason is that I enjoy it, Miss Carter.’
Katie soon overcame her initial fear of helicopter travel. In time, she even managed to glance out sideways. Looking down was still too much of a challenge. She wondered what her mother would make of this. Poor mousy little Katie, who hated any sort of fuss, had grown up to travel in a billionaire’s private helicopter!
Her wonder increased as they drew near Milan. Instead of cypress trees, city skyscrapers rose above a layer of wispy cloud.
‘See that? It is the headquarters of Amato International.’ Giovanni pointed out a building. As they flew closer, Katie saw a white H on its roof. She gripped her seat, nervous again as Giovanni dropped in towards it.
‘It began as a local concern, centuries ago,’ he told her when they had landed safely. ‘Then my family was approached by merchants who were looking for investment. Things improved rapidly after that. Early in the last century, car makers had to decide how to fuel their engines. Investors were faced with a similar choice.’
‘Amato International chose to support petrol?’ Katie said and her host laughed in agreement. His family must have been blessed with good luck a million times over the generations, Katie thought as she followed him into the executive lift. She wondered if he appreciated it. Despite his affable nature, she guessed that Signor Giovanni Amato kept his real thoughts well and truly hidden.

They travelled to the executive suite in a lift lined with mirrored glass. Katie found it hard to know where to look—or rather, she knew exactly where to look but tried to resist. Giovanni Amato was reflected all around her. If she kept her eyes to the front, it was impossible to avoid his acute stare. His tall figure flanked her on either side—one real, one reflected. Looking up was no escape from his presence either, although it was not so nerve racking.
They stepped out of the lift into ankle-deep carpet. Katie automatically priced the wall-to-wall luxury at not less than one hundred euros per square metre. The fact that she did such a thing brought her up short. Perhaps work really was invading her whole life if she had started putting a cost on her surroundings.
Katie had seen for herself that family life and work did not mix. Her past made her determined to lead a quiet life. Work was the thing. She could please people simply by doing something that she loved. That was her recipe for a happy life so far and it was making her very successful. She had started a Saturday job in her local fabric shop at the age of fourteen. It had been intended as a few hours’ escape from home each week, but from the moment she had walked in on her first day Katie had been in paradise. Colours and textures entranced her. From rich ruby velvets to star-spangled chiffons, the fabric shop had provided a release from the dull reality of keeping house. Katie’s dream of a career in interior design had led to a college course. Then she had set up her own consultancy business. Now here she was, working with some of the richest and most influential people in the world. Even now she could hardly believe her luck!
Such a privilege had its price. Katie had a reputation for complete discretion. She said nothing, no matter what. She had seen and heard things that would make her a fortune many times over if she revealed them to the press. But, in Katie’s opinion, money was not everything. She knew what she was worth and charged no more and no less than that. When it came to giving service and satisfaction to a client, she was streets ahead. Her favourite quotation was, ‘It’s never crowded when you go the extra mile.’ Word soon spread. She had been able to take on assistants to share the workload. Yet Katie still did all the most important things alone. She had seen what happened when you got too closely involved with other people.
She was not going to let anyone ruin her life.

The executive lounge was wall-to-wall excess. Garish modern art jostled for attention around the red-painted walls. One side of the room was entirely made of glass. Like an eagle’s nest it gave the executives of Amato International a regal view of the city, far below. There were a lot of puzzled looks and the odd smirk as Katie walked nervously into the office with Giovanni Amato. Instinctively she kept a step or two behind him and tried to be invisible. He was having none of it. Putting a protective hand to her shoulder, he drew her forward and made a direct announcement to the leering of paunchy officials.
‘Gentlemen, Miss Carter is head of a firm of contractors. They will be refurbishing my Villa Antico, so she needs to get an idea of my tastes. I may have many skills, but I lack the time to discover if decorating is one of them. I have brought her here to use you, and these offices, as some examples of what I do not need in my private life,’ he teased them affably, and they responded to him with laughter.
‘Miss Carter will be working closely with me over the next month and needs to get a taste of my methods and working conditions.’ He continued, ‘To save time, I have brought her here to meet the secretaries.’
The executives of Amato International were still grinning, but now they looked good-natured, not feral. In their world, women were either slaves or honorary men. Katie let Giovanni lead her past them, grateful she was wearing practical working clothes. Her black trouser suit was severe almost to the point of being funereal, but she still had to run an off-putting gamut of appreciative stares from the other executives.
Giovanni Amato did not share his male executives’ hobby of ogling. Katie decided it was probably because he knew how it felt to be openly admired. When he led her into a large anteroom staffed by personal assistants and secretaries, there was a flurry of excitement. Every woman in the place stopped to look at him. He seemed not to notice, cheerfully introducing Katie as his new contractor and then going back to join his colleagues. She was left to field a thousand questions. All the girls were desperate to know what it was like inside the Villa Antico. Some had attended a staff party held in its grounds during the previous summer, but none had entered the actual buildings. Katie explained that so far she had only seen the White Office.
‘Be sure to let us know what the bedrooms are like, won’t you?’ winked Signora Gabo. She was a greying, matronly type—but it hadn’t stopped her blushing and giggling with the rest of them when Giovanni Amato had walked in. ‘Every A-list woman from the glossy magazines wants an invitation to his house, but nobody seems to be having much luck.’
Felicia, a thin girl peering through curtains of long blonde hair extensions, nodded sagely. ‘All the society hostesses are trying to get in on the act. I’ve heard him talking to my boss Guido about it—everyone wants to introduce the world’s most eligible bachelor to the love of his life. He’s getting a bit tired of it, he says. The trouble is, there are so few women of quality for him to choose from. Of course, a man like that can’t marry just anybody.’
‘Why not?’ Katie’s innocence met with peals of laughter.
‘Because he’s a count, that’s why! Though he doesn’t use his title when he’s working. The girl Gorgeous Giovanni marries will come from one of the titled houses of Europe, I expect—although going by that poem made up by a newspaper columnist to describe some of them, he’d be better off choosing one of us: “Four feet two, eyes of blue, twenty stone and not a clue…”’
‘That’s a terrible thing to write!’ Katie gasped, but she had to suppress a guilty giggle. ‘Didn’t anybody complain?’
‘No—mind you, I doubt if many of them can read.’ Signora Gabo looked over the top of her glasses as she tapped sheets of paper into a neat pile. ‘That isn’t what aristocratic women are for, Katie.’
‘He wants a titled virgin with an IQ larger than her bust, apparently,’ Felicia chipped in. ‘We all want him to get married soon. There’s nothing like a wedding!’ She sighed, and everyone else joined in. ‘But it doesn’t look as though we’re going to be in luck. He trawls through shoals of celebrity women who all think they might become his next Contessa, but he’s always careful not to linger too long over any one girl.’
Signora Gabo shook her head. ‘He works too hard for that. Hanging on to an inheritance is difficult. He makes it look easy, but only because he puts his good family name before everything else. We have his father, the old count, to thank for making him like that. Signor Giovanni has to increase the value of what can be passed on to his heirs, and that takes a lot of doing,’ she finished with a wise nod.
‘He won’t have anyone to leave it to if he doesn’t father a child himself,’ Katie replied.

She could not wait to get back to the villa and start planning her work. Going to Milan with Giovanni had given her plenty of time to discover his dislikes and priorities. It had also shown her the pace at which he worked, and the pressure. When they left Milan behind and headed back to the Villa Antico, his relief was visible. Katie almost felt relaxed about the return flight.
‘I had a useful time at your office, Signor Amato. Although I did find your fellow executives a bit overwhelming.’
‘They are good men, but their brains are in their trousers when it comes to beautiful women.’
Katie blushed at the compliment and found it almost impossible to look at him.
There were no acrobatics on the way home. Giovanni set his helicopter down in its circle with pinpoint accuracy. Then he went to help her from the cockpit. This time Katie hesitated before taking his hand. If he noticed anything at all, it was the delay. He reached out to support her wrist with a firm, sure grip. Katie felt her stomach contract, but she was irresistibly drawn out of her seat.
In desperation she tried to keep focused on her work.
‘This trip was extremely valuable in getting a taste of your working conditions, Signor Amato. But it was rather taken up by talking to your staff.’
‘And lunch.’ He slipped her a wicked glance. ‘I gather the girls showed you the best trattoria in Milan?’
Katie blushed again, conscious of the way his life revolved around his working day. ‘We were all back exactly on time, Signor. I wonder—would it be possible for me to attend Amato International again at some point and perhaps take a look around the rest of your office block?’
‘Why not come straight out and say that you’d like a contract to rework all my property, Miss Carter?’ An enigmatic smile hovered around his lips. ‘You have a lot of ambition for one so young, no?’
Katie coloured again, but this time she kept her nerve. ‘Yes. I can’t deny that the idea was in the back of my mind. But nothing more than that.’
‘Good thinking—having an eye to the future is invaluable in business,’ he agreed, to Katie’s relief. They were crossing a stretch of grass that separated his airstrip from the villa. He stopped and reached up to pull off his tie and unfasten the top two buttons of his shirt. A tantalising glimpse of dark hair became visible, below his throat. It made Katie wonder what else his austere white shirt was hiding. Amazed at such an unusual thought, she sucked in a breath of wonder. Then she heard a soft laugh and looked up.
‘My, my, Miss Carter, that is a blush as chaste as any Contessa. The Marchesa di San Marco never told me you had noble blood in your veins when she recommended your work. I hope you aren’t one of her grasping relatives, down on their luck.’
It was spoken lightly, but it still brought Katie up short. She could hardly believe anyone could make such an accusation in so offhand a manner. Fighting off gold-diggers was one thing, but Giovanni Amato should not be allowed to get away with insulting his workers.
‘I am nobody’s grasping relative! I got this job on my own merits,’ she responded fiercely. She would show him—he would have to come down off his high horse when he discovered what a good worker she was.
‘And so I should hope,’ Giovanni replied with satisfaction. ‘I don’t have the time to supervise your every movement while you are here.’
‘I would not let you.’ Katie tilted her chin and looked him straight in the eyes, then wished she hadn’t. He was gorgeous. There was no other word for it.
‘Excellent. I’m glad we agree,’ he said evenly. And, with a gesture for her to follow, he strolled off towards his house.



CHAPTER TWO

‘THIS is Signor Amato’s itinerary for the next thirty days.’ Eduardo handed Katie a piece of heavy cream paper that bore the Amato crest. ‘Business appointments are in red, social ones in green, and engagements combining the two are crosshatched. The timing of your month here was chosen because he will be based at the Villa Antico, rather than travelling between his other properties here in Italy and abroad. You will be able to experience Signor Amato’s taste for yourself and, of course, talk to him about his personal preferences.’
‘My goodness,’ Katie murmured as she studied a closely typed timetable. It covered the current month in detail, but the previous and following weeks also crowded in at the top and bottom of his busy schedule in note form. ‘The Hamptons, Manhattan, a yacht, Nice…Does the man never spend more than a couple of nights in any of these places?’
‘No.’ Eduardo looked thoughtful and then reached out a neatly manicured hand for the paper she held. ‘I understand from Signor Amato that you are to be allowed full access to the villa, in which case now might be an ideal moment to make a study of the White Bedroom. Signor Amato is guest of honour at a dinner this evening. If you begin now, Miss Carter, you will have some time in which to work upstairs, undisturbed.’
‘Oh, but I couldn’t possibly go to Signor Amato’s suite now. He’ll be getting ready to go out.’
Eduardo laughed, his prosperous jowls shimmering. ‘I do not mean you should work on his personal suite, Miss Carter. You would be dealing with separate rooms. They were used, until the old Count’s death, for—’ he looked up, searching for what to say among the carved fruit and flowers that decorated the ceiling of his office ‘—something that Signor Amato would rather have wiped from the record as soon as possible, shall we say?’
Katie’s imagination went into overdrive, but she was too discreet to ask for more details. This impressed Giovanni’s assistant, who soon lost his initial suspicion of her. He led her through the marble halls quite cheerfully, but was surprised when she wanted to be shown her own suite first. ‘I shan’t be a minute, Eduardo, but I need to collect a toolbox…Wow!’ she gasped as he showed her into a large salon.
On closer inspection it was as faded and shabby as the rest of the house, but Katie’s first impression was of glamour, space and light. It was a world away from her small city flat. All the huge windows had been thrown open to air her suite, and filmy net curtains billowed in a sweetly scented breeze coming in from the gardens. Work forgotten, Katie wandered through her spacious temporary home. She gasped at the marble, gold and mirrors of her bathroom and marvelled at the size of her dressing room. She had brought the minimum amount of luggage and her first thought was that it would be lost in the echoing vastness of cupboards and racks when she came to unpack. Then she opened a closet door and found that her things had already been put away, and the suitcases stored on their own stands. Katie decided that if this was how the other half lived, she could get used to it quite easily. She made a mental note to thank whoever had dealt with her things later, but for now there was work to be done.
‘I offer a complete interior design service, Eduardo,’ she said as he queried the kit she had picked up from her room. ‘There is no point in covering up infested timber or unsafe structure. Naturally, mine is only an initial survey. I employ a qualified structural engineer to provide the definitive report. But as a first move I like to find out what is going on for myself.’ She did not tell Eduardo the real reason for her curiosity. Before she’d teamed up with Marcus, her tame surveyor, several sub-contractors had tried to take advantage of her. They’d thought a young woman would neither know nor care if they skimped on their work. Katie had taught them otherwise. She was not willing to compromise. Everyone employed by Carter Interiors had to give one hundred per cent all the time—and no excuses. That included her, too.
Eduardo carried an enormous keyring. It jangled under the weight of the crudest ironware Katie had seen. Some of the keys must have dated back to a time when the first parts of the ancient villa had been built. After a dizzying number of right and left turns, they entered a strangely silent corridor. All sounds of domestic staff going about their work died away. A strip of Indian carpet laid on the polished boards muffled sound. Faded flock wallpaper covered the walls. The ceiling must have been three metres high and the corridor a couple of metres wide at least, but after the great open spaces of the rest of the villa it felt almost cramped. Its chocolate-brown paintwork and burnt sienna wall-covering only added to the feeling of being enclosed. Katie had to fight the impulse to duck her head. They passed several gleaming panelled doors. Then Eduardo stopped at one and inserted a well-worn brass key in its lock. The door opened. The room beyond was white—white walls, white paintwork and white muslin curtains. In its centre stood an enormous white circular bed, the size of a Roman arena.
‘Here we are, Miss Carter. What do you think? Seductive, eh?’ Eduardo could not hide the sarcasm in his voice.
‘It’s extremely…bright, isn’t it?’
‘Not at night, Miss Carter. I can assure you of that.’
‘That beautiful old fireplace over there—does it still work?’
‘Sadly no, miss. This salon is immediately above the Smoking Gallery. The rooms share a chimney.’
‘That is a pity.’ Katie frowned. She was already making a note to contact an expert in open fires. Something had to be done to make this room more welcoming. The place must be made less clinical and more of a—Katie flinched at the word—boudoir. It was the last effect she wanted to create for a truly masculine man like Giovanni Amato, but there might be a middle way. If there were, she would find it.
‘Thank you, Eduardo,’ she said as the PA moved to leave. ‘Will it be all right if I visit the gallery below, later?’
‘You are to be given free access to the villa, Miss Carter. Signor Amato is not expected to return from his evening out until the early hours. Although I expect you will be finished long before then.’

It only felt like ten minutes later when Eduardo returned with a silver tray bearing coffee and treats.
‘Signor Amato has just left for dinner, miss. He suggested that you might like some refreshments. And what are your own arrangements this evening?’
‘Am I supposed to be going out, too?’
‘It is not obligatory, miss.’ Eduardo smiled. ‘You may order dinner to be served in your room, in the dining hall or, if you would prefer to send out for a pizza, we can do that for you.’
Katie hoped her face did not show how impressed she was. Staying here was sheer luxury—and she was being paid for it, too!
‘What is on your menu this evening, Eduardo?’ she asked politely.
His expression became almost patronising. ‘Anything you desire, Miss Carter.’
Katie gasped at that. The kitchens were probably geared up to serve teeny-tiny portions of exotic food and she suddenly realised she was starving. There was another problem, too. Katie did not want to take advantage of her situation by choosing anything overly expensive. On the other hand, ordering a great pile of the bread and cheese she loved might offend her client’s highly trained staff.
‘In that case, I think a little chicken and salad will do nicely.’ She smiled, hoping her meal would come with a slab of focaccia.
‘Thank you, Miss Carter. And where would you like to eat it?’
‘In my room, I think, Eduardo,’ Katie decided. ‘And whenever it is ready will be fine by me.’
Confusion ran over Eduardo’s face. ‘No, Miss Carter, that is not how this house works. We serve at the times and in the places you specify.’
Katie sat back on her heels. In other grand households she had always eaten with the staff. No one, neither Katie nor her clients, had thought to suggest anything else.
‘I shall be working here for about another hour, Eduardo. When I have finished, there’s something I want to check in the Smoking Gallery and then I shall retire to my suite, thank you.’
When Eduardo left, Katie allowed herself a small smile. There are advantages to being employed by a pampered single man, she thought.

She investigated the hospitality tray Eduardo had brought. Six handmade biscuits sat on a china plate. The one thing worse than being served a tiny dinner would be leaving some of it because I’ve filled up on biscotti, Katie thought. After eating two, she left the others untouched, but it was with deep regret. Then, on impulse, she popped a couple into her pocket—just in case dinner turned out to be fashionable rather than filling.
By the time she carried her toolbox down to the Smoking Gallery it was already dusk. The door was still unlocked, so she went straight in.
A bat flickered through the enormous room, disappearing up into the shadows. Katie shivered, relieved that it would only take her a few moments to check her client’s armorial colours. She ran over to the fireplace. Its tall mantelpiece meant that Giovanni Amato’s entry was almost too high for her to see through the gloom. Taking out her pocket torch, she played it across the painted panels to pick out his name. The beam soon fixed on the name she was looking for, but as it did Katie noticed something else. She moved her light slightly to the right. There was some discoloration in the wood that had not shown up when it had been bathed in sunlight earlier in the day. The more she looked, the more Katie saw.
Giovanni Amato’s name was picked out in gold leaf, like all the others. The difference was in the surface upon which it had been written.
She stared. This family tree had been carefully altered, with her client’s sole name replacing two linked entries.

Katie could not sleep that night. Her mind was racing, and there were several reasons. The sheer majesty of this beautiful place was almost overwhelming. Her rooms—which Eduardo dismissed as ‘the small guest suite’—were large, beautiful and airy. It was difficult to stop wandering around their threadbare luxury. Her mind was forever running over ideas for the places she had surveyed today, but every so often her thoughts returned to the mystery of the amended family tree. What, or rather who, had been covered up and replaced by Giovanni Amato’s name?
For a long time she lay in bed, staring up at the shadowy sweet chestnut beams criss-crossing her ceiling. Then she must have fallen asleep, for suddenly she was catapulted awake by a sound from outside. Dragging on her dressing gown, she dashed to the elegant French windows of her bedroom. Opening them let in a cacophony of birdsong—and the rhythmic beat of a swimmer. Katie stepped out onto her balcony. The Tuscan dawn engulfed her, almost as though she had plunged into a pool herself. The early morning was still. Its air was cool, thin and bubbling with birds. Below her, a rectangle of water glowed with lights set below its surface. Long, lean lines ran through it with a glass-cutter’s accuracy. Giovanni Amato was making them.
Katie took a step forward. She put her hands on the ironwork balustrade. It was cold with condensation, but she hardly noticed. The sight below absorbed her whole attention. The swimming pool must be twenty metres long. Time and again Giovanni’s lithe naked body vanished in a perfect turn at each end. Katie watched, transfixed. To the east clouds split with sunshine, like a ripe fig. Had he only just returned from that private dinner? She went on watching, mesmerised by him and the thought of his punishing work schedule. According to the list Eduardo had given her, Giovanni breakfasted at six o’clock each morning. Then he retired to work in his home office.
‘Good morning, Miss Carter.’
She jumped. He had flipped out of his latest turn and was leaning back against the side of the pool. Arms outstretched along the poolside, water swirled around the rippling image of his golden body. Katie clapped her hands over her face.
‘Oh, my goodness! I am so sorry, Signor Amato.’
She heard a turbulence of water and then a full-throated chuckle.
‘You can uncover your eyes now, Miss Carter.’
His voice, rich with amusement, came from directly below her. She dropped her hands and looked down. He had secured a snowy white towel around his waist and was using a second one to rub his head and upper body dry. As she had suspected, he rippled with muscles. As he worked the towel, biceps and triceps flexed in a way that was impossible to ignore. Tossing it aside, he ran his fingers through the tousled thatch of his thick dark hair. Then he planted his hands on his hips and looked up at her.
‘I always like to put in a hundred lengths or so before breakfast.’
‘Oh, then you haven’t just returned from your evening out?’
He gave an eloquent shrug. ‘No—I got back a few hours ago. Sleep is not something that troubles me much.’
‘I didn’t have much trouble with it myself last night.’ Katie gave a sigh, but it was not on account of her sleepless night. She had never seen anything like Giovanni’s muscular torso. His sleek, sun-bronzed body was perfectly accentuated by a dark pelt of body hair. It shaded his chest and ran in a narrow line down his flat, toned belly. Katie tingled with nervous excitement. Until now, the only place she had seen a naked man was on TV. Now Giovanni Amato was live and loveable, right in front of her. How would it feel to run her hands over that perfect aristocratic form? The sight of him aroused her and the novelty of this new sensation increased its effect. Katie’s home life and money worries did not leave much time for distractions. Temptation had always passed her by. Now she was looking straight at it.
Her eyes reached his face. Did he know what she was thinking? His expression was not giving anything away.
‘I’m sorry to hear that. Did something keep you awake, Miss Carter?’
Katie’s mind dragged itself away from his body and back to thoughts of the wall panel in the Smoking Gallery.
‘Yes,’ she said, and then thought better of bringing the subject up straight away. ‘I was so full of ideas for your…White Bedroom,’ she said carefully. ‘I found it hard to drop off.’
‘Then we must discuss your thoughts. I am eager to get that place cleaned up as soon as possible. Breakfast will be coffee and rolls. Is that OK for you?’
‘It sounds wonderful.’ Katie nodded.
‘Good—we’ll meet in the dining hall, then, in ten minutes.’
With that, he disappeared into a vine-covered pool house. Katie continued to watch for a minute or two, transfixed by what she had seen. Giovanni’s body was as honed as his mind. Yet again she caught herself wondering how it would feel, and blushed.

Twenty minutes of increasingly frantic search later, Katie was desperate for a glimpse of Giovanni Amato’s fully clothed body, let alone anything more interesting. She could not find the dining hall. Eventually she heard the creak of floorboards in a distant cross-passage and ran towards it. Pink-faced and panting, she caught sight of a figure just as it disappeared around a corner.
‘Excuse me! I’m looking for the dining hall.’
In the silence that followed, Katie had a terrifying image of wandering the passages for the rest of her life, slowly starving to death…Then she felt a rush of relief as a young butler answered her call. ‘You won’t find either of them up here, Miss Carter.’ He stared at her, mystified. ‘In any case, do you mean the summer dining hall or the winter dining hall?’
Katie almost screamed with frustration, but it wasn’t the boy’s fault that she was lost. ‘I need to be in the room where Signor Amato is taking breakfast,’ she said as reasonably as panic would allow.
‘Ah, that is the summer dining hall. Go back along this corridor, take the second on the right and go down two flights to the Lesser Entrance. You’ll see a door in the far corner. Beyond that is the rear corridor: go straight along it and into the kitchen block. From there, the third green door to your left opens straight into the summer dining room.’
‘Isn’t there a short cut?’ she asked desperately.
He looked her up and down. Katie’s smart business suit was clearly giving him pause for thought.
‘Only for those willing to take the staff lift.’
‘Oh, I don’t mind that. Thank you!’ Katie gasped, and he led her to a hidden utility area.

Half a lifetime later she burst into a huge, echoing room of chandeliers and gilded mirrors.
‘Ah, Miss Carter.’ Giovanni dropped his copy of La Repubblica to watch her hurry to the table. ‘Where is the fire? Coffee is on offer, although I feel I should recommend tea to calm your nerves.’
‘I—I got lost.’ Pulling back a Regency-striped chair, she took her place at the polished mahogany dining table. Giovanni had his elbows on the arms of his carver. His fingers were loosely laced before him. He made no move to show her where the drinks were, so she stood up again. In doing so, she almost collided with a butler. He had arrived silently at her elbow, teapot in hand.
‘This is such an enormous house. I went around and around in circles.’
‘As an interiors expert, perhaps you should not be telling me that.’ Giovanni tried not to laugh, but failed. ‘We shall get you a map, Miss Carter.’
His scrutiny continued as she settled herself. It was direct, but there was a certain amount of warmth behind it. Katie found it impossible to look away, despite the unsettling effect he was having on her. It was unusual enough to take breakfast with an employer, but this one seemed genuinely interested in what she did for a living. It was a concern she wanted to foster, not spoil. Now she was smouldering like embers with the shame of messing up right at the beginning of her first full day. It was not a good start.
‘I can only offer you my apologies, Signor Amato. It will not happen again.’
He made a sound that Katie took to be approval, but then stood up with obvious regret. ‘I intended to discuss your initial plans as we ate. Unfortunately, I am due a conference call, which must be taken in my office. I’m sorry we missed this opportunity, but perhaps we can talk when I finish my own work this evening? But now I must go. Enjoy yourself. Ciao!’
As he left, Katie kept her head down over her cup of Darjeeling. She was not about to head for the buffet table while there was the smallest risk she might cannon into him. That would be the end.
The trill of a mobile phone spoiled her plan. She heard him stop right behind her, swear softly, then answer it.
Katie sipped her tea. She was starving. How much longer would it be before she could get up from her seat without the risk of making a fool of herself in front of him? The huge dining room was so quiet it was impossible not to be aware of the stream of muffled words pouring from his phone. Eventually, Giovanni interrupted them with such honeyed thanks that Katie could not help but look around at him. The amusement she saw in his eyes made her shiver. His expression came alive and danced with her heart. She was sorry when the call ended and his expression changed. He snapped his mobile shut and popped it into his pocket again.
‘I may not need to delay your beauty sleep this evening after all, Miss Carter.’ He laughed and with alarm Katie felt the warm glow of his personality reach out and envelope her again. ‘The fact is, I was due to be entertained by a client later today. Unfortunately my host has had to drop out. As lunch reservations at Il Ritiro are highly prized, he has kindly offered me his booking. How would you feel about coming, too? It will give me the perfect opportunity to show you some of our famous hospitality, and study your plans at the same time.’
Before Katie could reply, Giovanni was summoned to the expected conference call in his office. She let out her breath in a long sigh of relief. She had been scared that being late for breakfast might be a sacking offence. Instead, all she had lost was some time alone with him, and now she was being offered a luxury lunch to make up for it. She could have hugged herself. How lucky could one woman be?





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
@ HARLEQUIN

TORONTO + NEW YORK + LONDON
AMSTERDAM « PARIS » SYDNEY + HAMBURG
STOCKHOLM « ATHENS  TOKYO « MILAN « MADRID
PRAGUE + WARSAW + BUDAPEST + AUCKLAND





OEBPS/Images/MSRThumb.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
E
5
~ AN INNOCENT IN HIS BED ~

PREGNANT BY THE
ITALIAN COUNT

CHRISTINA HOLLIS

I EXTRA

Avirgin—for the taking!






