

 
 
 




    
Why dont you let me buy you supper? Theo said. Your first night in Rome shouldnt be spent by yourself. 		
 		   
 		 	OhI dont really think Wouldnt you rather? I mean, wouldnt some of your colleagues be more interesting company than me? Lily began.
 		   

Certainly not, he said lightly. He grinned down at her. Let me show you some of the places Ive been to before, and you can choose which one you like the look of.
 		   

His teeth were almost blindingly white as he smiled, and the face which on first impression had seemed serious and somewhat formidable to Lily now exhibited a heart-throbbingly purposeful image, indicating someone strong, reliableand utterly captivating. The sort of man she might one day paint riding on a white charger to rescue damsels in distress.
 		   

Lily choked back her disbelief in her own thoughts. Rome was a mad place! It was making her mad!
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       			CHAPTER ONE


      ON A fine July morning Lily got out of the taxi at Heathrow and, after paying the driver, trundled her overnight case towards the entrance.

      Her emotions were a strange mix of regret and relief that her contract with Bella and Rosies family had ended. Shed only been nanny to the eight-year-old twins for a year, but it had been long enough for her to know that shed made a mistake at trying her hand at this particular occupation. Child-minding was not for hereven though, towards the end, shed begun to establish a much better relationship with the over-indulged children. Had begun to like them and feel sorry for themtheir mother, a single parent, had very little time for them, which was hard on the children. But it was not what she wanted to do with her life. She was honest in admitting that her own background was probably responsible for her sense of inadequacy, and sometimes feeling out of her depth.

      Fortunately shed saved up enough money so that she could afford to be unemployed for a short time while she took stock of her situation. She would easily be able to afford the mortgage on her tiny one-bedroom flat in an unremarkable Berkshire town, and knew that with her cookery diploma she could walk into another job within the hour at any of the countless hotels and restaurants in London if she wanted to. But she was restless, feeling the need for a change but not knowing how to bring it about, so shed decided to have a couple of days in Rome and visit her brother Sam, who part-owned a small hotel there.

      She checked in and was delighted at being upgraded to business class as the flight was overbooked. In the queue waiting to board the aircraft, she glanced at her ticket. Shed booked a seat next to the windownot because she enjoyed watching take-off and landing, but because it seemed to offer a greater chance of not being disturbed on the journey by people who were intent on relaying their life story to anyone who would listen.

      As they all waited to board, Lily noted that almost everyoneas usualwas casually dressed, mostly in jeans and holiday wear. For some reason shed chosen her fine grey suit and a white shirt, together with sheer black tights and high heels, for the journey. Perhaps that was why she had been lucky enough to get bumped up to business class.

      At last they all filed on board, and Lily edged her way along the aisle, glancing upwards until she located her seat number. The row was still unoccupied, so she didnt have to ask anyone to get up, and she took her place, glancing idly out of the window at all the activity outside.

      After a moment she was suddenly aware of the arrival of the person who would be sitting next to her and, turning her head quickly, found herself gazing upvery far upinto the dark eyes of the most handsome man shed ever come across in her twenty-six years. He pushed his hand luggage into the overhead compartment and slammed it shut, then sat down and glanced across at her. Morning, he said, non-committally.

      Lily coloured up to the roots of her hair, and was conscious of her usual feeling of anxiousness. Her heart was gathering pace rapidly, and the feeling of being trapped was threatening to overwhelm her.

      Ohhi she said, trying to match his lazy attitude and failing miserably. Why should it matter that she was going to be sitting this close to someone like him for a couple of hours? He didnt look the sort who would want to make small talk all the way. His powerfully authoritative manner was obvious at once, and his strong profile and determined chin sent a shiver down her spine. He was formally dressed, in a dark well-cut suit, gleaming shirt and plain blue tie, his black hair was immaculately styled. Why couldnt he have been a portly, elderly, kindly type, instead of this undeniably sexy individual who, Lily was aware, was attracting covetous glances from adjacent females?

      He shifted his long legs slightly, trying to make himself more comfortable in the restricted space, then turned to glance at her, noting her stylish appearance, the rather sweet heart-shaped face, the wavy fair hair piled elegantly on top, giving her a brisk, businesslike air. Then he stared past her out of the window, feeling momentarily disturbed inside. And after a second or two, he knew why. It was the first time he had noticed a woman since Elspeth had died.

      It had been over a year nowquite long enough for anyone to adjust. But immediately the mental picture of his wife made him think of his three childrenhis two sons and Freyawho, at nine years old, was so like Elspeth, with her glossy brown hair and hazel eyes. He frowned slightly as he thought of his daughter. She was the difficult onethe one he didnt seem to have the same rapport with as he had with the boys, he realised. And because of that hed reluctantly agreed to Freyas request that she should be a weekly boarder at her school, to be with her best friends. Hed been determined to try and keep them all together, a close family, and this move had seemed to dent that somewhat. But hed finally agreed, and he had to admit that life had become a bit easier without his daughters occasional difficult temperament to deal with. And the weekends, when the family was complete, were usually trouble-free.

      Thankfully, soon they were loaded and ready for take-off, and as the aircraft began bumping rapidly along the runway, Lily caught her breath, her knuckles white as she gripped the arms of her seat.

      Feeling her tense, he looked across at her. Does this bit bother you? he asked mildly, and she was surprised at the question, because it indicated a concern for her. Why should a complete stranger care how she felt? About anything? But those few words sent an unexpected rush of warmth through her, and she smiled up at him quickly.

      No, of course not, she lied. Im fine.

      He raised one eyebrow briefly, clearly not believing her, but said no more, and in a few minutes they were airborne. People began undoing their seat belts, and Lilys companion immediately got up to retrieve his briefcase from the locker above them. Good. He was obviously going to be deep in paperwork. Thered be no need for pointless conversation. He took out a folder, then shut the case firmlygiving Lily a brief glimpse of the name on the identity panel.

      
        
      

      Theodore Montague, she read. That was all, but it fitted the man exactly. He couldnt have been called anything else! But what a handle! Would anyone ever dare shorten it? Did his nearest and dearest call him Theo or Ted? Somehow she doubted it.

      Leaning forward, she pulled out a magazine from her holdall, flicking the pages idly She was seldom able to read anything worthwhile on journeys. She couldnt believe how some people could get stuck into a novel, much less concentrate on important mattersas the man next to her was obviously doing

      Presently the chink of cups and spoons announced the arrival of the refreshment trolley, and Lily thought that a cup of coffee would be more than welcomeshed not eaten any breakfast before shed left home. A flight attendant came alongside them and gazed down at Theodore Montague, clearly captivated, flickering her false eyelashes at him coquettishly before asking him what he wanted. He turned to Lily.

      What would you like? he asked, his deeply intense eyes looking straight into her smoky-blue ones, and once again she was touched by his consideration. No one had ever bothered to put her first in these circumstances, she thought.

      Ohjust a black coffee, please, she replied quickly. No sugarthank you.

      Snap, he said easily, and for the first time she saw the uncompromising lips part in a brief smile, giving a glimpse of strong white teeth. He looked up at the attendant. Then thats two black coffees, please, he said casually.

      As they sipped the scalding liquid, he looked across at her. You dont like in-flight food, either? he asked.

      Oh, I expect its quite nice, Lily replied, but in these cramped conditions, and with everything shrink-wrapped in plastic, I find my appetite disappears straight away.

      My own thinking exactly, he said. Anyway, on short flights food is hardly an imperative, is it?

      Sothey were beginning to make conversationand for once Lily felt totally at ease. With no trouble at all he seemed to have completely disarmed her, and she relaxed in her seat.

      I cant think that either of us are on holiday, he murmured. His eyes ran the length of her body and back again to meet her gaze. We seem to be the only passengers not wearing jeans and T-shirts.

      Actually, Im going to visit my brother in Rome for a few days. He part-owns a hotel there, Lily said. And Ive got some thinking to do, she added. Now, why had she said that? she asked herself crossly. It was the sort of thing that would invite him to question her. But he didnt. He gave her a long, slow look, and she had the awful suspicion that he could read her mind and knew all about her already! Which was silly.

      And youyoure not on holiday? she asked tentatively.

      Grief, noIve a seminar to attend. I managed to avoid it last year, but Im due to give a paper this time, so theres no getting out of it Im afraid. Still He smiled that devastating half-smile again. Im sure Ill survive. Rome is a good place to spend a few daysfor whatever reason.

      There was a companionable silence between them for a while as the aircraft droned on.

      Whats the seminar about? Lily asked curiously, suddenly wanting to know more about the man, what he did. Would it be marketing? Public relations? Something important in the City? She was surprised at his reply.

      
        
      

      I spend my life thinking about children, he said casually. I lecture in paediatrics, which is all very well, but it means that I dont get to spend much time on the shop floor, so to speak. He shrugged. Still, you cant do everything, and Im apparently deemed more use on the lecture circuit at the moment. He paused. I expect that will change in due course. Life never stays the same for long, I find. He pressed his lips together tightly.

      Who could ever have imagined the nightmarish situation that had taken his beautiful wife from him so tragically? That an unidentifiable virus would end her life so dramatically, so unexpectedly? It had taught him not to look too far ahead, or to take life for granted.

      Lily sensed his change of mood at once, and it made her want to tell him about herself, about things Well, Im hoping to change my life in some way, she said, but I dont really know how to. She paused. I did a cookery course after I left school, which was OKbut I got sick of cooking for other people all the time, even though it was good experience in London hotels and clubs Last year I thought Id have a go at nannying She shuddered. It was not a good move. I think I was unlucky with the family who employed mevery spoiled eight-year old twin girls. They were awful. But so was I, she added truthfully. They ran rings round me, and I just didnt know how to handle the difficult situations that seemed to crop up on a daily basis. I was beginning to get more switched on by the end of the contract, but not enough for me to contemplate pursuing that particular career any further. She sighed. You have to live in order to learn, dont you? she said wistfully. Id have loved to love Bella and Rosie, and I did try. But I dont think they wanted to love me.

      
        
      

      He had not taken his eyes from her face as shed been speaking, and he nodded slowly. Everyone hits the buffers at some time in their lives, he said. And all experienceeven hurtful experienceteaches us something, I suppose. He opened the folder on his knees again. I do hope you find what youre looking for, he added quietly.

       		    


      Its brilliant to see you again, Lily!

      Lily smiled across the table at her brother, feeling a glow of sisterly affection sweep over her. They were sitting in Agata & Romeo, a bottle-lined restaurant near the main station in Rome, and had just dined on delicious broccoli and pasta in skate soupone of the many delicacies on the menu. As she spooned up the last mouthful, Lily knew that it certainly wouldnt be the last time she tasted it.

      Thatwasdivine she said, sitting back. I was really hungry.

      Talking of things divine, Sam said, as he topped up Lilys glass with the rest of the wine. Who was the bloke you came off the plane with? Drop-dead gorgeous, or what? He seemed veryattentive as he helped you with your stuff, he added.

      Lily looked away, forcing herself to keep the ever-ready blush from her cheeks.

      Just the man who happened to be sitting in the adjoining seat on the plane, she said casually.

      Really? There was somethingsomething that suggested a certain familiarity, I thought, Sam said, looking at Lily curiously. I really thought there was something going on there.

      Dont be silly, Lily said, picking up the menu to see what else shed like. Ive never met him before. He was just someoneinteresting to talk to, thats all.

      Sam said no morehe knew from his short acquaintance with his sister that when she decided a subject was closed, it was closed.

      Thinking about it, Lily admitted to being surprised at how short the flight had seemed. She and her neighbor had managed to make light, undemanding conversation for much of the wayduring which hed mentioned that he had three children. Hed also spent some time absorbed in his papers, and shed been careful not to interrupt him. Shed been genuinely surprised when their approaching landing had been announced.

      After a minute, Sam said, Is there anything else youd like, Lily? A cappuccino will do me, but choose away. I want to spoil you. He paused, thinking how beautiful Lily was. I dont get the chance to do that very often, do I? he went on. We really must make an effort to get together moretwice a year is nothing, and now that weve found each other we mustnt waste it. He leaned across and covered her hand with his briefly. Promise that we will manage it somehow, Lily.

      Lily looked back at him, her large eyes warm and moist with almost-tears. Putting down the menu, she turned her palm to hold his fingers tightly. Youre right, Sam, she said quietly. We must make some dates and stick to them. Its not good enough to let work come first all the timeand, speaking of which, hows the hotel going? she asked. You look very affluent. She smiled, noting his well-cut trousers and designer open-neck shirt, exhibiting his tanned skin.

      Works good, he said. A bit too good. Thats why Federico and I dont have time to go chasing girlsor sisters, he added.

      Sitting there with her long-lost brothertwo years older than her, attractively open-faced, with his brown hair bleached golden by the Italian sunshineLily felt her heart soar, and she felt so ridiculously light-headed she wanted to laugh out loud, to jump up and tell everyone how happy she was. Of course it had to be the wineor was it simply Rome, with its perfect weather, its magical fountains and warm-hearted people, and the scent of jasmine in the air which had filled her nostrils as theyd wandered along the streets earlier? Or was it because at last she belonged to someonereally belonged to the good-looking man who was holding her hand?

      Do you realise that two years ago neither of us knew of each others existence? Sam said. All that wasted time when we could have been together, he added quietly.

      Of course Lily realised it. And it was thanks to her seeking out her pastwith help from the Salvation Armythat shed eventually discovered she had a sibling. Their now-deceased mother had borne them both before she herself was seventeen years old.

      Lily was honest enough to admit that her ignorance of her early life was probably her own fault Shed been a rebellious, difficult child, passed from one home to another, one foster family to anotherand shed run away twice. It was no wonder everyone had got confused, including the agencies responsible for her welfare. Her personal details had seemed permanently lost somewhere in the system, and by the time shed reached sixteen and gone on to train at catering college everyone had been glad to be shot of her. But Lily had an instinctive sense of survival, and had worked hard at the course, and at the jobs shed subsequently got, finally revelling in the purchase of her tiny flat, her first very own private space, where no one could tell her what to do. At last she was in charge of her own life, her own destiny. And that was how it was going to stay. Always.

      Sam, apparently, had been different. Hed told Lily how happy hed been growing up, behaving himself and always doing as he was told by his foster carers. But he hadnt known, either, that he had any family. When he and Lily had come face to face at last their blood tie had swallowed up those lost years and theyd fallen into each others arms with hardly any self-consciousness.

      I think a coffee is all I can manage, too, Sam, Lily said now. I dont think Ill be able to eat another thing for the rest of the day.

      Oh, youll make room for supper later, Sam assured her. No one eats here until nine or ten oclock in any case. Therell be plenty of time for you to work up an appetite.

      After lunch they sauntered back along the sun-hot pavements, searching out the cool shade of buildings to walk beneath whenever they could.

      I think Ill pamper myself and have a siesta this afternoon, Lily said.

      Good idea. And Ive some paperwork to go through with Federico, so thatll suit us both, Sam replied easily.

      The small hotelwith a mere four bedroomswas situated in a narrow lane just off Piazza Navona, and Lily had been allocated a chic room at the front. It was well-appointed and comfortable, and she flopped down on the bed, kicking off her sandals and laying back languidly. Shed changed out of her suit as soon as shed arrived, and was wondering whether the small amount of clothes shed brought was going to see her through her three-night stay. She shrugged happily. If she ran out of clothes shed buy some more! Shed never been an extravagant shoppershed never had the moneybut, hey, she was on holiday, and she was in Rome! There were no frontiers, nothing to hold back her glorious sense of freedom.

       		   


      To her amazement, when she woke up Lily realized that shed been asleep for nearly three hours! She hadnt come here to sleep, she thought. Shed come here to enjoy herself, to explore Romeas well, of course, as meeting up with her brother.

      Sliding off the bed, she went into the bathroom to shower. Although Sams hotel was air-conditioned, there was a distinct sense of the pervading sultry heat outside, so choosing what to wear would be easy. Shed put on the cream cotton sleeveless sundress with the low neck, she decided. It wouldnt matter if it was still a bit creasedalthough shed hung it up as soon as shed arrivedbecause who was going to notice her, anyway?

      She dressed and brushed out her hair, tying it back in a ponytail. Then she moisturised her face, adding sunblock but no make-up. She knew she was lucky with her complexion which, although fair-skinned, seemed to have an olive under-layer which saved her from burning or freckling. She added just a touch of blusher and lipstick and went downstairs.

      There was no sign of her brother, but Federico was on duty, and he came over at once to greet her with the typical approach of the Italian male when meeting a woman. He took her hand and kissed it gently, looking down at her appreciatively with his dusky, bedroom eyes.

      AhLileeeee, he murmured in his heavily accented English. What a charming pleasure to ave you to stay here. You are sobeautiful. He paused. You lookwonderful.

      Thank you, Federico, Lily said lightly. How could you take these people seriously? she thought. Hed be saying the same to every one of his female guests. Yet she automatically smiled back, responding to his compliments. At least he wasnt pretending to be someone he wasnt. What you saw was what you gota red-blooded Latin male, with no nasty surprises in his temperament and a straightforward, lusty appreciation of the female sex. He made Lily feel feminine, and desirable. And because of his openness, he was totally unthreatening.

      Still holding her hand to his lips, Federico said, Im so sorrySam isunwell. He is lying down. Head, he added, touching his forehead. He asks you to see him later tonight.

      Oh, poor Sam, Lily said, remembering that her brother was prone to migrainesas she herself was. Tell him not to worry, Federico. Im going off to explore, and Im quite happy being by myself, she added, as he went to object. Tell Sam Ill see him in the morning.

      People were starting to mill about again in the evening sunshine as Lily wandered around. Shed only been here twice before, but it felt surprisingly familiar as she drank in the atmosphere. She stopped idly from time to time, to watch some artists at work, before buying herself a large vanilla ice-cream. She licked at it appreciatively as she sauntered along. It had to be the most delicious confection known to man, she thought, as the creamy substance coated her tongue and slid down, cooling her throat. The Italians certainly knew how to make the stuff.

      Presently she came to the Trevi Fountain, and sat down on a nearby seat to watch the huge gush of water stream from its natural spring. The evening sun shone on the spectacle, lighting up the whole picture like an elaborate stage set, and Lily found herself daydreaming as she sat there, her hands clasped in her lap.

      Suddenly a light tap on her arm made her turn quickly.

      Hello, there. What are you doing here all by yourself?

      Theodore Montague was standing there, looking down at her, and Lily felt her throat constrict as she gazed up at him.

      Ohhello she said uncertainly. Well, was it really any surprise that they should meet? she asked herself. Rome wasnt that big a place. She moved over to make room for him to sit down.

      He was wearing white trousers and a dark open-neck shirt, his bare feet thrust into strong brown sandals, and Lily felt her heart fluttering anxiously in the usual way. Yet it wasnt exactly anxiety that she was feeling, she thought. It was something elsesomething shed never actually felt beforeand she wanted to push it away. But somehow she couldnt, so she let the sensation wash over her until, hopefully, it would melt away.

      They sat there for several moments without saying anything until he murmured, Magical, isnt it? He turned to look at her briefly. Why is moving water so mesmerising?

      I think that everything here is just magical, Lily said. The weather plays a part, though, of course. Why cant we have some of this in England?

      
        
      

      Its certainly perfect tonight, he agreed. Though next month might be just a tad too hot. He paused. You could presumably come here to live, if you wanted to? he suggested. Maybe its the change youre looking for. You said that your brother already lives here, so

      No, I have no plans to live abroad, Lily said at once. Perhaps one day I will change my mind, but not yet. I feel that myfatewhatever it islies in England. She smiled as she looked up at him. That doesnt sound very enterprising or ambitious, does it?

      He hesitated for a moment before turning to her properly, holding out his hand. Lookthis is silly. Why dont we introduce ourselves? Im Theo Montagueand you know why Im here

      And Im Lily Patterson, Lily said quickly, taking his hand briefly. And you know why Im here.

      He nodded. Thats better. I dont care for nameless faces, he said. Sogo on telling me about yourself, Lily. You mentioned ambitions. Are you ambitious?

      I think I am, she said slowly. But, as I said before, I dont really know where my ambitions lie. Do I want to go on in catering? Maybe secure an appointment with a wealthy family in a lovely house somewhere in the country, so that I can sit in the garden in the afternoons and paint?

      Soyou like to paint?

      Yes, though I dont do it very wellyet. But Im practising. And Id love to learn to play the piano. I had some lessons once, when I was a child, but they sort ofstoppedand I never took it up again.

      Theyd stopped because at the time, she had been living in one of the homes shed run away from, she reminded herself.

      
        
      

      I think most children are guilty of that, he said. Starting things and not wanting to go on with them. He was thinking of Freya as he spoke, who seemed to have lost interest in most things since her mother had died.

      There was quite a long silence after that, but Lily realised that she hadnt felt so comfortable, or secure, or so plain contented for a long time. She was painfully aware of Theos elegant legs stretched out in front of himthe strong, masculine thighs evident beneath the fine cotton of his trousers, the well-kept, unblemished brown toes protruding from his sandalsand she checked herself hurriedly. These thoughts werent part of her life plan. They werent part of anything to do with her at all. Suddenly she wanted to go back and see how Sam was feeling.

      I ought to go and see how my brother is, she said, standing up. He crashed out with a migraine after wed had lunch. He was going to take me somewhere for supper, but

      As soon as shed said the words Lily could have kicked herself. Shed fed him the lineand he took it.

      Wellwhy dont you let me buy you supper instead? he said. Your first night in Rome shouldnt be spent alone.

      OhI dont really think Lily began, but he cut in.

      Look, why dont you ring to find out how your brother iswhether hes well enough to take you out? If he isnt, Im sure hed be happy to think you were being taken care of. Besides, Theo added, I dont much like eating by myself.

      That would have been the perfect pick-up line, Lily thought, had it been said by anyone other than the man sitting next to her. But she knew it wasnt.

      
        
      

      Doing as he said, she rang the hotel from her mobile, to be told by Federico that Sam was still in bed and unlikely to surface before morning. She ended the call and looked at Theo.

      Sam is still out of it, Im afraid, she said. But wouldnt you rather? I mean, wouldnt some of your colleagues be more interesting company than me?

      They certainly would not, he said lightly. Well have quite enough of each other during the day. The evenings are free, thank goodness, to do what we like with. So he grinned down at her let me show you some of the places Ive been to before, and you can choose which one you like the look of.

      His teeth were almost blindingly white as he smiled, and the face which on first impression had seemed serious and somewhat formidable to Lily now exhibited a heart-throbbingly purposeful expression, indicating someone strong, reliableand utterly captivating. The sort of man she might one day paint riding on a white charger to rescue damsels in distress.

      Lily choked back her disbelief at her own thoughts. Rome was a mad place! It was making her mad! That, or she had a bad touch of the sun
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