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Adrenaline burned through Cristianos veins as he ran down the casino steps.



The cool air with its whisper of pine and the sea felt good, tasted better than the champagne hed avoided all evening, and out in the street-lit darkness the pounding inside his head was less intense. He didnt care about anything except finding Kate Edwards.



She had gone into the Hotel de Paris when shed run out of here. Standing in the middle of the marble floor, still reeling from the realisation of who she was, he had watched her crossing the square, dodging in front of a car in her haste to get away.



He nodded curtly at the doorman, who leapt forward to open the door for him, as Sukis words came back to him. She wasnt your type at allSeriously plain and boring



She was right about the first bit at leastKate Edwards was entirely different from the women he usually bedded. And yet the experience had been worth remembering.



Worth repeating.
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Prologue

A HAZE of heat hung over the tarmac. The air was thick, acrid with the smell of hot rubber and high-octane fuel. The starting grid was thronged with reporters brandishing microphones and news crews shouldering cameras, as well as pit crews wearing overalls in their team colours and promotions girls carrying flags and wearing hardly anything at all.

Cristiano picked up his helmet and gloves and stepped out of the shade of the garages into the blazing Cte D Azur sunlight. The noise of the crowd instantly doubled and reporters swooped, holding out their microphones to him. He kept his head down.

His body felt loose and heavy with the memory of last nights pleasure. It wasnt unusual for him to work off the residual adrenaline and testosterone from the qualifying session in the willing arms of one of the paddock club hostesses or pit lane beauties the night before a big race; sex was a good way of easing both the mental and physical tension of a Grand Prix weekend.

But last night hadnt just been sex.

Ciao, Cristiano. Good of you to join us.

Silvio Girardi, Campano team boss, came forward, perspiring heavily beneath his baseball cap as he slapped Cristianos shoulder. A stocky, grey-haired Neapolitan, rapid-fire sarcasm was his default setting. Right now the dial was turned to maximum. Why you not take an extra half-hour in bed, huh? Make sure you were really rested for the race?

Cristiano took a mouthful of water and grimaced. If Id had an extra half-hour in bed the last thing I would have been doing is resting.

Silvio rolled his eyes and threw his hands in the air in a gesture of elaborate exasperation. I hope that whichever cocktail waitress it was last night knows better than to kiss and tell. Our new sponsors were most particular that they dont want any scandal. Clearspringits water, Cristiano, not bourbon. Clean living, wholesome, for kidscomprendo? Did you see the guy from their marketing department yesterday?

It wasnt a guy.

Huh? Silvio frowned. They said they were sending their head of marketinga Dominic someone. Youre telling me Dominic isnt a guys name in England?

His wife went into labour unexpectedly. They sent his as sistant.

A girl?

A ghost of a smile touched Cristianos lips as he pulled on his gloves. A girl.

Oh, yes. Kate Edwards was very definitely a girl.

Nervously repositioning his baseball cap, Silvio gave a snort of contempt. Well, I hope you were nice to herno funny business. I need the money. You get paid millions just for showing up and sitting in a car it costs me millions to build for you. Think about ithow is this fair? He was pacing around the low emerald-green car with its Clearspring banners. Nowtime for you to do some work and show what this beauty can do. Youre in pole position. You cant lose.

With another slap on the back, he moved off to talk to the mechanics and engineers. Cristiano turned round, combing the crowd for a honey-coloured head amongst the peroxide blondes and polished brunettes.

Slim, brown arms twined around his neck, and he was enveloped in a familiar musky perfume.

Good luck, his PA whispered huskily in his ear.

Fighting irritation, he pulled away and looked over her shoulder. Thanks, Suki.

Where was Kate?

How was the interview yesterday evening with the girl from Clearspring? I hope it didnt drag on too long. She looked a little bit Sukis glossy lips twitched into a smirk serious.

It was fine. As far as he was concerned, it hadnt dragged on nearly long enough. Have you seen her?

Suki raised one dark, perfectly arched brow. This morning? Why would I have? Is she here?

Si. Cristianos gaze moved restlessly over the PR girls, posing and pouting for the cameras in their team colours, and the journalists jostling for last-minute interviews. The excitement of the crowds of people packed into the grandstands and on every balcony and rooftop overlooking the street circuit was reaching fever-pitch, and the yachts sounded their horns plaintively out in Monaco harbour.

Suki shrugged her narrow shoulders in the tight-fitting Campano T-shirt. Well, if I see her Ill tell her you said hi, she said coolly. But its pretty much time for you to get in the car.

For a second he looked at her blankly, as if what she was saying meant nothing to him. Then he shook his head curtly. I know.

He turned away, thrusting his hands into his hair, gritting his teeth against a sudden urge to walk away, tear off his overalls and keep walking until he found her.

The television crew who had been talking to the team next to him on the grid finished their interview and began to head in his direction. Cristiano felt black despair pulling at him. The seconds were ticking away, and he could hear the crowd chanting his name. It was too late.

And then he saw her.

She was standing in the middle of the milling hordes of people in the pit lane, looking around. Her head was turned away from him, her face obscured for a moment by the curtain of her dark-blonde hair, but there was no mistaking the length of her legs in the faded jeans she wore, the swell of those breasts beneath the navy T-shirt shed picked up that morning from his bedroom floor.

He was smiling as he walked towards her, wondering how he could have missed her. Amidst all the painted pedigree grid-girls, she looked like an abandoned golden retriever puppy. Hed noticed her as soon as he had pulled into the pit lane after qualifying yesterday, because she was so different from the standard Grand Prix girl groupies. In her businesslike grey suit, with her hair pulled back, shed reminded him of the clever girls at school. The ones whod always had clean, neat uniforms and who had done their homework on time and been held up as a shining example by the nuns.

Instead of being a waster. A no-hoper. Like him.

Oh

She turned then, her full lips parting in a gasp of surprise and relief as he took her hand and dragged her into the shadow of the pit lane garages.

Kate felt heat explode inside her, spreading upwards to her cheeks and downwards to her knickers. I couldnt find you, she said a little breathlessly, ducking her head and leaning it against his chest as he pulled her into his body, hiding her fiery blush.

Im here.

I was beginning to think that Id imagined it all. Oh, Goddid that make her sound needy? Desperate? She laughed, but there was a slight break in it. Or that it had all been a dream.

Which bit of it would you like me to reassure you was real? He lowered his head and spoke lazily into her hair, his husky voice with its outrageously sensual Italian accent sending shivers of bliss down her spine as his hands gripped her waist. The bit in the swimming poolor the bit in the bedroom? The kitchen floor this morning?

Shh She was laughing, gripping the edges of his racing overalls with their Clearspring logos, her face buried in his chest. Someone might hear.

Would that be so bad?

The laughter died and her smile faded. Its not my usual style. That had to be a strong contender in the Understatement of the Year competition. We only met yesterdayI came to interview you

And to think Ive always hated interviews, he drawled softly. Id have agreed to do more if I knew they could be so much fun.

Kate frowned. I hardly know you.

He took her chin between his fingers and tilted her head up so she had no choice but to look into those dark, bitter-chocolate coloured eyes. Famous eyes, familiar to her from television and magazines, from the countless photographs they had of him in the office, the poster on her younger brothers bedroom wall

After last night you know me better than anyone.

His tone was ironic, but his swarthy pirates face with its high, hard cheekbones and finely shaped mouth was suddenly bleak. He shook his head slowly, thrusting a hand through his dark, deliciously untidy hair. Gesu, Kate, Ive neverbared my soul like that before.

Me neither.

Kates voice was just a whisper as her mind flickered back over the last twelve extraordinary hours. There had been the sex, of course, and that had beenmagical. But they had also talked. Her heart contracted painfully and her breath hitched in her throat as she remembered how hed lain in her arms, his voice oddly toneless as he told her about his past, the difficulties he had experienced in school that had driven him to seek success at all costs. And he had seen past the professional veneer shed so painstakingly constructed to the secret void of grief and terror beneath. Hed told her that a life lived in fear was no life at all. And hed shown her how to shut off the anxiety and live for the moment

From outside the garages the noise of the crowd seemed to swell in the heat, pressing against the fragile walls of their private world. He pulled away from her, his expression suddenly blank.

I have to go.

Kate nodded quickly and took a step back, desperate not to appear needy. I know. Go. But rememberyou dont have to prove anything, Cristiano. She managed a crooked smile. Drive carefully.

For a heartbeat she saw a flicker of pain in his eyes, and then it was gone, and he was pulling on his gloves, giving her that wry, mocking smile that turned her inside out. Tesoro, this is the Monaco Grand Prix. Driving carefully isnt really the idea.

She laughed, pushing back the panic that swelled inside her. OK, fair point. She wasnt going to be that person anymorehe had shown her how to live for the moment, to seize happiness, not to cling to fear. Even so, as he turned to go it took a massive effort to keep the smile in place and not let him see how this terrified her.

He was at the mouth of the garage now. Catching a glimpse of him, the crowd outside had begun to roar again. He turned, looking at her for a moment with dark, opaque eyes.

This isnt over, you know. Last night was just the beginning. He smiled briefly. Wait for me.

And then he was gone, striding out into the shimmering haze of heat and petrol, his broad shoulders very straight. A strang er again.



The click of the harness was the signal Cristiano used mentally to switch off the outside world. From that moment there was nothing but the track, the car, the race.

He was first on the grid. The Monaco circuit was ridiculously narrow, making overtaking almost impossible, and the crowd was so close that at times you could count the gold fillings in the teeth of the billionaires on their yachts, and read the labels on the designer bikinis of their mistresses and trophy wives.

The first few laps melted away. Coming into the Grand Hotel Hairpin on the fourthor was it the fifth?a good half-second ahead of the competition, Cristiano changed gear smoothly, allowing his mind to pan out a little from its minute focus on the track. Silvio had done well. The car was performing perfectly. The conditions were ideal. The race was hisanother win to add to his impressive record.

You dont have to prove anything

Darkness engulfed him as he plunged into the tunnel. The soft voice in his head was so real that for a moment it was as if she was in the car with him, and he could almost smell the cool scent of her skin. His focus wavered and he blinked hard, almost dizzy with longing.

The mouth of the tunnel was ahead of him. As he came out the sun was in his eyes, the taste of her skin was on his lips, the echo of her words in his ears, and suddenly he had the oddest sensation of everything making sense. The barrier in front of him was too close, coming too fast, but it felt almost unreal because in that moment he knew

And then there was an explosionpain, fire, blackness.

Nothing.



Chapter One

Four years later

CLEARSPRING WATER, as the marketing department was keen to point out, was sourced from an ancient spring deep in the green heart of the Yorkshire Dales. Its offices, however, were situated in a hideous 1960s building on an industrial estate on the fringes of a grey Yorkshire town.

They were pretty depressing at the best of times, but on the first Monday morning in January the drooping paper chains and balding Christmas tree in Reception that no one had quite got round to removing made them feel more than usually grim. Standing in the cell-like kitchen at the end of the corridor, waiting for the kettle to boil, Kate stared at the calendar on the wall in front of her.

New year, new calendar. New set of photographs of the Campano racing team.

Pulling the sleeves of the rather unflattering polo-necked jumper her mother had given her for Christmas down over her fingers, she turned her back on the calendar and leaned against the worktop, repeating her New Years resolution in her head like a mantra. This year I am going to stop waiting. I am going to give up dealing in maybes and what ifs; stop obsessing over what I havent got, and make the most of what I havea gorgeous, happy, healthy three-year-old boy.

Her fingers tingled. She wasnt going to look. Wasnt going to pull the stupid calendar off the wall and flick through in search of a photo of Cristiano Maresca like some obsessed teenage fangirl.

As she had last year. And the one before.

Cristiano Maresca hadnt raced since the accident that had almost killed him at Monaco, but if anything his status as a celebrity heart-throb had only increased. He was more elusive than ever, but rare snatched paparazzi photographs of him looking lean and menacing were reproduced endlessly in newspapers and magazines, along with speculation about whether hed ever return to the circuit.

Why was the kettle taking so long to boil?

She took down mugs from the cupboard, threw a herbal teabag into the one that said The Boss on it, and spooned coffee into Id rather be in Tenerife. The kettle was just beginning the throaty splutter that was a prelude to its great crescendo as it reached boiling point. Kates gaze flickered back to the calendar.

Januarys photo was harmless enough, showing two of the Campano carsClearspring banners clearly visibleracing side by side. Surreptitiously, as if it had a mind of its own, she felt her hand come up, lifting the page so she could see the picture underneath.

July.

The voice from behind her made her jump. Kate snatched her hand back as Lisa from the art department stuck her head round the door.

Dont pretend you werent looking for Maresca. She grinned. We all have. Hes July. Roll on summer!

The kettle reached its final death rattle in a billowing cloud of steam as Lisa disappeared down the corridor. Grimly, Kate sloshed water into the mugs and followed, allowing herself a brief moment of triumph as she knocked on the door of Dominics office.

She hadnt looked, and she had until July to get her life together and move on. Or give up coffee.

What the hell is that? Dominic peered suspiciously into the mug as she set it down on his desk and then gave a groan. Oh, Godits a conspiracy. Dont tell me Lizzies got you on board with this appalling New Year detox idea?

Kate raised an eyebrow. Happy New Year to you too, she said sardonically, turning and heading back towards the door. And youre welcome.

Waitsorry, Dominic sighed. A whole week in the company of my mother-in-law seems to have brought out my petulant side. Let me try that again, in the manner of a civilised human being who is delighted to be back at work at the start of an exciting new year. He beamed comically, gesturing to the chair squeezed into the gap between the window and the filing cabinet opposite his desk. Have a seat and tell me about your Christmas. I take it you werent buried beneath an avalanche of pink plastic like we were?

Cupping her coffee in both hands, Kate sat down. Nine months older than her son, Dominics daughter Ruby was both Alexanders best friend and his nemesis. Between them, they seemed to have dedicated their lives to proving any child psychologist who claimed that gender roles werent programmed from birth an idiot.

Nope, it was wall-to-wall cars with us, Kate said ruefully. Alexanders favourite by miles is the Alfa Romeo whatever-it-was from you. She took a sip of coffee. He even takes it to bed with him. Thank you.

My pleasure, Dominic said with a wistful sigh. Its a Spider, you hopeless girl. An Alfa Romeo Spiderand Alexanders quite right. Its one of the most iconic cars ever made. Id go to bed with one if I could.

Does Lizzie know about this?

Im sure she wouldnt be surprised, Dominic said wryly, putting down his mug with a little grimace of distaste. An Alfa Romeo Spider would never make me go on a detox programme.

Serves you right. You shouldnt have partied so hard over Christmas.

Dominic leaned back in his chair. Yes, well, you know what this jobs like. Clients to entertain, staff parties to organise. He looked at her pointedly over his glasses. Even though some staff didnt bother to turn up.

Kate rolled her eyes, suddenly taking a great interest in rearranging the Post-it notes stuck all over the filing cabinet into tidy lines. Come on, weve been through this before. I couldnt get a babysitter, OK?

Your mum was out clubbing again, was she?

The unlikeliness of the image made Kate smile briefly in spite of herself. I cant ask her all the time. She already does enough, looking after Alexander for me when Im working. Its not as if I can afford to pay her or anything.

She wouldnt take it even if you could. You know she loves having him. Its been a lifeline for her after Will

I know, I know. Kate pressed her finger down on the corner of a Post-it note that stubbornly refused to stick. Having a little boy around again takes her back to happier times, I guess, when both Will and my dad were alive. But I still dont like to rely on her too much. I got myself into this situation, and as far as possible its up to me to deal with it on my own.

Dominic took another unenthusiastic sip of herbal tea. You didnt get into it entirely on your own, he observed dryly. Not unless it was an immaculate conception.

It was pretty perfect, Kate thought bleakly, staring out over the grey, rain-soaked car park and thinking of a warm swimming pool, a quiet pine-and-lavender-scented night. But then she hadnt had anything to compare it tobefore or sinceand, given that she hadnt been out for an evening without Alexander in over six months, that wasnt likely to change any time soon. She really must buy some decent clothes and go out with Lisa and the other girls next time they invited her. If they hadnt given up asking her.

Hell-lo? Dominics voice, sounding distinctly tetchy, cut through her thoughts. Are you listening to a word Im saying?

Sorry, she muttered, dragging her gaze away from the car park and her attention back to Dominic. Immaculate conception. Getting into this on my own.

Dominic sighed. Leaning forward, he put his elbows on the desk, rubbing his hands over his face and pushing his glasses up. Thats the pointyou didnt get into it on your own, and you shouldnt have to deal with it on your own either. Parenting is bloody hard work. It takes two people to make a baby for a very good reason.

Kates heart sank as it began to dawn on her that Dominic was steering this conversation in a specific direction, and it wasnt one that Kate wanted to go in. Im doing my best, she said defensively. I know its not ideal, believe me, but Im doing all I

Im not saying youre not, Dominic interrupted gently. Youre a fantastic mother.

Kate put her mug down carefully on the desk. Her heart had started to beat a little faster, and she had an odd sensation, as if something cold and heavy was pressing on her chest.

But?

Its been four years, Kate, and youre still holding onhoping that a tall, dark Italian racing driver is going to come roaring down the high street and pull you into his arms.

Kate got to her feet with a bright smile. OKcoffee break over. Id love to stay and chat, but I have a load of work to do on the Healthy Schools account, so if youll

Im sorry, Im sorry. Dominic had got up too, his hands held up in a gesture of surrender, although he had also moved to one side of his desk so that he was effectively blocking her exit. Im not handling this very well, am I? Lizzie and I are worried about you, thats all. The Christmas party was the last in a long list of Kate no-shows, and it just seems like youve been frozen in the same place for too long.

Kate really didnt want to ask, but couldnt see that she had much choice. What place?

Dominic met her eyes steadily, giving her the distinct impression that he was preparing himself to say something hed been planning for a while. Youre still waiting for a man you dont really believe is ever going to show up, and yet you cant quite bear to stop hoping.

She turned her head away sharply, so that he wouldnt see the pain on her face as Cristianos words came back to her.

This isnt over, you know. Last night was just the beginning. Wait for me.

Ah, well, she said with quiet bitterness, thats where youre wrong. Its my New Years resolution to do exactly that.

And how well did you do with that one last year? Dominic joked and then, sensing her anguish, softened his tone. The problem is, youre not going to be able to do it while everything is so unresolved. You need closure. You need to know once and for all that things are over between you, and I dont think thatll happen until youve told him that he has a son.

Kate had stayed standing in the hope that she could wind this conversation up quickly and be on her way, but suddenly she wasnt sure that was going to be possible. Or that it was turning out to be the kind of conversation that she could have without sitting down.

Not this again, Dominic. I tried that, remember? She sank back onto the chair and looked down at her hands. Twice.

I know you did, lovey, but you dont actually know that the message got through. You wrote to him. But letters go astrayfall into the wrong hands. I think that for Alexanders sake you have to try again. In a way that leaves no room for doubt.

In her lap Kates fingers were twisted together, the bones showing white beneath the roughened, winter-dry skin. Im not interested in trapping him, she said, very quietly. I really dont want to force him into acknowledging me, or Alexander.

But its his responsibility.

There was a hint of exasperation in Dominics tone now, though he was doing his best to hide it. Oddly, it strengthened Kates resolve.

I dont care, she said firmly. I dont need Cristianos helpAlexander and I are fine on our own. Finding out I was pregnant was such a massive shock at the beginning, especially coming on top of the accident and everything, but Im so glad it happened now. I love Alexander more than I could ever have thought possible. She hesitated for a second, swallowing the lump of emotion that had suddenly formed in her throat. I know it would be better if he had a fatherfor him and for mebut only if he wanted to be there.

Dominic turned and chucked the remainder of his herbal tea into the pot of a sickly-looking yukka behind his desk. You dont know for sure that he doesnt.

Oh, I think I do. Kate gave a dry, humourless laugh, turning her empty mug between her hands as if trying to absorb some of its fading warmth. He did actually tell me that he didnt want children when I interviewed him, so it was hardly a surprise when he didnt answer my letters. But I did try to see him as well, dont forget. I stood for two days outside the hospital, with the hardcore press pack and a group of slightly scary fans, trying not to throw up every five minutes.

She laughed, but tears stung at the back of her eyes as she remembered the late July heat, the constant drag of morning sickness, the growing pain and humiliation of realising she was wasting her time.

He was in a bad way, Dominic remarked. He was in a coma for ten daysthose kind of injuries take some getting over.

She flinched. The image of Cristiano, unconscious in a hospital bed was one that had haunted her during those terrible weeks. I know. But hed been out of Intensive Care for a while then, and according to the papers hes made a full recovery. If he wanted to get in touch with me, he would have by now.

So where does that leave Alex? Dominic said gruffly. One day hes going to want to know who his father is. Hes only three years old at the moment, and already hes obsessed with cars and speed. Sooner or later

Kate sighed, letting go of the mug and staring down at its cheery picture of a beach and palm trees. I really would rather be in Tenerife, she thought wearily. What do you want me to do, Dominic? I tried. I wrote to him; I went to see him and couldnt get past Security. Short of a front-page kiss-and-tell expos in a tabloid newspaper, what else can I do?

Wordlessly, Dominic opened the top drawer of his desk and took out a large silver envelope. He slid it across the desk towards her.

Go and see him again.

Kate glanced from the envelope to his face, and back down again. Her heart had started to thud uncomfortably in her chest.

Whats this?

An invitation. He silently cursed himself for not sounding more casual. He took a deep breath. To a party at the Casino in Monte Carlo to launch the new seasons Campano teamAnd celebrate Cristiano Marescas return to racing.

Kates cornflower-blue eyes widened, seeking out his and seeming to search them from a face that was suddenly the same colour as the pale grey sky beyond the window.

Are you going?

Dominic couldnt decide whether it was hope or terror that made her voice crack.

No. Im sending Lisa, and Ian from the Campano account. And you.

Kate leapt to her feet, shaking her head vehemently. No. You cant. I cant. What about Alexander? I cant leave

Dominic had known perfectly well that this would be her main objection and was well prepared. He can come and stay with usyou know that he and Ruby have been pestering us for a sleepover for ages.

Kate didnt smile. But IIve never left him overnight before.

Hell be finejust like Ruby was fine when she stayed with you when Lizzie and I went away for our anniversary. Youre doing it for him, Kate. This is your chance to get some answers.

NoI cant. She shook her head again, her hand flying to her throat, her eyes wide with fear.

Dominic felt guilt flare inside him like acid indigestion.

Losing her father in a car accident had taught six-year-old Kate Edwards that life was fragile, and that happiness and security were precariousa lesson that had been brutally hammered home fifteen years later, when her seventeen-year-old brother had ploughed his car into a tree on the Hartley Bridge to Harrogate Road and been killed outright. Dominic had met Kate for the first time a few months after that, when he had interviewed her for a job as his assistant at Clearspring.

She had come back to stay in Hartley Bridge and be near her mother after university, shed explained. It had been obvious within five minutes that she was capable of doing the job with her eyes closed, but also that she was a girl who was holding herself together by the skin of her teeth. Hed given her the job, and over the next year had watched the anxiety begin to fade from her eyes as her confidence grew. Shed been the obvious person to go to Monaco in his place when Ruby had made her unexpectedly early appearance, and hed hoped that the trip would do her goodshow her that there was a whole world beyond Hartley Bridge, and that aeroplanes were convenient methods of transport rather than plot devices in disaster movies.

It had all backfired spectacularly, leaving Kate more aware than ever of the risk involved in reaching for happiness. Hence Dominics guilt, and his feeling of responsibility to both her and Alexander. Sitting on the sofa with a bottle of wine the other night, he and Lizzie had decided that the Campano party was an opportunity to break the cycle once and for all. Tough love. That was what theyd called it.

Now it just felt cruel.

Whats the worst that could happen? he asked gently.

Looking out over the dingy car park, her eyes were huge in her pale face. For once, I dont even know where to begin to answer that, she said with a brave attempt at a laugh. What if he doesnt remember me? What if I got it totally wrong and to him I was just another anonymous, meaningless one-night stand? What if hes there, surrounded by beautiful, adoring women, and he completely blanks me?

Then its his loss. Dominic sighed. His caffeine craving was starting to bite, and this was the kind of conversation Lizzie was so much better at. And youll know he was never worthy of your heart, or the time youve spent waiting for him, and you can finally move on.

And Alexander?

Lookheres what I suggest. Frowning, Dominic got to his feet and shoved his hands into his pockets in what every member of the Clearspring marketing department would recognise as an indication that he meant business. I think you should write Cristiano a letter, containing the basic facts about Alexanders birth and leaving the name of your solicitor where he can contact you. If he doesnt acknowledge you at the party, you can leave it with a member of his staff and come home knowing that this time you really have done all you can.

Stunned into a moments silence, Kate blinked. Youve thought it all through, havent you?

Ive thought of nothing else since this damned invitation arrived.

I havent got anything to wear.

Despite her defensively tensed shoulders, Dominic recognised the final protest of a woman who knew she was defeated. He felt a small glow of tentative triumph.

So buy something. Ill look after the kids at the weekend, and you and Lizzie can hit the shops in Leeds.

I cant afford it, Kate protested weakly. Im a single parent, remember?

Reaching into the drawer again, Dominic took out his chequebook and began to scribble. Tearing it out, he handed a cheque to her with a grin. Take this and buy something stunning, and hopefully you wont be for much longer.

Its going to be quite a party.

Dr Francine Fournier looked up from the invitation in her hand and raised a perfectly shaped, brutally eloquent eyebrow. Im just sorry I cant be there, but unfortunately tonight is

Pleasetheres no need to explain. Cristiano got up from the chair and walked a few paces across the thick carpet of Dr Fourniers consulting room before turning back to her with a bleak smile. I think we both know that the whole thing is a complete sham. I wouldnt be going myself if I had any choice.

Outside, the February dusk was falling early over Nice, and a thin slick of rain made the pavements glisten. In here, the lamps cast a soft glow over serious seascapes in oil, and a huge bowl of white hyacinths on the desk perfumed the centrally heated air. There was nothing remotely clinical about the room apart from the lightbox on the wall with its illuminated display of cross-sections of Cristianos brain.

Dr Fournier sighed, slipping the invitation inside the cover of the file of notes that lay open on the desk in front of her. Its not a sham, Cristiano, she said, in the grave, low-pitched voice she used for breaking bad news to families. Its just a little premature, perhaps.

Premature? Cristiano echoed hollowly, thrusting his balled fists into his pockets and walking over to look more closely at the X-ray images, as if he might be able to see something in the intricate whorls and dark spaces that Dr Fournier had missed. By how long? A year? A decade? A lifetime? Because, from what youve just told me, Im never going to be able to race again.

Francine Fournier was forty-eight years old, and had been happily married to her second husband for six years. She was also one of Europes most senior and well-respected brain injury specialists, but, in spite of all these things, she still had to steel herself against the spark of attraction as she looked from the images of the inside of Cristiano Marescas head to the face of the man himself.

I didnt say that.

The light from the X-ray box emphasised his pallor, and the lines of tension etched around his impossibly sexy mouth, but neither of those things detracted from his extraordinary good-looks.

Not in so many words, he said hoarsely. But if you cant find out whats wrong with me and work out how to put it right, it amounts to the same thing.

Its not that simple, Cristiano. The good news is that youre looking at a healthy brain. Those X-rays show that your recovery from the accident has been remarkably complete. She picked up the top sheet from the file and frowned slightly as she studied it. All your stats are excellentproving that your reflexes and responses far exceed those of the average fit male your age. My investigations have been exhaustive, and I can state categorically that theres no physiological cause of the symptoms youve been having.

He gave a hollow laugh. Youre saying that its all in my mind?

The brain is a very complex organ. Physical injury is easy to see, but psychological damage is harder to measure. The palpitations and flashbacks youre suffering while driving are very real symptoms, but their cause is nothing I can specifically identify or treat. She paused, rearranging the papers on her desk, her large diamond eternity ring flashing in the lamplight as her hands moved. I believe, she began again carefully, that they are directly related to your memory loss. In itself, thats not a problem, but because your subconscious has blocked out memories of the crash you havent yet been able to process them and move on.

But what about before the crash? Cristianos voice was like sandpaper. Why cant I remember that either?

Retrograde amnesia, Dr Fournier said gently. Its not uncommon. Many people experience some degree of memory loss after a head trauma. The length of time thats lost is significantthe fact that youve only got a gap of twenty-four hours is good news.

Cristiano gave a hard, abrupt laugh. Is it? Silhouetted against the gathering darkness outside, his broad shoulders were absolutely rigid. Will I ever get them back?

Its impossible to say. There are no guarantees. Sometimes memory comes back in its own time.

He swore in Italian, softly and savagely. I cant wait for that. The Grand Prix season starts in six weeks. Thrusting a hand through his hair, he gave a ragged, bitter laugh. Sukis invited every sports journalist and team sponsor on the planet to this ridiculous event tonight to celebrate my return to the circuit. Silvio has rediscovered religion thanks to the miracle of my recovery.

Dr Fourniers voice was deliberately soothing. Have you talked to the people you were with that night? Sometimes you just need a trigger for the memory to return

Cristiano gave an impatient shake of his head. I was alone. The last thing I remember is getting into the car for qualifying. He had been over it time and time again. He remembered the click of the harness as hed got into the car, and after that nothing. Sometimes, just as he was drifting off to sleep or waking up again, he thought he caught the echo of something that was a memory rather than a dream, and desperately tried to hold onto it, but the harder he tried the more elusive it was. Suki tells me I did an interview with someone from Clearspring Water, but that cant have taken long. After that I must have gone home.

Leaning against the windowsill, he dropped his head into his hands for a moment as despair and self-disgust overwhelmed him. Against the odds he had survived a crash that should have killed him, come round from ten days in a coma and dragged himself from an Intensive Care bed back to the cockpit of a racing car. He had built up his strength, and driven himself ruthlessly and relentlessly to regain fitness, harnessing the same determination and focus that had made him so successful before.

Now everything he had worked for was slipping through his fingers. And there was nothing he could do about itbecause while he could control his body and work harder, train longer, push himself further, his brain still let him down.

Dont forget that you are lucky to have survived, Cristiano.

He raised his head and looked at the doctor with an expression of infinite despair. If I cant race again, I might as well not have.

Dr Fournier tapped her finger thoughtfully against her compressed lips. When was the last time you had a holiday?

He shrugged. Relaxing has never really been my thing.

Maybe you should try it. Youve pushed yourself as far as you possibly can physically, so maybe now its time to give yourself a rest. Take some time out to think.

No thanks.

He had spent his life trying to avoid having time to think. Escaping from introspection had always been one of the driving forces behind everything he did.

Dr Fournier shrugged one cashmere shoulder. Its the best shot youve got of getting your memory back. Since you left hospital you havent stopped pushing yourselfalmost as if you have to prove to yourself that youre not just as fit as you were before the accident, but fitter, stronger, better. Youve done it, Cristianocongratulations. Physically, youre in peak condition. However, mentally

Thank you, Doctor. He gave her a glacial smile. You dont need to remind me about my mental failings.

Needing time to get over a trauma like youve had isnt a failingand Im not saying this as your doctor; Im saying it as your friend. I have a chalet in the Alps, near Courchevel. Its pretty isolated, but a housekeeper keeps it stocked up with the essentials and the skiing is great. She opened the top drawer of her desk and took out a set of keys. They gave a silvery jangle as she held them out to him across the desk, looking at him steadily. Its yours for as long as you want it.

And, because he had run out of options, because he was desperate, because it was the only glimmer of hope left on an increasingly dark horizon, Cristiano found himself leaning forward and taking them from her.

Go, Cristiano, she said gravely. Go soon.
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