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Marchesi’s Marriage Mandate

Louise Fuller




Prologue

The Marchesi apartment, Parioli district, Rome

‘I FORGET, it’s two sugars, isn’t it?’ Ettore Marchesi glanced at his lawyer, Carlo Biondi. He could have asked Mariana to stay and serve the coffee, but sometimes he liked to pretend that he was someone else. Someone other than the heir to the largest private estate in Italy.

There were other, older families. There were wealthier ones. Largely because his father and the rest of his freeloading relations preferred to tap into the Marchesi wealth to cover their expenses rather than work for a living.

Even his younger sister, Sofia, was happy to spend the family money. She had moved out of the Castiglione Fiana ten months ago, citing her need for freedom and independence, and was currently moving around the globe on the pretext of finding herself. But apparently freedom and independence didn’t prevent her from using her title when it suited her to do so. And of course, his father, Edoardo, the current Duke of Marchesi, was still paying her bills.

His father.

Ettore rubbed the back of his neck, pushing against the knot of tension that had been there since Edoardo had been rushed into hospital two days ago.

Carlo cleared his throat. ‘So how is he?’

Ettore met his gaze. Carlo was not just the Marchesi’s’ avvocato, he was one of the few people Ettore trusted with delicate family matters. Which was fortunate because his family were experts at creating chaos and drama.

‘Mariana found him on the floor. She said he was barely breathing. But when I saw him earlier, he was playing briscola with the nurses.’

The old man was due to be discharged today. He would then have to wait until the doctor agreed that he was fit to fly back to Puglia.

The tension in Ettore’s spine felt as if he were being racked. Edoardo wasn’t even supposed to be in Rome. But Ettore’s father was as incorrigible as he was stubborn. Being told that he couldn’t do something simply intensified his desire to do so.

It was the story of Edoardo’s life. Only this time his body had protested. He had collapsed, thankfully at the Marchesi apartment, and been taken to hospital. Bed rest and medication had stabilised his condition, but he was an eighty-six-year-old man, and his heart was failing.

‘Have you called the family?’

Ettore shook his head. ‘He wouldn’t let me. And it’s probably for the best. I don’t need them roaring up in their supercars.’

‘Will anything be leaked?’ Carlo said softly.

Ettore shook his head again. ‘I’ve dealt with the hospital before. They’ve always been very discreet.’

‘That’s good. We don’t want any silly stories about the family curse doing the rounds.’

They did not.

Throughout history, many great dynasties had been rumoured to have a curse on them. The Kennedys. The Grimaldis. In Italy it was the Marchesi family who had been troubled by unhappy marriages and untimely deaths across the generations.

His thumb moved to the now near invisible scar on his left wrist. There was another on his right shin and others on his stomach and back. Mementos of the bike crash that had killed Edo.

Despite their differences, he had loved his brother and still missed him. Sometimes he even missed his mother. Although she had made no secret of her preference for Edo. His father had been no less partisan in favouring Sofia, but he had never blamed him for the accident.

It was Edo’s death that had elevated Ettore to the status of heir apparent. But he had been reluctantly managing his errant family since his grandfather died nearly twelve years ago.

Circling back to his original question, he lifted up the delicate porcelain sugar bowl.

‘Not for me, sadly.’ Carlo grimaced. ‘I’m pre-diabetic and Carolina and Silvia are being very strict. One I could resist, but…’ Carlo Biondi sighed, his face settling into an expression of resignation at the powerlessness of a man confronted by the combined willpower of his wife and daughter.

‘And they’re right. I know they are. Just because we want something doesn’t mean we should allow ourselves to indulge our desires.’

Their eyes met briefly.

There was no need for either man to remark on the fact that indulging his desires was something Edoardo Marchesi did so often, it could have been the family’s motto.

It wasn’t.

The Marchesi motto was, somewhat laughably, Guisto e Fidele. Fair and faithful.

A commendable aim and no doubt, in the fragmented geopolitical landscape of what would one day become Italy, the first Duca Marchesi had been eagerly and honestly pledging his allegiance to his prince. Perhaps he was also faithful to his wife. But Ettore’s forebears were notorious philanderers and unreliable in thought and word and deed.

For a moment, both men sipped their coffee in silence and then Carlo Biondi cleared his throat. ‘But enough about my health. It’s your father’s I came to talk about.’

‘You know as much as I do, Carlo. He’s incredibly secretive about his medical history. He’s over the worst. Probably if he follows the doctor’s orders, he’ll outlast us all.’

Carlo smiled stiffly. ‘I know you want to believe that, Ettore, but we both know that your father is living on borrowed time.’

Some might say his interest repayments were long overdue, given his fondness for fine wine and beautiful, younger women.

‘Which is why,’ the lawyer continued seamlessly, ‘it’s time to discuss the will.’

‘Has something changed?’

‘No. The estate in its entirety passes to the oldest living heir.’ The avvocato met his gaze. ‘Since your brother’s death, that is you. But you will have to satisfy the Corti-Marchesi clause.’

Ettore blinked. ‘The Corti-Marchesi clause?’ The phrase was unfamiliar. Why, then, did it make a shiver of apprehension skim over his skin?

Carlo had finished his coffee.

‘The clause is unswervable. It is enshrined in family tradition, but more importantly in law since the fifth duke decided that the responsibility of the estate was better suited to a married man.’

Married?

‘The wording is archaic, but, in modern language, to inherit the estate, and its associated title, you must be married before the death of the current duke.’

‘That’s barbaric. No court would uphold such a clause.’

Carlo shrugged. ‘I can assure you it’s legally watertight. Challenging it in court would be a time-consuming, attention-drawing act that would fail, I’m sure.’

‘And if I’m not married?’

The question hovered in the suddenly taut air between the two men.

‘Then it will become necessary to share the clause with the rest of the family at the reading of the will.’

In other words, his right to inherit would be open to his uncle.

The thought appalled him. He loved his uncle, but Frederico was idle and irresponsible and fiscally incompetent. Surely this had to be a joke. But Carlo wasn’t smiling. In fact, he had never looked more serious.

‘Why have I never heard of this clause before?’

Carlo shrugged. ‘Because it’s never been an issue before. Previous heirs have always been married prior to the incumbent duke’s death. Like your father. From memory, I’m not sure I even discussed the clause with him.’

Was that why Edoardo hadn’t said anything to him? Or was it because, for his father, Ettore was a useful tool. But not the child he would have picked to be his heir.

‘Try not to overthink this, Ettore. You’re of the age when you could reasonably be considering marriage. You’re a good-looking young man from a good family. Finding a wife is hardly going to be a problem.’

Wife. His fingertips bit into the fine porcelain. Even just hearing the word made his entire body tense. As the least-favoured child in his family, he had trained himself not to rise, never to reveal emotion.

But that was before he met Dulcie.

With her soft, muddled blonde hair and those blue eyes that made him feel as though he were drowning and skydiving all at once. She was intoxicating. And he had been intoxicated. Which frankly was the only reasonable explanation for what he had done.

For a moment, he pictured the fierce light in her eyes as she’d chosen her brother over him. Then he pushed the image away.

What he needed was a wife. A wife who would be willing to stand by his side and share his life and all its accompanying privileges and burdens.

What he wanted was a wife who would put him first above all others.

In other words, not Dulcie Turner.

Which meant finding a wife would have to wait.

First off, he needed to get a divorce from Dulcie, the woman he had impulsively married just over two years ago. And then separated from six weeks later. It had been a spectacular, uncharacteristically reckless act of self-harm. Fortunately, its brevity meant that no one in his family knew anything about it. Not even Carlo.

Far better if it stayed that way. He could get some anonymous lawyer to send her the paperwork, but wouldn’t it be better, safer, more satisfying to do it in person?

And now that he thought about it, he couldn’t quite understand why he hadn’t sought legal closure before. There was no possibility of a reunion. Dulcie’s rejection was so tangled up with his mother’s savage words after Edo’s death, he couldn’t go there.

Couldn’t prod that wound.

It would be far easier, far less painful to find a new wife, one who would do what Dulcie had so conspicuously failed to do.




Chapter One

BREATHING UNEVENLY, Dulcie Shaw slid through the door of the lecture theatre. The professor giving the lecture, Dr Claire Blake, was already speaking to the assembled students, and Dulcie sat down hurriedly on the last empty seat in the back row and opened her laptop.

She’d run all the way from the labs, and her heart was pounding so loudly she couldn’t hear Dr Blake’s voice but thankfully her notes would be available online.

Several rows closer to the stage, a young man with blond hair and a lazy gaze glanced over at her with a mixture of curiosity and disdain. He was an undergraduate. She recognised him from the labs. But it was unlikely he recognised her, she thought. Working as a lab technician was like having the power of invisibility.

She didn’t dislike the undergraduates. Most, especially the girls, were polite in that awkward way of people recognising their privilege and wanting to apologise for it. Some simply ignored her. They were mostly male and, even without exchanging a word, she knew they had been raised in homes and schools where the women who cooked and cleaned and applied plasters to scuffed knees were not the kind of women who mattered enough to notice.

They were the kind of men who had a compartmentalised life. They were binary in their thought processes. For them, and, in consequence, for those who crossed their path, life was a flow chart of clear, simple choices.

Me or your mother.

Me or your brother.

Her shoulders stiffened. Because clear and simple didn’t have to mean those choices were fair or right. Sometimes the act of choosing was wrong.

Of course, she was generalising. Not all men were like that. Maybe it was just her father and her husband. But it would be a long time before she tested that theory because, after what had happened with Ettore, she had sworn off dating.

Before him, she had always been careful to keep her relationships on a casual footing. She’d told the men she’d dated that she didn’t like labels, but the truth was even letting someone hold her hand had felt as if she were putting it into a snare.

She’d got away with it because, thanks to her father’s decision to send her to an expensive boarding school, she knew how to smile, to sparkle on command. She’d danced and giggled. And then she’d moved on.

Before things had got too deep or too complicated. Before they had got close enough to have power over her. She couldn’t let that happen. Couldn’t trust anyone to have that power. Power corrupted. It damaged lives. Wrecked relationships. Safer to stay single or travel light.

And then she’d met Ettore Marchesi. Thick dark hair, eyes the exact same colour as the bronze coins on display in the Fitzwilliam Museum up the road, and a sensual mouth that should have warned her to keep her distance.

‘For those of you who are interested, I’ve added a link at the end of the lecture.’ Dr Blake’s voice snapped her attention back to the stage, and she stared fixedly at the screen.

Met.

The word popped into a bubble above her head as if she were a cartoon character.

It was such a small word to describe such a life-altering encounter. Meeting Ettore had been like atoms colliding to create an entirely new state of being. A state where hope and anticipation, and the excitement of sharing her life without borders and checkpoints, had felt normal. A state where she had been a different person. A Dulcie who had been confident in her choices.

And she had chosen him.

Chosen. Again, such an insipid word.

There had been no choice. Her need for him had been as inexorable and fierce and irresistible as a black hole.

Didn’t stop it being a mistake.

She had trusted the wrong person. Again. Worse, she had trusted herself. And been burned. No skin graft had been required. There was no treatment other than the passing of time and, more critically, the avoidance of any further damage.

But that wasn’t the only reason that stopped her from dating or even thinking about dating. Her eyes dropped to the third finger of her left hand. She didn’t wear Ettore’s ring any more. Not since he’d walked out of her flat and her life two years ago. But legally, they were still married.

Separated. Estranged. In limbo. But married.

And despite not having seen or heard from him since, frustratingly she still felt married.

It wasn’t just the legality of it. Or the lack of definitive closure. She felt bound to him in other ways. Ways that she couldn’t properly identify much less articulate to anyone. But then who would she articulate them to?

Since moving to Cambridge, she had colleagues rather than friends. Mainly because friends required a level of commitment that she simply couldn’t give right now. Her limited free time was devoted to Oscar. Because her brother needed her. Because it was her fault that he was so fragile, so volatile. So damaged.

Her shoulders tensed as she remembered his outburst at the weekend.

‘I knew you didn’t want this. You’ve never wanted me in your life.’

He had been furious, shouting, smashing things and then tearful and scared, clinging to her, begging her not to leave, promising to change.

It was a cycle that had happened so many times already, often enough that she could sense it at a distance as an animal could sense a storm building unseen over a distant landscape. And it was her fault that Oscar was like this. She was the one who had left him with their alcoholic mother. She had abandoned him to an unstable, fractured childhood bouncing between children’s homes and foster care. He was an addict because of what she’d done. And what she hadn’t done.

She couldn’t change the past. But she could atone. She could give Oscar the support and love he so badly needed. In the short term, that meant she needed to keep working, keep studying so she could finish her master’s degree. Then she could get a better job that paid more money, and she would be able to get him some proper treatment.

That was her longer-term goal, although, truthfully, he needed treatment now. But supporting the two of them was already stretching her finances to near breaking point.

For the rest of the hour, she focused on Dr Blake, and fifty minutes later she was closing her laptop and following the other students down the stairs of the lecture theatre into the hallway. She wanted to ask the professor a question but there were so many students, and they all seemed to be dawdling like drivers on a motorway looking at a crash on the other side of the carriageway.

What were they looking at?

She stood on her toes, trying to see over their heads, mentally rolling her eyes as she saw that it was just some random man. He had his broad muscular back to her so she couldn’t see his face, but he must be good-looking, she thought as a group of young women slowed to glance over their shoulders as they passed by, their eyes widening in appreciation.

Curiosity piqued her. She knew most of the staff at the college, and, even though he was standing with his back to her, there was something familiar about the shape of his head.

As if he could sense her gaze, the man rubbed the back of his neck, and she felt a flicker of recognition roll over her skin.

He must be a visiting lecturer. Probably he was waiting for Dr Blake, but as the professor got close enough to speak to him, she pulled out her phone and started talking.

‘Hey, do you mind?’

Dulcie scowled up at a group of young men as they shoved in front of her, hemming her in with their rucksacks and shoulders, their extra height and width momentarily blocking the man from view.

And then suddenly they were stepping to the side of the corridor one after the other as if there was an obstacle in their path or some unseen hand was forcing them to move out of the way.

Five seconds later she saw what it was.

Or rather who it was.

The man was walking towards her, cutting through the mass of students, who turned towards him, their faces tilting up like flowers drawn to the sun. And at first, she was so distracted by their reaction that she didn’t even look at him, and then, when she did, what she felt was not recognition but pure, unfiltered admiration.

Just as she had that first time when she saw him at Charles de Gaulle airport in Paris.

She could still remember it now. It was the end of a stressful and ultimately fruitless day. The storm that had been brewing over the city for days had escalated suddenly overnight, unleashing a ferocious deluge of rain before pounding the city with marble-sized hailstones. Travel around and out of the city had ground to a halt. Her flight, all flights, had been cancelled, and the concourse was crowded with refugees from the storm staring up at the blank departures board as if they could conjure up a plane by the power of thought alone.

Everyone looked tired and crumpled, including her, and she had been contemplating a coffee, but the queue was already curving across the concourse like the tail of a depressed cat.

And then, there he was, moving towards her with the muscular grace of a bigger cat, a puma or a jaguar.

Time had stopped. Or that was what it felt like. The edges of the vast room had blurred and everything inside that space was suddenly crisply outlined as if he were the eye of the storm.

And then, as now, every single person had turned to look at him.

Because he was beautiful. Tall, with dark, unkempt hair and a soft, shimmering bedroom gaze that was at odds with his calm, unswerving certainty.

A calm that was nothing like the volatile, emotional tinderbox of her childhood.

She was captivated. As powerless to resist as a moth to the phototactic pull of a flame. Which was why she was still standing there, frozen, mesmerised as he stopped in front of her, his dark coat flecked with glittering droplets of water, a cup of coffee in his outstretched hand.

She should have run a mile. An ultramarathon.

But instead, she had shared a taxi with him to a hotel in the South Pigalle. They had booked into separate rooms but by the following morning she had given him the ultimate power to hurt her. She had given him her heart.

And now, after years of silence and attrition, Ettore was back.

She breathed in sharply, and the jarring improbability of meeting him here, now, was as shocking as if he had upended a bucket of ice-cold water over her head.

She wasn’t expecting this. Him. Ettore.

More disconcertingly she wasn’t expecting to feel a sudden and disconcertingly fierce flicker of heat flare up inside her as if she were a match striking against powdered glass.

Which was why she was still forming sentences in her head when he stopped in front of her, his striking light-coloured eyes resting on her face. Except that now there was a coolness there that jarred almost as much as the handmade leather shoes and the gold signet ring on his pinkie finger.

He had always dressed well. She had teased him about it when they were together. But back then they were equals. Now, she was working as a lab technician and a cleaner to pay her bills, and he had clearly moved up a level.

‘Hello, Dulcie.’

She flinched inside. Hello, Dulcie? Seriously? Her heart jerked against her ribs as his words reverberated inside her head.

The last time he had spoken to her had been to ask her to choose between himself and her brother. Correction: he had made her choose. Even though she had begged him not to. But he had been insistent, a cold-eyed stranger.

So, she had chosen Oscar. How could she not?

Ettore hadn’t tried to change her mind. He had simply turned and walked away. Because he could. Because he was looking for a reason to walk away. Because what they shared was not, as she’d thought, the real thing, but a mistake. He hadn’t thought it worth his time to elaborate as to which of those explanations was correct. Hadn’t thought Dulcie worthy of an explanation. He was too busy rewriting history, assigning the responsibility for their failed relationship to her.

And then he was gone. Because men like Ettore Marchesi and her father didn’t own their failures. They lied and twisted the situation so that up was down. Black was white. Look at how her father had twisted the facts about her mum not wanting her. By the time she had learned the truth her mum was dead and Oscar was on a path to chaos and addiction.

‘Her situation has changed,’ he’d said. ‘There’s no place for you in her life any more.’

She had thought her mum had remarried. And her dad had never contradicted her. The truth was that her mum had been drying out in a clinic. But her father hadn’t wanted to tell her that because then he would have had to tell her that Oscar was in care, and she would have wanted her brother to come and live with them instead.

Finding that out, she had felt like a bird hitting a window. She had been stunned, confused, scared.

Watching Ettore leave, she had felt like that same bird having its wings torn off. She had been stunned, wounded. Terrified of losing him for ever. But she hadn’t gone after him. Then again, he hadn’t returned. So, they were even, kind of.

No, they weren’t, she thought savagely a moment later. They weren’t even close.

Tilting up her chin, she met his gaze. ‘What are you doing here?’

His light brown eyes glinted beneath the overhead lights but there was no softness there as he stared down at her.

‘What, no “hi, there”, no “how have you been?” or “it’s good to see you”?’ he said slowly. ‘That’s not much of a welcome.’

She glared at him. ‘If you wanted a parade, you should have called me. Oh, but you haven’t called, have you? Not once in two years. Not ever.’

‘To be fair, you changed your number. And your name. Whose name is it, by the way?’

His expression didn’t alter but there was a husky softness to his voice that made her shiver. He was annoyed, confused, angry even. And she could see why he would feel all and any of those emotions. When she and Ettore met, she was called Turner, but after he walked out on her she was done with taking the name of yet another man with a twisted world view of what love and loyalty should look like. She and Oscar had chosen the name Shaw together because she wanted there to be a connection that was theirs alone. To reassure him that she wasn’t going anywhere.

Although she’d rather gouge out her own eyes than share those facts with Ettore.

‘It’s mine. Not that it’s any of your business.’

‘It is if you’re committing bigamy.’

Her pulse thudded in her throat. She stared at him in disbelief.

Had he erased their disastrous marriage from his brain? Did he really think she could just pick out a new life with some other man and carry on living it concurrently with this one? ‘You have to be joking. The last thing on my mind is another trip down the aisle, even with the added thrill of breaking the law at the same time. But given that you’ve managed to track me down, I’m guessing you already know I’m not committing bigamy. How did you find me, by the way?’

He shrugged, and it was annoying on so many levels that he was the only person who could lift his shoulders like that without looking like some sulky adolescent.

‘Everyone can be found, Dulcie. It’s not that hard.’

Could they? She felt a pang of guilt. After she’d found that correspondence between her father and the Children and Family Court Advisory and Support Service, and realised that Oscar had been in care, she had tried to find him. But for her, at least, it had been a frustrating and time-consuming process.

Hating him for instantly and unknowingly diminishing her, she scowled. ‘You know what else isn’t hard? Crawling back under whatever rock you’ve been living under.’

Ettore’s eyes narrowed, and she felt the provocation of that remark ripple through him and beyond him into the sunlit street. But he didn’t lose his temper. Instead, he stared at her assessingly, as if she were a painting he was thinking about buying.

‘You have a choice.’ His tone was pleasant but there was no mistaking the steel and warning in his voice. ‘We can stand here trading childish insults or we can go somewhere more private and talk like adults.’

‘If you came here to talk, you’ve wasted your time,’ she said, breezily, her gaze fixed on the door to the street outside, and freedom from Ettore and his unexpected, unwelcome presence. ‘There’s nothing to talk about because, as far as I’m concerned, nothing has changed since we last met.’ She sidestepped past him and pushed open the door, blinking into the sunlight.

In relation to their marriage, that was true. But some things had changed. She had bought a new house, a tiny two-up two-down that the estate agent had called a ‘doer-upper’. So far, she had not done much to it other than paint the walls, but it had its own front door and a garden. On a less positive note, she had lost her job and become a nun, albeit unofficially.

‘You’re right. It hasn’t.’

Ettore was walking beside her now, matching his stride to hers, and she wanted to scream but Oscar had already been given a warning for causing a disturbance. The last thing he needed was for his sister to end up at the police station too.

‘Do you mind?’ She spun round to face him and instantly regretted it because it hurt, it hurt in a visceral way to look at him.

‘We’re still husband and wife.’

The tight focus of his gaze made her feel suddenly breathless, and then poundingly furious with herself for being so susceptible to what she knew better than anyone was just words.

They were husband and wife. She knew that, obviously, and yet hearing him say it out loud in this narrow, high-walled street within earshot of several complete strangers made her feel suddenly light-headed.

Easing back into the shadows of the college wall, she pressed her hand casually against the cool stone to steady herself and then shrugged.

‘We’re separated. We’ve been separated for two years.’

‘Which is why I want to talk to you about our marriage.’

For a moment she couldn’t breathe.

So that was why he was here. He wanted a divorce. And why would he want a divorce? She could think of only one reason, and despite herself, despite how badly she wanted not to care, the knowledge that Ettore had found someone else, someone to take her place, made a lump of misery swell in her throat.

If only she had got her act together and ambushed him on some Italian side street. Catching him off guard and making him feel small and stupid and superfluous. He had walked out of her life two years ago. So, why hadn’t she done so?

Why hadn’t she tracked him down and demanded a divorce?

Her throat tightened. It was a simple enough question, but the answer was a little more complicated.

At first, his leaving hadn’t felt real. Shock had paralysed her. Then she’d waited, hoping, yearning for him to get in touch. Which of course he hadn’t. Hope had faded, to be replaced by an anger and a despair that had scared her with their intensity and magnitude and so she had buried her feelings, buried the past. Which was easier than it sounded because nobody knew she was married, not even Oscar.

Now though, Ettore had turned up with a spade and started digging.

‘If by talking about our marriage, you mean ending it, you could have just emailed. I would have got around to it myself sooner or later, but our marriage was over so quickly I forgot all about it.’

He didn’t like that, she thought, watching his eyes narrow, but, hey, cry me a river and screw him.

‘But that’s the point. I don’t want to forget about it.’

His eyes grazed her face, watching her reaction. She had loved that before. That he had been so focused on her, so attuned to the infinitesimal shifts in her body and mood. Now though, she hated it. Worse, she was confused. ‘I don’t understand—’

‘I didn’t come here to get a divorce, Dulcie. I came here to remind you that we are still married.’

The simplicity of that statement sent shivers down her spine. Now she was even more confused. She crossed her arms, to stop the feeling that she was unravelling in the street.

‘Why would you come all this way to remind me of that?’

There was a pause, and she got the feeling that Ettore was processing a dozen answers to that question.

‘Because,’ he said, at last, ‘I believe it would be in both our interests for us to stay married. Not like this. Not living in different countries. But under one roof. I want you to come back to Italy with me. To Puglia.’




Chapter Two

DULCIE STARED AT Ettore in shaken silence, sharply aware of the cool paving stones beneath her feet and the breath bottling in her throat. She knew her face was showing her shock and confusion, and she felt horribly exposed.

Because it wasn’t just shock and confusion she was feeling. A part of her, a tiny, shaming, ridiculous part, felt something like hope or relief that he wanted her still.

‘Not for ever, you understand. Just for the immediate future.’

She blinked, flinched inside.

Stupid Dulcie. Of course, he hadn’t meant for ever.

Her shame engulfed her and maybe she made some kind of sound because his eyes narrowed on her face, and she felt her cheeks start to burn. She was such an idiot. Of course, Ettore didn’t want her. She had been a summer fling. Was meant to stay a summer fling. That was how it had been every other year before Ettore. Most years, by the time summer ended, there had been many such flings. None had overstepped the mark.

All had been easy to give up.

Except him. Ettore Marchesi, the man standing in front of her, telling her in a cool, matter-of-fact voice that he wanted to stay married for the ‘immediate future’ because apparently it was in both their best interests to do so.

A stiletto blade slid between her ribs, the pain so sharp that she almost lost her balance. Two years ago, she’d thought their lives would be entwined for ever. She was his, and he was hers. Unconditionally.

Until he’d forced her to choose between him and Oscar, the brother she had failed to choose all those years ago.

Actually, make that just failed.

Her heart felt as if it were being squeezed in a vice as she remembered a two-year-old Oscar, with his huge, worried blue eyes and his small, sticky hand reaching for hers, climbing into her bed to the distant but audible soundtrack of their parents screaming at each other downstairs.

The marriage had limped on for far too long. Secretly, a part of her had longed for it to end so that the shouting would stop. So that their house, her home, didn’t feel as if it were sitting on top of a fault line.

When her mother had called her into the kitchen and told her that she and her father were splitting up, her first feeling had been relief.

And then her father had asked her to choose who she wanted to live with.

It was an impossible, inappropriate question for a child to answer and she had been tongue-tied with panic because, even as a seven-year-old, she’d known that if her father left without her, none of them would see him again. If she was being generous, she told herself that was why she’d chosen him.

But if she was being truthful, she had chosen her father because her mother was an alcoholic and she hadn’t wanted to be responsible for her.

Pushing the thought away, she took an unsteady step backwards.

‘And that’s why you came to find me.’ Her voice was starting to spiral and, over Ettore’s shoulder, she could see people glancing over curiously. It reminded her of when her mother had been drunk and she’d fallen over in the supermarket and everyone had stood frozen, watching her flail about on the floor.

Dulcie’s heart thudded jerkily inside her chest. She had that feeling of a wave building, rising behind her to block out the light. She’d had that feeling so many times in her life. Of things getting impossibly big and beyond her ability to manage.

But not today.

‘Let me think.’ She pressed her finger against her forehead. ‘You know what? I don’t need to think. Obviously, I’m not interested in playing some weird marital charade with you. I don’t know why you would even ask that question.’

‘Then let me tell you.’ He spoke quietly but there was an authority to his voice.

‘No.’ At the margins of her vision, she saw a man turn to stare at her. But she didn’t care. Nor did she want to hear Ettore’s reasons. Didn’t he understand how cruel it was to ask her to do that? ‘Our marriage is over. I thought I’d made that clear the last time we met.’

She made as if to step past him, but he moved neatly to block her escape and she felt a sudden suffocating panic. Not because she thought he would hurt her. Ettore had been passionate in bed, and he was physically strong, but even when provoked by Oscar, he hadn’t hurt her brother, just restrained him.

But he was too close. So close that she could see the faint trace of stubble on his strong jaw. So close that she could feel the sheer, unfiltered maleness of his lean, muscular body. Close enough that she could remember the way he would roll her over to straddle him, his hands moving with devastating precision over her skin until she was just a pulsating, helpless extension of his body.

She blanked her mind, irritated at her brain’s disloyal and baffling ability to focus on the good when there was so much more of the bad.

‘Obviously, I’m not expecting you to make up your mind now. I understand it’s a big decision to take so I’m happy to give you twenty-four hours to think it over. I’m staying at the Conisbrough in London—’

‘I don’t care where you’re staying. And I don’t need twenty-four hours. You could give me twenty-four years, and my answer would be the same. Whatever it is you’re selling, I’m not interested in buying it.’ Caveat emptor. Buyer beware. She had bought into love with Ettore and been burned.

‘I’m not selling you anything, Dulcie. I’m offering you the chance to get your life back on track. And not just your life. Oscar’s too. I know he’s struggling and that you’re supporting him. But can you give him the help he needs? Because I can. I can make that a reality.’

‘You leave my brother out of this.’ She was instantly, fiercely protective, shaken too that he knew so much about their lives. Though still not afraid of him.

His face was hard then, the bones like granite beneath the skin. ‘As I remember, it was you that put him front and centre and above all others.’

Not always, she hadn’t, and she would regret that for the rest of her life.

‘You don’t know anything about my brother or me—’

‘I know that he’s still drinking. Still violent. That he lost you your job—’

‘He’s not violent!’ Oscar got loud and incoherent when he was scared and he threw things and smashed them, but he had never hit anybody, never hurt her.

Not intentionally, and only that one time when he and Ettore first met.

Her pulse slowed as Ettore’s words replayed inside her head and then she frowned. ‘How do you know that? About my job?’ Her eyes narrowed on his face. ‘Have you been spying on me?’

His jaw tightened. It was something that she had never quite managed to understand, that way he had of suddenly putting distance between himself and other people. It was as if a barrier had risen up like that privacy screen in the limo her friend Dina had hired for her hen night. In the past, it had happened sometimes when they were out in a restaurant or in the street when someone got too messy or too loud.

But never with her. Never when they were alone.

It made her feel slightly sick, knowing that she was now someone he wanted to keep at arm’s length.

‘Not spying, no. I was trying to find you. So that we could have this conversation. You’d changed your number and your address, so I went to where you were working. Where you used to work, as it turned out.’





Staring down at Dulcie’s taut face, Ettore managed to hold onto his temper. In part, that was only possible because he was still reeling from his abrupt, inexplicable volte-face.

He had come to Cambridge fully intending to tell Dulcie that he wanted a divorce. He had the paperwork in his pocket, more for effect than any legal requirement. But then he had seen her outside the lecture theatre, and everything he had planned to say had been overridden. In fact, he had gone a step further and, instead of demanding a divorce, he had suggested the opposite. And now he couldn’t backtrack without looking either stupid or unhinged.

Which quite frankly felt like a fair assessment of his current behaviour. He couldn’t recall when he’d ever acted so impulsively.

Not true, he thought, remembering his humbling scamper across Charles de Gaulle airport, a coffee cup in his outstretched hand.

Meeting Dulcie Turner in a rare moment of freedom had felt like serendipity and salvation all rolled into one. Marrying her two months later had been a spur-of-the-moment impulse, a random act of recklessness in a considered, constricted life.

With her sparkling smiles and her love of the natural world, Dulcie was the complete antithesis of the cool, metropolitan women he’d dated in the past. Women like him, who had a role to play. She tasted like freedom and possibility. She was sunshine and sherbet on his tongue.

The intensity of his attraction had overruled common sense and the whole unassailable inappropriateness of his response to her.

And now it had happened again. She had turned him into a creature of impulse.

He swore silently. How the hell was he going to explain this turn of events to his family? To Carlo?

But explaining away the unexplainable, the unreasonable, the irrational was his superpower.

‘They had no right to tell you why I left.’

‘People like to gossip,’ he said obliquely. ‘And no doubt your brother’s antics helped break up an otherwise boring day.’ No need to mention that people particularly liked to gossip when there was a financial incentive to do so.

He watched a flush of colour seep across her cheeks. She was angry and hurt, but what of it?

She had no idea what it had been like walking out of her flat into the darkness. He had found sleep impossible. Eating, a chore.

The accident had added despair and shame to his misery. He had missed her so badly and had stopped taking the pain medication because he had been paranoid that he might mention her name, call out for her.

And no amount of morphine could dull the pain of losing both Dulcie and Edo.

It had been the one time in his life that he’d been grateful for his family’s telenovela tendencies. Grateful for anything that would distract him from that ache inside.

‘They don’t know the full story.’ She glowered at him.

That old chestnut, he thought, and he felt a stab of frustration. How many times had his brother or his father or his cousins trotted out that line when the consequences of their antics had needed to be quietly and discreetly swept under a particularly large and forgiving carpet?

It might not be the full story but, in his experience, there was no smoke without fire.

Besides, he had met her brother. He was a definite firestarter, he thought, picturing Oscar’s glazed eyes and curling lip when they had found him waiting on the doorstep of Dulcie’s flat.

‘Of course, I wouldn’t have had to go to your workplace if you hadn’t changed your name,’ he said softly.

Her chin jerked up, blue eyes wide like a Siamese cat.

But why Shaw?

There was no obvious explanation. Nor was it of any concern to him. And yet it needled him. That she should prefer any name to his.

And solitude to his company, he thought a moment later as she darted sideways and, this time, she made it past him and he found himself in the incredible position of having to pursue her down the street, without actually looking as if he was pursuing her because the last thing he needed was to make a scene.

‘You can’t keep running away from this, Dulcie.’ He was walking beside her just as he used to do whenever they went out together. Only then they used to hold hands and now her hands were curled into tight fists. ‘More importantly, there’s no point. I know where you live.’

‘So, you’re a stalker now. And you wonder why I don’t want to accept your tempting offer of marriage?’

‘I’m not offering to marry you. We’re still married.’

‘Barely,’ she snapped. ‘And not for much longer. The sooner we get divorced, the better.’

‘There was nothing stopping you from filing for divorce when you ended our marriage.’

‘I didn’t end our marriage.’ She stopped so abruptly and he was walking so fast that he was several feet ahead of her before he realised that she had stopped and he was forced to stride back to her. ‘You did. You made me choose.’

Her blue eyes were narrowed now, reminding him even more of an angry feline.

‘And you chose your brother.’

She squared up to him, her ponytail flicking provocatively from side to side in a way that made him want to reach out and grab it and wrap it around his hand and tether her to him, and he had a sudden, dangerous urge to step closer, and keep stepping closer.

‘Because you made it a choice. And now you’re trying to force me to make another choice.’

Now she was walking again, and he was having to lengthen his stride to catch up with her.

‘I’m merely asking you to do something you did two years ago of your own volition. You are my wife.’

She stopped next to a bike, chained to some railings. ‘I haven’t been your wife since you walked out of my flat in London, two years ago, Ettore. And according to our vows, I never was. I mean, you didn’t exactly follow through on for better or worse, did you? You met my brother, and you judged him, and you found him wanting. And you expected me to validate your judgement. And that was why our marriage ended.’

Not true, he thought furiously. But the past, their past, was history. The real-time equivalent of a closed book. What mattered was the present and the immediate future. And the narrative arc that required him to be married.

‘Because you cared about your brother more than our marriage. And yet, when it comes to it, when you have an opportunity to make his life better, you won’t take it. I can make his life better. Yours too.’

He watched as she crouched down to unlock the padlock. ‘My life is fine. More importantly, it’s here. What possible reason would I have to give it all up for you?’

It was tempting to point out that moments earlier she had refused to listen to his reason for doing so. Instead, he said, calmly, ‘If you agree to my proposal, you’ll need to give up your jobs so naturally I will recompense you. And I will be generous, enough for you to get Oscar real, professional help.’

Her chin snapped up. ‘You’re going to pay me? To be your wife.’

He could feel her shock, greater even than when he had suggested that they stay married. And he could feel her retreating inside herself, to that place that he had never managed to access. Because that was where Dulcie had failed their marriage vows.

She might have promised ‘to have and to hold’ but for him that had meant fully and completely accepting him, committing to him, recognising his needs and being present for him, and that had been true sexually, but emotionally she had always kept a part of herself out of reach.

Now though, it felt as though she had raised the drawbridge and closed the portcullis.

‘That’s very “generous” of you, Ettore. But as being your wife would mean having to spend time with you, I’d rather scrub toilets for the rest of my life. Don’t come looking for me again. Now you know where I live, you can just send me the divorce papers. Ciao, Ettore.’ She mounted the bike and before he could reply she was pedalling furiously away from him, her blonde ponytail streaming behind her as she bumped over the cobblestones and out of his life for the second time.

But this time, he was not letting her go.





Later, Dulcie would wonder how she had got home. She had no memory of stopping at any traffic lights or turning left or right. The last memory she had was of twisting the dials on her padlock with trembling fingers.

And Ettore’s beautiful, so familiar face, not soft with love, but dark with frustration as she cycled away.

Unlocking her front door, she bumped her bike’s wheel over the threshold and into the hallway. Her heart was racing, not from the speed at which she had pedalled. It was the shock of seeing Ettore again. And of his offer—suggestion, proposal? Whatever it was—to stay as his wife. For money.

Her head swam and she leaned back against the wall, breathing in the cool, still air of the tiny house she had bought eighteen months ago. She and Oscar had repainted it with various calming shades of green and pulled up the horrific carpets. Now there were varnished floorboards and rugs, and a sofa dotted with cushions.

She had wanted it to be a home for Oscar. But the truth was, she had no idea how to make a home.

When she was a child, her family’s house was large and full of material possessions, but it also quivered with a claustrophobic tension, a kind of permanent sense of impending doom. After her parents’ divorce, she lived in a bigger house filled with even more material possessions. But her father was critical and controlling. He paid for everything, but he wanted results, and he didn’t tolerate flaws or weaknesses or defiance.

As she remembered their last conversation, her breathing stumbled.

Her father was no role model, any more than her mother had been.

But maybe she was doing something right because Oscar had been doing so much better lately. He was doing exercise and even volunteering for two hours every day. A sense of purpose was part of the programme that she and Oscar had agreed with his counsellor. That and a curfew. Which he hadn’t missed for over two months now.

She was so proud of him. Of both of them. They were a family with their own unique name. They didn’t need anyone else. Although it was an undeniable bonus that Oscar liked their neighbours, Chris and Kelly.

She needed to focus on that, on Oscar, and forget Ettore’s ridiculous, incomprehensible proposal.

Ridiculous because they had managed only six weeks of married life the last time, and incomprehensible because she hadn’t given him a chance to explain his reasons for wanting to stay married.

Because he had offered her money.

‘If you agree to my proposal, you’ll need to give up your jobs so naturally I will recompense you.’ With an effort, she blanked out the memory of Ettore’s voice.

Focus, she told herself firmly.

Oscar would be leaving work any time now and regular meals were another part of his recovery.

Twenty minutes later, Dulcie was cooking in the kitchen when she heard the soft thump of the front door closing. Glancing at the clock on the oven, she smiled. Oscar was early.

‘I’m in the kitchen,’ she called out. ‘We’re having your favourite. I even added cream to the mashed potatoes.’

‘That’s great.’

Her scalp froze and the contents of her stomach solidified into a hard, unyielding lump. She turned slowly away from the saucepan on the hob. But she didn’t need to. She recognised that note. Over the last three years, she had grown attuned to every tiny shift in her brother’s speech and behaviour patterns.

Someone else might not even have noticed the slight slur that he was trying to conceal in his voice. But she could hear it, and she knew what it meant.

Carefully, she put the masher in her hand down on the counter. ‘What did you take?’

He blinked, doing confusion, but his pupils were like pinpricks, the blue of the irises huge and glassy. ‘I don’t—’

‘Yes, you do, Oscar. We’ve been here before, remember?’ How could either of them forget? The first few times it had happened she had comforted herself by thinking, It’s only the second time. Or the fifth or tenth. Then she’d stopped counting.

‘Because you can’t forget. Because you think I’m a failure.’ He was all fast breath and twitching limbs now; a puppet being pulled in multiple directions by the cocktail of drinks and drugs he’d taken. ‘You think I’m like Mum. That’s why you left me—’

And so it went on, following a predictable and exhausting pattern.

The first stage was denial, quickly followed by a savage and disbelieving anger at her lack of faith and her utterly predictable but unjustified refusal to believe in him, which segued into a tearful critique of her character. En route, all the cutlery and plates she’d laid out for dinner were swept violently onto the floor and he threw the vintage cine camera she’d given him for his birthday across the room.

As the sausages started to burn, the smoke alarms broke into an insistent, ear-splitting screech and Oscar covered his ears and crouched on the ground, crying incoherently.

Five hours later, she had thrown away the charred sausages and congealed mashed potato and swept up the broken glass and plastic and china. Oscar was curled up foetus-style on the sofa, his fist pressed against his mouth, moaning occasionally as his breath deepened into sleep.

Dulcie watched him from the armchair, clutching a cushion. She hadn’t gone to bed. There was no point because she knew she wouldn’t and shouldn’t sleep deeply. Instead, she ate some crackers and drank a glass of water. She was exhausted but also on high alert. With an effort of willpower, she forced herself to count the plus points.

He had come home to her.

He hadn’t stormed off.

And he didn’t need to go to A & E.

As plus points went, it was a pretty sad list, she thought, trying to swallow past the lump in her throat. She felt old, like really old. Her body ached with sadness and shame.

It wasn’t enough. She wasn’t enough to save him.

Three years ago, when she had found him in a seedy flat near Brixton prison, she had hoped that she would be. That she might be able to transfer all the benefits that she’d been gifted by the life she had chosen at the age of seven. The life she had denied her brother.

But Oscar’s problems were so deep rooted. He’d had two decades of chaos and poverty and neglect. And a decade of addiction.

‘I know he’s struggling and that you’re supporting him. But can you give him the help he needs? Because I can.’

Ettore’s words were so loud inside her head that she almost jumped out of her skin, and she had to hug the cushion tightly to steady herself.

The trouble was, much as she wanted to deny it, Ettore was right. Even with her support, Oscar’s grip on reality was loose-fingered at the best of times. What he needed was long-term, residential rehabilitation. But that was big money. More money than she earned.

Only what would happen if she did nothing? If she just kept trying to stitch therapy and rehab together into a haphazard quilt as she’d been doing for months now? Years, she corrected herself.

What if he got worse? What if he did what their mother did?

She had waited long enough. She wasn’t going to lose Oscar because of her pride. He needed proper care, and she would do anything to make sure he got it.

Even if it meant living under the same roof as her estranged husband.


OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		Booklist



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Note to Readers



		Contents



		Marchesi’s Marriage Mandate



		Prologue



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Epilogue











		My Fiancée Promotion



		Dedication



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Epilogue











		Greek’s Hand in Vengeance



		Dedication



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Epilogue











		Italian’s Diamond Deception



		Dedication



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Epilogue











		About the Publisher











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start











OEBPS/images/cover.png
b

¥MY f\ Marchesi’s
FIANCEE Marriage
PROMOTION Mandate
Emmy Grayson Louise Fuller
MODERN ROMANCE
COLLECTION

DECEPTION
Dani Collns

Lorraine Hall

MAY 2026





OEBPS/images/mb_heart.png





OEBPS/images/mb_logo.png
MILLS & BOON





OEBPS/images/pub.png





