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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      They say bad things come in threes. As of now, Lia Bathurst was officially up to five. She pressed the intercom embedded into the rough stone wall again.

      For the second time, the disembodied voice floated out of the speakers. ‘This is a private residence. You need to leave.’

      Desperation tightened her vocal cords. ‘Please, I’d just like to speak to Signor Salvatore. It will only take a minute. I promise.’ All she had to do was tell him that Mary Bathurst née Harding had sent her and she was sure he’d see her. He had to. After all, she’d come all the way to Italy to see him.

      ‘If you wish to speak to Signor Salvatore, you should book an appointment with his business manager, Signor Knight.’ The intercom cut off with a finality that suggested if Lia buzzed again there would be no pick-up this time.

      Sodding hell. She slumped against the wall and wiped a hand over her sweaty forehead. Back in London the far too handsome Mr Knight had been Mr Extremely Unhelpful, which is why she was now on the doorstep of Ernesto Salvatore’s picturesque pink villa.

      Now what? She’d just flipping walked for an hour up a road with more hairpins than Marge Simpson’s updo, in thirty-degree heat, to get here. Her calves were killing her, her toes were rubbed to hell and her throat was drier than Death Valley. A sensible person might have set off with a bottle of water, but when she’d checked on Google maps, the Villa Mimosa hadn’t looked very far. Technically it wasn’t – if you were a crow. What she’d failed to factor in was the one-in-five slope of the tarmac ribbon that wound its way around the hillside of the Amalfi Coast.

      With another sigh she eyed the stone wall enclosing what she guessed was a substantial property. It was foolish to expect anything else. Ernesto Salvatore’s summer home was bound to have tight security. If she’d tracked him down on the internet, his many fans no doubt could do the same. The wall, complete with razor wire on the top, stretched along the dusty road into the distance. On the other side of the property were steep rocky outcrops that a Himalayan goat would be hard pressed to scale. Even without the sharp wire deterrent running along the top of the wall, Lia doubted she could have climbed onto it. Certainly not in her flip-flops, which had proved another totally impractical decision.

      She was all out of ideas.

      Coming to Italy had seemed such a good plan at the time, right up until she’d walked into her friend Luca’s dilapidated studio, with sunlight streaming through the gaps in the roof, and seen the lumpy sofa bed she’d be staying on for the next few weeks and the miserable excuse for a kitchen. As for the bathroom, she didn’t even want to think about the last time it had been acquainted with anything approaching bleach. Probably not in the last decade.

      Uncharacteristic self-pity threatened to overwhelm her. How could everything go so wrong at the same time? This time two weeks ago, life had been peachy. Then, like dominoes falling, everything seemed to collapse. With a sniff she bent down to rub at the sore between her toes and the white liquid-filled blister that had erupted on her right foot. It was her own stupid fault for being so impetuous, and there was no bloody phone signal up here for her to even call for an Uber.

      She began to limp down the road but after a couple of hundred metres had to stop. She knelt on one knee to wind a much crumpled tissue, unearthed from the bottom of her messenger bag, around her big toe to try to alleviate the rubbing. It was going to be a long and slow journey home in the heat of the mad-dogs-and-Englishmen midday sun. A battered Fiat tore past, the driver taking the corner on two wheels with all the panache of Lewis Hamilton, scattering gravel around her ankles, the backdraft lifting dust, making her cough and splutter. She caught sight of the driver and for one quick moment thought she’d seen him somewhere before. With an unexpected, and exceedingly unwelcome, jolt of her heart, she remembered a pair of vivid blue eyes and then told herself she was imagining things. Wiping her face, thinking she must look a complete sight, she straightened and watched as a pale blue Vespa put-put-putted towards her. It was so cute and so very Italian, and despite her discomfort the sight made her smile. The scooter slowed and to her surprise stopped. The driver put down his feet on either side of the scooter and drew off the bowling ball helmet to reveal a shock of white blond curls. He resembled an angelic cherub, apart from the lively grin on his face.

      ‘Parla inglese?’ she asked hopefully.

      ‘Sure do.’ To her relief his accent was English, although she shouldn’t have been surprised. With that mop of hair, he definitely didn’t look Italian. ‘You look like a damsel in distress. Can I help?’ He beamed at her.

      ‘I’m trying to get back down to Positano. Do you know if there is a bus route round here? Or how I might get a taxi?’ She waved her phone. ‘There’s no signal.’

      ‘Where are you headed?’ he asked.

      ‘Anywhere near the seafront.’

      With alacrity, he flipped the kickstand down, hopped off the scooter and opened up the storage box on the back to pull out a helmet, which he held out in front of him as he dropped into a low bow. ‘Your chariot awaits.’

      She laughed.

      ‘It’s okay. I’ve always wanted to rescue a damsel in distress.’ Dimples appeared in his cheeks, the cherub replaced by naughty choirboy. ‘Here you go. I’m headed to the beach. I can give you a lift.’

      ‘That would be brilliant,’ said Lia. ‘Thank you, so much.’

      ‘No problem,’ he said with an easy shrug. ‘I’m going that way.’ He watched as she did up the chinstrap.

      ‘I’m Leo, by the way.’

      ‘I’m Lia.’

      ‘Pleased to meet you, Lia.’

      ‘I’m very pleased to meet you. Thank you for the lift.’

      ‘You haven’t seen my driving yet.’ His dark eyes sparkled with mischief. Everything about him seemed golden and sunny.

      ‘Is it that bad?’

      ‘Terrible, but I haven’t killed anyone yet,’ he said cheerfully. ‘And round here everyone’s driving is pretty shocking. You can’t do too much damage with a Vespa.’

      ‘It’s very pretty,’ observed Lia admiring the colour again.

      ‘I know.’ He winked. ‘The girls love it. My brother says it’s an insult to masculinity but he’s very old-fashioned that way. But, hey, he doesn’t have as many girlfriends as I do. What does that tell you?’

      Lia wondered if perhaps he just wasn’t as pretty as Leo, who exuded easy charm and happy self-confidence. He was one of those people who just made you smile.

      ‘Come on, hop on.’

      ‘Thank you again, this is really kind of you.’

      ‘I know but it’s all right. You can buy the ice-cream.’

      ‘What ice-cream?’ she asked with a wry smile. He really was a charmer.

      ‘I know this lovely little gelateria on the way. I think it’s probably just what you need.’

      ‘And how do you surmise that?’ she asked.

      ‘Because everyone needs ice-cream and you were looking like you wanted to throw yourself off a cliff. Honestly, it’s far too nice a day and it would make a terrible mess. You can tell me all about it over ice-cream and coffee.’

      ‘Coffee as well now?’

      ‘Why not?’ His grin widened.
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        * * *

      

      Managing a conversation from the back of the scooter was difficult and Leo seemed happy to accept her silence as she clung to the Vespa with her thighs, gripping the luggage handle with her hands. It seemed a little too personal to put her arms around the waist of a complete stranger, no matter how much he resembled an adorable puppy. She made the most of enjoying the scenery. On the arduous climb up the hill, she’d been too busy putting one foot in front of the other to appreciate the dramatic landscape of the towering rocky peaks and the houses nestled into their crevices on the side of the hills. Terracotta-tiled roofs ran across the landscape like strata in rock, as the buildings slotted into every level spot. The whole valley side reminded her of an elaborate wedding cake with hundreds of tiers.

      From this height above the town, she could see right out over the bay and the huge crescent of deep, dark navy sea against the brilliant blue sky. Her heart lifted at the sight of the sun glinting on the cresting waves and she felt a little ashamed. It was a beautiful day and she should be grateful she was here. Not everyone got to spend the summer in Italy or had virtually free accommodation – even if it did leave something to be desired.

      Determined to focus on the positives she concentrated on the here and now. Leo drove with typical Italian panache, weaving in and out of the traffic, navigating with snappy precision around cars that looked more abandoned than parked, barely missing wing mirrors and the occasional car door when they were suddenly thrust open. Although the traffic through the narrow streets had slowed to the speed of treacle, Leo maintained a constant pace, veering round corners and changing direction so often that Lia had no idea where the sea was in relation to them anymore. It was hidden by the higgledy-piggledy lines of buildings hugging the contours of the steep hillside.

      When Leo braked suddenly and swung the scooter onto the pavement outside a gelateria, she very nearly fell off.

      ‘Here we are,’ he said taking his helmet off and putting his feet down, balancing the scooter between his legs as he waited for Lia to dismount. ‘I’m going to have a Stracciatella. Double scoop. With chocolate sauce and nuts.’

      ‘Per favore?’ suggested Lia, who’d been brought up with very good manners and was slightly disconcerted by his blithe assumption that it was all right to order extras when someone else was paying. Or was that a very British attitude?

      The cherubic grin reappeared on his face. ‘Yes, please. Come on.’

      As soon as she stepped away from the scooter, he swung the helmet onto his arm and led the way into the shop.

      She followed more slowly, immediately aware of the cooler air and the delicious smells of vanilla and chocolate. A glass chiller cabinet ran the whole length of the shop, filled with deep containers of different flavours of ice-cream, beautifully swirled into creamy peaks although many were marred by substantial craters indicating their popularity. Descriptions were written in neat italics in English, German and Italian: Strawberry Sunburst, Lemon Delight, Chocco Chocolate, Madagascan Vanilla, Deluxe Stracciatella, Nutella Supreme. Lia’s mouth watered.

      ‘Ciao, Gina,’ Leo greeted the dark-haired girl behind the counter, and launched into a stream of Italian, pointing and gesticulating. Lia noticed he was in constant motion, his head bobbling as he spoke and his foot tapping as he indicated the vanilla with shavings of dark chocolate ice-cream he’d chosen.

      ‘What are you going to have, Lia?’ he asked. ‘The chocolate is very good and so is the strawberry. Gina, this is Lia; she’s new in town.’

      ‘Hi,’ said Gina.

      ‘What do you recommend?’ asked Lia, bemused by the choice. It all looked good and she realised she hadn’t eaten since the boiled egg she’d had for breakfast. To give him some credit, Luca had at least left her some basic supplies.

      ‘Stracciatella,’ said Leo. ‘I told you it’s the best.’

      Gina laughed. ‘He never tries anything else. I suggest you should try the Nutella Supreme, it’s chocolate and hazelnut. It’s my favourite. But everything is good. It’s all made here,’ she indicated the back of the shop and a set of double doors, ‘by my father.’

      ‘Stracciatella is best,’ muttered Leo again rolling his eyes good-naturedly.

      ‘I’ll try the chocolate and hazelnut,’ said Lia taking the easy option but determined not to give in to Leo’s quiet insistence. She really wasn’t that much of an ice-cream aficionado. Ice-cream was ice-cream.

      That view changed the minute she took the first taste from the overladen cone that Gina handed her.

      ‘Oh my God, this is heavenly,’ she murmured.

      ‘Told you,’ said Leo, taking a huge slurp of his own. ‘Thanks, Gina.’

      They wandered out onto the small sloping deck clinging to the pavement just in front of the shop, passing narrow troughs of vibrant red geraniums, the bright colour contrasting sharply with the white-painted decking. There was just room for a couple of pretty white bistro tables and chairs with heart-shaped backs.

      ‘Mmm, that is wonderful,’ said Lia as the rich chocolate swamped her tongue. It might just have been the best ice-cream she’d ever tasted, although how could it not be, sitting in bright sunshine in Italy with a handsome companion.

      ‘Told you. But next time you should try the Stracciatella.’

      ‘Has anyone told you that you’re like a dog with a bone?’ she teased.

      ‘No,’ he replied airily. ‘I just know what I like.’

      She laughed. He was very easy company and – she realised – the first person she’d spoken to properly in a couple of days.

      ‘So do you live here?’ she asked.

      ‘Just for the summer. My family have a place here. We always come. But it’s no hardship. Positano is the most beautiful town on the Amalfi coast.’ He stopped with a wicked grin and then added, ‘Apart from Minori, Ravello, Amalfi, Cetara and Furore, to name but a few. Have you seen any of them?’

      ‘Not yet. I only arrived two days ago.’ She’d barely had time to get her bearings in Positano. ‘I’m still trying to find my way around. It’s quite confusing.’ The steep hillside was riddled with tiny narrow lanes that twisted and turned at regular intervals, teeming with boutiques and little shops spilling their wares onto the street.

      ‘But you like it?’ he asked.

      ‘I love it!’ She beamed at him.

      ‘So you are on holiday?’

      ‘Not exactly.’ Lia decided that it was probably best to be circumspect with the truth for the time being. She suspected that the locals might be quite protective of their famous residents. ‘I’m an artist. I’ve borrowed a friend’s studio for a couple of months.’

      ‘An artist. You don’t look like one.’ He tilted his head to one side. ‘You’re far too pretty to be starving in a garret.’

      ‘What does an artist look like?’ asked Lia, laughing.

      ‘I don’t know,’ admitted Leo, his eyes crinkling. ‘Starving and gaunt? And maybe covered in paint. That’s a very lovely dress.’

      Lia smoothed down the pale sage fabric, fingering the delicate embroidery she’d spent ages completing. It was one of her favourites. ‘Thank you,’ she said, deciding he probably wouldn’t be that interested to know she’d made it herself.

      ‘So how long will you be artisting here?’

      Lia sighed, her mouth turning down. ‘Good question.’ She thought ruefully of the very basic creature comforts of the studio she’d borrowed. On the plus side, it had a lot of the equipment she needed and the space to work.

      ‘You don’t know?’ The sympathy in his eyes made her open up.

      ‘I’m looking for inspiration for a new commission and I don’t know if I’ll find it.’

      ‘That sounds bad. You can’t be unhappy in Positano. What do you need to be inspired about? Maybe I could show you around?’

      ‘That would be great.’

      ‘We have so much beautiful scenery, I’m sure something will come to you.’

      Lia nodded, relieved that he didn’t ask any questions. It still stung that the Braganzi restaurant had rejected her initial designs for the commission for its new restaurant in London. After the restaurant’s phenomenal success in New York, the London venue was due to open in September and the Italian husband and wife owners were looking for exceptional artwork to dress the walls. Lia had been thrilled to be invited to submit some initial designs. She’d been less than thrilled by the feedback.

      She screwed up her face as she recalled the verdict relayed via her agent. ‘Not aspirational enough’, ‘needs to be more visceral’, followed by ‘frankly a bit dull.’ They hadn’t pulled any punches, and what the hell did ‘not aspirational enough’ mean? Thankfully they were still interested in her work and were willing to wait a few weeks for her to submit some new ideas. Unfortunately that deadline had been like the kiss of death, sucking every creative thought out of her head. Since then she hadn’t been able to think of a single idea. It was as if her brain had been wiped clean of anything new or different.

      She realised she was pulling faces and that Leo was staring at her with bewildered fascination.

      After a moment, he said, ‘It might never happen, you know.’

      Lia gave him a rueful smile. She had a feeling that Leo didn’t really want to know about her problems.

      ‘There’s lots to paint around here. I’m sure you’ll find something.’

      ‘I don’t paint.’ She smiled; it was a common misconception. ‘I’m a textile artist. I create pieces from different fabrics, so they have texture and depth.’ She loved talking about her work and was proud that she was garnering growing interest, but she wanted commercial recognition as well. That damn commission would be the icing on the cake, if she could just secure it.

      ‘Oh,’ said Leo, clearly uninterested.

      ‘What do you do? Are you a student?’

      Leo laughed. ‘No. I’m older than I look. I’m spending the summer paddleboarding.’

      That explained the sun-bleached hair, although Lia hadn’t realised it was a job. ‘What? You teach paddleboarding?’

      ‘No, I’m a complete layabout, but I’m trying not to get too worried about it. You only live once. I’ll work out what I want to do eventually. Did you always know you wanted to be a … what was it? A material artist? I mean how do you get into that? I didn’t even know it was a thing. It is a thing, isn’t it?’

      ‘It is a thing,’ she agreed, smiling at his slightly worried look. ‘And no, I didn’t know I wanted to be a textile artist until I was at art college and I discovered it. I fell in love.’

      ‘How wonderful. I’ve been in love loads of times. It never lasts,’ he added with such weary sadness that she burst out laughing.

      He grinned. ‘My brother says I’m incredibly shallow but then he’s a miserable git. I suppose someone in the family has to be the sensible one. It’s never going to be me.’

      Lia could relate to that, being the only arty one in her family. Although now she understood why she was the odd one out.

      ‘So how old are you?’

      ‘You’re not supposed to ask a lady how old she is.’

      ‘I’ll tell if you do.’

      It wasn’t a big deal for Lia. At thirty, she was … well, until recently, she’d always been comfortable with who she was and where she was going. In fact, until that stupid email two weeks ago, her whole life had been terribly simple.
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      The cooing of the pigeon in the roof woke Lia the next morning and she stretched, trying to unknot the kinks in her back, convinced Luca’s bed was half mattress and half abandoned bricks. She rolled to her feet and stood on tiptoe. Over the roofs of the surrounding houses, she could just see the sea. It was still there, she mused with a smile. Despite her complaints about Casa Dia’s accommodation, as a studio it was perfect. The light streamed in over the well laid out tables and equipment and, given that it was perched on the top of another building like a rook’s nest on a ship, it was ideal for her work.

      Today she was going to start work, or at least play around with a few bits of fabric. Perhaps if she immersed herself in the beauty of this place, her brain might relax and cough up an idea or two.

      She made do with a quick cup of coffee – thank you, Luca, for the freshly ground coffee and the French press, which was about the only piece of catering equipment he possessed – promising herself she’d go out for a pastry and a cappuccino down by the beach mid-morning. She might also hunt Leo down as he’d said he’d be on the beach all day. Given he was fun, cheerful company and the closest thing she had to a friend right now, it wouldn’t do any harm. Perhaps he might even have an idea of how she might meet Ernesto Salvatore. Leo clearly knew the area well, so it was possible he might know which restaurants or bars Ernesto frequented.

      With a little frisson of hope and excitement, she laid her suitcase on the large draftsman board. Customs would have been surprised by the contents, she thought as she opened it, the fabrics spilling out in rainbows of colour, myriad shapes and an extensive array of textures.

      Her original designs had incorporated elements of famous Italian buildings – the windows and tiers of Ponte Vecchio, the spires and domes of the Vatican City, the fountains of Rome, the wedding-cake tiers of Pisa – but the Braganzis had said they weren’t evocative enough of Italy.

      An hour later, the table was covered in combinations of materials but nothing felt quite right. When it was, she’d know. It was a gut thing that she found impossible to explain to anyone else.

      After a quick shower, she put on a flowing silk dress – another one of her own designs – and skipped down the steps to the narrow street directly below Casa Dia. Thank goodness Luca’s sister had met her at the bus stop when she’d arrived, otherwise she’d never have found this place. After several sharp twists and turns, the alleyway brought her out just near the beach. The row of restaurants on the front was already busy with people and she sauntered along past the tables inhaling the aroma of coffee and listening to the happy hum of chatter. The sun warmed her skin and the sensation brought back some of her usual optimism.

      Lia grinned to herself, enjoying the swish of the turquoise silk around her legs and the weight of her hair hanging down her back in a long plait. There were plenty of admiring glances as she walked along the front, probably due to the white blond hair, which she’d inherited from her mother’s Scandinavian genes – all twenty-five per cent of them – and the olive skin – an unusual combination – along with her green eyes. She now knew the latter came from genes that did not belong to the man she’d always called Dad. Her expression hardened. It was hard to discover that your whole life had been a lie.

      ‘Hey, Lia!’

      The bellow from the café she’d just walked past made her turn and she saw Leo waving to her from one of the small tables at the front.

      ‘Hi, Leo.’

      ‘I was hoping I’d run into you today. Have you had breakfast?’

      ‘No.’

      Leo pushed a chair out with his foot. She gathered it was an invitation. ‘This place does excellent cornetti al cioccolato and cornetto alla marmellata – that’s with apricot jam.’ Before she’d even taken the seat, he hailed a waiter. ‘What will you have, Lia?’

      ‘Cornetto alla marmellata and a cappuccino, per favore.’

      ‘I’ll take a cornetto al cioccolato and a double espresso.’

      The waiter nodded and as he left, Lia leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially, ‘And what is a cornetto? I’m guessing we’re not having ice-cream for breakfast.’

      ‘No! That is an abomination. A real cornetto is a traditional Italian pastry. Cornetto means horn but it is not like a croissant, which is a common mistake. The dough is sweeter and softer. Much better,’ he added with a defiant lift of his chin.

      ‘I wouldn’t dare argue,’ teased Lia.

      ‘So what plans do you have today?’ asked Leo. ‘It’s a good day to spend on the beach.’ He gave her a hopeful grin. ‘I could tell you all the best places to visit.’

      Lia wrinkled her nose, sorely tempted.

      ‘Go on, you know you want to.’

      ‘Your English is very good.’

      ‘Ha! That’s because I am half English. You don’t think this hair came from my Italian side, do you? I can tell you’re English,’ he teased tugging her plait.

      ‘Actually I’m half Italian,’ she said, skimming over the angst the unexpected discovery had caused. ‘I did one of those DNA tests. Fifty per cent Italian, twenty-five per cent Norwegian and odd bits of English, Welsh, Irish and Northern European.’

      The casual words belied the world of upset that had followed the discovery. Her whole life turned out to one big fat lie and she couldn’t even claim it was a relief to find out why she had always felt different from the rest of the family. Understanding the basis of that gnawing ache of not quite belonging brought no satisfaction. She wondered what Leo would say if she told him she was actually the daughter of the famous Italian film star Ernesto Salvatore.

      ‘Like me,’ Leo exclaimed delightedly, completely oblivious to Lia’s inner turmoil. She couldn’t bring herself to speak to her mother at the moment; there was so much stored-up anger that she was scared would spill over and she might say something she’d regret.

      ‘No one ever believes I’m Italian,’ Leo continued. ‘Although sometimes it’s quite useful.’ He gave a naughty wink. ‘Especially when I don’t admit I speak Italian.’

      Lia could quite believe it. With that mop of golden surfer-boy curls, he probably caught the eye of all the local Italian women.

      Leo showed no further interest in the DNA test, which was actually a bit of a relief. The results had blindsided her, turning everything she thought she knew upside down. How could her mum have lied to her all this time?

      Having lived with the drama, and shared the shock with her closest friends, it was actually nice to be away from it all, to just be herself and not worry about what it all meant. Avoiding her mother, father and sister on the phone was probably a bit harsh but she just needed some time, and in her last conversation with her mum she’d asked that they give her that. Learning that your dad wasn’t your dad at all took some getting used to.

      Would she ever get used to it?

      She glanced down at her phone and almost laughed out loud. Her dad had sent her a GIF of that horrid child from Finding Nemo tapping on the fish tank in the dentist’s waiting room, with the caption: Are you still alive?

      Quickly, she sent him one back with a caption I’m not dead and then put her phone down as the waiter reappeared balancing a tray on one hand. He slid the plates of cornetti in front of them along with their coffees, and her stomach let out an inelegant rumble of appreciation at the sight of the small, curved, egg-washed pastry. The dinner of bread, cheese and salami the previous evening hadn’t been terribly substantial.

      ‘Maybe you should have ordered two,’ said Leo, laughing at her.

      ‘A gentleman wouldn’t have commented,’ said Lia reprovingly, which made Leo laugh even more.

      ‘You don’t think I’m a gentleman, do you? That sounds very boring.’

      Lia shook her head. She doubted anyone had ever called Leo boring. With his lively energy and sunny nature, he was probably the life and soul of every party.

      Suddenly he jerked his head up. ‘Hey, Raph!’ He jumped to his feet waving. ‘Over here!’ Lia turned to see who he was calling over as Leo supplied, ‘It’s my brother.’

      A tall dark-haired man began to weave his way through the tables.

      ‘Morning, Leo. How…’ His voice died as he spotted Lia, who was doing her best to sink through the floor.

      ‘You!’

      ‘Mr Knight.’ Lia gave a curt nod. She did not flipping believe it. Of all the crap-bad luck.

      ‘Oh,’ said Leo, with a delighted smile. ‘You two already know each other.’
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      ‘Not exactly,’ drawled Raph, irritation prickling through him like a nettle rash. ‘What are you doing here?’

      The cool blonde lifted her head and gave him a direct look that said she wasn’t the least bit intimidated by him. More was the pity. ‘Having breakfast,’ she said.

      ‘Small world,’ burbled Leo, oblivious as always to the undertones, and Raph bit back a snort of annoyance. His younger brother breezed through life on a golden sunbeam. Everything in his world was perpetually happy. Which on one hand was great, but Raph nurtured a concern that if something truly bad did happen, he’d not have the resilience to cope with it.

      ‘We’re going to the beach after this. Do you want to come with us?’ asked Leo through a mouthful of his pastry.

      ‘Yes, do. That would be so much fun.’ The woman smirked as she put down her coffee cup.

      ‘Although you’ll have to lose the suit, bro.’

      Raph ignored his brother and stared down his nose at the woman. For some reason she disconcerted him. She’d got under his skin the first time they’d met in his offices in London, and since then he hadn’t been able to put his finger on what it was that caused the low-level buzz of awareness of her, which consequently pissed him off even more. It had been like a thorn needling him. He didn’t like not being in complete control.

      He narrowed his gaze at her oh-so-innocent face. She sat there as serene as a Madonna, her lovely eyes meeting his with a touch of disdain, as if she felt sorry for him.

      He knew he’d been a bit harsh with her, refusing to listen to her story, but she was one of many women who’d claimed Ernesto Salvatore was their father, and now here she was sucking up to his brother. She was clearly yet another one hoping to convince him to pay her off, to avoid a paternity claim against his stepfather.

      ‘Bro?’

      Raph realised he’d missed something Leo had said and now his brother was getting to his feet.

      ‘I said, keep Lia company while I…’ He indicated the toilets at the back of the bar area.

      ‘Certainly. It will my pleasure,’ he replied grimly.

      ‘Why don’t I think that it will be mine?’ murmured the woman.

      As soon as Leo was out of earshot, he turned to her. ‘What the hell do you think you’re playing at? Stay away from my family. That includes Leo.’

      ‘I didn’t know he was anything to do with you.’ Two bright spots of colour burned on her cheeks.

      ‘You seriously expect me to believe that you travelled all the way to Italy and you just happened to bump into him?’

      She caught her lip between her teeth and stared up at him. ‘I know what it looks like, but it’s the truth.’

      ‘Go home. You’re wasting your time. I won’t allow my stepfather to be blackmailed again.’

      ‘Your stepfather? I thought you were his business manager.’

      ‘Not officially, no.’ Although sometimes he felt like he was. ‘He’s married to my mother so I help with some of his business affairs when they’re of a more personal nature. I have my own work.’

      ‘So you’re related to him.’

      Raph sighed. ‘Only by marriage.’

      ‘You’re very protective of him,’ she said.

      ‘I’ve had to be.’ He glared at Lia again. ‘I’ve told you already, the only way you’ll get within ten feet of Ernesto is with a DNA test.’

      ‘That will take months,’ she said, ‘and I wouldn’t put it past you to delay things or lie about the results.’

      His temper flared. How dare she? ‘I wouldn’t need to lie about the results.’

      ‘So you think. Have you even spoken to Ernesto?’

      ‘Do you have any idea how many women have claimed he’s their father?’

      ‘You told me in your office, remember? But if you’d just talk to him, you’d know this is different. Just tell him my mother’s name. Mary Bathurst née Harding. They had a relationship in London in the nineties – 1993, to be precise. Ask him.’

      ‘Ernesto isn’t the sort of man that would abandon a child. He would have taken responsibility.’

      ‘Well, he didn’t. If I do a test, will you let me speak to him?’

      ‘Only if the test results prove your claim.’

      She glared at him. ‘Like I’ve already said, that will take ages.’

      Raph gave her insolent shrug. ‘What’s the hurry?’

      Her mouth settled in a mutinous line before she said with some heat, her bright eyes burning with conviction, ‘How would you feel if you discovered you had a father you didn’t know? Would you be content to wait? You have no idea what it feels like.’

      He had to give her credit, she got an A star for persistence and for acting ability. It almost tugged at his heartstrings. Almost.

      ‘I presume you’ve relayed this sob story to Leo.’

      ‘Of course I haven’t. I didn’t even know he knew him.’

      ‘Well, now you do. But I’m warning you, you won’t get anywhere near Ernesto through Leo. If I were you, I’d pack my bags and go back to London.’

      She gave him the sort of sweet smile that suggested she’d just as soon slide a dagger through his ribs. ‘Does everyone do what you tell them to?’

      He almost laughed out loud at that one. If only his bloody family did. It would make his life so much easier.

      He stood for a minute, loath to let her have the last word, and then he spotted Leo coming back and hurried forward to intercept him.

      ‘Leo, do you know anything about this woman?’

      ‘What, Lia? I know she’s an artist. Spending the summer here for inspiration.’

      God, Leo could be obtuse at times. ‘I might have known.’ Because anyone with a proper job wouldn’t be able to drop everything at the chance of meeting their very wealthy alleged father. Not that he believed it was true for a minute. ‘Where did you meet her?’

      ‘Near the villa. She was limping down the road so I stopped and offered her a lift.’

      Raph cast his eyes heavenward. ‘And you didn’t think it strange that she was loitering outside the villa?’

      Leo thought about it for a moment. ‘No, not really. She smiled at me.’

      ‘And…’ There was no understanding Leo’s logic sometimes.

      ‘She looked a bit lost and I was going into town anyway.’

      ‘Stay away from her. She’s another one after a paternity claim.’

      ‘No,’ said Leo scornfully. ‘She’s really nice. You are so paranoid. I told you I just bumped into her.’

      ‘And she didn’t mention she’d already been to see me in London?’

      ‘No. Why would she? She didn’t know who I was.’ Leo’s smile dimmed and Raph felt a little guilty spoiling his illusion.

      ‘Sorry, Leo, she was using you.’

      Leo swallowed and Raph felt like he’d kicked a kitten.

      ‘Do you want a lift home? I can send Marco down for the Vespa in the truck,’ he suggested, knowing the gardener wouldn’t mind.

      Leo looked over his shoulder towards Lia, his mouth twisting ruefully. ‘I’d better pay the bill.’

      ‘Serves her right if she has to pay.’

      ‘She paid for the ice-creams yesterday.’

      ‘I bet she did. Reeling you in.’

      ‘And what if you’re wrong? Not everyone has an ulterior motive. What if she does just want to meet Ernesto? What if she’s been told he’s her dad and she believes it, even if it’s not true?’

      ‘None of that explains why she came haring out here after I’d told her that the best thing would be to arrange a paternity test.’

      Leo sighed. ‘I’ll go back on the Vespa later. I’m going out on the board for a little while.’

      Raph watched as with slumped shoulders his brother walked back to the table. He exchanged a couple of words with Lia, she laughed and they both looked over at him as Leo opened his wallet and pulled out a couple of Euro notes, which he placed on the table. Lia shot Raph a pitying smirk, waved goodbye to Leo, who grinned at her, pulled her sunglasses down over her eyes and picked up her phone, focusing all her attention on the screen. Raph allowed himself a small smile, amused by her cool dismissal. He wasn’t going to let her go without finding out how long she planned to stick around.

      He sat down at the table in the seat vacated by Leo.

      She ignored him for a moment and he took the time to study her. That buzz of awareness was back, the hairs on the back of his neck rising. Today her blond hair was in a loose plait with tendrils escaping in every direction around her face as if they couldn’t bear to be confined. He wondered if it mirrored her personality. She struck him as impulsive as well as dogged and determined. He couldn’t decide whether he was impressed or annoyed by her persistence.

      ‘How long do you plan to hang around?’ he asked, finally frustrated by her ability to remain unperturbed by his presence.

      She grinned at him. ‘What, like a bad smell?’

      ‘You’re wasting your time.’

      ‘Who says I’m wasting my time? It’s already proving productive.’

      ‘You mean leeching on Leo.’

      ‘Actually no. You have a one-track mind – and you don’t seem to have a very high opinion of your brother, do you?’

      He bristled. ‘I never said that.’

      ‘No, but you clearly think he’s too weak or stupid to spot a gold-digger.’

      ‘Leo’s a nice guy. He tends to see the good in people.’

      ‘Whereas you, Dark Lord, see the bad? Are you always this suspicious of people or is it just me?’

      Raph considered her words. Something made him reply honestly. ‘I tend to be suspicious of people, but based on previous experience, it’s justified.’

      ‘Really? How depressing,’ she said, propping her chin in her hands and giving such a mournful sigh that he almost laughed.

      The quick irreverence and sense of fun made him warm to her, even though he didn’t want to like her.

      ‘How old are you?’ he asked suddenly.

      ‘Thirty, why?’

      ‘Why now? Why do you suddenly want to contact … your father?

      ‘You were dying to put those air quotes round “your father”, weren’t you?’ She grinned up at him. It was a tough job to try and stay on track with her.

      He didn’t say anything, just left her to fill the silence, which he was confident she would. Nothing seemed to daunt her but to his surprise her face saddened and he saw her throat move as if she were swallowing hard.

      ‘I didn’t know before. I only just found out.’ There was a wealth of pain and sadness in her soft words which tugged at him and he found himself wanting to comfort her. Especially as he knew there was only further heartache ahead when she discovered that Ernesto really wasn’t her father. There was no way he could be, of that, Raph was one hundred per cent sure.

      She lifted her head. ‘I ought to get back to work.’

      ‘Where are you staying?’

      She laughed. ‘I haven’t a clue. I only know how to get there.’

      As she rose, he fell into step beside her.

      ‘Are you going to escort me home?’ she asked.

      ‘No, I’m headed this way. I parked down the road.’

      She tilted her head and looked at him. ‘I can’t see you on a little blue Vespa. Please tell me yours is black with decal flames on it.’

      Now he did laugh. ‘How did you know?’

      ‘Call it intuition,’ she said with a smirk, her brown eyes dancing with mischief.

      He suddenly wanted to lean down and kiss her – just to see what her reaction would be, of course, nothing more. Because Lia really wasn’t his type. He preferred glossy, sophisticated women who were cool and contained, or at least … he always had done in the past…
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      Raph arrived back at the villa to a full-scale shouting match. As soon as he stepped out of the Ferrari onto the paved driveway in front of the villa, he could hear his mother’s voice at an unusually loud volume coming from the side of the house. What’s more, Ernesto was shouting back at her. What on earth was going on? He hurried towards the source of the commotion, rounding the building to find the two of them standing toe to toe on the vine-laden veranda.

      He winced as the loud Italian words coalesced into meaning.

      ‘Don’t think you can leave me, you bastard. I will chop you into little pieces and feed you to the fish.’

      ‘You think,’ said Ernesto with scorn.

      Raph stopped dead and shook his head. Some days it was like living in Bedlam. Today was clearly one of them.

      ‘I know,’ yelled his mother, Aurelia, with all the melodrama of a third-rate actor murdering appalling lines – though she was no actress. She waved a fist in Ernesto’s face ‘You’re a two-timing rat bastard with a very small…’ With her forefinger and thumb, she intimated her meaning and then broke off into giggles.

      Ernesto caught her hand and kissed it and the two of them began to laugh uproariously together. Raph caught sight of the sheaf of curled papers they each held in their other hands and sighed.

      ‘Ah, Raph,’ Ernesto greeted him. ‘We were just trying out Matteo’s latest masterpiece. What do you think?’

      ‘Dreadful. I don’t know why you keep humouring him and offering to read his stuff. Wouldn’t it be kinder to put him out of his misery? He’s never going to write a decent script.’

      ‘What, and kill all his hope?’ Ernesto shook his head. ‘I will give him some constructive feedback and…’ – he sighed – ‘… hopefully he will try again and maybe⁠—’

      ‘Darling,’ interrupted Aurelia. ‘Maybe Raph is right and you should stop encouraging him. I don’t think he’s got what it takes. He’s much better behind the camera.’

      ‘You’re right, my love. He’s the best Head of Photography I’ve ever worked with. I need to remind him of that. Perhaps you can help me write him an email, Raph. You’re so good at that sort of thing.’

      ‘An excellent idea.’ His mother bestowed a sweet smile upon him. ‘You always know the right thing to say and you’re very diplomatic. Which reminds me, do you know if all the invitations have gone out? Signora Cavalli says she hasn’t received one.’

      ‘That’s because you took her off the guest list,’ Raph pointed out. As usual he was helping to organise the annual Salvatore summer party.

      ‘Well, I think she should go back on,’ said Aurelia. ‘What happened last year wasn’t her fault. Would you mind making sure an invitation goes out today?’

      ‘Mamma, you do remember you and Ernesto have a secretary for this sort of thing? She’s still able to work remotely.’

      ‘Yes, darling, but she’s nowhere near as efficient as you.’

      Raph rolled his eyes. ‘Maybe you should get rid of her then.’

      ‘Raphael Knight. How could you say such a thing?’ his mother scolded. ‘Esther is part of the family. The only reason she isn’t here this summer is because her niece is being christened.’

      ‘I’ll see to it,’ he said with resignation, turning to head for the little salon he used as an office whenever he was here. Over the years, it had acquired more and more equipment and he could run his business just as easily from here as from his official office in London.

      ‘Before you go…’ his mother started. He turned. Ernesto was earnestly checking the flagstones. ‘Will you be bringing anyone to the party?’

      ‘No,’ he said.

      ‘You’re very welcome to, if there’s anyone you would like to invite? They could stay. There is plenty of room.’ One didn’t snort at one’s mamma, but her understatement was breathtaking. The villa could sleep twenty-two quite easily and that didn’t include either of the two self-contained guest suites in the grounds – one of which he’d taken up residence in, as he liked to maintain a semblance of independence whenever he visited. It seemed only fitting at the age of thirty-one.

      ‘Mamma, there is no one I would like to invite to the party or to stay at the villa.’

      Ernesto risked looking up and exchanged a wink with him. Unfazed by his short reply, his mother simply said, ‘You will join us for lunch, won’t you?’

      ‘Yes, Mamma.’

      ‘Good boy.’ Her eyes twinkled at him and before he could make his usual protest she held up her hand and said as she always did, ‘You’ll always be my boy.’ With that she sailed off inside the house.

      Raph expelled a quick breath.

      ‘She only wants what’s best for you,’ said Ernesto with a smile.

      ‘I don’t see why she’s not holding out for Leo.’

      Ernesto patted Raph on the arm. ‘He’s still a baby himself.’

      ‘No, he’s not. He’s a grown man … or rather he would be if you all let him be.’ Leo might be twenty-seven but he still had a lot of growing up to do.

      ‘Would settling down be such a bad thing?’ asked Ernesto, a frown marring his forehead. ‘It made a man of me. I can’t imagine my life now without your mother and our family. It has brought me much joy.’

      Raph clapped him on the shoulder. Ernesto had been like a father to Leo and him and had treated the two brothers and their subsequent four half-brothers and sisters equally.

      ‘And you have brought my mother much joy, for which I can never thank you enough.’

      Ernesto’s eyes welled with tears and he embraced Raph. ‘We are family.’

      Raph nodded. While he rarely said it out loud, there was no denying that he loved his family fiercely … even though they all drove him crazy most of the time.

      ‘Now –’ Ernesto draped an arm around his shoulder ‘– let’s see what your mother has cooked for lunch today.’
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