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Chapter One

Predatory eyes burned, lingering on one man, Gianni Nardiello, as he brought his current partner closer to himself, inwardly revelling in the hearts he was breaking, while Julia’s lips curved into a triumphant smile, her young heart fluttering erratically as she secretly rejoiced in being the chosen one.

All too soon, the band ceased its melodious waltz, the dancers dispersed, and with them evaporated Julia’s short-lived dream, as she begrudgingly watched Gianni abruptly switch his attention from her and onto the next favoured young lady, instantly claiming another fast-beating heart.

“Keep away from that lowlife,” the middle-aged man sitting next to Julia stated scathingly, his no-nonsense eyes fixed firmly on the object of his disdain. “He is nothing but trouble.”

“Says who?” Julia turned her rich-brown eyes, narrowing to mere slits, a trait she never failed to display when she was about to defend her motives. And then her brief spurt of attack spewed out of her mouth. “And you are such a paragon of virtue, eh, Robert?” Her defiant smirk rapidly disappeared as she glared at the thunderous eyes staring back at her. Swallowing hard a tight constriction in her throat, she knew all too well that she was losing the argument for the simple reason that a model of honesty and integrity was exactly what she was staring at.

“I am warning you, Julia, Nardiello is bad news.”

Instantly seeing the brutal veil of rejection lacing her eyes as they strayed over to the packed dance floor, he placed his broad hand over his sister’s hand, squeezing it gently, his voice softening. “Leave him to the others, Sis. You deserve more than that; much more.” Robert’s eyes skimmed swiftly over the skimpily attired and overpainted faces of the young women swarming Gianni, like bees around a honey pot. His cynical eyes returned to Julia’s sad face, framed by a mass of loose golden curls delectably cascading over her shoulders, his own heart aching for the only person who meant anything to him. “Most of them deserve him,” he muttered between clenched teeth.

“And what makes me any different, Robert?” Her eyes widened in question.

“You are my sister, Julia; that’s what makes you different.”

“Your sister, yes, but not your wife, Robert.” She snapped, sharply wrenching her hand away from its protective cover. “So, kindly get a life of your own, dearest brother, and leave me to live mine.” She hissed through clenched teeth, for, somehow, he always brought out the worst in her, and she never failed to respond. Abruptly, she rose and headed for the crowded bar, hot prickly tears stabbing at her eyes. “Vodka on the rocks,” she snapped. “A double!”

Robert’s dark, determined eyes followed his sibling, his lips mumbling, “Not before I have fulfilled my promise to Father and found you a suitable husband.”

Her sore feet fidgeting uncomfortably in her midnight-blue killer stilettos, her fingers swirled the clear liquid around the glass, before she downed the potent stuff in one swallow, the cool burning spirit sliding down her throat like a soothing balm. Her burning and unforgiving eyes glared at Robert; her guts wrenching, twisting, and aching as slowly she felt her resolve breaking. She saw her brother for the good man he was. Oh God, Robert, she sighed inwardly, I know what I am doing. Abruptly, she turned her back on him and thrust her empty glass forward. “Another vodka; double!”

His eyes followed her as she stumbled her way through the revellers and past him. He heard the young Italian and his friends blatantly laugh at her as she walked into a chair, attempted to straighten herself, and immediately crashed into a table laden with an assortment of drinks, causing a brandy balloon to overturn and spill onto her midnight-blue satin dress. She heard a barrage of curses spew from the owner’s mouth and Nardiello’s raucous laughter ringing loudly in her ears.

Robert’s eyes narrowed as he focused all his attention on the handsome Italian, making his thick dark brows almost knit together into a wavy dark line, and his blood boiled as he vowed between clenched teeth, “You will never, ever have my sister, Nardiello; of that you can be sure.”





Chapter Two

As the packed plane took off from Heathrow, Julia’s fate had become all too dreadfully real and all much too awful to contemplate, and as the plane soared higher into the sky, her heart plummeted into the depths of silent despair.

She sank back into her seat, her ears attuned to the humming of the engine. In all probability, she told herself, any other girl would see this as an exciting adventure; an escape from the strict rigidity of a girls’ Catholic boarding school and an even stricter, overbearing brother; a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to be magically transformed, by an exclusive Swiss finishing school, into a cultured, elegant young lady.

She had heard that the exclusive school was reputed to excel in standards of the highest excellence. It was supposed to give her the chance to forget Gianni Nardiello—a man, she knew in her heart of hearts, she could never have. A chance to meet an eligible bachelor of good breeding, Robert would approve of. Almost nothing, since her father’s death two years ago, was done without Robert’s approval. Her heart was always fighting a raging silent war, for it ached with unfathomable love for her brother, yet there was always an inexplicable yearning to rebel; to swim against the tide; to go against Robert’s wishes, just for the sheer hell of it; to love Gianni Nardiello for the sole reason that Robert hated him; to show Robert who was really in charge of Julia Adams.

Staring unblinkingly into the blackness, she felt like an empty vessel, a blank page, ready to fly with who she chose and as high as she could soar.

In the arrivals of Cointrin Airport, she followed the throng of the crowd as young couples, children, and anyone in between were enveloped by their loved ones. She stood rigid and alone, her suitcase by her side, her eyes scanning the chaotic dispersing crowd erratically for sight of a stern-looking, tight-lipped schoolmistress with a placard raised in her hand. She sighed with a mixture of sheer relief and panic when no such figure emerged. Taking a tighter grip of her black leather case, with neatly embossed gold initials below the handle, she made for the exit, her guts churning and her mind a whirl with immediate decisions to be made.

Putting up the fur collar of her long black leather coat, her eyes gazed into the thick, whirling snowflakes, their cold touch on her face making her eyes water. What the hell am I supposed to do now? She seethed, delving her fingers into the pocket of her flight bag and frantically searching for her address book. Fuck, she cursed, stamping her snow-clad foot hard. The damn thing must be in my case. Trudging back inside, the heat hitting her like a sudden tropical heat-wave, she was totally unaware of a young man frantically waving his hands about as he made a hasty beeline in her direction.

“Miss Adams?” he asked when he finally caught up with her, extending his hand, his face as harassed looking as his voice sounded, and his warm eyes resting intently on the petite young woman standing before him.

“Yes.” Julia’s eyes dropped to his broad hand. Her brows furrowed as she raised her dark eyes to his rumpled raven shoulder-length hair, dropped to his firm mouth and rested on his deep-set eyes, of the lightest blue she had ever seen, noticing that the corners creased into tiny lines as he smiled down at her. She extended her cold hand to his warm, steady hand. “And, who might you be?” she asked, cocking a shapely eyebrow in question.

“René.” He smiled, showing a set of even white teeth.

Abruptly, she withdrew her hand and turned her back to him, her thin veneer of politeness rapidly crumbling as she unlocked her case and delved both hands inside, ruffling her neatly folded designer wear, haphazardly tossing her accessories aside, as she continued to search for her address book.

“You are on your way to Madame Méan’s École d’Humanité, yes?”

Her ears were deaf to his words as she continued to fervently rummage through her case.

“I am here to pick you up and…”

Eyes of icy steel turned on him. An inexplicable wave of anger swept over her as she cut into his flow of words, “And I am no whore to be picked up.”

Damn you! he cursed under his breath, the nerve in his lean cheek throbbing visibly. I’ve met some spoilt brats in my time, but you, lady, take the biscuit. Taking a deep breath, he proceeded, “I am here, Miss Adams, to take you to the school. Allow me to take your luggage.”

As his words slowly slid into her consciousness and her anger ebbed away, she stated calmly as her eyes stared into the depths of the eyes before her, “You are late, Mister…”

“Méan.”

“Mister Méan.”

“I know; please accept my deepest apo…”

“I was expecting Madame Méan to meet me. What is her excuse?” She cut in once more, then snapped her case shut, picked it up, straightened herself, and brushed unceremoniously past him. She then stopped, turned, and eyeballed him, waiting for his answer.

“Madame Méan has the flu. I am here as her representative,” he stated coldly, giving as good as he got, his eyes staring back at her unflinchingly. This chick, he determined, will not get the better of me. “Here, let me.” His voice was cold, detached as he grabbed hold of her case, resulting in a tug-of-war, which she eventually won by the grace of his begrudging chivalrous nature. His amused eyes watched her as she turned her back on him and headed out into the thick falling snow, taking a sharp left. “Actually,” he called after her, “the car is this way, Miss Adams.” He motioned with his hand, desperately trying to stifle an emerging chuckle, as she stared daggers at him.

Definitely in need of schooling, he silently surmised, taking the lead, while Julia, slipping and sliding in René’s wake, silently cursed her brother for sending her to this goddamned place.

Except for the unhealthy, spasmodic growling of the battered old Volkswagen, the journey from Geneva to Lausanne was silent.

Julia’s heart sank as, in place of the grand, elegant structure she was expecting, she found herself standing in front of a snow-covered wooden chalet; fairy-tale-like in appearance, but not at all the building of imposing scholastic character she had imagined, or indeed been used to in her former schooling. With heavy trepidation in her heart, she followed René through the door and into a pine-panelled reception area, where she was immediately greeted by an enthusiastic, middle-aged woman. Julia stared at her short, dark, curly hair and dark, gleaming eyes. I bet those eyes have seen a thing or two, she thought as she took in the robust woman. Her eyes darted around.

Bloody pine everywhere, she silently cursed. Pine walls, pine ceiling, pine reception desk; pine, pine, pine! It’s like being in a huge pine coffin! Only, it’s not a coffin, just another house of correction in a foreign country. Her eyes flitted to a grate and were drawn to a log fire, the gentle dance of the red, orange and yellow flames radiating a warm and comforting glow into the otherwise bland reception area.

Thoughts of home crashed into her mind, making her eyes close tightly, and she shook her head from side to side. Home wasn’t home anymore—not since her father had died. An image of a young man seeped into her thoughts. Gianni—I wonder what he is doing now; probably giving some girl a hard time. She chuckled at her own silent innuendo.

“You find something amusing, Miss Adams?”

Julia jerked out of her secret reverie, opening her eyes to another woman. She was short and podgy, with tightly curled mousy hair, streaked heavily with strands of grey, and a stubby nose. The woman’s small, pebble-like brown eyes were peering directly at Julia through horn-rimmed spectacles.

“I am Madame Wilhelm, the matron,” she stated crisply, extending her plump hand to the young woman.

“You’re the matron!” The words escaped Julia’s mouth before she could stop them. She quickly added, “I…I thought…”

Madame Wilhelm fixed steely eyes on the newcomer, her mouth set in a grim line. “Your first lesson, Miss Adams, never assume or presume in this life, or the next. Now, please follow me.” She turned her attention to the young man hovering in the background. “René, bring up Miss Adams’ luggage. I believe the rest is being sent on.”

“It’s OK, I’ll carry it.” Julia reached out for her case, but immediately put it down as she met the matron’s dark, disapproving glare.

“A lady never carries her own luggage,” the matron stated firmly, emphasising each word clearly. “Consider that your second lesson, Miss Adams.”

Julia bit her lower lip hard, deciding it was better not to argue with this intimidating female, and silently followed the matron’s dark-blue uniformed bulk up the pine stairs. She was only too aware that René was quite close behind her for comfort; his eyes, she assumed, were imagining her slender figure beneath her long leather coat. In your dreams, creep, she said silently.

The door opened to two young women sprawled out on their beds, their eyes respectively stuck in a Vogue magazine and a latest sizzling bestseller. A third whisked in from the adjoining bathroom, draped in a powder-blue bath towel, her wet black hair strewn past her firm, slender shoulders, and rat-tails straggling down her back, touching her waist. Immediately, all three girls switched their inquisitive eyes on the newcomer, scrutinising her from head to toe; all three wondering whether she would be a potential rival in pursuit of romance. Julia looked down on the occupant of the nearest bed, who smiled broadly, extended her slender hand, and gave Julia a warm handshake. “I’m Katie; Katie Smith from London, Ontario, Canada.”

She looks friendly enough, thought Julia. “I’m Julia Adams.”

“And I’m Maria Carrington from the grand ole’ U S of A.” The young woman wrapped in the bath towel extended her glistening hand.

Julia’s eyes switched briefly to the plump figure on the far bed.

“Hello, I am Helga.” She waved, swiftly returning her full attention to a delicious sex scene she was reading.

Well, they all look bearable enough, surmised Julia as she walked confidently into the room. She sat on the only bed that wasn’t ruffled.

The plump-faced matron fixed her pebble eyes on her latest charge and said in her most authoritarian voice, “Rules are to be adhered to at all times. I urge you to make yourself familiar with them, Miss Adams. It will be to your advantage.” She thrust a slim handbook into Julia’s hand, took a sharp, swift glance around the room, and walked out the door with René in tow, after he’d secretly cast a suggestive wink at the girls, much to their delight and immense amusement. Helga merely snorted at his unwanted gesture, threw her book onto the bed, and disappeared into the bathroom, slamming the door behind her.

“So, you’ve met our René.” Maria raised her thinly plucked eyebrows in question. “He’s a darling, isn’t he?” she murmured.

“You mean, he’s a devil in disguise?” Katie stated, bending over the bed to pick up her magazine, which had slipped to the plush cream carpet.

Like a cuckoo from a Swiss clock, Helga popped her head out of the bathroom, her small eyes firmly fixed on her new roommate. “Actually, for your information, Julia, he is the son of the owner of this godforsaken place. He is already spoken for and needs to be well left alone.” She smiled sweetly, returning to the bathroom.

Maria waved a dismissive hand. “Take no notice of Helga; she’s a prude. Everyone is after René, whether he is spoken for or not; absolutely everyone!”

“Yeah, and doesn’t he know it. And—” Katie stopped abruptly as she briefly revelled in her own private fantasy. “And I’m going to be the one to get him.”

“In your dreams, honey.” Maria raised her goose-feathered pillow and hurled it hard at her roommate. The sudden gesture instantly resulted in a full-blown, frenzied pillow fight, which ended up with three girls covered in fluffy feathers, with half-torn pillows in their hands, in fits of uncontrollable laughter. And there ended Julia Adams’ introduction into the world of René Méan and his mother’s school of excellence for young ladies.





Chapter Three

Julia familiarised herself with the rules and routine of the house. Morning gong at half past six; breakfast at seven; morning lectures from eight to midday; sports were, to Julia’s amazement and immense relief, voluntary; a set time in the early evening for study was compulsory; supper followed; lights out at ten. The weekends were free, and church attendance was up to the individual and her conscience. The rules were more difficult to digest—no alcohol; no gambling, and, under no condition, were men allowed in the rooms. According to the girls, all three rules were there to be broken.

“Chance would be a fine thing,” Julia stated as they dwelt on the subject one Saturday afternoon.

“Oh, things are not all that bad. There’s always the Christmas ball to look forward to,” enthused Maria, as Helga shook her head from side to side.

“One of these fine days, you will get yourself into deep trouble, my girl.” Helga frowned, adequately depicting the image of an overbearing, possessive mother straight from the Victorian era.

“Hey, you’re probably right, Helga.” Maria chuckled. “But I’m sure as hell gonna have some fun in the process.” The American rebel winked, putting on her mink jacket, as she stared enviously at Julia, clad from head to foot in ermine fur. “That, my dear, must have sent your folks to bankruptcy. It’s absolutely divine and, don’t deny it, I know it’s real.” She stroked the smooth, soft fur. “One day, a guy will treat me to one.”

“You mean René Méan, when you get your clutches into him,” snarled Helga.

“Yeah, you’ve got it in one, honey.”

“You’ve got as much chance of getting him as I have of getting Prince Charles of England,” stated Katie. “René’s mother will make sure he marries a real lady.”

“Well, I’m here to become one, aren’t I?” Maria cocked her eyebrow in defiance as she walked away.

“A real lady, born and bred,” emphasised Katie, “not a so-called lady with a bought title.”

Abruptly, Maria turned her eyes of fire on her roommate. “Why you…you…” Her tightly clenched fist went straight for Katie’s face, missing it by mere centimetres, as her whole body shook uncontrollably.

“Stop it!” yelled Julia, desperately trying, with Helga’s help, to prise the two girls apart. “For God’s sake, grow up, both of you.” She stared at each roommate in turn, her eyes finally resting on Katie. “Are you going on that walk or not?”

“You three go, suddenly I’m not in the mood,” muttered Katie, burying her face in her magazine.

“Good, let’s go,” snapped Maria, silently and vehemently storing away the dregs of the argument for another time.

There was a sparkle in the air. Julia took in a long, deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Feel the air.” She sighed, raising her ermine-gloved hands up into the air. “Feel it in your veins; feel it in your soul.” She inhaled another deep breath and let it out slowly, closing her eyes tightly, her ears attuned to the shrill singing of a lone bird, whose identity was hidden in the snow-laden branches of a spruce.

“She’s totally mad.” Maria giggled, forgetting her earlier altercation with Katie, swiping the ermine hat from Julia’s head, freeing a host of golden locks. “Now, I’m queen for the day.” She laughed, placing the hat on her own head as she ran away. “Catch me if you can! Catch me if you c…” Her voice faded away, as Julia and Helga watched her disappear out of sight into the dense forest.

“Where is she?” Julia’s eyes scanned the periphery.

“Oh, leave her,” Helga mumbled as she strode on briskly, wiping away a thick snowflake from her eyelash. “Sometimes that girl will do anything for attention. I keep telling her it’s going to end in trouble one of these days.”

“Yes, you keep saying,” Julia agreed unenthusiastically, secretly wishing Helga would liven up now and again. She wished Katie had come with them as, she surmised, Katie seemed to be the most level-headed; somebody, she thought, she could trust.

Since getting to know the girls, she had noticed that Katie kept herself very much to herself and, when things were not going her way, retreated into her own private world, into which no one was allowed to enter. She herself was sick to the back teeth of Helga acting out the role of mother hen, and listening to Maria’s ultimate dream of getting laid.

The refreshing eight-kilometre walk brought a healthy pink glow to the girls’ cheeks and exhaustion to their bodies. As the girls relaxed on their beds, three pairs of eyes darted to the open door, as an excited Maria burst into the room, prompting a scathing glare from Katie.

“You’ll never guess what happened?” She enthused between excited breaths. Like a young child, she bounced up and down on her bed, making the springs squeak, her green eyes twinkling, her face flushed, as she demanded the undivided attention she thought she deserved on this most auspicious of occasions.

Two pairs of curious eyes remained firmly fixed on her.

“Well?” Helga raised both her eyebrows.

“I’ve had him!” Maria’s voice quavered as her triumphant eyes flitted to a disinterested Katie, whose unseeing eyes were buried in blurred text, and whose heart felt like lead. “I’ve had René Méan!” Maria’s eyes returned to Julia and Helga, her captive audience. “And gals, let me tell you, it was well worth the wait.” Her eyes strayed past them as she savoured the delicious memory.

Without a backward glance, Katie left the room, hot, silent tears coursing down her face. Julia sat and wondered what it would be like to lose one’s virginity. Oh, she knew what it was all about. She’d had, on more than one occasion, felt a young man’s hardness against her and was even tempted to go all the way a couple of times. In the end, she denied herself the pleasure for the ultimate fear of ending up with an unwanted baby. And anyway, she repeatedly told herself, making love is a sacred act; an act which should be reserved for one man, the man I shall marry. Gianni Nardiello.









Chapter Four

The four roommates sat on their high-backed, gold-gilt chairs, upholstered in blushed velvet, in an intimate, exclusive coffee shop, which catered solely for expensive tastes. Julia placed her silver pastry fork, with its half-eaten apple and cinnamon strudel, onto the rose-patterned china plate and looked Maria directly in the eyes. “What’s it like? I…I mean, the first time.”

Secretly revelling in the undivided attention she was receiving from the three girls, and knowing full well what Julia meant, Maria cocked one shapely eyebrow and asked in a sweet voice, laced with false ignorance, “What’s what like?”

Desperately, Julia wished she hadn’t started on this road, and willed the three pairs of eyes to look elsewhere. Swallowing hard a lump in her throat, shifting in her chair, she resumed nervously. “Being with someone; wh-what’s it like the first time?”

Three pairs of probing eyes switched to Maria’s sealed lips and, hearts racing, the girls waited for her response. Languorously, Maria’s eyes wandered to Katie, where they remained fixed. “Having sex with René, you mean?” Bringing the delicate china cup up to her lips, she took a sip, carefully placing the cup down onto its saucer. Licking her upper lip with the tip of her pink tongue, her eyes switched back to Katie, where they lingered once more. “It’s…it’s like something out of this world. René is the perfect lover; perfect.” She closed her eyes, revelling in the memory, unaware of the aching constriction that had lodged in Katie’s throat; unaware of the amount of interest she was stirring up in Julia.

“That perfect, eh?” Julia murmured in a low voice. “I must try it myself,” she added, the idea of waiting patiently for Gianni vanishing into thin air. Picking up her discarded pastry fork, she finished her strudel with an added amount of zest, washing it down with her frothy coffee. “But who with?” Her silent musing had transformed into words and had escaped her mouth.

“Oh, you’re bound to find someone at the Christmas ball,” Maria muttered, simultaneously giving a flippant wave of her hand. “Everyone does. Why, even our Katie will probably hit the bull’s eye.”

“I’m out of here,” snapped Katie, snatching her snowy-white napkin off her lap, wiping her mouth roughly and unceremoniously, before throwing the starched linen onto her abandoned chocolate gateau, and, with a piercing glare directed at Maria, stomped out of the small coffee shop, making refined tongues of discerning customers wag in disgust in her wake.

The days leading up to the long-awaited ball were hectic and full of heavy anticipation. Julia’s sole intention was to make herself the most glamorous, desirable young woman any young man could wish to behold. She counted down the days, the hours, the minutes when she would finally make her debut; an entrance, she determined, no one would ever forget if only everything, and everyone, arrived on time.

All house rules were strictly adhered to by all the girls, for no one could bear to be banned from attending this important social event, or, worse still, to be expelled from the school. To be expelled was a fate worse than death itself; a fate where the fallen woman was forever forced to wear the heavy yoke of shame. And although the secret motto, Live for today and damn the consequences, was very much ingrained in the girls’ minds, most of them temporarily put it to the back of their mind, at least until after the ball.

While most of the young ladies used their spare time disappearing in and out of exclusive boutiques, spending hours deliberating over elegant designer gowns and accessories, Julia eagerly awaited the post and sighed heavily when nothing was presented to her during the lunch recess.

Two days before the ball, Maria could bear the suspense no longer. Narrowing her eyes to mere slits, she cocked her head to one side. “What are you up to, Miss Adams?” she asked in a low, inquisitive voice. “Come on, spill the beans. I know you are up to something. What is it?”

Julia responded with a superior smile. “Nothing for you to worry your pretty little head about, Maria. Anyway, shouldn’t you be more concerned about René? He seems to have escaped your net.” Julia’s eyes switched to Katie, where she witnessed a secret smile dancing on her friend’s lips, and she shook her head incredulously. They’re all mad. René Méan is not interested in any of them. He has far bigger fish to fry, namely a young English lady by the name of Miss Sarah Burberry, an heiress to a large fortune, with her stunning looks matching her enviable financial status. René Méan is clearly a gold-digger, and evidently, there is no girl here in Sarah’s exclusive league, she silently concluded as Maria cut into her thoughts.

“Actually, my dear Julia, you are so utterly wrong. I have René Méan firmly ensnared in my net,” Maria announced, annunciating every single word clearly and concisely, as she placed her black suspenders and stockings over her chair.

“Yeah, in your dreams,” snapped Katie, unable to hold in her bitter frustration any longer. “You talk out of your rear end, Maria. You’ve lost René. You lost him the day you dropped your knickers for him, darling, and well you know it.”

“I don’t think so, honey.” Maria smirked smugly, adding her skimpy panties and bra to the chair.

“Well, I do,” declared Katie. “Sarah Burberry has everything going for her and you… Well—”

“And I, my darling Katie, have René as my date to the ball,” Maria interrupted. “He has more or less promised me. So now, tell me, where your pedestalled Burberry stands.”

“He has promised you, more or less.” Katie smirked, adding, “And what kind of promise is that, more or less?”

Cold silence, austere and absolute, reigned as each girl dived into her own private world. Maria hoped to God that René’s promise would bear fruit. Katie hoped it would not. Helga’s mind wove its own secret thoughts. Julia, in a state of racing impatience, willed the ball to arrive and for things of real importance to start happening.

At long last, the long-awaited large brown cardboard box, marked with an array of colourful foreign stamps, arrived. Clumsily, Julia carried the bulky box up the staircase to her room. Locking the door behind her, she stuffed the box into her wardrobe, hiding it with an extensive selection of designer wear. Only one more thing to come, she mused, the mental image of the imminent arrival bringing a beaming smile to her lips. “The icing on my cake!” she exclaimed aloud to the slender reflection in the full mirrored wardrobe door, her smile widening. “And tomorrow is the day!”





Chapter Five

The voice on the intercom confirmed Julia’s greatest fear. Swallowing hard a lump, she sighed heavily. This can’t go wrong, not now. It just can’t go wrong. It can’t; it just can’t. But as her glassy eyes stared apprehensively through the glass onto the snowy runway, witnessing the snow ploughs fighting an inevitable losing battle, her heart sank deeper as her worst fear was confirmed before her eyes. To add to her grief, she had heard in passing that the weather in England was not much better. Oh Lord, she silently prayed, clamping her fingers tightly together. Please grant me this one wish.

The now familiar announcement was repeated at regular intervals, each announcement adding a finality of its own. The world outside was fast disappearing under a thick white blanket, as Julia was being sucked deeper into a world of despair. What if he doesn’t make it? What if he abandons his journey and returns home? What if he never sets off at all? These and other questions bombarded her head, whirling erratically like the snowflakes outside, leaving her with mixed feelings of misery and hopelessness. She sat down, hands placed firmly on her lap and eyes closed against the desperate scene outside.

Why couldn’t you have come yesterday? she asked herself, glancing at her watch, opening her eyes to the fluttering, dancing snowflakes, her ears attuned to the latest announcement forcing her to make a decision.

She spent the night in a nearby airport hotel, tossing and turning between bouts of worry and excitement, for this evening was the night of the long-anticipated Christmas ball. He won’t let me down, she kept telling herself. He won’t let me down. He won’t—

In the first light of dawn, she dressed hastily and, grabbing her fur coat, opened the door to the sound of a woman’s high-pitched voice laughing girlishly across the corridor. Most unladylike, she thought, stepping out into the corridor, but immediately stepping back inside her room, with her heart pounding and her guts gnawing fiercely. No, no, no, it couldn’t have been, she told herself sternly, shaking her head. Opening the door a crack, she peered out, and her eyes widened, and her pounding heart threatened to jump out of her chest.

For there, in front of her, was Gianni Nardiello in the company of a common prostitute and seemingly enjoying every second of her company. Cautiously, Julia opened the door a little further, her eyes watching intently as the two figures walked down the corridor, his hand around her waist, while she attempted to kiss him on the mouth. And then, they vanished around the corner, and she could see them no more; only the sound of their raucous laughter and the whore’s cheap, sweet-smelling scent lingered in their wake.

Julia rushed back into the bowels of her room and spewed into the sink, her body heaving, wrenching, wanting but unable to be sick anymore. Throwing herself onto the soft mattress, she raised both of her tightly clenched fists and thumped the pillow repeatedly and furiously. “You pig, Gianni. You fucking good-for-nothing swine! I hate you! How could you do this to me, Gianni? How could you? Why?” Her salty tears fell down her flushed cheeks and onto the white, rumpled pillow, and still she thumped it, until exhaustion took over and with mixed feelings of anger, frustration and humiliation, she buried her hot, angry face into the sanctuary of the cool pillow.

After long silent minutes, she surfaced and, through tear-veiled eyes, she caught sight of the minibar. She had totally ignored it the previous night. Hurriedly, she grabbed a miniature bottle and downed the golden-brown liquid in one swallow, closing her eyes to its soothing warmth. Wiping her dribbling mouth with the back of her hand, she sat bolt upright as disjointed thoughts, broken dreams, and shattered hopes mercilessly whirled around in her tired head, until the fragmented pieces became one and formed into an idea. Fifteen minutes later, she was standing outside the foyer and hailing a cab.

A distinguished-looking young man, with dark, gleaming eyes and a rugged, handsome face, sat opposite Julia in the small, busy cafeteria, watching her. With trembling hands, she brought the coffee cup up to her parched lips. “I see you are a nervous flyer?” He cocked one dark eyebrow in question, a friendly smile playing on his lips. She smiled obligingly, avoiding eye contact, her mouth firmly closed.

From the corner of her eye, she saw him approaching her way, a thousand butterflies dancing erratically in her stomach as the morning’s scene crashed vividly into her mind. Blinking back the surge of tears, she attempted to look at him, but her eyes refused to move. She attempted to stand up, but her body was a dead weight. She was unable to stand, move, or turn. She was unmovable. Rigidly she sat, while inside conflicting thoughts fought a raging war of their own.

“Where the hell have you been, Julia?” Gianni demanded, his voice cold and unfeeling as he threw the stranger a disdainful look.

The shrewd eyes of the distinguished-looking man looked away, though his heart secretly reached out to the woman sitting opposite him. A nervous smile flickered on Julia’s lips as she stuttered, “H…here… I… I have been here all night, Gianni. Welcome to Switzerland.”

“Don’t lie to me, girl,” Gianni snarled with twisted lips, his dark eyes flashing directly at her. “You know I hate liars.” He emphasised the last word, instantly making her feel very much the perpetrator and not the victim. Swallowing hard an aching lump in her throat, she rose from her chair and gingerly looped her hand in his arm, only to have it roughly shrugged away, as Gianni flicked a cursory glance at the stranger, before finally resting his accusing eyes on Julia.

He stated, “I arrived here yesterday. I have been here all night. I rang the school, and they informed me you were not there, and so I have been here waiting. Now, where the hell were you?” He cast the young man a venomous look, shaking his head in mock disbelief. “Oh no, no, no. Don’t tell me, let me guess,” he sneered, his mouth twisting into a sardonic grin as he pointed his crooked finger at the stranger. “You were with him. My God, Julia, have you no morals?” His accusing eyes switched to the object of his scorn, while she stood motionless beneath his contemptuous stare; hot anger reached boiling point, as a flashback of Gianni and the prostitute crashed into her head.

“How dare you accuse me of something you yourself…”

“Something? I what?” Gianni raised one bushy dark eyebrow in question.

“I have been right here all night, Gianni,” she lied. “Waiting for you.”

He ran his fingers through his thick curly hair, simultaneously letting out a long-exasperated sigh, his lips curling into a sweet smile, creating a dimple in both cheeks, knowing all too well that his charmed smile would create the desired effect. “Look, I’m sorry, Julia. Unlike you, I’m not used to all this jet-setting. I must confess, I did go for a couple of beers. I must have missed you. Give me time, darling, I’ll get used to this travelling lark. I promise I won’t be such a grouch next time.”

No, you won’t, she silently agreed, because there won’t be a next time. I am certainly not going to fund another trip, so that you can fuck the next whore you happen to set your eyes on. She closed her eyes. What an utter fool I am to have financed a trip for a guy I’ve worshipped from afar, but one I barely know. What an imbecile!

“Am I forgiven?” His words cut through her dismal thoughts.

She forced a smile. “Of course, you are forgiven. Now, let’s find a cab.”

The bright sun sparkled on the snow, creating thousands of tiny diamonds and throwing light on her own naivety. As the cab slithered out of the airport compound, regret, deep and heavy, overtook her whole being. “It serves me right,” the words escaped her mouth.

“What does?”

“Eh?”

“What serves you right?”

She grabbed any words that came into her head. “The punishment I am going to get for staying out all night and not informing the powers that be.”

“They’re that strict?” He raised a quizzical eyebrow.

“That strict,” she confirmed unenthusiastically.

“I couldn’t stick it.”

“A young lady doesn’t give up on a challenge.”

“So, you’re a lady?” He smirked.

“I am trying to be.” She smiled sweetly.

He gave a raucous laugh.

“What’s so funny?”

“You think that one day you’ll be a lady.” He attempted to look serious, suddenly and uncontrollably exploding into a second, louder, round of mocking laughter.

She ignored the last comment, glaring out the window, and seeing nothing but her own troubles glaring back at her.





Chapter Six

Three pairs of curious eyes gazed unblinkingly at the tall, well-built stud at the open door. The olive complexion, twinkling dark eyes, and full head of curly jet-black hair fuelled the girl’s imagination, propelling them to wonder what delights hid beneath the chunky black sweater and the Levi’s he wore.

“You must be Julia’s roommates?” he asked cautiously, his eyes resting on the perturbed-looking Helga.

“More to the point, who are you and what are you doing here?”

“Oh, Helga, give it a rest.” Maria sighed, her sparkling eyes resting on the stranger before her. “Would you like to enter our boudoir, honey?” And before he could answer, she added, “Tell us, to what do we owe this unexpected, but most delightful, pleasure?”

Stepping further into the room, he turned his full attention to the girls and smiled broadly. “Julia never mentioned she was sharing a room with three beauties.”

“Who are you?” Helga demanded a second time.

Gianni scrutinised the blonde-haired, plump girl who had dared to confront him, watching as her lips compressed into a bloodless line. However, unbeknownst to him, beneath her cool and calculating façade, a strange, queasy sensation was bubbling in the pit of her stomach, the like she had never before experienced in her life. Quickly, she turned away and, before he could answer her question, her voice several degrees cooler, she stated, “I think you’d better go, Mister…?”

“Gianni, Gianni Nardiello.” He extended his broad, olive-skinned hand to
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