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The car bumped over the cobbled streets; cars honked and scooters flashed past them, zipping between the vehicles. Night-time Rome. Memories flooded over her, leaving her shaky and vulnerable. She had spent the first ten years of her life in Rome. Before Henry and her stepmother and Anna and London and Sullivan Investments...before any of that, there had been Isabella and her Mama and an apartment in Rome. There was dancing and gelato and the theatre. Her mother, Elena Ferrante. Isabella's throat constricted with the memories of her mother. She still missed her every day.

At least I know what love is, she thought sadly, her mind wandering back to her sister. Anna had been a baby when Isabella joined the family. As beautiful then as she was now at seventeen, but Isabella had always considered herself the luckier of the two. At least she'd had a mother who loved her. Anna had never had that. Their father was not an affectionate or loving man – even when he was around, which wasn't often. Anna's mother had been shallow and often absent in the few years Isabella had known her. More concerned with parading the girls around in pretty dresses than spending time with them. She died in a skiing accident when Anna was four and then it really was just the two of them. A little girl and a teenager in a big house with a housekeeper and a gardener for company.

She glanced at the man sitting beside her. How could she explain all of this to Alessandro? How could she make him understand that sometimes Anna felt like her daughter, not her little sister? Anna, with all her insecurities and her constant need for validation. How did you make a man as confident as Alessandro understand what it was like to crave love? To want it so much you would do almost anything to get it. You don't, she reminded herself fiercely. Alessandro doesn't need to understand; all he has to do is pay for Childsworth. 

For years Isabella had been asking her father to pay for Anna's therapy, to consider enrolling her in Childsworth. Since Anna turned fourteen and the drinking started...Stop. She's safe. Childsworth is the best rehabilitation program in Europe. Isabella felt some of the tension drain from her tight shoulders with this thought. Isabella had wanted this for so long that she still couldn't quite believe it. She really couldn't believe that Alessandro had agreed to pay for it, and all she had to do was pretend to be his girlfriend for a few weeks. 

Men and their egos. Isabella flicked another quick glance at Alessandro. His profile was severe, his attention fixed squarely on his phone as he returned emails and took calls. Anna may be safe but she felt...she sighed and moved restlessly on the seat. She was uncomfortable, itching to move, or just itchy, she thought irritably. Alessandro. He made her think...he made her feel and she didn't like that at all. 

Isabella angled her body away from him, facing the window, edging as close to the door as she could get without climbing out of a moving vehicle. It didn't help. Even with the space between them, she could still feel him. She shifted in her seat, again.

"Be still," he snapped.

"I can't," she snapped back. Alessandro's mouth twitched in irritation but he didn't say anything else. His aftershave lingered subtly between them, and beneath that, another scent that made her want to lean in close and inhale deeply. It was far too tempting and she sighed in relief when the car stopped. 

Alessandro ended his call and Isabella waited for him to open the door. Instead, he turned in his seat and pinned her to hers with a dark look. Alessandro had ignored her for the entire flight and the car trip from the airport; Isabella preferred it that way. She would have assumed he'd forgotten she was there if his resentment hadn't been so obviously stamped all over his face. If Isabella was right, Alessandro regretted making this deal with her. Now, not only did they have to spend the next four weeks together but they had to convince the world they were lovers— and she had no idea how to achieve that tiny miracle. One glance at her and everyone would know it was a lie. 

In normal circumstances, Alessandro wouldn't have given her a second look. Hell, he probably wouldn't have given her a first look. She was invisible to men like Alessandro, which was just how she liked it. 

He was looking now, though. His eyes narrowed, taking stock of every expression that crossed her face.

"You have found something that amuses you, Miss Sullivan?"

Isabella shook her head quickly and gulped down the crazy impulse to laugh. She was nearly sure she swallowed her tongue in the process. Alessandro had always had this effect on her, even when they were kids, and she was a shy, geeky little girl beneath his notice and he'd been...everything. That was before her father destroyed Alessandro's world.

Isabella was ten years old and grieving her mother's death when a beautiful boy smiled at her. It was instant love.

Alessandro’s eyes scanned her face, a frown creasing his forehead. He was so amazingly beautiful to look at that she lost the power of speech...and thought. He didn't suffer from the same affliction however, and with an impatient shake of his head, he dismissed her and stepped out of the car. 

Isabella allowed a small sigh to escape her lips and her shoulders slumped in relief. He dismissed her so casually; she wished she could do the same to him. She wanted, for once, to be the one to turn away first. But she knew that day was not today, so she forced her legs to work and followed him onto the sidewalk.

The air felt heavy and warm. Isabella closed her eyes for a moment allowing herself to soak it all in. Home. Her heart clenched, her emotions raw and too close to the surface. Snapping her eyes open she blinked back the sudden tears only to find Alessandro waiting for her, barely concealed impatience on his stern face. He waved a hand towards the entrance and she walked ahead of him, quickly bowing her head to avoid his gaze. 

Did Alessandro know about her past? Did he know she was half-Italian? She didn't think so. He would have been more discreet with some of those business calls had he realized she spoke Italian. His lack of interest told her exactly what he thought of her. It's for the best, Izzy, the less he notices you the better. It was like living with her father all over again, she thought with a grimace.

Isabella stepped inside the old building, the sudden hush suffocating her, unease skating up her spine. She took a shuddering breath, ignoring the large man standing behind her, and when he gently nudged her forward, she jumped nervously but stepped quickly towards the lift. The doorman entered a code into a keypad and then stood discreetly to one side. 

When the doors opened, Isabella took a step inside and had just enough time to admire the old marble staircase before the doors closed and she found herself standing way too close to Alessandro. Why did this lift feel more intimate than the car? He stood facing her with his back to the doors. She didn't have to look up to know he was watching her. She felt it, so she kept her head bowed. She would not look up. Do not engage the enemy, she thought, and then she wanted to giggle. She pressed her lips together to stop the impulse and kept her eyes firmly on his chest. He had a gorgeous chest, but that wasn't her primary reason for looking there. If she didn't tilt her head back, if she didn't raise her eyes, then she couldn't look into his. She didn't want to look into his eyes. Liar. Her eyes strayed down to his hand hanging loosely at his side. Beautiful hands. That exasperated her. Was anything about this man not beautiful? Could he not have one flaw?

The lift doors opened and Alessandro turned, leading the way into an elegant living room. Isabella's mouth dropped open. They were in a private lift servicing only his apartment...wow. 

She followed him into the room, her eyes hungrily eating up the space. His London apartment was so cold and minimalist that she had assumed his home in Rome would be the same. It wasn't. The space was warm, beautiful even. Original marble floors were softened with rugs. Antiques sat alongside modern furnishings, and his use of the colors gold, emerald green, and lapis lazuli imbued the room with subtle wealth. It was luxurious but not ostentatious and she loved it - damn! She didn't want to love anything about this man, not even his home.

Isabella was so busy gawking open-mouthed that it took her longer than it should have to realize they were no longer alone. While turning around, soaking up the artwork that graced his walls, her eyes landed on a blonde woman lounging gracefully across the couch.

She swallowed noisily and stopped her spinning, suddenly frozen to the spot. The blonde tossed a disinterested glance her way before pushing herself up with slow, languid movements. She was clearly enjoying having two sets of eyes glued to her luscious form. 

Biting back a sarcastic remark Isabella watched the woman sashay her way toward Alessandro, her figure-hugging black dress left absolutely nothing to the imagination. Isabella rolled her eyes but froze when she found Alessandro looking not at the blonde but at her. She had no idea what he was thinking; his expression gave nothing away and he quickly turned his attention back to the other woman.

Isabella had to admit – she didn't want to, but honesty forced her hand – the woman was beautiful and sexy, with the body of an underwear model. She probably was an underwear model, she thought with a cynical twist to her lips and a disappointed shake of her head. With every passing hour, Alessandro reminded her more and more of her father. 

She watched from the sidelines as, with an elegant flick of her head, the woman sent her silky blonde hair falling down her back and stepped closer to Alessandro. Sparing Isabella only the briefest, most dismissive of glances, she then draped her arms around Alessandro's neck and purred. Literally. The woman actually purred. Isabella had to bite the side of her mouth to stop herself from laughing out loud.

"Welcome home, darling." She pressed her body up against his, and Isabella averted her gaze. "Who's the nun, Alessandro?" The woman's laugh was brittle, grating on Isabella's already frayed nerves and her eyes snapped up in time to catch the sharp, assessing look the woman gave her. Strangely, it was Alessandro's dismissive glance that hurt more. With an absent wave of his hand in Isabella's direction, he shrugged himself out of the woman's clutches.

"My new PA."

"I thought I was your new lover." The sarcastic retort left Isabella’s mouth before she realized it was moving. His eyes snapped to hers in shock but his sudden burst of laughter left her shaking. He didn't look at her again but instead slipped off his jacket and tossed it onto the back of a couch.

"What are you doing here, Camille?" he asked, turning his attention to the other woman. Camille tossed her a sympathetic woman-to-woman smile before turning a pout in Alessandro's direction.

"Are you not happy to see me? I wanted to surprise you." She stepped closer again and slowly walked her fingers up his chest. Isabella silently cursed her father. Again. If Henry had only done the right thing and paid for Childsworth, she wouldn't be here. 

Isabella turned away and stared out the window, to avoid all the cringe inducing PDA. The breathless giggle Camille uttered nearly made her gag and she sucked in an impatient breath.

"Mouse!" Alessandro sounded as irritated as her, and she whipped her head around to find herself the center of attention. Mouse? She nearly growled in response. Did he know how much she hated that nickname? "Come," he snapped the one word and her eyes narrowed in rebellion.

"Yes, sir," she muttered under her breath but stepped toward him with a roll of her eyes. He raised his eyebrows and stared at her until, with a sigh, she added. "Lead the way. I'm yours to command." His mouth twitched but he didn't give her the satisfaction of a response. 

Camille's eyes flicked between her and Alessandro, and Isabella could well imagine the woman had a dozen questions. Isabella forced a smile to her face. "Lovely to meet you, Camille. Enjoy your evening." She didn't wait to see the narrowing of the other woman's eyes, but she felt her gaze burning a hole into the spot between her shoulder blades. Isabella preceded Alessandro up the stairs but paused when she heard Camille's voice once more.

"Try not to be too long, Alessandro. I have reservations for Luca's new restaurant." 

Isabella turned and waited. 

"Everybody is talking about it. We were lucky to get a table. At first, they refused me but then I mentioned I was with you." She shrugged shamelessly. "Your name opens all doors, darling," she said, her bright red lips arching up into a wide smile.

"Not all doors, Camille." Alessandro sounded resigned but his jaw tensed with that thing he wasn't saying, and although his arms hung loosely at his side, his hands were clenched into tight fists. Isabella watched as he deliberately flexed his fingers out. 

Through all of this, Camille continued to smile, oblivious to the rising tension in the room. Isabella's eyes skittered back to Alessandro expectantly but he was still, one foot poised on the bottom step. As she watched, he inhaled sharply and Isabella was sure he meant to make a sharp retort, but then his jaw relaxed and she heard a soft sigh escape his lips. "He is my brother, Camille. He would not refuse me a table."

"The beauty of having a celebrity in the family," Camille uttered with undisguised relish, still unaware of how angry Alessandro was. Isabella watched in fascination, her eyes darting back and forth between them.

"Mouse?" Alessandro's voice was more weary than impatient and her eyes shot back to his.

"Yes, run along, little mouse, scamper, scamper." Camille's laughter followed them up the stairs and Isabella sighed. Horrible woman, she was perfect for Alessandro.

"Your room." Alessandro stopped beside an open door and waited for her to pass him. "My housekeeper, Maria, has prepared a meal for you." He sighed and raked a hand through his hair. The despondent gesture almost had her feeling sorry for him. "Please eat." He looked at her thoughtfully. "Are you hungry? You will like Maria," he added. He looked like he was about to say something else, but he took a step back instead. His face assumed that familiar blank expression she had grown accustomed to seeing on his face. He turned and, with long strides, disappeared down the passage. 

Alessandro clearly wasn't one for wasting time on niceties. Have a good evening; I hope you'll be comfortable here; welcome to my home; sorry I dragged you to Rome even though that was never part of the deal... Isabella sighed, and when she heard their voices again from below, she retreated into her room and closed the door, leaning her back against it for strength. She squeezed her eyes shut and took a large breath, exhaling it slowly. Four weeks. She could do anything for four weeks, even spend time with Alessandro.

With brisk resignation, she turned her gaze on her new room and then pushed herself off the door, eyes wide in amazement. A fleeting smile slipped across her face. Remember why you're here, Izzy. Do not allow yourself to be seduced by this life. 

A large canopied bed sat against the wall to her left and, in front of her, below the window, was an antique chaise lounge covered in soft yellow silk. A matching armchair snuggled into the corner, and an armoire graced the wall on the right. Rococo-style furniture and soft feminine colors blended well with the turquoise and gold Persian rug that was flung across the parquet floor. She had not expected a room like this, and then she shook her head, a self-deprecating smile slipping across her face. She might have devoured every newspaper article and online gossip story about Alessandro, but that didn't mean she knew him.

Walking across the room, she knelt on the chaise lounge and pushed the window open, soaking up the sounds of night-time Rome. Isabella leaned out the window, looking down to the cobbled street below and was just in time to catch a flash of golden hair slipping into the back of a car.

Alessandro stood beside the open door with his phone pressed to his ear, and Isabella smirked; at least it wasn't just her! What a horrible date he must be, always on the phone, always arrogant and controlling. Isabella sighed then; who was she kidding? She had no doubt that when Alessandro chose to turn on the charm...Stop. There was no point even thinking about it. 

Isabella edged back on the chaise, about to draw her head back inside the room, when Alessandro turned and glanced up at her window. His gaze found her and she froze, but only for a second; her heart kicked back to life, and she leaped backward, almost falling off the chaise lounge. Placing a hand on her chest she felt the frantic beating beneath her fingers. Then she burst out laughing, slapping a hand over her mouth, sure that Alessandro would hear her laughter from the street. 
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Later that night, Alessandro stepped from his lift and glanced around his living room with something close to trepidation. A small lamp in the corner was the only light in the room and the near darkness dragged a relieved sigh from him. 

He was tired, the exhaustion so deep he was sure he could feel it in his bones. It was the type of exhaustion that was impossible to sleep away, not that he slept much anyway. He'd never needed sleep the way other people seemed to - but he was tired tonight, and he was alone, at last. That thought gave him pause. No. He was not alone, not really. Henry Sullivan's daughter was in his home. 

Henry had killed his father and destroyed his family. Alessandro had spent years plotting his revenge, meticulously going after Henry's businesses, one after the other, until the man was left with nothing. Well, not nothing. Alessandro wasn't a complete bastard. He'd left the man with his house in London. It was more than Henry had done for them. 

Alessandro loosened his tie and pulled it over his head, tossing it onto the couch before slipping out of his jacket, letting it follow the tie. He perched then on the back of the sofa, just for a minute. His final ploy to take Henry's daughters from him had been satisfying— although he couldn't claim the credit for that part of the plan. That had been Miss Sullivan's idea. All hers. 

What was her
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