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LYNNE GRAHAM was born in Northern Ireland and has been a keen romance reader since
her teens. She is very happily married, with an understanding husband who has learned to cook since
she started to write! Her five children keep her on her toes. She has a very large dog, which knocks
everything over, a very small terrier, which barks a lot, and two cats. When time allows, Lynne is
a keen gardener.

For Michael and thirty-five happy years.
CHAPTER ONE
CRISTO RAVELLI SURVEYED the family lawyer in disbelief. ‘Is this an April fool joke

falling out of season?’ he enquired with a frown.
Robert Ludlow, senior partner of Ludlow and Ludlow, did not react with amusement. Cristo,

a leading investment banker specialising in venture capital, and richer than Croesus, was not a man
to be teased. Indeed, if he had a sense of humour Robert had yet to see it. Cristo, unlike his late and
most probably unlamented father, Gaetano Ravelli, took life very seriously.

‘I’m afraid it’s not a joke,’ Robert confirmed. ‘Your father had five children with a woman in
Ireland—’

Cristo was stunned by the concept. ‘You mean, all those years he went on his fishing trips to
his Irish estate—?’

‘I’m afraid so. I believe the eldest child is fifteen years old—’
‘Fifteen? But that means...’ Cristo compressed his wide sensual mouth, dark eyes flaring with

anger, before he could make an indiscreet comment unsuited to the ears of anyone but his brothers. He
wondered why he was even surprised by yet another revelation of his father’s notorious womanising.
After all, throughout his irresponsible life Gaetano had left a trail of distraught and angry ex-wives
and three legitimate sons in his wake, so why shouldn’t there have been a less regular relationship
also embellished with children?

Cristo, of course, could not answer that question because he would never ever have risked
having an illegitimate child and was shaken that his father could have done so five times over.
Particularly when he had never bothered to take the slightest interest in the sons he already had.
Cristo’s adult brothers, Nik and Zarif, would be equally astonished and appalled, but Cristo knew
that the problem would fall heaviest on his own shoulders. Nik’s marriage breakdown had hit him
hard and his own part in that debacle still gave Cristo sleepless nights. As for their youngest sibling,
as the new ruler of a country in the Middle East Zarif scarcely deserved the huge public scandal that
Gaetano’s immoral doings could unleash if the easily shocked media there got hold of the story.

‘Fifteen years old,’ Cristo mused, reflecting that Zarif’s mother had evidently been betrayed
throughout her entire marriage to his father without even being aware of the fact. That was not a
reality that Zarif would want put out on public parade. ‘I apologise for my reaction, Robert. This
development comes as a considerable shock. The mother of the children—what do you know about
her?’

Robert raised a greying brow. ‘I contacted Daniel Petrie, the land agent of the Irish estate, and
made enquiries. He said that as far as the village is concerned the woman, Mary Brophy, has long
been seen as something of a disgrace and an embarrassment,’ he framed almost apologetically.

‘But if she was the local whore she would’ve been right down Gaetano’s street,’ Cristo breathed
before he could bite back that injudicious opinion, his lean, darkly handsome face grim, but it was
no secret to Gaetano’s family that he had infinitely preferred bold and promiscuous women to clean-
living ones. ‘What provision did my father make for this horde of children?’

‘That’s why I decided to finally bring this matter to your attention.’ Robert cleared his throat
awkwardly. ‘As you will be aware, Gaetano made no mention of either the woman or the children
in his will.’

#uca032b44-5670-52ad-a716-c379e0f219ac
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‘Are you telling me that my father made no provision for these dependants?’ Cristo prompted
incredulously. ‘He had five children with this...this woman over the course of many years and yet he
settled no money on them?’

‘Not so much as a penny piece on any of them...ever,’ Robert confirmed uncomfortably. ‘I
thought he might have made some private arrangement to take care of them but apparently not as I
have received an enquiry concerning school fees from the woman. As you know, your father always
thought in terms of the present, not the future, and I imagine he assumed that he would be alive well
into his eighties.’

‘Instead of which he died at sixty-two years old, as foolish as ever, and tipped this mess into
my lap,’ Cristo ground out, losing all patience the more he learned of the situation. ‘I’ll have to look
into this matter personally. I don’t want the newspapers getting hold of the story—’

‘Naturally not,’ Robert agreed. ‘It’s a given that the media enjoy telling tales about men with
multiple wives and mistresses.’

Well aware of that fact, Cristo clenched his even white teeth, dark eyes flaming pure gold with
rage at the prospect. His father had been enough of an embarrassment while alive. He was infuriated
by the idea that Gaetano might prove even more of an embarrassment after his death.

‘It will be my hope that the children can be put up for adoption and this whole distasteful
business quietly buried,’ Cristo confided smooth as glass.

For some reason, he noted that Robert looked a little disconcerted by that idea and then the
older man swiftly composed his face into blandness. ‘You think the mother will agree to that?’

‘If she’s the usual type of woman my father favoured, she’ll be glad to do as I ask for the
right...compensation.’ Cristo selected the word with suggestive cool.

Robert understood his meaning and tried and failed to imagine a scenario in which for the right
price a woman would be willing to surrender her children for adoption. He had no doubt that Cristo
had cause to know exactly what he was talking about and he was suddenly grateful not to be living a
life that had made him that cynical about human nature and greed. But then, having handled Gaetano’s
financial dealings for years, he knew that Cristo came from a dysfunctional background and would be
challenged to recognise the depth of love and loyalty that many adults cherished for their offspring.

Cristo, already stressed from his recent business trip to Switzerland, squared his broad shoulders
and lifted his phone to tell his PA, Emily, to book him on a flight to Dublin. He would get this
repugnant business sorted out straight away and then get straight back to work.

* * *
‘I hate them!’ Belle vented in a helpless outburst, her lovely face full of angry passion. ‘I hate

every Ravelli alive!’
‘Then you would also have to hate your own brothers and sisters,’ her grandmother reminded

her wryly. ‘And you know that’s not how you feel—’
With difficulty, Belle mastered her hot temper and studied her grandmother apologetically. Isa

was a small supple woman with iron-grey hair and level green eyes the same shade as Belle’s. ‘That
wretched lawyer hasn’t even replied to Mum’s letter about the school fees yet. I hate the whole lot of
them for making us beg for what should be the children’s by right!’

‘It’s unpleasant,’ Isa Kelly conceded ruefully. ‘But what we have to remember is that the person
responsible for this whole horrible situation is Gaetano Ravelli—’

‘I’m never going to forget that!’ her granddaughter swore vehemently, leaping upright in
frustration to pace over to the window that overlooked the tiny back garden.

And that was certainly the truth. Belle had been remorselessly bullied at school because of her
mother’s relationship with Gaetano Ravelli and the children she had had with him. A lot of people had
taken exception to the spectacle of a woman carrying on a long-running, fertile affair with a married
man. Her mother, Mary, had been labelled a slut and, as a sensitive adolescent, Belle had been forced
to carry the shadow of that humiliating label alongside her parent.
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‘He’s gone now,’ Isa reminded her unnecessarily. ‘And so, more sadly, is your mother.’
A familiar ache stirred below Belle’s breastbone for the loss of that warm, loving presence in

her family home and her angry face softened in expression. It was only a month since her mother had
died from a heart attack and Belle was still not over the shock of her sudden passing. Mary had been a
smiling, laughing woman in her early forties, who had rarely been ill. Yet she’d had a weak heart, and
had apparently been warned by the doctor not to risk another pregnancy after the twins’ difficult birth.
But when had Mary Brophy ever listened to common sense? Belle asked herself painfully. Mary had
gone her own sweet way regardless of the costs, choosing passion over commitment and the birth of
a sixth child triumphing over what might have been years of quiet cautious living.

Whatever anyone had said about Mary Brophy—and there had been all too many local people
with a moral axe to grind about her long-term affair with Gaetano—Mary had been a hardworking,
kind person, who had never had a bad word to say about anyone and had always been the first to offer
help when a neighbour was in trouble. Over the years some of her mother’s most vociferous critics
had ended up becoming her friends when they finally appreciated her gentle nature. But Belle had
never been like the mother she had seen as oppressed: she had loved her mother and hated Gaetano
Ravelli for his lying, manipulative selfishness and tight-fisted ways.

As if sensing the tension in the air, Tag whined at her feet and she stretched down a hand
to soothe the family dog, a small black and white Jack Russell whose big brown adoring eyes were
pinned to her. Straightening again, her colourful hair spilling across her slim shoulders, Belle pushed a
straying corkscrew curl from her Titian mane out of her strained eyes and wondered when she would
find the time to get it trimmed and how on earth she would ever pay for it when money was required
for far more basic necessities.

At least the Lodge at the foot of the drive winding up to Mayhill House was theirs, signed over
by Gaetano years earlier to give her mother a false sense of security. But how much use was a roof
over their heads when Belle still couldn’t pay the bills? Even so, homelessness would have been far
worse, she acknowledged ruefully, her generous mouth softening. In any case, in all likelihood she
would have to sell the Lodge and find them somewhere cheaper and smaller to live. Unfortunately
she was going to have to fight and fight hard for the children to receive what was rightfully theirs.
Illegitimate or not, her siblings had a legal claim to a share of their late father’s estate and it was her
job to take on that battle for them.

‘You must let me take charge of the children now,’ Isa told her eldest granddaughter firmly.
‘Mary was my daughter and she made mistakes. I don’t want to stand by watching you pay the price
for them—’

‘The kids would be too much for you,’ Belle protested, for her grandmother might be hale and
hearty but she was seventy years old and Belle thought it would be very wrong to allow her to take
on such a burden.

‘You attended a university miles from here to escape the situation your mother had created and
you planned to go to London to work as soon as you graduated,’ Isa reminded her stubbornly.

‘That’s the thing about life...it changes without warning you,’ Belle fielded wryly. ‘The children
have lost both parents in the space of two months and they’re very insecure. The last thing they need
right now is for me to vanish as well.’

‘Bruno and Donetta both go to boarding school, so they’re out of the equation aside of holiday
time,’ the older woman reasoned, reluctant to cede the argument. ‘The twins are at primary school.
Only Franco is at home and he’s two so he’ll soon be off to school as well—’

Shortly after her mother’s death, Belle had thought much along the same lines and had felt
horribly guilty to admit, even to herself, that she felt trapped by the existence of her little brothers and
sisters and their need for constant loving care. Her grandmother, Isa, had made her generous offer
and Belle had kept it in reserve in the back of her mind, believing that it could be a real possibility.
But that was before she got into the daily grind of seeing to her siblings’ needs and finally appreciated
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the amount of sheer hard graft required and that any prospect of her grandmother taking charge was
a selfish fantasy. It would be too big a burden for Isa to take on when some days it was even too much
for Belle at the age of twenty-three.

Someone rapped loudly on the back door, making both women jump in surprise. Frowning,
Belle opened the door and then relaxed when she saw an old friend waiting on the step. Mark Petrie
and Belle had gone to school together where Mark had been one of her few true friends.

‘Come in,’ she invited the slimly built dark-haired man clad in casual jeans. ‘Have a seat.
Coffee?’

‘Thanks.’
‘How are you doing, Mark?’ Isa asked with a welcoming smile.
‘I’m doing great. It’s Belle I’m worried about,’ Mark admitted heavily, throwing Isa’s

granddaughter a look of unvarnished male admiration. ‘Look, I’ll just spit it right out. I heard my
father talking on the phone this morning and he must’ve been talking to someone from Gaetano
Ravelli’s family. I think it was the eldest one, Cristo—’

Tensing at the sound of that familiar name, Belle settled a mug of coffee down on the table
for Mark. ‘Why do you think that?’

‘Cristo is the executor of Gaetano’s estate and my father was being asked about your mother
and, of course, he doesn’t even know Mary’s dead yet. Nobody’s bothered to tell him that she passed
while he and Mum were staying with my uncle in Australia—’

‘Well, your father and my mother weren’t exactly bosom pals,’ Belle reminded Mark bluntly.
There had been a lot of bad blood over the years between the land agent, Daniel Petrie, and Mayhill’s
housekeeper, Mary Brophy. ‘So why would anyone mention it to him?’

Cristo Ravelli, Belle was thinking resentfully. The stuffed-shirt banker and outrageously good-
looking eldest son, who never ever smiled. Over the years she had often researched Gaetano’s tangled
love life on the Internet, initially out of curiosity but then more often to learn the answers to the
questions that her poor trusting mother had never dared to ask. She knew about the wives, the sons
and the scandalous affairs and had soon recognised that Gaetano was a deceitful, destructive Svengali
with the female sex, who left nothing but wreckage and regrets in his wake. Furthermore, as Gaetano
had only ever married rich women, her poor misguided mother had never had a prayer of getting
him to the altar.

‘The point is, evidently Ravelli’s family have decided they want Gaetano’s children with Mary
to be adopted—’

‘Adopted?’ Belle interrupted, openly astonished by that suggestion coming at her out of
nowhere.

‘Obviously the man’s family want the whole affair hushed up,’ Mark opined with a grimace.
‘And what better way to stage a cover-up? It would keep the story out of the papers and tidy up all
the loose ends—’

‘But they’re not loose ends—they’re children with a family and a home!’ Belle argued in dismay.
‘For goodness’ sake, they belong together!’

Uncomfortable in receipt of that emotional outburst, Mark cleared his throat. ‘Are you the
children’s legal guardian?’

‘Well, who else is there?’ Belle asked defensively.
‘But it’s not down legally on paper anywhere that you’re their guardian, is it?’ Mark prompted

ruefully as her clear green eyes lifted to his in sudden dismay. ‘I didn’t think so. You should go and
see a solicitor about your situation as soon as you can and get your claim to the children recognised
with all the red tape available...otherwise you might discover that Gaetano’s family have more legal
say on the subject of what happens to them than you do.’

‘But that would be ridiculous!’ Belle objected. ‘Gaetano had nothing to do with the kids even
when he was here.’
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‘Not according to the law. He paid the older children’s school fees, signed the Lodge over to
your mother,’ Mark reminded her with all the devotion to detail inherent in his law-student studies.
‘He may have been a lousy father in the flesh but he did take care of the necessities, which could
conceivably give Gaetano’s sons a bigger say than you have in what happens to the children now.’

‘But Gaetano left all five of them out of his will,’ Belle pointed out, tilting her chin in challenge.
‘That doesn’t matter. The law is the law,’ Mark fielded. ‘Nobody can take their birthright away

from them.’
‘Adoption...’ Eyes still stunned by that proposition, Belle sank heavily back down into her chair.

‘That’s a crazy idea. They couldn’t have tried this nonsense on if my mother were still alive!’ she
exclaimed bitterly. ‘Nobody could have said their mother didn’t have the right to say what should
happen to them.’

‘If only Mary had lived long enough to deal with all this,’ Isa sighed in pained agreement. ‘But
maybe, as the children’s granny, I’ll have a say?’

‘I doubt it,’ Mark interposed. ‘Until you moved in here after Mary’s death, the children had
never lived with you.’

‘I could pretend to be Mum...’ Belle breathed abruptly.
‘Pretend?’ Isa’s head swivelled round to the younger woman in disbelief. ‘Don’t be silly, Belle.’
‘How am I being silly? Cristo Ravelli doesn’t know Mum is dead and if he thinks she’s still

alive, he’s very unlikely to try and interfere in their living arrangements.’ Belle lifted her head high,
convinced she was correct on that score.

‘There’s no way you could pretend to be a woman in her forties!’ Mark protested with an
embarrassed laugh at the idea.

Belle was thinking hard. ‘But I don’t need to look like I’m in my forties...I only need to look old
enough to have a fifteen-year-old son and, at the age women are having children these days, I could
easily only be in my early thirties,’ she reasoned.

‘It would be insane to try and pull off a deception like that,’ her grandmother told her quellingly.
‘Cristo Ravelli would be sure to find out the truth.’

‘How? Who’s going to tell him? He’s a Ravelli—he’s not going to be wandering round asking
the locals nosy questions. He would have no reason to question my identity. I’ll put my hair up, use
a lot of make-up...that’ll help—’

‘Belle...I know you’re game for anything but it would be a massive deception to try and pull
off,’ Mark said drily. ‘Think about what you’re saying.’

The kitchen door opened and a thumb-sucking toddler with a mop of black curls stumbled in.
He steadied himself against Belle’s denim-clad thigh and then clambered up clumsily into his sister’s
lap, taking his welcome for granted. ‘Sleepy,’ he told her, the words slurring. ‘Hug...’

Belle cradled her youngest half-sibling gently. Franco was very affectionate and he was quick
to curve his warm, solid little body into hers. ‘I’ll take him upstairs for a nap,’ she whispered, rising
upright again with difficulty because he was a heavy child.

Belle tucked Franco into his cot beside her bed and for a moment stood looking out of the rear
window, which provided a picturesque view of Mayhill House, a gracious grey Georgian mansion set
in acres of parkland against the backdrop of the ancient oak woods. Her mother had been a widow
and Belle only eight years old when Mary had first started work as Gaetano Ravelli’s housekeeper.

Belle’s own father had been a violent drunk, renowned for his foul-mouthed harangues and
propensity for getting into fights. One night he had stepped out in front of a car when under the
influence and few had mourned his demise, least of all Belle, who had been terrified of her father’s
vicious temper and brutal fists. Mother and daughter had believed they were embarking on a new
and promising life when Mary became the Mayhill housekeeper. Sadly, however, Mary had fallen
madly in love with her new boss and her reputation had been destroyed from the instant Belle’s eldest
half-sibling, Bruno, had been born.
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Someone like Cristo Ravelli, Belle reflected bitterly, could have absolutely no grasp of how
other less fortunate mortals lived. Cristo was handsome, brilliant and obscenely successful. He had
grown up in a golden cocoon of cash, the son of a very wealthy Italian princess who was renowned as
a leading society hostess. His stepfather was a Hungarian banker, his home a Venetian palace and he
had attended an exclusive school from which he had emerged literally weighed down with academic
and athletic honours. It was hardly surprising that Cristo was a dazzling star of success in every corner
of his life. After all, he didn’t know what it was to be humiliated, ignored or mocked and she’d bet
he had never had to apologise for his parentage.

On the other hand Bruno had only been thirteen when Gaetano first accused his son of being
gay because that was the only way Gaetano could interpret Bruno’s burning desire to be an artist.
Belle’s little brother had been devastated by that destructive indictment from a father whom he had
long been desperate to impress. His growing unhappiness at school where he was being bullied had
resulted in a suicide attempt. Belle still got the shivers recalling it, having come so terrifyingly close
to losing her little brother for ever. Bruno needed his family for support. Bruno, just like his siblings,
needed love and commitment to grow into a contented, well-adjusted adult. There was nothing Belle
would not have done to ensure that her siblings remained happy and together.

Having delivered his warning, Mark was taking his leave when she returned downstairs.
‘I’ll get supper on,’ Belle’s grandmother declared.
‘You’re not serious about trying to pretend to be Mary, are you?’ Mark pressed on the doorstep.
Belle straightened her slight shoulders. ‘If that’s what it takes to keep the family together, I’d

do it in a heartbeat!’
* * *
The evening light was fast fading when Cristo’s car finally turned up the long driveway to

Mayhill.
He had never visited Gaetano’s Irish bolt hole before because Gaetano had never invited any of

his relatives to visit him there or, indeed, anywhere else. His father had never bothered to maintain
relationships and the minute he was bored he had headed for pastures new and wiped the slate clean
of past associations.

A woman with a little dog running at her heels was walking across the sweeping front lawn.
Cristo frowned; he didn’t like trespassers. But a split second later he was staring, watching that cloud
of colourful curls float back from a stunning heart-shaped face, noting the way her loose top blew
back to frame her lush full breasts and a sliver of pale flat stomach, exposing the denim shorts that
hugged her derriere and accentuated her long, long shapely legs. She took his breath away and the
pulse at his groin reacted with rampant enthusiasm. He gritted his teeth, trying to recall when he had
last been with a woman, and when he couldn’t blamed that oversight for his sudden arousal. In reality,
Cristo always chose work over sex for work challenged and energised him while he regarded sex as
a purely stress-relieving exercise.

He unlocked the massive wooden front door and stepped over the top of a pile of untouched
post into a large black-and-white-tiled hall. His protection team composed of Rafe and John moved
past him. ‘We’ll check the house.’

A fine layer of dust coated the furniture within view and Cristo was not surprised when Rafe
confirmed that the house was vacant. But then, what exactly had he expected? Mary Brophy and her
five children occupying the property? Yes, that was exactly what he had expected and why he had
used his keys to emphasise the fact that he had the right of entry. He strode through the silent rooms,
eventually ending up in the kitchen with its empty fridge standing wide open, backed by the sound
of a dripping tap. His handsome mouth curved down as he noted the phone on the wall. One of the
buttons was labelled ‘housekeeping’. Lifting the phone, he stabbed the button with exasperated force.

‘Yes?’ a disembodied female voice responded when he had almost given up hope of his call
being answered.
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‘It’s Cristo Ravelli. I’m at the house. Why hasn’t it been prepared for my arrival?’ he demanded
imperiously.

At the other end of the phone, Belle went on all systems alert at the vibrating tone of impatience
in that dark, deep accented drawl and her green eyes suddenly glinted as dangerously as emeralds in
firelight. ‘Do you think maybe that could be because the housekeeper’s wages were stopped the same
day Mr Ravelli crashed his helicopter?’

Cristo was not accustomed to smart-mouthed replies and his wide sensual mouth hardened. ‘I
didn’t make that instruction.’

‘Well, it doesn’t really matter now, does it? Regrettably nobody works for free,’ Belle told him
drily.

Cristo bit back a curse. He was tired and hungry and in no mood for a war of words. ‘I gather
you’re the housekeeper?’

It was the moment of truth, Belle registered, and for a split second she hesitated. An image of
her siblings rehomed in an orphanage on the slippery slope to a foster home gripped her tummy and
provoked nausea. ‘Er...yes,’ she pronounced tightly.

‘Then get yourself up to the house and do your job. I can assure you that you will be well paid
for your time,’ Cristo informed her grittily. ‘I need food and bedding—’

‘There’s several shops in the village. You must’ve driven past them to get to the house,’ Belle
protested.

‘I’m happy to pay you to take care of those tasks for me,’ Cristo fielded smoothly before
returning the phone to the wall and wondering if it had been wise to recall an insolent housekeeper to
her former duties. Reminding himself that he only planned to stay a couple of days before arranging
to have the house sold, he dismissed the matter from mind. The housekeeper, he reflected, would be
a useful source of local knowledge to have on hand.

Following that call, Belle was in an infinitely more excitable state. After all, it was now or never.
She couldn’t introduce herself as Mary’s daughter and then change her mind. Either she pretended to
be her mother or she went up to Mayhill and told Cristo Ravelli that his father’s former housekeeper/
lover was dead. But when she thought of the influence she could potentially wield for the children’s
benefit by acting as their mother, her doubts fell away and she hurried upstairs, frantically wondering
how she could best make herself look more mature.

The first thing she did was take off her shorts and top. Rustling through her wardrobe, she
found a short stretchy skirt and a long-sleeved tee. Her mother had never ever worn flat heels or jeans
and Belle owned only one skirt. Clinging to those Mary Brophy habits as if they might prove to be
a good-luck talisman, Belle pulled out a pair of high heels and hurriedly got dressed. That achieved,
she went into the bathroom, pushed her hair back from her face and grimaced at her porcelain-pale
complexion, which she had often suspected made her look even younger than her years. Surely if she
put her hair up and went heavy on the make-up it would make her look older? Brows pleating, she
recalled the smoky eye treatment that a friend had persuaded her to try on a night out and she dug
deep into her make-up bag for the necessary tools.

She stroked on the different shadows with a liberal hand, blurred the edges with an anxious
fingertip and added heaps of eyeliner. Well, she certainly looked different, she acknowledged
uneasily, layering on the mascara before adding blush to her cheeks and outlining her mouth with
bright pink gloss.

‘I was about to call you down for supper...’ Isa Kelly froze in the tiny hall to watch her
granddaughter come downstairs. ‘Where on earth are you going got up like that?’

Belle stiffened. ‘Why? Do I look odd?’
‘Well, if you bent over you could probably treat me to a view of your underwear,’ Isa commented

disapprovingly.
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An awkward silence fell, interrupted within seconds by the noisy sound of the back door
opening and closing. Children’s voices raised in shrill argument broke the silence and a dark-haired
boy and girl of eight years of age hurtled into the hall still engaged in hurling insults.

‘If you don’t stop fighting, it will be early to bed tonight,’ Belle warned the twins, Pietro and
Lucia.

The twins closed their mouths, ducked their tousled heads and surged up the stairs past their
eldest sister.

‘You can tell me now why you’re wearing a skirt,’ Isa pressed Belle.
‘Cristo Ravelli phoned...in need of a housekeeper.’ Belle quickly explained what had transpired

on the phone. ‘I need to look at least ten years older.’
As Belle spoke, Isa studied the younger woman in consternation. ‘You can’t possibly pretend

to be Mary... It’s an insane idea. You’ll never get away with it.’
Belle lifted her chin. ‘But it’s worth a try if it means that Cristo Ravelli has to listen to what

I have to say. He obviously knows nothing about Mum. I don’t think he even realises that she was
his father’s housekeeper.’

‘I doubt if he’s that ignorant,’ Isa opined thoughtfully. ‘It could be a shrewd move. Naturally
he’s going to want to meet the children’s mother as soon as possible. But I don’t want you going up
there to run after the man, doing his shopping and cooking and making up his bed, especially dressed
like that!’

‘What’s wrong with the way I’m dressed?’
‘It might give the man the wrong idea.’
‘I seriously doubt that,’ Belle responded, smoothing her stretchy skirt carefully down over her

slim hips. ‘As far as I’m aware he’s not sex-mad like his father.’
Isa compressed her lips. ‘That kind of comment is so disrespectful, Belle.’
‘It’s a fact, not a nasty rumour.’
‘Gaetano was the children’s father. He may not have been much of a father but you still shouldn’t

talk about him like that where you could be overheard,’ her grandmother rebuked her firmly.
Aware that the older woman was making a fair point, Belle reddened with discomfiture. ‘May

I borrow your car, Gran?’
‘Yes, of course.’ Belatedly aware that Belle had successfully sidetracked her concern about the

deception she was preparing to spring on Cristo Ravelli, Isa planted a staying hand on the front door
before Belle could open it. ‘Think about what you’re about to do, Belle. Once you try to deceive this
man, there’s no going back and he’ll have every right to be very angry with us all when he discovers
the truth...as eventually he must,’ she reasoned anxiously.

‘Cristo is a Ravelli, Gran...shrewd, tricky and unscrupulous. I need an advantage to deal with
him and the only way I can get that advantage is by pretending to be Mum.’

CHAPTER TWO
BELLE DROVE DOWN to the garage shop in the village to stock up on basic necessities for

the Mayhill kitchen and was taken aback by the cost of the exercise.
Cristo Ravelli was expecting her to cook but she couldn’t cook, at least not anything that

required more than a microwave and a tin opener. She pondered her dilemma and decided on an
omelette, salad and garlic bread. Surely even she could manage a meal that basic? She had often
watched her mother and her grandmother making omelettes. Bruno was also a dab hand in the kitchen.
They always ate well when he was home at weekends.

Tense as a steel girder, she drove round to the back of the house, noting that the lights weren’t
on. The back door was still locked and with a groan she lugged her carrier bags round to the front,
mounted the steps and pressed the doorbell.

Cristo was on the phone when the bell echoed through the hall. Brows drawing together, he
went to answer the door, stepping back in surprise when a slender redhead in sky-high heels tramped
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in past him. The housekeeper? Not his idea of a housekeeper, he conceded, swiftly concluding his
call, his brilliant dark eyes flaring over one of the shapeliest bodies he had ever seen and very probably
the best ever legs. Legs that put him in mind of the girl he had seen walking across the lawn, his
gaze rising to the woman’s face to note the huge anxious green eyes lost in the heavy make-up and
the ripe full mouth. She was not his type, no way was she his type, too obvious, too loud, hair too
red. Indeed Cristo knew to his cost that he was most attracted to tiny ice-cool blondes with big blue
eyes. His conscience sliced through that thought instantaneously, reminding him that that particular
image was forbidden for very good reasons. Lush black lashes shielding his grim and guilty gaze, he
rested his attention quite deliberately on the redhead’s remarkable breasts. Now, those were truly a
work of art like her legs, he conceded abstractedly.

Sadly accustomed to the effect her full bosom tended to have on the male sex, Belle studied
Cristo Ravelli at her leisure. By any estimate, he was drop-dead gorgeous. He had luxuriant black hair
closely cropped to his arrogant head, spectacular bone structure and quite stunning dark-as-charcoal
eyes enhanced by absurdly long sooty lashes. A light shadow of stubble roughened his olive-skinned
jaw line, adding to an already overpoweringly masculine presence.

Her pupils dilated, her heart began hammering an upbeat tempo and her tummy performed
acrobatics. It was nerves, she told herself, nerves and adrenalin reacting to the challenge of the
deception she was embarking on. It didn’t help that Cristo was also extremely tall, actually tall enough
to make her feel small even though she was an easy five feet eight inches in height and stood even
higher in heels. His shoulders were broad below the tailored jacket of his no doubt expensive business
suit, his chest wide, his lean hips tapering down to legs that were very long and powerful.

‘I’ll take these down to the kitchen and start cooking,’ Belle told him, raising her arms to display
the bulging carrier bags.

Her rounded breasts shimmied below the fine jersey top and Cristo’s mouth ran dry. ‘You’re
my father’s housekeeper?’ he prompted because she was not at all what he had expected, having dimly
imagined some feisty but sensible countrywoman of indeterminate age.

Abandoning her attempt to walk right by him, Belle set the bags on the floor at her feet and
lifted her head high. ‘I’m Mary Brophy,’ she announced, thrusting up her chin in challenge.

Both disconcertion and disbelief assailed Cristo and his dark deep-set eyes narrowed to increase
their searching intensity as he scrutinised her. ‘You were my father’s...mistress?’ he asked.

Nausea stirred in her tummy at that label but she could think of no more accurate description
for the compromising position her late mother had occupied in Gaetano’s life and colour fired her
cheeks. ‘Yes.’

A split second earlier, Cristo had been mentally undressing her and that awareness now revolted
him as the ultimate in inappropriate activities now that he knew who she was. This was the woman
who had occupied his father’s bed for at least fifteen years, earning a longevity that no other women
had contrived to match in Gaetano’s easily bored existence. And looking at her, suddenly Cristo was
not surprised by that fact because self-evidently this woman worked at her appearance. Even after
giving birth to five children she still had the slender waist of a young girl and, below the make-up
she seemed to trowel on as thick as paste, her fine pale skin was unlined and still taut. She was too
young, way too young-looking though to match the woman he had expected to meet, he decided, his
ebony brows pleating in perplexity.

‘You were also Gaetano’s housekeeper?’ Cristo questioned.
‘Yes.’ With determination, Belle bent down to lift the bags again. ‘Omelette and salad all right

for you?’ she asked, heading for the kitchen at speed.
A very decorative housekeeper, Cristo thought numbly, still quite unable to picture her as the

mother of five children. Five!
‘You must have been very young when you met my father,’ Cristo commented from the kitchen

doorway.
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Belle stiffened as she piled the perishable food into the fridge. ‘Not that young,’ she fielded,
wanting to tell him to mind his own business but reluctant to cause offence. After all, she needed
his support to secure a decent future for her siblings. Although what realistic chance did she have of
gaining it? At worst, Cristo Ravelli might despise and resent his father’s illegitimate children, and at
best, he might be simply indifferent to them. Adoption, for goodness’ sake, she reflected in lingering
disbelief. How many people would even dare to suggest such an option?

‘I assumed you would be living here in the house,’ Cristo remarked, his attention clinging of its
own volition to the amount of slender thigh on view as she crouched down to pack the fridge.

‘I only...er...lived in when Gaetano was here,’ Belle said awkwardly.
‘And the rest of the time?’ Cristo enquired, because as far as he knew his father had only come

to Ireland three or four times a year and had never stayed for longer than a couple of weeks at most.
‘I live in the lodge at the gates,’ Belle admitted grudgingly, straightening to set out lettuce and

eggs on the granite work counter.
Cristo gritted his teeth at the news because she and her children would have to vacate the

lodge house before he could put Mayhill on the market. Of course he would have to pay her for the
inconvenience of finding another home. Her hair shone bright as a beacon below the lights, displaying
varying shades of gold, auburn and copper, tiny curls of hair adorning the nape of her long, elegant
neck. She had very curly hair, the sort of hair he had once seen on a rag doll, he mused absently,
irritated by the random nature of the thought. He studied the smooth line of her jaw and the full
lush softness of her bold red-painted mouth with a persistent sense of incredulity. She had to be a
lot older than she looked to be the parent of a teenager, although perhaps he was being naïve. It was
perfectly possible that Mary Brophy looked so amazingly youthful because his father had paid for
her to have plastic surgery.

Belle unwrapped the garlic bread and shoved it on an oven tray to cook. She wished he would
go away. Standing there, all looming six feet four inches or so of him, he made her feel nervous and
clumsy. She had to search through cupboards to find the utensils she wanted because she had rarely
visited Mayhill since childhood. Indeed she had avoided it on principle whenever Gaetano was in
residence. Her green eyes darkened as she recalled the way she and her ever-growing band of siblings
would go and stay with her grandmother in the village even before Gaetano arrived, leaving her mother
free to make her preparations for his arrival. Mary had always, always put Gaetano Ravelli first.

Belle remembered her mother’s excitement when Gaetano was due to arrive, the frantic
exercising, hair appointments and shopping trips to ensure that Mary could look her very best for
her lover. Belle had long since decided that she would rather die than want to please any man to that
extent. Certainly Mary’s rather pathetic loyalty and devotion had not won her any prizes.

Belle prepared the salad quickly, heaping it into a bowl and then making up her mother’s
favourite salad dressing as best she could because she couldn’t quite recall the proportions of the
different ingredients. That achieved, she embarked on the omelette. Cristo had vanished by then and
she heaved a sigh of relief as she walked through to set the table in the spacious dining room across
the hall.

He had accepted that she was Mary Brophy without protest and why shouldn’t he? It meant
nothing to him that her poor mother was gone. Mark’s father, the land agent Daniel Petrie, would
eventually catch up on the local gossip and learn that the woman he had long despised was dead and
buried. But Belle thought it was unlikely that Daniel would bother making an announcement of that
fact to Cristo Ravelli as, not only would he feel foolish about having misinformed his employer, but
he would also most likely assume that Cristo had already found out the truth. Soothing herself with
such reflections, Belle returned to her cooking and struggled to control the gas burners because she
was accustomed to cooking with electric.

* * *
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Cristo surveyed his meal with an appetite that very quickly vanished. He prodded the omelette
with a fork. It had the solid consistency of a rubber mattress but lacked the bounce. The salad had
been drowned in a vat of oil. Even the garlic bread was charred although valiant attempts had been
made to cut away the most burnt bits. He swallowed hard and pushed the plate away. She couldn’t
cook, but presumably she and his father had dined out. Distaste suddenly filled Cristo and he stood
up in a lithe movement, his lean strong face hard and taut. He didn’t want to be in Ireland. He didn’t
want to deal with the wretched woman and the consequences of her sordid long-term affair with his
father. But he knew that he didn’t have a choice. Mary Brophy and her children were not a problem
he could afford to ignore. In any case, there was no one else to deal with the situation.

Belle was digging into the linen cupboard on the upper landing when she heard a noise behind
her and whirled round to stare in dismay at the tall square-featured young man leaning back against
the bannister. He was built like a solid brick wall.

‘So this is where the bedding is hidden,’ he remarked.
‘Who are you?’ Belle demanded nervously.
‘Rafe is one of my two bodyguards,’ Cristo interposed, strolling up onto the landing. ‘Rafe and

John are staying here with me.’
‘John and I need bedding. We can take care of ourselves though,’ Rafe declared, stepping past

her to peruse the tidy, labelled shelves just as she emerged clutching the linen she required for the
master bedroom. Conscious of Cristo Ravelli’s stare, and feeling somewhat harassed, Belle walked
stiffly down the corridor. Damn the man! Why was he watching her like that? Did she have two heads
all of a sudden? And why hadn’t he told her he had companions? She hadn’t bought enough food
and that thought reminded her that she had to get him to settle up with her for the shopping she had
done on his behalf. Dropping the linen on the bed, she dug into her pocket for the till receipt and
turned to offer it to him.

‘This is what you owe me,’ she told him.
Cristo dug out his wallet and extended a banknote while still engaged in frowning at the gilded

furniture and mirrors and the fantastically draped red king-size bed. ‘Is this my father’s room?’
‘Yes.’
‘I’ll sleep somewhere else. The Victorian brothel design doesn’t appeal to me,’ he informed her

curtly.
The décor was dark, fussy and horrible, Belle was willing to concede. She lifted the linen again

and trudged across the corridor to one of the few guest rooms that enjoyed an en suite. Mayhill was
badly in need of updating.

‘When I said that about the decoration, I didn’t intend to insult you,’ Cristo remarked, standing
poised by the window, thinking that at this early stage it would be most unwise to offend her. He
swore to himself that he would make no cheap cracks about her role as his father’s mistress, not least
because it was becoming clear that it had not been a profitable position, he reflected wryly, which
was hardly surprising when Gaetano had been renowned for his stinginess. Indeed in every one of
his three divorces Gaetano had made money off his ex-wives in spite of the fact that in each case
the women had been the injured parties. That Gaetano’s secret mistress had still been working as
his housekeeper and wore cheap off-the-peg clothing should really not come as a surprise. For that
reason he found it hard to believe that Gaetano had stumped up for plastic surgery to keep his mistress
looking young but, of course, he reminded himself, it was perfectly possible that there had been no
cosmetic enhancement. Mary Brophy could simply be, and probably was, a very lucky woman who
looked much younger than her years.

‘I’m not offended. I wasn’t involved in choosing the furnishings here. About ten years ago,
Gaetano hired an interior decorator,’ Belle explained, recalling how very hurt her mother had been
not to be trusted with that responsibility by her lover. But then good taste had not been her mother’s
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strong point either. The Lodge rejoiced in every shade of pink known to man, pink having been
Mary’s favourite colour.

Cristo watched Belle crush the pillows into pillow slips, her slender figure twisting this way
and that, allowing him to notice her ripe, pouting curves at breast and hip from every angle. His wide
sensual mouth slowly settled into a harder and harder line as he studied her delicate flushed profile,
scanning her fine brows, her subtle little nose and full pink mouth. And his body reacted accordingly,
stirring with forbidden interest until he angrily turned his back on her, castigating himself for viewing
his father’s mistress as if she were some kind of sex object. But then he reminded himself that she
was dressed to attract in an outfit and shoes that accentuated her long legs and shapely figure, and,
when all was said and done, he was still a man with all that entailed and almost guaranteed to look.

Belle shot a sidewise glance at Cristo from below her lashes. His detachment, his air of
command and superiority reminded her of his father, who had barely acknowledged Belle’s existence
on the rare occasions when he had seen her. Suddenly she regretted agreeing to play housekeeper
because no doubt as intended it made her feel inferior. Her soft mouth tightened as she shook out
the duvet with unnecessary violence and then carried the towels into the bathroom. Unfortunately
she carried the image of Cristo Ravelli with her, those penetrating eyes dark as sin, that sleek bred-
in-the-bone sexiness that lent him such charismatic appeal. She could feel her nipples pushing hard
against the scratchy surface of her lace bra, a tightening, sliding sensation of warmth between her
thighs and she was deeply disturbed by her reaction. But there was no denying it: he appealed to her;
he attracted her on the most basic level. Did that mean that at heart she was as foolish as her mother
had once been about Gaetano?

‘I’d appreciate the opportunity to have a private word with you here tomorrow morning,’ Cristo
murmured smoothly as she emerged again. ‘Shall we say at ten?’

Belle nodded agreement. ‘When will you want to meet the children?’ she prompted.
Cristo froze, his facial bones locking tight. ‘I don’t...wish to meet them, that is,’ he extended

unapologetically, dark eyes cold as black ice.
Belle paled, uncertain of how to take that statement. Was his lack of interest good or bad news

for her siblings? Did that mean that the adoption idea was just a silly rumour? She scrutinised his
lean, handsome features with frowning green eyes, unnerved by his icy reserve and lack of humanity.
Did he think nothing of the blood tie? A lot of people would just have agreed to meet the children
for the sake of it, even if they weren’t particularly interested in them, but Cristo Ravelli had chosen
to spurn even that polite pretence.

In acknowledging that, Belle felt sheer loathing suddenly leap through her in a fierce wave of
antagonism because she was gutted on her siblings’ behalf by his detachment. Was he refusing to
accept that the children were part of the Ravelli family? Obviously. Clearly, Mary Brophy’s children
were not good enough to make the grade, just as Mary had never been good enough for Gaetano
to marry. Bile scoured Belle’s throat as she sped downstairs to clean up the kitchen and go home.
She hoped he wasn’t expecting her to come up and cook breakfast when she found the meal she had
cooked thrown in its entirety into the bin. Her face burned but her chin came up. So, it hadn’t been
one of her best efforts but in her opinion it had been as much as he deserved!

After spending half the summer with Mary over twenty years earlier, Gaetano had confided
that he was unhappily unmarried and Mary’s hopes of a happy ending for her romance had risen high.
But Gaetano had not asked his Arabic wife for a divorce or even a separation. Over the years the
media had published several stories about his extramarital affairs. Her mother had refused to believe
the stories, even after Belle had shown her revealing pictures on the Internet. Mary had always been
very quick to make excuses in Gaetano’s defence.

‘He feels trapped and lonely in his marriage. It’s only a business arrangement. She was a friend
for years before he married her and he doesn’t love her. He needed a hostess to entertain his business
colleagues and she comes from an old-fashioned country where a woman needs a husband if she
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wants any freedom,’ Mary had reasoned. ‘I can’t hold his marriage against him, Belle. I’m not even
an educated woman. I couldn’t do what his princess can do for him.’

Mary Brophy had been hopelessly infatuated with Gaetano Ravelli from the moment she first
met him and she had allowed nothing to interfere with her rosy view of their relationship. Her grief
in the wake of the helicopter crash that had taken Gaetano’s life had been all-consuming.

‘I know you don’t understand,’ she had said to Belle, ‘but Gaetano was the love of my life.
I know he wasn’t interested in marrying me but nothing’s perfect. I wasn’t his match in money or
background and I can’t blame him for that. When you love someone, Belle, you accept their flaws
and he was too much of a snob to want to marry an ordinary woman like me.’

A woman like me, Belle recalled painfully. It was little wonder that Mary had suffered from
low self-esteem. She had travelled from a shotgun wedding at the age of seventeen straight into an
abusive marriage and had finally ended up as a married man’s mistress. Life had always been tough
for her mother, but then, as Isa was prone to reminding Belle, Mary had always made the wrong
choices when it came to the men in her life.

Isa was waiting up for Belle when she got back to the Lodge.
‘Well?’ her grandmother pressed. ‘Did he actually credit the idea that you were a woman in

her forties?’
‘No, he assumed I must have got involved with his father when I was very young,’ Belle advanced

with a dismissive toss of her head. ‘He did do a lot of staring, though. He’s invited me up to the house
to talk to him tomorrow at ten, so presumably the kids’ future will be discussed then.’

The older woman released a heavy sigh. ‘I don’t like the way you’re going about this, Belle.
Honesty is always the best policy.’

‘But I won’t be dealing with a nice, honest guy.’
‘You hated Gaetano. Don’t take it out on his son.’
Belle folded her lips at that unwelcome advice. ‘He doesn’t even want to meet the kids.’
Her grandmother shook her greying head, her unhappiness at that news palpable. ‘If only your

mother had thought about what she was doing and how much the children would be resented by the
rest of Gaetano’s family.’

* * *
Cristo had a troubled night of sleep. He dreamt that he was pursuing a woman with the longest

legs possible across a misty landscape. Every time he got close she pulled away and laughed and
her resistance made him want her more than ever, lust pounding through his veins like an explosive
charge. But when he finally caught up with her, she was a different woman, pale blonde hair falling
back from her piquant face to highlight big blue enquiring eyes and instantaneous recoil wakened
him. He had broken out in a cold sweat, angry frustration and guilt slicing through him for the one
woman he couldn’t enjoy having even in his dreams...Betsy, his brother Nik’s estranged wife. His
jawline rigid, Cristo sprang out of bed and went for a shower.

His eyes closed tight shut below the refreshing blast of the power shower. He hadn’t meant to
wreck his brother’s marriage. There had been no intent on his part to inflict damage, he reasoned
painfully. Betsy had come to him for support, devastated by what she had learned from Zarif.
But, unhappily, it had been Cristo who first gave Zarif the destructive news that had ruined Nik’s
relationship with his wife. Cristo had broken his brother’s confidence and spoken out of turn, but he
had never ever at any stage planned to harm Nik or hoped to steal Betsy from him.

For his own benefit, however, he listed the sins he had committed. He had thought that Nik
didn’t deserve a woman like Betsy. He had stood by watching while his brother took his wife for
granted and he had not warned him of what he was doing. With the basest disloyalty, he had cherished
feelings for his brother’s wife. That was why Gaetano’s mess in Ireland was his mess to clean up,
Cristo reflected grimly. Nik already had enough on his plate to deal with and Zarif was still suffering
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the fallout from the loose-tongued confession that had wrecked Nik’s marriage because ever since
then the three brothers had barely spoken to each other.

* * *
‘Very mumsy,’ Isa pronounced the next morning with a raised brow when she saw what Belle

was wearing. ‘Did that skirt belong to your mother?’
Belle paled. ‘Yes, I kept a couple of things just to remember Mum by. It’s a little big but it

looks all right with the belt.’
‘Which is more than you can say about that flapping cardigan and the beads round your neck

with that fussy blouse,’ Isa groaned disapprovingly. ‘You look like a young woman trying to look
older.’

‘Yes but that’s because you know the truth. It’s daylight now and I need to make a better
impression than I did last night,’ Belle pointed out anxiously.

‘Even daylight couldn’t penetrate the amount of make-up you’ve got on,’ her grandmother said
drily. ‘But you’re right—it does age you.’

‘Look, I accept that Cristo is eventually going to find out the truth but I want that adoption idea
off the table first,’ Belle told her.

‘Even at the cost of infuriating him?’ Isa asked. ‘Gaetano had a very low threshold for
provocation.’

‘Whatever happens, I’ll deal with it.’
‘I can’t see how,’ Isa said bluntly. ‘You’re pretty much powerless up against his wealth and

intellect.’
Belle trudged up the drive in her high heels, striving not to feel like someone got up in fancy

dress. She was not powerless. Money wasn’t everything, nor was intellect. She was not stupid. She had
a first-class degree in business and economics and she had the power of the unexpected on her side.
He thought she was who she had said she was and, whether he knew it or not, that meant he would be
fighting with one hand tied behind his back. Where her mother would have rolled over on command
for a Ravelli and said thank you very much for the attention, Belle was programmed to fight dirty.

Cristo watched her approach from the window in the drawing room. No miniskirt in evidence
today, but high-heeled court shoes with pointy toes embellished those award-winning legs. He gritted
his even white teeth together, stamping out that inappropriate thought. So, she was an attractive
woman. It was par for the course: his father’s lovers had always been beauties even while his wives
were more of the plain variety. Gaetano had always rated wealth and class above looks. Cristo
wondered how much money it would take to persuade the older woman into his way of thinking. He
was a skilled negotiator and envisaged few problems because Mary Brophy had not been enriched
in any way by her relationship with his father and was currently penniless. Furthermore she couldn’t
be the brightest star in the firmament when she had given the wily older man five children he could
never have wanted and kept on slogging away for him as a humble housekeeper.

Surprisingly a rare shard of pity stabbed Cristo at that acknowledgement, making him register
that where Mary Brophy was concerned he didn’t want to use a sledgehammer to crack a nut. He
didn’t want to threaten or intimidate her into doing his bidding; he simply wanted a neat and tidy
solution to a very messy and potentially embarrassing problem for all their sakes.

CHAPTER THREE
‘MR RAVELLI IS in the drawing room,’ Rafe informed her.
Breathing in deeply and slowly to maintain her calm front, Belle walked into the over-furnished

room where the ornate drapes and blinds cut out much of the daylight. Cristo swung round to study
her and instantly her every sense went on high alert, her backbone stiffening, her slim legs bracing,
her soft pink lips parting as she dragged in a sudden extra shot of oxygen.

Cristo scanned her appearance, his nostrils flaring with sudden impatience. She was dressed
in a frumpy skirt and cardigan that a maiden aunt might have worn and she had inexplicably teamed
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that look with the kind of bold make-up a streetwalker might have flaunted like a signpost. And
he realised then that there was something he wasn’t seeing, something he wasn’t grasping about this
woman, because so far her long-term affair with his father wasn’t adding up at all. Whatever else
might have been said about Gaetano, he had been a connoisseur of women and a sophisticate and
there was no way his father had returned again and again to Ireland in order to take advantage of the
charms of the woman currently standing in front of him.

‘Mr Ravelli...’ she said breathily and she turned her head away to glance out of the window,
her hair a sunburst of colour, her fine profile delineated against the light, soft, glossy mouth full and
pouting peach pink, long lashes fluttering up on big eyes as green and verdant as Irish grass.

And Cristo ground his perfect white teeth together on the smoulderingly sexual pull of her in
that instant, recognising that she had buckets of that inexpressible quality that reduced the male mind
to mush and turned a man on hard and fast. For a split second, he wanted to snatch her up into his
arms and crush every line of the remarkable body concealed by the unattractive clothing to his own
while he discovered if that voluptuous mouth of hers tasted as impossibly good as it looked. His
hands closed into fists of restraint while he fought off the erection threatening, struggling to think
of something, anything, that would take his thoughts off her mouth and her breasts and her legs and,
even worse, what lay between them. That she could be affecting him on such a level outraged his
every principle.

Trying to avoid direct contact with those spectacular dark-as-night eyes of his, Belle could
feel her colour heightening, awareness of him leaping and pounding through her in an uncontrollable
surge. She stared at him, breathless, frozen like someone cornered by a wild animal, and all the time
she was noticing things about him: the way his sleek ebony brows defined his eyes, the way the faint
line of colour accentuated the hard masculine angle of his high cheekbones, the way the pared-down
hollows below enhanced his wide, sensual mouth. Very, very good-looking but, yes, she had noticed
that before, certainly didn’t need to keep on noticing it. The atmosphere thickened and the silence
screamed at her nerves as every muscle in her body tightened defensively. It was as if there were
nobody else in the world but them and what she was feeling: the insidious warmth blossoming in her
pelvis, the sudden tightening discomfort of her nipples.

Lean, strong face rigid, Cristo expelled his breath in a sudden hiss and took a measured step
back from her and away from such treacherous ruminations as to what she might taste like, what her
skin would feel and smell like. He was appalled that she could drag such a strong physical reaction
from him against his will, but even more annoyed that she could somehow cloud his usual crystal-
clear clarity of thought.

‘Miss Brophy.’
‘It’s Mrs actually.’
Cristo frowned. ‘You’re married?’
‘I’ve been a widow for many years,’ Belle replied tightly, straying over to the window, partially

turning her back to him while she fought to regain her mental focus. The deception she had entered
on demanded her whole concentration. She was Mary Brophy, Gaetano’s former mistress and the
mother of five of his children, she reminded herself doggedly.

‘I invited you here today to discuss your future and your children’s,’ Cristo delivered smoothly.
Lifted by that solid assurance, Belle’s spirits perked up. ‘Yes...Gaetano has left us in a pretty

awkward position.’
‘Naturally, you’re referring to your financial situation. My father was most remiss in not making

provision for you in the event of his death.’
‘Yes...but he did sign the house over to me,’ Belle pointed out, keen to sound like a loyal woman

in Gaetano’s defence because she could not afford to let an ounce of her loathing for the man betray
her true identity in his son’s presence.
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Cristo went very still, allowing her to take in the faultless cut of the dark business suit he wore
teamed with a bland white shirt and blue silk tie. His brows drew together in a frown. ‘Which house?’

‘The Lodge...he signed it over to me years ago to ensure that we would always have a home.’
Belle’s voice faltered slightly because he seemed so taken aback by the news, yet surely he should’ve
known that already as the executor of the estate. ‘But bearing in mind the running costs and the
children’s current needs I’ll probably be selling it now.’

‘Excuse me for a moment,’ Cristo urged, striding out of the room into the one next door and
pulling out his phone to call his father’s lawyer, Robert Ludlow. If she owned part of the property,
he should’ve been informed of the fact.

Robert’s initial disconcertion over Cristo’s query trailed away as he trawled through Gaetano’s
files and then emerged with the facts of a minor legal agreement drawn up about fifteen years
earlier, which Robert’s elder brother had apparently handled shortly before his retirement. Robert
was volubly apologetic for the oversight. Brought up to date, Cristo was triumphantly aware that he
knew something Mary Brophy did not appear to know. Under no circumstances would she be selling
the Lodge.

Conscious that Cristo Ravelli clearly had not known about the ownership of the Lodge, Belle
paced and wondered anxiously why he had not been aware of the fact. She was trying not to recall
the fact that the solicitor who had dealt with her mother’s estate had found no paperwork confirming
the older woman’s ownership. He had brushed off the matter and said he would look into it, and at
the time Belle had had so many other things on her plate that she hadn’t pursued it.

Cristo strolled back into the drawing room with the lithe, unconscious grace of a male who
was confident that he was in the strongest position. ‘I’m afraid you don’t own the Lodge,’ he spelt out
softly, his Italian accent edging his vowel sounds.

‘That’s not possible,’ Belle countered, her chin rising in challenge. ‘Your father told me it was
mine—’

‘But for your lifetime only, after which it reverts back to the Mayhill estate,’ Cristo qualified
smoothly.

Suddenly Belle felt as if the ground below her feet had opened to swallow her up. ‘That’s not
what Gaetano led me to believe.’

‘My father had a way with words and may have wished you to believe that you owned the Lodge
but, in fact, you only have the use of it.’

A shot of rage flamed through Belle like a lightning strike. That hateful, manipulative man
whom her wretched mother had loved! How could he have misled her like that over something so
important? Hot colour sprang into her cheeks as she parted her dry lips. ‘And this right to live there
while...er I am alive, does it devolve to the children after my...er death?’ she prompted sickly.

‘I’m afraid not.’ Cristo Ravelli gave her a specious smile of sympathy, which wouldn’t have
fooled her in any mood, least of all the one she was in. ‘But to all intents and purposes, the Lodge
does belong to you for the present. You can’t, of course, sell it, use it as security for a loan or indeed
make any extensive alterations to it, but you do have the right to live there for as long as you wish.’

Belle had lost every scrap of her angry colour by the time he had finished speaking. It was
appalling news, the very worst she could have heard. Her mother was dead and the right to live in
the Lodge had died with her, which meant that Belle and her siblings were illegally occupying the
house. Indeed, her pretence that she was her mother could be seen by some people as an attempt to
defraud. She had taken their ability to live at the Lodge for granted, she registered, stricken. Now she
was being punished for it because, in reality, they were about to be made homeless.

‘My father was very...astute with regard to money and property,’ Cristo murmured softly,
watching her standing there, white with shock below the garish make-up, eyes wide and stunned by
what he had revealed. ‘But I’m willing to find you another property and put it into your name.’

With difficulty, Belle struggled to concentrate. ‘And why would you be willing to do that?’
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‘It will be easier to sell this estate without what would be...in effect...a sitting tenant in the
Lodge,’ Cristo admitted.

‘That...’ Belle made a valiant attempt to swallow the massive surge of fury heating her to boiling
point and utterly failed to hold it in. ‘That...bastard! How could he do that to his own children?’ she
gasped.

‘My father wasn’t a sentimental man,’ Cristo said drily. ‘And he has left a mess in his wake. I
have a proposition to put to you which could solve all your problems...’

Belle was rigid, furious that she had cursed Gaetano to Cristo’s face but unable to overcome
the bitter resentment threatening to consume her like a living flame. He was so calm, so assured, so
very much in control that she hated him with every fibre in her straining body.

Cristo watched her snatch in another audible breath, eyes green as emeralds in sunlight and
literally alight with fury. She was highly volatile, a woman with strong emotions she couldn’t hide and
everything he had always avoided in her sex. But she looked magnificent and the seductive shimmy
of her lush rounded breasts below the silky blouse every time she moved was incredibly attention-
grabbing.

‘Pro-proposition?’ Belle framed shakily, fighting like mad to maintain control over her temper.
So, she’d had bad news and she was going to have to deal with it. She stared stonily back at Cristo,
clashing with stunning dark eyes nailed to her with unsettling intensity. In the rushing silence that
had fallen, her throat closed over and her mouth ran dry.

‘I want to ask you to consider the idea of having your children adopted,’ Cristo suggested quietly.
‘It would surely be best for them to leave their troubled and questionable parentage behind them and
have the opportunity to live a normal life.’

‘I can’t believe you just said that to my face,’ Belle confided between gritted teeth of restraint.
‘I would make the sacrifice very well worth your while,’ Cristo continued evenly as if what he

was suggesting were perfectly normal and acceptable. ‘My father should have ensured that you have
a home and an income but since he hasn’t done it, I will take care of it instead.’

‘No decent mother would surrender her children for financial gain,’ Belle declared in a raw
undertone while shooting him a look of scorn that he could even suggest otherwise. ‘What sort of
women are you used to dealing with?’

‘That’s not your affair. I am not my father and I have no children,’ Cristo replied with cold
dignity.

‘And don’t deserve any either!’ Belle lashed back at him. ‘For goodness’ sake, those children
you’re talking about are your own brothers and sisters!’

‘I do not, and will not, acknowledge them as such,’ Cristo retorted with icy hauteur.
‘Why? Aren’t they good enough to be Ravellis?’ Belle shot back at him resentfully. ‘The

housekeeper’s kids...not very posh, is it? Not quite the right background, am I right? Well, let me
tell you something—’

‘No. I don’t want you to tell me anything while your temper is out of control,’ Cristo cut in with
the cutting edge of an icy scalpel.

‘And you pride yourself on being an iceberg, don’t you?’ Belle launched back fearlessly, her
generous mouth curling with contempt. ‘Well, I’m not ashamed to be an emotional person and ready
to do what’s right no matter how unwelcome or difficult it is!’

‘Does your ranting ever get you to the point?’ Cristo enquired witheringly.
Belle’s slender hands coiled into tight fists. She had never wanted to hit another living person

before and she was shocked by the fact that she would very much have liked to slap him. How dared
he stand there looking down on her and her siblings as if they were so much lesser than him? How
dared he suggest that her brothers and sisters be torn away from the people they loved and settled in
another home with adoptive parents? Couldn’t he appreciate that the children were living, breathing
people with emotions and attachments and a desperate need for security after the losses they had
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already sustained? And couldn’t he accept that while Mary Brophy might have had her flaws when
it came to picking reliable men, she had also been a wonderful loving mother every day of Belle and
her siblings’ lives?

‘The point is...’ Belle breathed in a voice that literally shook with the force of her feelings. ‘My
mother may only have been a housekeeper and she may have been your father’s mistress for years,
but she was also a very special, kind and caring person and, having lost her, her children deserve the
very best that I can give them.’

‘Your...mother?’ Cristo repeated flatly. ‘Mary Brophy was your mother?’
And Belle froze there, her skin slowly turning cold and clammy with shock as she realised what

she had revealed in her passionate attempt to bring Cristo round to her point of view. For a moment,
she had totally forgotten that she was pretending to be her mother in her desperate need to defend
the older woman’s memory.

‘So, if you’re not Mary Brophy...where is she? And who are you?’ Cristo framed doggedly,
incensed that she had dared to try and fool him.

‘I’m Belle Brophy. My mother died about a month after your father. She had a heart attack,’
Belle admitted with pained green eyes, accepting that she could no longer continue the pretence and
that her own unruly temper had betrayed her when she could least afford for it to do so. Unfortunately
Cristo Ravelli’s unfeeling detachment and innate air of command and superiority were like vinegar
poured on an already raw wound.

‘You had no intention of telling me that your mother was dead... You lied to keep the Lodge,’
Cristo condemned without hesitation.

Dismay assailed Belle at how quickly he had leapt to that unsavoury conclusion and had assumed
she had had a criminal motivation for her masquerade. ‘It was nothing to do with the Lodge. Until
I came here today I believed my mother owned it and that as her children it became ours after her
death,’ she reminded him. ‘But I didn’t think you’d listen to what I want for the children if you knew
I was only their sister and not their mother.’

Cristo had a very low tolerance threshold for people who lied to him and tried to deceive him.
He was remembering the long-legged redhead crossing the lawn the evening before and guessing that
that had been Belle Brophy all along. Outrage swept through his big powerful body, sparking his
rarely roused temper. Anger fired his dark eyes gold and he took a sudden livid step towards her.
‘You pretended to be your mother... Are you crazy? Or simply downright stupid?’

Her heart suddenly thumping very fast at the dark masculine fury etched in his lean, strong face,
Belle sidestepped him and raced for the door. She never hung around long when a man got mad in her
vicinity; her childhood had taught her that rage often tumbled over the edge into physical violence.

Cristo closed a hand round her slender forearm as she opened the door. ‘You’re not going
anywhere yet.’

‘Let go of my arm!’ Belle slung up at him furiously, feeling intimidated by the sheer size of
him standing that close. ‘I made a mistake but that doesn’t give you the right to manhandle me!’

‘I’m not manhandling you!’ Cristo riposted in disgust. ‘But you do owe me an explanation for
your peculiar behaviour!’

Her green eyes flared with anger and she yanked her arm violently free of his hold. ‘You’re a
Ravelli! The day I owe you anything there’ll be two blue moons in the sky!’

For a split second, Cristo watched her stalk across the hall, stiletto heels tap-tapping, slender
spine rigid, red corkscrew curls beginning to untidily descend from her inexpertly arranged chignon.
‘Come back here!’ he roared at her, out of all patience.

Belle spun round angrily, watching him move towards her, and then she spun out a hand and
grabbed up a heavy vase from the table beside her and brandished it like a weapon. ‘Don’t you dare
come any closer!’ she warned him.
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‘Is it normal for you to act like a madwoman?’ Cristo asked softly, mastering his fury and his
exasperation with the greatest of difficulty.

‘I’m going to take you to court, force you to recognise the children!’ Belle spat back at him in
passionate challenge. ‘They have legal rights to a share of your father’s estate and you can’t prevent
them from receiving it. And I am not a madwoman.’

An inner chill gripped Cristo at the threat of a court case in which every piece of Gaetano’s
dirty linen would be aired with the media standing by happy to scoop up and publicise every sordid
detail. ‘Calm down,’ he advised tersely. ‘And we’ll talk.’

‘I don’t trust you!’ Belle hurled back. ‘Let me leave or I’ll throw this at you!’
An instant later, Cristo could not comprehend that he had walked forward in the face of that

warning instead of just letting her go, particularly when it was clear that he wouldn’t be able to get
a sane word out of her until she had calmed down.

Belle flung the vase at him and fled, cringing from the sound of breaking porcelain hitting the
tiled floor as she hauled open the front door and raced down the front steps.

‘Technically that was an attempt to assault you,’ his bodyguard, Rafe, remarked from the stairs
as Cristo brushed flakes of porcelain from his suit, his handsome mouth compressed and lean, dark
face a grim mask.

‘She couldn’t hit a barn door at ten paces. Next time, I won’t jump out of the way,’ Cristo
breathed from the steps as he watched her stalk down the driveway, her head held high like an offended
queen. She was mad, completely and utterly mad, nutty as a fruitcake. How was he supposed to
negotiate with a woman like that? But he had to deal with her or face a very public and embarrassing
court case.

‘There’ll be a next time?’ Rafe could not help responding in surprise.
Cristo’s smile was as cold and threatening as a hungry polar bear’s. ‘Oh, there’ll be a next time

all right.’
CHAPTER FOUR
‘IT’S ALL OUT in the open now, which is much better,’ Isa told Belle comfortably. ‘Now we

all know where we stand.’
Belle dashed a stray curl from her hot brow with a forearm, finished wiping the work surface and

dried her hands. She had indulged in an orgy of cleaning since returning to the Lodge. She had needed
a physical outlet to work off her excess energy. Her grandmother always reacted to stressful situations
with calm and acceptance and when Belle had mentioned worst-case scenarios in the homeless field,
Isa had quietly reminded her that it would be a few weeks before Bruno and Donetta returned home
for the summer and that that was ample time in which to find somewhere to rent. Belle had had to
swallow back the thorny question of how she would pay rent because she didn’t have the money and
Isa didn’t either.

Tag began to bark noisily a split second before the doorbell went. Belle walked out to the hall
with Tag bouncing excitably at her heels.

Cristo Ravelli stood on the step, six feet four inches tall at the very least and Belle had no heels
on, so he towered over her, radiating raw energy and power. His lean, darkly beautiful face was hard
and forbidding. ‘Miss Brophy?’

‘Belle,’ she corrected curtly.
Cristo looked his fill from the mane of colourful curls tumbling round her shoulders to the

porcelain-pale delicate features that provided the perfect frame for grass-green eyes and a full pink
mouth. Out of disguise and bare of the tacky make-up she was absolutely breathtaking.

Belle flushed and parted her lips to ask what he wanted and her grip on the door loosened,
allowing Tag to take advantage and dart outside to spring an attack on the visitor.

Cristo got off the step fast as the little dog snarled and attacked his ankles. Belle squatted down,
saying not very effectively, ‘No, Tag, no!’
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Cristo received the impression that the dog was welcome to eat him alive if he chose to do so.
‘Grab Tag!’ an older woman snapped from the hall.
Belle gathered the frantic little dog into her arms. ‘I’m sorry. He’s suspicious of men.’
‘Come in, Mr Ravelli,’ Isa Kelly invited politely over her granddaughter’s crouching figure.
Belle’s head came up fast, green eyes stormy. ‘I wasn’t going to ask—’
‘Mr Ravelli is a guest,’ her grandmother decreed. ‘He will visit and you will talk like civilised

people.’
Tag growled at Cristo from the security of Belle’s arms. ‘Your father kicked him...so did mine,’

she confided grudgingly. ‘That’s why he doesn’t like men. He’s too old now to change his ways.’
The older woman studied Cristo, hostility creeping into her voice, despite the civility of her

words.
Cristo strolled into a hideous lounge with pink walls, hot-pink sofas and embellished with so

many pink frills and ostentatious fake-flower arrangements that it was as if his worst nightmare had
come to life. ‘I’ve never liked dogs,’ he confided.

A curly-haired toddler clamped both arms round his leg before he could sit down.
‘No, Franco,’ Belle scolded.
‘Or kids,’ Cristo added unapologetically.
Franco looked up at him. He had Gaetano’s eyes and Cristo found that sight so unnerving that

he sat down with the kid still clamped awkwardly to one leg.
‘Man,’ Franco pronounced with an air of discovery and satisfaction.
‘He’s a wee bit starved of male attention,’ Belle breathed, setting down the dog to grab the

toddler in his place and convey him struggling and loudly protesting into the kitchen with her.
‘Cristo drinks black coffee,’ her grandmother told her from the doorway.
Belle gritted her teeth but she knew that the older woman was talking sense; she did have to

talk to Cristo and, having set out her expectations, at least he already knew her plans.
Cristo ignored the dog snarling at him from below the coffee table. It was little and grey around

the muzzle and should have known better in his opinion than to embark on a battle it couldn’t possibly
win. Cristo never wasted his time on lost causes or thankless challenges but Belle would, no doubt,
have been pleased to learn that her threat had focused his powerful intellect as nothing else could
have done.

The instant the tray of coffee and biscuits arrived, Cristo rose back upright, feeling suffocated
amidst all that horrible pinkness. ‘I don’t want you to take the question of the children’s parentage
into court.’

‘Tough,’ Belle said succinctly, not one whit perturbed by his statement because she could hardly
have expected him to be supportive on that score. ‘My brothers and sisters have been ignored and
passed over far too many times. I want them to have what they’re entitled to.’

‘A few years ago, Gaetano sold up most of his assets and he salted away the proceeds in overseas
trusts, which no Irish court will be able to access,’ Cristo volunteered. ‘With the exception of the sale
of the Mayhill estate there is very little cash for you to demand a share of on behalf of your siblings.’

‘I’m not looking for a fortune for them.’
‘I have a better idea,’ Cristo told her.
‘I imagine that you always have a better idea,’ Belle quipped helplessly, leaning back against

the kitchen door with defensively folded arms while she wondered how any man could look so fit and
vital clad in a tailored business suit that belonged in a boardroom.

She was slim as a whip in her tight faded jeans and an off-the-shoulder black tee that revealed
an entrancing glimpse of a narrow white shoulder bisected by a black strap that Cristo savoured,
glorying in the fact that he was now free to appreciate her glowing beauty while he speculated as to
whether or not she was that pale all over, her skin in vibrant contrast to her bright hair and eyes. The
instant he developed an erection, he regretted that evocative thought.
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‘I will make a settlement on your siblings in compensation for their not pursuing their rights
through the courts,’ Cristo delivered, half turning away from her to look out of the window
overlooking the drive.

‘We don’t want Ravelli charity,’ Belle traded, lifting her chin.
‘But it wouldn’t be charity. As you said, they’re my father’s children and I should make good

on that for all our sakes. My family would find a court case embarrassing,’ Cristo admitted tight-
mouthed.

Belle didn’t shift an inch. ‘Why should I care about that?’
‘Publicity is a double-edged sword,’ Cristo warned her. ‘The media loves sleaze. Your mother

won’t emerge well from the story. At least three of the children were born while Gaetano was still
married.’

At that blunt reminder, a veil of colour burned up below Belle’s fair complexion. ‘That can’t
be helped and Mum can’t be hurt now. I have to consider the children’s future. I want them to have
the right to use the Ravelli name.’

‘No court that I know of has the ability to bestow that right when no marriage took
place between the parents,’ Cristo countered, exasperated by her pig-headedness. ‘You’re being
unreasonable. If you keep this out of court and allow me to handle things discreetly, I will be generous.
It’s the best offer you’re going to get.’

‘Forgive me for my lack of trust. As I learned today with regard to the ownership of this house,
your father was a good teacher.’

‘I will not allow you to take this sordid mess into a public courtroom,’ Cristo spelt out harshly.
‘If you do that I will fight you every step of the way and I warn you—you don’t want me as an enemy.’

‘Fight me all you like...it’s still going to court,’ Belle replied thinly. ‘We have nothing to lose
and everything to gain.’

‘What would it take for you to drop this idea?’ Cristo growled, almost shuddering at the threat
of how much damage a media smear campaign could do to his brother. Zarif’s standing in Vashir
was delicate, his having only recently ascended the throne. The last thing Zarif needed right now
was a great big horrible scandal that would give all too many people the impression that he was from
a sleazy family background and was far from being the right ruler for a very conservative country.
Zarif, Cristo reminded himself grimly, had already taken the fall for revealing Nik’s biggest secret to
Nik’s estranged wife, Betsy, when the first careless spilling of that secret was entirely Cristo’s fault.

‘I’d probably be asking for the impossible,’ Belle admitted ruefully, ‘but I want my siblings to
have the lifestyle they would have enjoyed had Gaetano married my mother. It’s very unfair that they
should have to pay the price for the fact that he didn’t marry her.’

‘You’re being irrational,’ Cristo condemned, impatiently, moving out of the room. ‘You can’t
change the past.’

‘I don’t want to change the past. I simply want to right the wrongs that have been done to my
siblings.’

‘Leave the past behind you and move on.’
‘Easy for you to say,’ Belle quipped. ‘Not so easy in practice. And I’m not irrational—’
In the hall, Cristo swung round, surprisingly light on his feet for so large and powerfully built

a man. ‘You’re the most irrational woman I’ve ever met.’
Belle collided with his stunning dark eyes and for a timeless moment the world stopped turning

and she stopped breathing.
‘And for some reason I find it incredibly sexy,’ Cristo purred the admission, his accent

roughening his dark deep drawl as he flicked her tee shirt back up over her exposed shoulder with
a long careless forefinger.

‘You can’t get round me. I’m not as naïve as my mother was,’ Belle told him tartly.
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‘Wake up and smell the roses, cara. You’re a child trying to play with the grown-ups,’ Cristo
told her thickly, his intimate intonation vibrating down her taut spinal cord.

Suddenly, Belle was short of breath and she stared up at him, her eyes very wide and scornful.
‘A child? Is that the best you can do on the insult front?’

‘I wasn’t trying to insult you.’ Up that close his dark eyes had tiny gold flecks like stars. His hand
curved to her shoulder and the scent of clean, warm male overlaid with a faint hint of cologne ignited
a burst of heat low in Belle’s tummy. Just as suddenly she was locked into his eyes and it was as though
her feet were encased in concrete and she literally couldn’t move. He lowered his handsome dark head
and took her parted lips with a scorching urgency that sent something frighteningly wild and alive
flying through her like an explosive charge. It was a fiery kiss and like no other she had experienced.
The minute his tongue plunged into the tender interior of her mouth, it sent a wave of violent response
crashing through her, and she was lost. Her hands roamed from his broad shoulders up into his
luxuriant dark hair while she rejoiced in the taste of him, the unique sexual flavour of a dominant
and surprisingly passionate male. His arms tightened round her, long fingers smoothing down her
spine to pin her into uncompromising awareness of his erection. She gasped beneath the thrust of his
tongue, mind flying free to picture a much more sexual joining and craving that completion with a
strength that started an ache between her thighs.

The sheer intensity of what she was feeling totally spooked Belle. With a startled sound of
rejection, she pushed him back from her. ‘No, we’re not doing this!’ she told him furiously.

Dark eyes veiled, Cristo stepped back and drew in a long, deep, steadying breath. Maledizione!
He was too aroused to be comfortable with the sensation or the woman who had got him into that
condition. ‘I seem to recall that I was trying to persuade you not to take private family business into
a court of law,’ he murmured flatly.

Belle shot him a disconcerted glance, unable to credit that he could act as frozen as ever in the
wake of that passionate kiss. Passion, it seemed, didn’t control Cristo Ravelli. All in the space of a
moment she resented his assurance, was insulted by his cool indifference and furious that she hadn’t
fought him off. But, my goodness, he could kiss. That mortifying thought crept through her mind no
matter how hard she tried to kill it dead.

Belle had done a lot of kissing and not much else as a student, very much hoping to experience a
volcanic reaction that would signal that all-important spark of true, overwhelming physical attraction.
Now fate was having the last laugh by finally serving up that long-awaited, miraculously special kiss
and it was happening with the wrong man. She had no doubt that Cristo Ravelli was wrong in every
way for her. He was stuffy and cold and unfeeling and she was a warm, emotional and impulsive
individual.

‘I’m sorry. I’m going to do what’s best for my siblings and take this matter to court to get it
sorted out,’ Belle told him curtly.

‘You can’t,’ Cristo countered with chilling bite. ‘It will damage other people. You and your
siblings are not the only individuals likely to be affected by this.’

‘I don’t care about anyone else,’ Belle admitted truthfully. ‘I want my brothers and sisters to be
able to hold their heads high and know who they are without shame.’

‘You want the impossible,’ Cristo derided, turning on his heel.
‘No, I want justice.’
Justice! Cristo reflected contemptuously, a deep sense of frustration ruling him, for Cristo never

backed down and never failed to find solutions to problems. Damage limitation was his speciality.
How could it be justice that Zarif’s throne would be rocked by the extent of Gaetano’s infidelity
and the revelation of his secret family in Ireland? Like father, like son, Zarif’s critics would sneer.
Mary Brophy had made her choices when she chose to get involved with a married man and have
his children. Her daughter, Belle, had too much pride and her resentment of the Ravelli family, or,
more specifically, his father, had persuaded her that she could somehow rewrite history. But washing



L.  Banks, C.  WILLIAMS, L.  GRAHAM.  «Italian Bachelors: Brooding Billionaires: Ravelli's Defiant Bride / Enthralled
by Moretti / The Playboy's Proposition»

29

the family dirty linen in public was not going to make those children feel that they could raise their
heads high. No, it was much more likely to shame them by depicting their parents in ways they would
never forget. No child of Gaetano’s had ever been proud of him or his name. Gaetano had been a
cruelly selfish and uninterested parent.

Ironically, Cristo had always believed growing up that he would be a better man than his father
and now he wondered what had happened to that dream and at what point cynicism had killed that
honourable goal stone dead. He knew that he had not once considered the plight of Mary Brophy’s
children from any viewpoint other than his own. He was a pragmatic man and he knew he was selfish.
But even he recognised that Belle Brophy was too young and her grandmother too old to take on full
responsibility for Gaetano’s children. Cristo was suddenly very conscious that those kids, right down
to the little one with his father’s eyes, were his flesh and blood too, even though he didn’t want to
recognise that unwelcome fact.

And then the answer to the problem came to him in a sudden shocking moment of truth. He
recoiled from the prospect at first, but as he filtered through the list of challenges he currently faced
and that solution ticked every box he began to mull it over as a genuine possibility. It was not as
though he were ever likely to fall in love again. Indeed it was a wonder it had happened even once
to a male as detached from emotion as he was, he reasoned grimly. Gaetano and Mary’s affair could
be decently buried and the children’s antecedents concealed from the media. As for Belle, in the
role he envisaged, which was frankly Belle reclining wearing only a winsome smile on his bed in
London, well, she would be perfect there, he reflected with the very first flicker of enthusiasm for
the challenge of sacrificing his freedom for the greater good.

* * *
Belle suffered a restless night of sleep. She relived the kiss again and again and got hot and

bothered while tossing and turning in guilty discomfiture. Cristo was a Ravelli just like Gaetano and
the very last man alive she should enjoy kissing. In the morning, she made breakfast for the children
on automatic pilot because her brain felt fuzzy and slow. There had been too much agonising over
whether or not going to court was the right thing to do for the children, she decided irritably. She did
not have a choice. There had never been a choice and there was no way on earth that she planned
to trust in any promises made by Cristo Ravelli, who would undoubtedly be every bit as slippery in
such delicate negotiations as his late father had proved to be. Exasperated by the constant parade of
anxious thoughts weighing her down, Belle saw the twins off to school and then told her grandmother
that she was taking Franco down to the beach.

* * *
When he reached the beach, Cristo had the pleasure of seeing Belle looking relaxed for the first

time. Her wild mane of curls was blowing back from her face in the breeze that plastered her jeans
and her blue tee to her lithe, shapely body. She was engaged in throwing a stone into the sea while
the leg-clinging toddler bounced up and down in excitement and the dog circled them both barking
noisily. Espying Cristo first, the Jack Russell raced across the sand to attack.

‘No!’ Cristo thundered as he strode across the sand.
Tag cringed and rolled over and stuck his four little legs up in the air, beady eyes telegraphing

terror.
‘You didn’t need to shout at him,’ Belle criticised, rushing over to crouch down and pet the little

animal. ‘Look how frightened he is! He’s very sensitive.’
‘I’m a little sensitive to being bitten,’ Cristo murmured drily.
‘Man!’ the toddler exclaimed and immediately went for Cristo’s left leg. Cristo froze, wondering

if he could do it—actually take on the whole bunch of them and survive with his dignity and sanity
intact. He wasn’t a family man, he hadn’t a clue how a normal family functioned and didn’t really
want to find out.
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Belle was looking up at him, her lovely face flushed and self-conscious, clear green eyes wide
above her dainty freckled nose, and her vibrant beauty in that instant scoured his mind clean of all
such thoughts. She made him think about sex, lots and lots and lots of sex, and on one level that
unnerved him and on another it turned him so hard it literally hurt.

Belle stood up. Tag, the terrified dog, was clasped to her bosom, and now giving Cristo a rather
smug look. ‘Did Isa tell you where I was?’

‘I could be down here for a walk.’
Belle raised a fine auburn brow, scanning his lean, powerful body with assessing eyes. It amazed

her that a man who spent so much time in a business suit could be so well built but there he was:
broad of shoulder and chest, lean of hip and long of leg with not even the hint of jowls or a paunch.
Clearly, he kept fit. And although she had long thought business suits were boring Cristo’s dark,
perfectly tailored designer suit screamed class and sophistication and was cut close to his powerful
thighs and lean hips, directing her attention to areas she didn’t normally appraise on men. Her colour
heightening, she tore her attention from the prominent bulge at his crotch and dropped it down to
his highly polished shoes, which were caked with sand, and she wondered why he couldn’t just admit
that he had come looking for her.

‘You didn’t come down here for a walk dressed like that.’
‘Sand brushes off,’ he fielded carelessly as she settled the dog down on the beach and he

scampered off.
In silence, Belle studied Cristo’s lean, extravagantly handsome features, heat blossoming in her

pelvis and butterflies flying free in her tummy. She felt as clumsy and ill at ease as a schoolgirl in the
presence of her idol. But then was it any wonder that she was embarrassed? She had looked at his
body and positively delighted in the strikingly strong muscular definition inherent in his build. She
could not recall ever doing that to a man before. But the need to look at Cristo felt as necessary as the
need to breathe. In reaction to that humiliating truth she flushed to the roots of her hair, mortified
by her failure to control her reaction to his looks and dark, charismatic appeal.

Cristo reached down to detach the toddler’s painful grip from his leg. Starved of male attention,
he recalled, thinking that he could certainly understand that. Neither in childhood nor adulthood
had Gaetano ever touched him or, indeed, enquired after his well-being. ‘We have to talk,’ he said
succinctly.

‘There’s nothing more to talk about. We said it all last night,’ Belle tossed over a slim shoulder
as she started down the beach again and extended her hand. ‘Franco, come here!’

‘No!’ the toddler said stubbornly and, deprived of Cristo’s leg, grasped a handful of his trousers
instead, making it difficult for Cristo to walk.

Cristo expelled his breath in a slow measured hiss. ‘I placed the Mayhill estate on the market
this morning,’ he fired at her rudely turned back.

Belle came to a dead halt, her narrow spine suddenly rigid as panic leapt inside her at the
prospect of losing the roof over their heads. There was certainly no room for them all to squeeze
into Isa’s one-bedroom apartment in the village. She stared out to sea but the soothing sound of the
surf washing the sand smooth failed to work its usual magic. She turned her bright head, green eyes
glittering. ‘Couldn’t that have waited for a few weeks?’

Cristo took his time crossing the sand to join her, her little brother clinging to whatever part of
Cristo he could reach and finally stretching up to grip the corner of his suit jacket with sandy fingers.
‘No. I want the property sold as soon as possible. I want Gaetano’s life here to remain a secret.’

‘And what about us? Where are we supposed to go?’ Belle demanded heatedly, her temper
rising. ‘It takes time to relocate.’

‘You’ll have at least a month to find somewhere else,’ Cristo fielded without perceptible
sympathy while he watched the breeze push the soft, clinging cotton of her top against her breasts,
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defining the full rounded swells and her pointed nipples. The heavy pulse at his groin went crazy and
he clenched his teeth together, willing back his arousal.

‘That’s not very long. Bruno and Donetta will be home from school for the summer soon. Five
children take up a lot of space... They’re your brothers and sisters too, so you should care about what
happens to them!’ Belle launched back at him in furious condemnation.

‘Which is why I’m here to suggest that we get married and make a home for them together,’
Cristo countered with harsh emphasis as he wondered for possibly the very first time in his life
whether he really did know what he was doing.

‘Married?’ Belle repeated aghast, wondering if she’d missed a line or two in the conversation.
‘What on earth are you talking about?’

‘You said that you wanted your siblings to enjoy the Ravelli name and lifestyle. I can only make
that happen by marrying you and adopting them.’

Frowning in confusion, Belle fell back a step, in too much shock to immediately respond. ‘Is
this a joke?’ she asked when she had finally found her voice again.

‘Why would I joke about something so serious?’
Belle shrugged. ‘How would I know? You thought it was acceptable to suggest to their mother

that she give them up to be adopted,’ she reminded him helplessly.
‘I’m not joking,’ Cristo replied levelly, a stray shard of sunlight breaking through the clouds to

slant across his lean, strong face.
All over again, Belle studied him in wonder because he had the smouldering dark beauty of

a fallen angel. His brilliant dark eyes were nothing short of stunning below the thick screen of his
lashes and suddenly she felt as breathless as though someone were standing on her lungs.

‘I’m a practical man and I’m suggesting a practical marriage which would fulfil all our needs,’
Cristo continued smoothly. ‘You’re aware that I don’t want a court case. I also want to prevent the
squalid story of Gaetano and his housekeeper leaking into the public domain. You would have to
agree not to discuss the children’s parentage with anyone but nobody need tell any lies either. As far
as anyone need know, the children are simply your orphaned brothers and sisters.’

Belle breathed in deep and slow but it still didn’t clear her head. ‘I can’t believe you’re suggesting
this.’

‘You didn’t give me a choice, did you? The threat of a court case piled on the pressure. Are you
prepared to settle this out of court?’ Cristo studied her enquiringly.

Belle didn’t hesitate. ‘No.’
Cristo raised a sleek ebony brow. ‘Then what’s your answer?’
‘It’s not that simple,’ Belle protested.
‘Isn’t it? I’m offering you everything you said you wanted.’
Her lashes flickered above her strained eyes. She felt cornered and trapped. ‘Well, yes,

but...marriage? I could hardly be expecting that development!’
Annoyance lanced through Cristo. It was his very first proposal of marriage and he had never

before even considered proposing to a woman. Without a shade of vanity he knew he was rich, good-
looking and very eligible and yet she was hesitating and he was grimly amused by his irritation.

‘Look, I’ll think it over until tonight,’ Belle muttered uncomfortably.
‘Di niente...no problem,’ Cristo fielded, his wide, sensual mouth compressed. ‘By the way...I

mean a real marriage.’
‘Real...?’ Belle spluttered to a halt, the tip of her tongue stealing out to wet her dry lower lip.

His intent dark gaze flashed pure naked gold to that tiny movement. Heated colour swept her face as
she grasped his meaning in growing disbelief. ‘You’d expect me to sleep with you?’

‘Of course,’ Cristo murmured with an indolent assurance that suggested that that idea was
entirely normal and acceptable. ‘I have no plans to emulate my father and entertain mistresses while
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I’m married. And I don’t want a wife who plays around behind my back either. That kind of lifestyle
would not provide a stable home for the children.’

Belle got his point, she really did, but she flushed scarlet at the thought of sharing a bed with
him, suddenly very conscious of her own lack of sexual experience. Growing up, she’d had to combat
the expectations of the local boys who saw her mother as free and easy in that department and she
had had to prove over and over again that she was different. Saying no had been a matter of pride
and self-preservation, but as she got older that conditioning along with other needs and insecurities
had influenced her and trusting a man enough to drop her guard and make love had proved to be
even more of a challenge for Belle.

Cristo settled a business card into her limp hand and she stared down at it blankly.
‘My private cell number. Let me know by seven this evening, bellezza mia,’ he instructed with

unblemished cool. ‘That way I can make an immediate start on the arrangements.’
CHAPTER FIVE
‘DON’T DO THIS...don’t do this...’ Isa’s constant refrain was still sounding like a death knell

in Belle’s ears as she climbed out of the car Cristo had sent to collect her and mounted the steps that
led up into the chapel of St Jude’s. She was wearing an elegant but rather plain vintage dress with a
boat-shaped lace neckline. It was her late mother’s wedding gown.

The symbolism of that gesture had appealed to her and in the three weeks that had passed since
she last saw Cristo she’d had the dress lengthened to suit her greater height. Mary might never have
got her Ravelli to the altar but her daughter was succeeding where she had failed, Belle could not
help reflecting with guilty satisfaction. She knew it wasn’t right to feel that way because Cristo was
not Gaetano and he had not committed his father’s sins but she couldn’t help it. She was the talk
of the neighbourhood, for nobody was quite sure how she had hooked a husband who had only set
foot in Ireland for the first time less than a month ago. Indeed there was a crowd of well-wishers
waiting outside the old church, quietly ignoring Cristo’s request that the wedding be regarded as a
private affair.

Of course, Cristo definitely knew how to garner support and respect in the locals, Belle
conceded ruefully. He had decided not to sell Mayhill but to instead gift the historic house to the
village as a community centre and endow it for the future. Money talked, money certainly talked very
loudly in an area where incomes were low and jobs were few. Mayhill would put the village on the
map by becoming a tourist attraction and its maintenance and the business prospects it would provide
would offer many employment opportunities. And naturally, it was tacitly and silently understood
by the recipients of Cristo’s extraordinary largesse that his father’s affair with Mary Brophy and the
birth of their children were matters to be buried in the darkest, deepest closet never to see the light
of day again.

Her sisters, thirteen-year-old Donetta and eight-year-old Lucia, were beaming at her from a
front pew. Her brothers Bruno, Pietro and little Franco were beside them. Bruno was frowning, too
intelligent to be fooled by the surface show and still suspicious of what was happening to his family.

‘Do you really want to marry Gaetano’s son?’ Bruno had demanded the night before when he
had returned from school with Donetta, both teenagers granted special leave for the occasion of their
sister’s wedding.

‘It was love at first sight,’ Belle had lied, determined to remove the lines of concern from his
brow and the too anxious look from his sensitive gaze. ‘And how can you ask me that?’

‘I’m not saying I don’t believe you...but it seems very convenient in the circumstances. I mean,
here we are, broke, virtually homeless and sinking fast and along comes Cristo Ravelli in the rescue
boat and suddenly our every dream is coming true,’ Bruno had recited thinly. ‘It doesn’t feel real to
me—it’s too good to be true. How did you finally bury the hatchet?’

‘What hatchet?’
‘You grew up hating the Ravelli family and now all of a sudden you’re marrying one of them?’
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‘He’s your brother,’ Belle had reminded the teenager stubbornly.
‘He’s a super-rich banker and as sharp as a whip. It’s you I’m concerned about. What do you

know about being married to a guy like that?’ Bruno had asked worriedly. ‘He lives in a different
world.’

But right now, Cristo was in Belle’s world, she savoured helplessly, finally allowing herself to
look at the tall, well-built male waiting for her at the altar. Not an iota of the traditional bridegroom’s
nervous tension showed on his lean, darkly handsome features. In fact he might just have been an
attendant at someone else’s wedding for all the awareness he was showing. Unconsciously, Belle’s
chin lifted as if she had been challenged; her heart was pounding fast as a hammer blow behind her
ribs and her spine was rigid with all the tension he lacked. After all, she had barely slept since texting
him a single word, ‘Yes’, on the day he had proposed to her on the beach.

Accepting had taken a massive amount of courage and she had garnered that courage only by
focusing on the advantages of marrying Cristo Ravelli and suppressing all awareness of the downsides.
Her family would finally be safe, absolutely safe and secure and that was the bottom line and the only
important thing she should concentrate on. What it cost her personally wasn’t important and couldn’t
be weighed on the scale of such things.

After all, she had never been in love and was even more certain that she didn’t want to fall in
love with anyone. Her memories of her mother’s unhappiness during Gaetano’s long absences were
still fresh as a daisy. Mary had only really come alive when Gaetano was around. Every time he
departed it had broken Mary’s heart afresh and he would leave her pining and lifeless with only the
occasional brief phone call to anticipate while she counted the weeks and days until his next visit.
Belle had kept one of those painstakingly numbered calendars as a reminder of what such unstinting,
unhesitating love, loyalty and devotion could do to wreck a woman’s life. Mary had lived for Gaetano.
Belle only wanted to live for her family and ensure that they enjoyed a much happier and more stable
childhood than she had received.

Isa was staying on in the Lodge for the summer and had insisted that Bruno, Donetta and the
twins stay on there with her, leaving only Franco to stay with Belle because her little brother was too
attached to her to be separated from her for weeks on end. ‘You get your marriage sorted out before
you uproot the kids to London and new schools and all the rest of it,’ her grandmother had told her
bluntly. ‘You know I don’t approve of what you’re doing and if there’s a risk that this marriage will
only last as long as it takes you to come to your senses, you shouldn’t drag the children into it with you.’

Belle had argued until she was finally forced to acknowledge that the older woman was talking
good sense. Of course there was a chance that she and Cristo wouldn’t make a go of their ‘practical’
marriage. She would have to make a success of their relationship before she could risk disrupting the
children’s lives and bringing them to London to live on a permanent basis. That was a pretty tall order
when she had, more or less, agreed to marry a complete stranger.

Thinking along those lines, Belle decided she had to have been insane to say yes with so little
thought. It was not that she had not thought about things, simply that she had avoided considering the
negative aspects. Going to bed with Cristo had to be one of the more intimidating negative aspects,
she conceded, turning hot and cold at the very thought of it, but just living with Cristo, indeed with
any man, would surely be the ultimate challenge.

Wintry dark eyes slashed with gold by the sunlight piercing the stained-glass window behind
him, Cristo watched his bride approach. She looked absolutely amazing in white, red gold curls
tumbling round her narrow shoulders, her bright head crowned by a simple seed-pearl coronet. Lust
engulfed Cristo in a drowning wave and his wide, sensual mouth compressed hard. Maledizione! He
was convinced that he had never wanted a woman as much before yet he was equally convinced that
she would ultimately prove as disappointing as her predecessors. Of course she would, he reflected
impatiently, being no fan of optimism or fairy stories. But at least he already knew the worst of her,
which was that she was a virtual blackmailer, a gold-digger and a social climber. Better the devil you
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know than the one you don’t, he conceded sardonically and he was exceptionally well versed on the
habits and needs of mercenary women.

Her hand trembled in his when he slid on the wedding ring. A nice touch, he thought cynically,
a bridal display of nerves and modesty and utterly wasted on Cristo, who was the last man alive likely
to be impressed or taken in by such pretences. He was gaining a very beautiful and desirable wife, he
reminded himself doggedly, and putting a lid on the threat of an unsavoury scandal. Even his brothers
didn’t know what he was doing, for the last thing he would have risked was bringing either of them
to the scene of Gaetano’s reckless shenanigans in this little Irish village.

Cristo pretty much ignored Belle on the short drive back to the Lodge, where a small catered
buffet and drinks had been laid on for the family and the few friends invited. It had not escaped Belle’s
notice that Cristo had not invited a single person and it bothered her, making her wonder if he was
ashamed of her and her humble background and lack of designer polish.

Bruno walked up to Cristo in the hall. ‘Could we have a word?’ he asked, youthful face taut
and pale.

Bruno was the living image of Zarif as a teenager and that likeness had unsettled Cristo at their
first brief and awkward meeting the evening before. It seemed that Gaetano had stamped the Ravelli
genes very firmly on all his offspring.

‘Is there a problem?’ Cristo enquired, a fine ebony brow lifting.
The teenager backed into the small space at the foot of the stairs and said gruffly, ‘If you hurt

my sister like your father hurt my mother, I swear I’ll kill you.’
Cristo almost laughed but a stray shard of compassion squashed his amusement when he

recalled his own turbulent teenaged years. In any case the warning had all the hallmarks of a prepared
speech and, having delivered it, Bruno was backing off fast, troubled brown eyes nervously pinned to
Cristo as though he was expecting an immediate physical attack. Before the boy could leave, Christo
called him back.

‘We’re family now and I’m not like my father in any way,’ Cristo responded very quietly to the
teenager. ‘I have no desire to hurt any woman.’

From a tactful distance, Belle absorbed that little interplay. Although she hadn’t heard the
conversation, she suspected that Bruno had probably been very rude in his outspoken need to protect
her and she recognised with a sense of unfamiliar warmth that Cristo had handled her kid brother
with surprising sympathy. Their kid brother, she mentally corrected, yet there it was—Cristo might
not be ready yet to acknowledge that blood tie, but he had restrained both his cutting tongue and his
temper when he dealt with Bruno and she was grateful for his kindness.

As Bruno moved hurriedly away, his goal evidently accomplished, Cristo studied the slim dark
man whose eyes were welded to Belle’s vibrant face as she talked to her grandmother’s friends. Cristo
stiffened, aggression powering through him as he recognised the son of the land agent, Petrie. Petrie’s
son, Mark, was attracted to his wife. His wife. The shock of that designation ricocheted through
Cristo as well and he suppressed his awareness of both strange reactions. He concentrated on Belle
instead and watched when she fell still the instant she saw him looking at her, enabling him to clearly
see her sudden tension and insecurity.

The golden power of Cristo’s gaze was almost mesmeric in its intensity and Belle gulped down
the rest of the wine in her glass.

‘Eat something,’ Isa instructed. ‘You didn’t have any breakfast.’
Belle accepted the sandwich extended for the sake of peace, for although her tummy felt hollow

it had nothing to do with hunger. ‘I’ll go and get changed,’ she said uneasily, ruffling Franco’s curly
head where he stood by her side.

Cristo was still in the hall, detached from the small crowd by a barrier of reserve that chilled her.
‘He’s not very friendly, is he?’ her sister Donetta whispered in her ear.
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Belle forced a smile, cursing Cristo’s detachment and his clear reluctance to use the opportunity
to get to know his younger siblings. ‘He’s just shy.’

‘Shy?’ Donetta gasped in surprise.
‘Very shy,’ Belle lied, wanting to lay the teenager’s concerns to rest. ‘It’ll be different when he

gets to know all of you properly.’
And the burden of ensuring that it would be different was on her shoulders, Belle acknowledged

apprehensively, registering what a challenge she had set herself. Cristo had been raised an only child
and a family the size of hers had to be a shock to his reticent nature. Franco was tugging at his jacket,
looking up at Cristo with adoring brown eyes, and Cristo was at least tolerating the child, she reasoned
ruefully, wondering if that was the most she could hope for from him when it came to the children.
And her? Would he only be tolerating her as well? A shiver of distaste at that image ran down her
back until she was warmed by the recollection of his considered response to Bruno.

‘Where are you going?’ Cristo enquired when she brushed past him to head for the stairs.
‘I’m getting changed...for the flight you mentioned,’ she extended awkwardly, lashes screening

her strained green eyes.
He was her husband, for goodness’ sake, and he had decreed that they would be flying out of

Ireland within hours of the ceremony. She had thought about arguing but then had seen no point in
trying to put off the inevitable. She had given up her life to enter his and leaving home was the first
step in that process.

‘No. I like the dress. Don’t take it off.’
Thoroughly taken aback by the command, Belle glanced up at him in astonishment at the

request. ‘I can’t trudge through an airport dressed like this.’
‘I have a private jet and we won’t be trudging anywhere. Don’t take the dress off, bellezza mia,’

Cristo instructed sibilantly, a strong dark forefinger curling below her chin to lift it so that she collided
with smouldering golden eyes. ‘I want to be the one who takes it off.’

Face burning, breath coming in tortured bursts, Belle fled upstairs, barely able to credit that
he had said that to her. She had read about male fantasies and he had just told her his with a lack of
embarrassment that made her all the more conscious of her own ignorance. He was already fantasising
about removing her bridal gown. It was a useful message as to what went on in Cristo’s arrogant head.
While she was worrying about him getting to know and like their brothers and sisters he was thinking
about sex. Was that all their marriage meant to him? Sex and the threat of a big scandal removed?

And if it was, what on earth could she do about it? All her gran’s warnings and dire predictions
came crashing down on her at once. What if he was cruel? Unfaithful? Belle swallowed hard,
mastering her tumultuous emotions. You made your bed, now you have to lie on it...literally, she told
herself sternly as she checked that she had packed the most essential things for herself and Franco.

* * *
Franco cried and begged to get out of his car seat all the way to the airport. Aware of the

irritation Cristo couldn’t hide and with her own spirits low at having left home and everything and
almost everyone familiar behind her for goodness knew how long, Belle tried to distract the child.

‘Why did your mother have so many children with my father?’ Cristo asked suddenly.
‘She always wanted a big family and I think the kids were her compensation for not seeing

much of your father,’ Belle opined and then, hesitating, added, ‘Gaetano wanted nothing to do with
them though. When he was here they went to stay with Isa and maybe only saw him once for about
ten minutes and it would be very strained. He just wasn’t interested.’

‘He was the same with me and my brothers.’
‘I hated him!’ Belle admitted in a driven undertone. ‘I felt guilty about that when he was killed

in the crash.’
‘You shouldn’t, cara,’ Cristo parried. ‘He was a very selfish man, who lived only for his pleasure

and his profit. Nothing else mattered to him.’
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Belle settled into her seat on Cristo’s opulent private jet. Franco was in the sleeping
compartment and, once she had settled her little brother down for his nap, Cristo had informed her
that he had hired a nanny for the child, who would be waiting when they reached their destination.

‘Which...is?’
‘Italy. I’m taking you to my home in Italy.’
‘Venice...we’re going to Venice?’ Belle carolled in sudden excitement.
‘No, that is where my mother and stepfather live. I inherited a house in Umbria, which has

belonged to my mother’s family for generations. Sorry, it’s not Venice,’ Cristo quipped.
‘Won’t your mother be upset that she wasn’t at your wedding?’ Belle prompted, shooting him

a look of wide-eyed curiosity.
‘I doubt it. Anything that reminds Giulia of Gaetano puts her in a very bad mood,’ Cristo

admitted, compressing his lips. ‘She never recovered from what he put her through. You couldn’t be
in her company for five minutes before she told you that he stole the best years of her life, robbed
her blind and slept with—among others—her best friend and her maid.’

‘Good grief...’ Belle breathed, reeling from that blunt admission.
During the flight, even with his laptop open in front of him, Cristo found his attention

continually straying from the financial report he was checking. He studied Belle’s delicate profile from
below his dense lashes, marvelling at the display of innocence and vulnerability that she continued to
exude. Was he supposed to be impressed? Did he strike her as that stupid? After all, Mary Brophy’s
daughter was considerably shrewder than her mother had ever been because she had not hesitated
to use Gaetano’s children as a weapon to enrich herself. But his awareness of that aspect of her less
than stellar character faded whenever Cristo looked at her, appreciating the vibrancy of her Titian
curls against her porcelain-pale skin, the clarity of her beautiful green eyes, the feminine elegance of
the fingers and unpainted nails adorning the slim hands that held a magazine. She always looked so
amazingly natural, he registered, black brows drawing together in a bemused frown as he questioned
the depth of his fascination and hurriedly returned to his financial report, trying and singularly failing
to rustle up an immediate image of Betsy’s face.

The nanny, Teresa, a middle-aged woman with a warm smile, greeted them at the airport and
gathered up Franco with enough appreciation to persuade Belle that her little brother would enjoy
the best of attention. Though quite what Cristo expected her to do with her time while someone else
looked after Franco, she had no idea. After driving through miles of extensively cultivated agricultural
land the sun was going down fast when the limousine began to climb mountain roads with hairpin
bends that soon slowed the speed of their passage.

‘It feels as if we’re travelling to the end of the world,’ Belle commented.
‘As far as my mother was concerned, the Palazzo Maddalena, named for one of her ancestors,

might as well have been. It was never her style.’
And as the car travelled slowly towards to the massive stone building presiding over the hill

tops, Belle knew it wasn’t her style either and her heart and her courage sank to their lowest ever level.
For the first time it really hit her exactly what marrying Cristo entailed and the little girl whose earliest
home had been a tiny house was ready to surface again because the adult woman was overpowered
by the sheer size and grandeur of the property confronting her. Ancient mellowed stone encased
the three-storeys-tall palazzo, which had graceful wings spreading to either side. Elaborate terraced
gardens in an ornamental pattern spread down the hill in front of it and behind the solid bulk of the
building loomed the imposing snow-capped tops of the Sibillini mountain range.

As pale as a newly created ghost, Belle climbed out of the car, her lovely face frozen and
expressionless, her wedding gown glimmering eerily in the twilight. Cristo surveyed her with a level
of satisfaction that disconcerted him. His wife, his home where he was free to be himself. Her tension,
though, was not a surprise because Cristo was convinced he knew precisely why Belle would have
preferred Venice. What was the point of marrying a billionaire if she couldn’t enjoy the expected
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rich advantages that came with the wedding ring? In Venice she could have partied with his mother’s
wealthy and famous friends and shopped in expensive boutiques and jewellery stores. An ancestral
palazzo in the mountains was no fair exchange.

‘It’s a great place for a honeymoon,’ Cristo informed her with something that just might have
been amusement glimmering in his keen gaze.

A honeymoon? Well, she was married. But why was he laughing at her? Did he also see the
ludicrous gulf between a boy raised in a gilded Venetian palace and the housekeeper’s daughter?
How could he fail to? A tide of self-conscious colour washed Belle’s complexion as they entered
the enormous palazzo. She knew time was running out. They had dined on the plane, so not even
the need to eat could be stretched out to lengthen the evening ahead. For goodness’ sake, she urged
herself, lighten up, wise up. This was the deal; this was the agreement that would ensure her siblings
received everything that should have been theirs from birth. They would grow up secure and safe as
Ravellis and nobody would have an excuse to mock them or sneer at them. They would have the best
of educations and opportunities to equip them to enter adult life. They would never have to worry
about where their next meal was coming from. As she listed the countless benefits of having married
Cristo Ravelli, Belle’s breathing slowly steadied and she steeled her spine.

Franco clutched at her dress as they mounted the stairs and the manservant who had let them in
showed them first to a nursery suite where the nanny tried to detach Franco from Belle. But Franco
didn’t like strange places and he started to sob and clutch at his sister and it took Cristo to detach
him from her.

‘Kiss-do,’ Franco warbled mid sob, ready to smile until Cristo handed him over to the nanny,
and then in desperation stretching his arms out to Belle instead.

Belle moved forward to go to Franco but Cristo forestalled her with a hand on her arm. ‘It’s
our wedding night,’ he reminded her drily and the very dryness of his tone disturbed her.

In her opinion only people who loved each other had wedding nights, but that wasn’t what she
had signed up for, she reminded herself squarely as Cristo led the way along the corridor and cast
open a door across yet another landing into a huge bedroom. In spite of her nervousness, the thrill
of desire began to build within her.

Belle’s attention centred on the giant gilded four-poster bed topped with a gilded coronet and
stayed there as if a padlock had snapped her into place. Suddenly she was regretting the innate shyness
and mistrust that had kept her out of other men’s beds. A little sexual experience would have felt
better at that moment when ignorance felt more like a threat.

Cristo closed his arms round her rigid figure from behind and the scent of him engulfed her.
He smelled so good, a citrusy mix of designer cologne and aromatic male that did something strange
to her senses. Her heartbeat kicked up pace as he tugged her hair back from her shoulders and bent
his mouth to her nape. His chest was against her spine and as solid as rock, and lower down against
her bottom she was suddenly startlingly aware that he was aroused and that had the oddest effect on
her. Even as her nervous tension heightened, she couldn’t help being pleased that she could have that
much influence over a male who tended to reveal very little on the surface, and who had stood at the
altar in the chapel as though he were an innocent bystander on the brink of boredom.

‘I love you in that dress, gattina mia,’ he growled against her skin, and buried his mouth there in a
place she hadn’t even known could be sensitive. Every cell in her body pulled taut with anticipation as
he laved her flesh with the tip of his tongue and grazed her with the edges of his teeth in an incredibly
erotic approach she had certainly not expected from Cristo Ravelli. She was already trembling, her
nipples tingling, a sliding sensation of warmth rising between her thighs. A slice of cooler air feathered
her spine and her wedding gown slid down her arms without any warning. A gasp of surprise was
wrenched from her but ten seconds later the dress was pooled round her feet and he was lifting her
out of it.
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He spun her round, swiftly engulfing her hands in his before she could make any move to cover
the lacy bra, knickers and hold-up stockings she wore beneath. Shimmering eyes, dark as Hades,
flared naked gold as they scanned the full curves of her breasts cupped in the bra, sliding down to
her narrow waist and the flare of her hips before seguing down the long, shapely length of her legs.

‘You were definitely worth waiting for,’ Cristo told her with hungry conviction lacing every
syllable. ‘You’re gorgeous, cara.’

Belle sucked in a shaken drag of oxygen and then he kissed her with a heat and strength that
consumed her. He caressed the seam of her lips, parted them, delved deep and sent a shudder of
excitement racing through her that startled her. Yes, as she had noted before, Cristo knew how to
kiss and his mouth on hers was deeply addictive and intoxicating. He teased her with his tongue and
she shivered and dimly recognised that she was being very efficiently seduced by a man she had once
written off as a stuffy banker. Her fingers laced into the thick black hair at the back of his neck and
an appreciative growl escaped low in his throat. Just as quickly she became airborne when he scooped
her up and settled her down on the bed.

Green eyes dazed, Belle stared back at him, nerves beginning to rise again as he undressed,
shedding his tie, his jacket and shoes with a careless haste that flattered her. With his scorching
golden eyes pinned to her as intently as though she were Helen of Troy, she realised that he truly did
appear to find her very attractive, and when he shed his shirt to reveal six-pack abs and a torso straight
out of a male centrefold Belle’s mouth ran dry because for the first time ever she was appreciating
the male body. With his every movement sleek muscles flexed below smooth golden skin. A thin
furrow of dark hair ran from below his navel and disappeared beneath his waistband and then just
as quickly he was skimming off the trousers as well, displaying tight buttocks and a...and a massive
bulge in the front of his boxers.

At that point, all of Belle’s virginal concerns surged to the forefront of her mind. Was he
supposed to be that big? Was that normal? She could hardly ask.

Cristo wondered why she was blushing as red as a tomato. He had never seen anything more
beautiful or more innately satisfying than the sight of her on top of his bed, clad only in delicate lace
lingerie. He tugged off his boxers and left them in a heap, on fire for the climax his body craved.

The full-frontal effect caused Belle to edge back up towards the headboard. He didn’t seem to
have a single inhibition in his entire body. Her lashes lowered to screen her expression, heat and what
she didn’t immediately recognise as hunger snaking through the secret places of her body.

‘You’re very quiet,’ Cristo remarked, tugging her back into the shelter of his arms and reaching
behind her to unhook her bra.

‘And you’re very...single-minded.’ Belle selected the word shakily because she thought he had
a lot in common with a bullet aimed at a target.

‘I’ve had three weeks to think about this moment,’ Cristo growled low in his throat. ‘Three
weeks too long...I wanted you the first moment I saw you.’

‘When you thought I was my mother?’ she parried incredulously.
‘You were crossing the lawn with the dog in tow and looking exactly like yourself,’ Cristo

contradicted, raising almost reverent hands to the spill of pale breasts he had unveiled, long fingers
tracing the underside of the full round swells. ‘You are totally magnificent, cara mia.’

Her breath was feathering in and out of her lungs in insufficient drags while he played with her
straining nipples, teasing and plucking the tender crowns and sending trickles of fire flaming down
into her pelvis. He smoothed his hands down over her quivering frame.

‘Are you cold?’ he asked in surprise.
‘Just a bit nervous,’ she gasped, her voice strangled at source as he rested his palm on her inner

thigh and then hooked a finger below the lace edge of her knickers and stroked so that a current of
pure tingling warmth ran through her veins.
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He tipped up her face with his other hand and burning golden eyes assailed hers. ‘Why would
you be nervous?’

‘I haven’t done this before.’
‘With me,’ he filled in.
‘With anyone!’
Cristo froze in the midst of trailing off her last garment. ‘Are you trying to tell me you’re a

virgin?’
The heat of mortification flushed her fair skin like a flaming tide and she couldn’t find her

voice and was forced to nod affirmation with a jerk of her head.
‘And this is not a tease?’ Cristo prompted. ‘Not a stupid idea to give me what you think could

be a wedding-night fantasy?’
Belle focused on him with disconcerted eyes, striving to imagine how he could even suspect

such a thing.
Cristo collided with those clear green eyes and discarded his plans of a wedding-night sex

marathon. She wouldn’t be able to handle that. A virgin. He was good at reading people. He was
convinced she wasn’t lying and he was shell-shocked because it was not at all what he had expected
from her and he did not know whether he liked the idea or not.

‘No, not a tease, cara,’ Cristo said for himself.
‘You’re disappointed, aren’t you?’ Belle guessed.
‘No, I’m not. You’re my wife,’ Cristo pointed out with a sudden sense of satisfaction that she

would never be able to compare him to another man in bed, never know anything other than what he
showed her. A possessive vibe he didn’t know he had pulsed through him at that awareness.

‘I don’t see what difference that makes. I’m not what you expected,’ Belle protested.
Still taut with arousal, Cristo was tired of talking. He kissed along her delicate jaw bone and

then crushed her generous mouth urgently beneath his, shifting over her to lower his mouth to her
generous breasts and then string a line of kisses down over her straining midriff to the very heart of
her. He eased a finger into her tight channel and she bucked up her hips and he smiled, loving her
responsiveness, parting her thighs for a more intimate caress.

‘No...no,’ she began, trying to move away.
Glancing up to meet dismayed green eyes, Cristo made a soothing sound he was sure he had

never had to make in the bedroom before. ‘Trust me...I’ll take care of you.’
Belle rested her head back against the pillows and closed her eyes tight, trembling with a crazy

mix of mortification laced with tingling sexual awareness and anticipation. He touched her and she
gasped out loud because she was so sensitive there and the more he licked and nibbled and tormented
her, the more frantically excited she became, all control wrested from her, her body moving in a
new feverish rhythm like an instrument being strummed by an expert. Incomprehensible moans and
sounds fell from her lips as she writhed and the unbearable ache at her core rose to a crescendo and
her whole being was straining towards a climax.

And that was when Cristo lifted over her and eased slowly into the slick, wet welcome of her
body. Her eyes flew wide at that shock of sensation, of sudden fullness and stretching inside her.

‘This could hurt,’ he told her gently.
‘I know...’ she said breathlessly. ‘I’m not a baby.’
For the first time in his life Cristo was more concerned about his partner than himself, which

felt strangely alien to him. ‘You’re so tight,’ he bit out, flexing his hips, tipping her up to him for a
deeper connection and then sliding home to the very heart of her, causing a stinging, fleeting pain
that made her grimace.

‘Not too bad,’ she told him shakily. ‘Just do it.’
Just do it? Cristo laughed out loud and grinned down at her preoccupied face. She looked up

at him, rocked by the dark beauty of him at that moment wearing that flashing brilliant smile she
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had never seen before. And then he moved again, sliding back and delving into her again until he was
seated to the hilt and strong sensation was exploding like fireworks inside her. The delicious friction
as his hips pounded against hers and the speed of his breathtaking thrusts consumed her with wild
excitement. It was electrifyingly intense and passionate and so was he, she registered as her body
stiffened and clamped tight around him, and wave after wave of pleasure cascaded through her in a
climax so powerful she felt utterly drained in the aftermath but decidedly floaty and full of well-being.

‘Well, that was definitely worth getting married for, bellezza mia,’ Cristo groaned hoarsely in
her ear. ‘You might be a blackmailer, a gold-digger and a social climber but you’re fabulous in bed.’

Belle’s eyes flew wide in shock and suddenly she was pushing against those brown muscular
shoulders and levering out from underneath him in a rage of disbelief at what he had dared to say
to her.

She slid out of the bed like an electrified eel and raced into the bathroom in search of a weapon
of mass destruction but there was no club, no gun, no whip, nothing with which to thump him good
and hard as pride demanded she must. In desperation she filled a glass by the sink with water and
stalked back into the bedroom and slung the contents of the glass at him.

Astonished, Cristo sat up dripping in the tumbled bedding, looking extraordinarily and quite
irresistibly handsome with his golden skin and bright eyes and tousled black hair and her awareness
of the fact only inflamed her more. ‘What the hell?’ he demanded, wiping away the water dripping
from his face.

‘Don’t you dare speak to me like that, you pig!’ his bride screeched at him like a harpy from
his worst nightmares.

‘Speak to you...?’ For a split second, Cristo frowned. ‘Oh...didn’t you like me being honest?’
‘I am not a blackmailer, a gold-digger or a social climber!’ Belle fired at him furiously. ‘How

dare you accuse me of those things?’
Cristo shot her a derisive look. ‘I hate drama queens.’
‘You think I care about that? You think I’m ever going to get into that bed again with you after

what you called me and the way you spoke to me?’ Belle screamed across the depth of the bedroom,
so outraged she could barely frame the words.

Cristo lounged back against the banked pillows looking remarkably unconcerned by that threat.
‘I think you will because if you don’t, I’ll be asking for a divorce,’ he spelt out without hesitation.

‘Right then...I want a divorce!’ Belle spat at him before flouncing back into the bathroom and
locking shut the door with a loud click.

Well, didn’t you handle that well? Cristo reflected, very much in shock himself at what he had
divulged to her of his opinions. After all, it wasn’t as though such frankness came naturally to him. In
fact, Cristo, a man of few words, invariably kept his convictions to himself, but somehow something
about that fantastic sex had clashed with his opinion of her inside his head and he had found himself
delivering judgement there and then. Had he wanted her to know what he thought of her? he queried
with a bemused frown. Had he wanted her to prove him wrong or endeavour to develop her character
into something more acceptable to him? And why was he even thinking along such lines? He had
meant every word he said and he wasn’t taking it back or apologising for telling the truth as he saw it.

CHAPTER SIX
ALMOST TWO HOURS later, Cristo scrutinised the empty four-poster bed as if further

attention might magically conjure Belle up from below the tossed bedding. His even white teeth
clenched so hard his jaw ached. He had gone for a shower in another room, giving her time to settle
down, but Belle being Belle, both impulsive and tempestuous, had evidently emerged from the sit-in
in the bathroom to take off instead. But to where? It was eleven at night and the palazzo lay several
kilometres from the main road.

Cristo expelled his breath with an audible hiss. He had screwed up, screwed up spectacularly
and for a reserved and clever male, who rarely ever miscalculated with women, that was a bitter and
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maddening acknowledgement. Why had he told her what he thought of her and in such terms? That
he couldn’t answer his own question only made him more angry and unsettled by the experience. It
was their wedding night and his bride had run away, not what anyone would call a promising start
and for Cristo, who was an irretrievable perfectionist, it was a slap in the face and an unwelcome
reminder that he was only human and that humans made mistakes.

At the bottom of the terraced gardens, Belle swung her legs up on her stone bench, striving for
a comfort that was unattainable on such an unyielding surface. Unfortunately she could not think of
anywhere else to go, certainly not back to the grand building on the top of the hill with its vast and
intimidating heavily furnished rooms where she felt like an old-style kitchen maid roaming illicitly
from her proper place in the servant’s quarters. Oh, Gran, why didn’t I listen to you? Belle was
thinking with feverish regret and an intense sense of self-loathing.

She had married a man who clearly despised her. And worst of all, she had slept with him, which
just then felt like the biggest self-betrayal of all. Tears dripped silently down Belle’s quivering cheeks
because she had never felt so alone and out of her depth in her life, at least not since the teenaged years
when she had been horrendously bullied. Now she felt trapped, trapped by the marriage, trapped by
the promises she had made to her siblings about the wonderful new life ahead of them all. She couldn’t
just walk away; it wasn’t that simple. Telling him she wanted a divorce had been sheer bravado and
he had probably recognised it as such.

Cristo Ravelli. He got to her as no other man ever had, rousing feelings and thoughts and
reactions she couldn’t control. She had become infatuated with him, she decided, mentally and
physically infatuated and, as a result, she had acted every bit as foolishly with him as her late mother
had once behaved with Gaetano, unable to keep her distance and failing to count the costs of the
relationship. How was she supposed to handle Cristo? He was streets ahead of her in the sophistication
stakes. He was a Ravelli, taught from birth that he was a superior being. She hugged her knees,
rocking her hips against the hard stone beneath her in an unconscious self-soothing motion, her
fingers clenching convulsively together as she fiercely blinked back tears.

Well, the infatuation was dead now. He had killed it stone dead. She hated him, absolutely
hated him for what he had said within moments of using her body for his pleasure. All right, she
reasoned guiltily with herself, it had been her pleasure as well. She couldn’t pretend to have been an
unwilling partner in what had transpired, but then she had not been prepared for that level of passion
or pleasure. She had dimly imagined that something much less exciting awaited them in the bedroom.

Mercifully it was a clear night, Cristo conceded grudgingly, tramping down the multitude of
steps that featured in the gardens. He was in a filthy mood. Telling Umberto, who ran the palazzo,
that his bride was missing had embarrassed him and very little, if anything, embarrassed Cristo. But
if he couldn’t find Belle, he knew that calling the police in would be considerably more embarrassing.
He didn’t know what he was going to say to her if he did find her either. Was he supposed to lie and
pretend he hadn’t meant his indictment? Apologise for speaking the truth? He was damned if he was
going to apologise when she was forcing him to tramp all over his extensive property in search of her
in the middle of the night. Dio mio! Obviously he was worried about her. Suppose she had come down
here in the dark and she had fallen? Hitched a lift out on the country road from some cruising rapist or
pervert? Her temper might make her do something self-destructive or dangerous, he reasoned grimly.
Cristo’s imagination was suddenly travelling in colourful directions it had never gone in before.

And then he heard a noise, the human noise of feet shifting across gravel. ‘Belle?’ he called.
Dismay gripping her at the sound of Cristo’s voice, Belle returned to her stone bench, having

stretched and glued her lips together, but he kept on calling and her silence began to feel childish and
selfish and eventually she parted her lips to shout back. ‘Go away!’

Relief assailed Cristo. She was safe, would no doubt live to fight many another day with him,
a reflection that sent a wash of something oddly like satisfaction through his tall, well-built frame.
He followed the voice to its most likely source: the garden pavilion at the very foot of the garden,
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sited beside a craggy seventeenth-century-built rushing stream and waterfall. Rounding a corner on
one of the many paths, he saw her there sitting in darkness, long legs extended in front of her along
a stone bench, eyes reflecting the moonlight.

‘I was worried about you,’ Cristo declared, coming to a halt a couple of feet from the pavilion
steps, intimidatingly tall, outrageously assured. ‘You didn’t answer your cell phone.’

‘I don’t have it with me and I’m sure you weren’t that worried about my welfare,’ Belle remarked
curtly while quietly noting that he looked more amazing than ever when clad in faded jeans and a
casual tee, bare brown feet thrust into leather sandals. ‘Not after the way you spoke to me.’

‘It was the wrong place, wrong time,’ Cristo admitted, mounting the steps to lift the lighter from
its hook on the wall and ignite the fat pillar candle in the centre of the stone table.

Not even slightly soothed by that comeback, Belle tilted her chin as the candle flame illuminated
his darkly handsome features while he looked down at her from the opposite side of the table. ‘But
it was obviously what you thought...blackmail?’

‘I did tell you that other people could be seriously embarrassed by you taking such a story to
court on your siblings’ behalf,’ Cristo reminded her stubbornly. ‘You told me you didn’t care.’

Your siblings, not his as well, she noted in exasperation, since he was clearly still set on denying
that blood tie. ‘Why should I have? Neither you nor your brothers care about them.’

‘Neither Nik nor Zarif even know of your siblings’ existence as yet,’ Cristo pointed out. ‘Nik’s
not into children though. For Zarif, however, the news that throughout the whole of his parents’
marriage Gaetano was sleeping with another woman and having a tribe of children with her would
be deeply destructive and damaging. He’s the new King of Vashir.’

Belle rolled her eyes, unimpressed or, at least, trying to seem unimpressed. ‘I know that.’
‘Vashir is a very devout and conservative society and Gaetano’s behaviour would cause a huge

scandal there, which would engulf Zarif’s image in Gaetano’s sleaze. Every ruler has opponents and
it would be used against him to remind people that his father was a foreigner with a sordid irreligious
lifestyle. He doesn’t deserve that. Like all of us, he paid the price of having Gaetano as a father while
he was still a child,’ Cristo informed her grimly. ‘I offered to marry you and adopt those children to
prevent that from happening.’

‘But you didn’t tell me that, so you can hardly expect me to be sympathetic now,’ Belle told him
roundly. ‘It’s not only a little late in the day to start calling me a blackmailer, it’s also darned unfair
when you never gave me those facts in the first place!’

At that spirited retort, Cristo gritted his teeth again in smouldering silence.
‘I did not blackmail you!’ Belle exclaimed, sliding off the bench to stand up and walk down the

steps before turning back to face him while his attention lingered on her slender leggy proportions in
the denim shorts and camisole she wore. ‘Evidently my plans to go to court on the children’s behalf
put you between a rock and a hard place but you made the decision to propose marriage!’

Lean, strong features set in forbidding lines in the shadowy candlelight, Cristo stared broodingly
back at her. ‘I did but even now I know that your plans to have your day in court would have damaged
those children more than you can possibly appreciate.’

‘You don’t know what you’re talking about!’
‘I know exactly what I’m talking about—in fact nobody knows better!’ Cristo parried with

unexpected rawness, his dark eyes glittering like stars. ‘Gaetano trailed my mother through court in
a supposed attempt to gain custody of me when I was a child. Of course what he really wanted was
a bigger payoff from the divorce. He didn’t want me; he never wanted me. All the dirty secrets of
my parents’ marriage were trailed out in court and made headlines across Europe and you can still
read about it online if you know where to look. Do you really think those children would thank you
either now or years from now for seeing their parents’ less than stellar private life splashed across
the tabloids and the net?’
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That angle hadn’t occurred to Belle and she gulped. ‘Naturally I didn’t want your charity when
the children were legally entitled to a share in their own name.’

‘It wouldn’t have been charity.’
‘No, but you would’ve been buying my silence and theirs!’ she lashed back at him angrily. ‘I

watched what you did with Mayhill—all aboard the Ravelli gravy train to keep everyone quiet about
Gaetano, Mary and their kids.’

‘Didn’t you climb aboard the same train with a wedding ring?’ Cristo taunted with sizzling
derision.

‘No, I darned well didn’t!’ Belle hurled back, temper leaping up in a surge of inner flame.
‘Because no matter what you think I’m not a gold-digger or a social climber! I married you for the
sake of my brothers and sisters, so that they would never have to go through what Bruno and I went
through!’

‘What did you go through?’ Cristo demanded with galling impatience.
‘When Mum started the affair with Gaetano and then later when she gave birth to Bruno, I

think people were inclined to turn a blind eye to it all because everybody knew she’d had a rough time
with my father until he died.’ Belle breathed in deep, angry pain and mortification coursing through
her slender length. ‘Back then the locals felt sorry for her—my father was an abusive drunk.’

‘And then?’ Cristo’s attention was locked to her beautiful face and the glistening lucidity of
her wide green eyes.

‘And then it went sour for all of us because Mum continued the affair with Gaetano and went
on having children. Everyone knew Gaetano had a wife abroad. They decided Mum was shameless
and bold and stopped talking to her, wouldn’t even serve her in some village shops,’ Belle recounted
unhappily. ‘But she lived in the Lodge outside the village and shopped elsewhere so the hostility didn’t
really touch her...but I went to local schools with the children of those judgemental parents...’

Her voice momentarily ran out of steam and then picked up again as she shared a memory, a
haunted look on her face as if she had drifted mental miles away, and in a way she had because she
was back there, walking into a classroom as a vulnerable adolescent, being called a slut by a bunch of
girls because everyone knew her mother was a woman who had just given birth to two more children
by her married lover. Nobody had intervened when she was bullied because it was widely known and
accepted that Mary Brophy was a wicked woman raising her children in a degenerate home where
the most basic rules of morality and decency were being broken on a regular basis.

‘I never had any friends apart from Mark,’ she admitted curtly. ‘The other mothers wouldn’t let
their daughters mix with me or come to my house. It got worse as I got older because then I had the
boys calling me names as well and making approaches...well, you can imagine the approaches.’

Cristo, raised from an early age in a city that bred anonymity, was genuinely taken aback by
what she was telling him. He’d had no suspicion of the moral rectitude in a small rural community
where those who dared to defy public opinion and break the rules could be punished by exclusion
and enmity.

‘I didn’t want my sisters or my brothers to go through that.’
‘Obviously not, cara,’ Cristo murmured ruefully, suddenly grasping one very good reason why

his bride had been inexperienced because she had naturally been denied that outlet as a teenager and
young woman when to give way to the desire to experiment could have surely seen her labelled as
having followed in her mother’s footsteps. ‘And Bruno?’

‘I’ll tell you about that some other time but he was bullied as well. That’s why he and Donetta
were sent to boarding school in the first place.’

‘Are you coming back up to the house?’ Cristo enquired in the dragging silence that had fallen.
‘It is two o’clock in the morning.’

Belle prayed for calm and restraint as she walked away from the pavilion. ‘You were very
offensive and insulting...and disrespectful too.’
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‘Sì, bellezza mia, but it is possible that complete honesty could be the best way forward in a
marriage such as ours,’ Cristo stated thoughtfully.

Belle mulled that concept over while she mounted yet another endless flight of steps. All the
emotion and activity of the day were suddenly hitting her in one go and exhaustion was weighing her
down. ‘I haven’t forgiven you, though,’ she was quick to tell him, lest he be assuming that the slate
had been wiped clean when it wasn’t.

Having watched her pace flag, Cristo closed an arm round her slender spine to guide her up
the steep incline. ‘That’s okay.’

Cristo felt surprisingly buoyant as he urged her back upstairs to their bedroom. In the light he
could see the marks of tear stains on her face and his conscience pierced his tough hide. She was
so much more emotional than he was and that unnerved him. He would never forget the wounded
expression on her face when she had told him about the bullying she had endured at school. To his
way of thinking, her mother had been every bit as selfish in her own way as his father, he reflected
grimly, but he knew better than to share that thought.

At the same time, he could only be impressed by how very protective Belle was of her brothers
and sisters. He had never known that family intimacy, never appreciated that love could bond a family
so tightly together, and he could not help wondering how different he might have been had he shared
a similar experience. In spite of the misfortunes Gaetano had caused Mary Brophy’s children, they
remained a very closely connected unit.

‘I’m not getting back into the same bed,’ Belle announced one step inside the bedroom door.
Payback time, Cristo acknowledged. ‘I’m not that insensitive. I wasn’t about to make a move

on you.’
Her eyes were prickling with the sudden heat of tears and she held them wide to hold the tears

back. ‘I know, but I still need my own space for a while,’ she said tightly.
Cristo searched the pale, unhappy tightness of her lovely face and compressed his stubborn

mouth, knowing without even thinking about it that he didn’t want her away from him and, even
worse, had a disturbing desire to keep her close. ‘I’d prefer you to stay with me.’

Mere minutes later, having won that last battle, Belle settled heavy as a stone into the
comfortable bed in the room next door and lowered her lashes on her damp eyes. She had wanted to
be with him but had angrily denied herself that choice because common sense had told her it would
be wrong. Wrong to let Cristo think he could do and say as he liked without consequences, wrong
to let him hurt her and then put a brave face on it to the extent that he would think he might as well
do it again. Blackmailer, gold-digger, social climber? Was it even possible for her to disprove such
suspicions? And should she even want to? Did it really matter? After all, theirs was a marriage of
convenience and she simply had to learn to keep a better hold on her emotions and stop looking for
responses she was unlikely to receive. She couldn’t afford to start caring about a male who didn’t
care about her but, regardless of every other factor, she was utterly determined that, at the very least,
Cristo would give her respect.

Cristo lay sleepless in bed and expelled a groan. He knew Belle was treating him just as she
treated Franco with the ‘no means no’ approach and the withdrawal of privileges until better behaviour
was established. In the darkness he suddenly surprised himself when amusement surged over him and
he laughed out loud. She had thrown him a challenge. No woman had ever done that to Cristo before
and it bothered him to appreciate that he actually admired her nerve.

* * *
The next morning, Cristo wakened when something bounced hard on the bed and his eyes flew

wide on the dawn light piercing the curtains.
‘Kiss-do!’ Franco carolled from below his mop of black curls and looked down expectantly at

him. ‘Belle?’
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‘Belle’s asleep,’ Cristo responded, anchoring the sheet more firmly round his naked length as
Franco threw his small solid body at him. ‘Bekfast?’ Franco asked hopefully, leaning over him with
wide eyes.

Wondering where the nanny was, Cristo promised breakfast and Franco beamed. Indeed, Cristo
was startled when his little brother wound his arms round his neck and bestowed a soggy kiss on him.
The toddler accompanied him into the en suite, chattering endlessly but using few recognisable words.
Cristo showered and shaved while Franco played with the contents of the drawers and cupboards and
made an unholy mess. While he got dressed, Franco played under the bed with, ‘Bekfast, Kiss-do?’
a constant refrain to the activity.

Franco closed his hand into Cristo’s as they left the bedroom and the flustered nanny appeared
several doors further down the corridor.

‘I’m so sorry, Mr Ravelli. I’ve been looking everywhere for him. He disappeared while I was
in the bathroom,’ Teresa confided.

‘Relax, I’ll ensure he gets breakfast.’
‘Bekfast,’ Franco repeated urgently, swinging on Cristo’s hand and skipping with excitement.

There was a definite charm to the child’s open-hearted affection and liveliness, Cristo conceded
reluctantly.

In the dining room, Umberto provided an ancient wooden high chair for Franco’s use and
Cristo advised the manservant to see that a new one was purchased with a safety harness because
he was already aware that Franco was an escape artist and guilty of frequently climbing out of his
cot. Whatever Cristo ate, Franco wanted to eat and Cristo was quietly appalled at the mess the child
made. When he threw a piece of tomato, Cristo told him off and Franco burst into floods of tears,
which had to be the exact moment when Belle entered the room.

‘Oh, my goodness, I didn’t know he was with you!’ Belle gasped in dismay.
‘He’s a very determined little character,’ Cristo remarked above the racket Franco was making.

‘I told him off for throwing food.’
‘No hug, then,’ Belle ruled as Franco held out his arms to be comforted. ‘You know you’re not

allowed to throw food.’
Franco sulked when his complaints were ignored and finally started eating again.
Belle grinned across the table at Cristo. ‘Thanks for looking after him.’
The natural glory of her smile took his breath away and his dark eyes narrowed appreciatively.

It was first thing in the morning and as far as he could tell she wasn’t wearing much make-up but
she still looked amazing, her translucent china skin flushed and freckled, green eyes bright, her mane
of hair coiling round her slim shoulders with a life all of its own in every bouncy corkscrew curl of
auburn. ‘He’s my brother as well,’ Cristo murmured wryly. ‘And quite a handful.’

‘Yes, he is...far too much for Isa to cope with at this age.’ Pleased by that long-awaited
concession that Franco was his brother too, Belle stared at Cristo, trying to stop herself from doing it
but quite unable to resist the temptation. Her gaze traced the line of his high-cut cheekbones, perfectly
straight nose and wide shapely mouth. The perfect features of a dark fallen angel, which got to her
every time. A rush of heat tightened her nipples and surged low in her pelvis in a betrayal she could
not squash. She still found him irresistibly attractive, she conceded ruefully.

The thwack-thwack of noisy helicopter rotor blades somewhere nearby made Cristo frown and
spring upright to stride over to the window. Still munching her toast, Belle followed suit. ‘What is it?’

‘I think you’re about to make the acquaintance of one of my brothers,’ Cristo murmured tautly.
‘Nik. Make allowances for him if he’s short with you. He’s going through a tough divorce and it’s
unsettled him.’

‘I’ll just make myself scarce while you catch up with him,’ Belle offered, hastily lifting Franco
out of the elderly high chair.
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‘No, he should meet you now that he’s here, gioia mia,’ Cristo overruled without hesitation.
‘You’re my wife. I’m not ashamed of you, nor am I going to hide you.’

CHAPTER SEVEN
CRISTO STRODE OUTSIDE to greet his brother, Nik. The two men stopped on the terrace

to talk. Belle hovered, hearing an animated exchange between the men in a foreign language. It didn’t
sound like Italian and she wondered if it could be Greek. When she heard the other man expostulate
loudly several times she guessed that Cristo was telling him about her mother and the children and
she winced uncomfortably, feeling agonisingly self-conscious.

Nik Christakis was a big man, even taller than her bridegroom, but he did bear a strong
resemblance to Cristo. Nik frowned across the room at her and his frown only darkened more when
he saw the young child standing by her side.

‘My wife, Belle, and our youngest little brother, Franco,’ Cristo imparted in calm explanation
in response to his brother’s interrogative look. ‘My brother, Nik.’

‘Our?’ Nik queried straight away. ‘The child’s nothing to do with me. Five of them? You would
have to be crazy to take that on, Cristo! Gaetano’s dead and buried. What does it matter what comes
out about him now?’

‘It would matter to Zarif,’ Cristo countered squarely.
‘Like I care about that!’ Nik quipped darkly, digging into an inside pocket on his jacket to

extract a document, which he extended to his brother. ‘Read it and weep. Learn what happens when
you get married without a pre-nup.’

‘We didn’t have a pre-nup,’ Belle remarked awkwardly, uneasy with the tension flowing around
them, and Nik’s reluctance to even acknowledge her, never mind make polite conversation.

Cristo raised his dark gaze slowly from the document to say, ‘I have to admit that I’m surprised.’
‘Are you? Are you still that naïve? Obviously Betsy married me for my money and now she’s

trying to steal half of everything I own!’ Nik declared with raw, unconcealed bitterness.
‘She didn’t marry you for your money,’ Cristo contradicted with quiet assurance. ‘She fell in

love with you.’
‘Don’t be naïve. I give you and your wife and her little bunch of Ravelli by-blows two years at

most before she walks out and tries to take the shirt off your back!’ Nik vented with ringing derision.
Belle flushed and lifted her chin. ‘I wouldn’t do that. Look, I’ll leave you two to talk in private,’

she completed, anchoring Franco’s hand in her own.
As she left she heard Nik Christakis cursing, something that was instantly recognisable in

many languages. She realised that she was very grateful not to be married to a man like that. Nik’s
hard-featured face, cold eyes, not to mention the smouldering bitterness that escaped every time he
mentioned his estranged wife, Betsy, chilled Belle to the marrow. Nik was clearly tough, obstinate,
furiously hostile and, she suspected, the sort of man who would make an implacable enemy, a man
who saw only the worst in anyone who crossed him.

Cristo, she reasoned, was more reasonable, more civilised...wasn’t he? She respected him for
speaking up in defence of his sister-in-law. Furthermore the night before she had been surprised
and reluctantly impressed when Cristo had suggested that complete honesty between them might
well be the way to make their marriage work. That was a rational and mature attitude to take, she
acknowledged thoughtfully. She liked and respected honesty, hated the lies and persuasive pretences
that Gaetano had shamelessly employed to keep her mother content and make his own life smoother.

Two hours later, after Nik had finally departed and a second helicopter had flown in and
deposited its colourful cargo, Cristo went off in search of Belle and found her sitting in the shade of a
tree clutching a book. ‘You own a massive library of books,’ she complained as she heard his approach
and lifted her head, auburn hair gleaming rich as silk in the shadowy light below the overhanging
foliage, ‘but I could only find a couple written in English.’

#uca032b44-5670-52ad-a716-c379e0f219ac
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Cristo swiped the hardback from between her fingers and studied the spine. It was a heavy-
duty tome on the history of his mother’s family, written by one of his ancestors and translated by a
more recent one. ‘I’ll order some English books for you. I’d suggest that you start learning Italian but
it would hardly be worth your while.’

Her bone structure tightened, tension leaping through her as she absorbed that reminder that
their relationship was of a strictly temporary nature. Images of his passionate lovemaking the night
before swam up through her mind and killed every sensible thought stone dead, making concentration
impossible while sending a wave of unwelcome heat travelling through her slender length. Her face
hot, she studied the book fixedly as he returned it to her with an elegant gesture of one long-fingered
hand. Last night those hands had touched her with breathtakingly erotic expertise and had extracted
more pleasure from her weak body than she had known it was capable of experiencing. His complete
poise in the aftermath of their passionate argument the night before, however, set her teeth firmly
on edge. Evidently, as far as he was concerned, everything was done and dusted but Belle still felt
as though her reactions, emotions and even her thoughts were whirling around in a maelstrom and
out of her control.

‘Were you looking for me?’ she asked curiously.
‘Yes, cara. It’s time for you to enjoy your wedding present.’
‘Wedding present?’ Belle parroted as she rose slowly to her feet in discomfiture. ‘What on earth

are you talking about?’
‘Wedding presents go with the territory of getting married,’ Cristo fielded smoothly, a lean

hand settling to the base of her spine to steer her back in the direction of the villa.
‘But not between us, not in our sort of marriage,’ she parried with spirit.
‘I promised to treat you as my wife and that is what I am trying to do.’
‘So...’ Belle murmured tightly in the echoing hall. ‘This present...?’
‘It’s waiting for you in the ballroom,’ Cristo informed her, nodding to Umberto to open the

double doors.
Belle crossed the hall slowly, peering into the vast room to focus in astonishment on the catwalk

now dissecting it. ‘My goodness, what the heck—?’ she began in confusion.
‘Every woman wants a new wardrobe. I arranged to have a selection flown in along with the

models to show the clothing off. All you have to do is choose what you want to wear.’
Every woman wants a new wardrobe? Most social climbing, gold-digging women would

certainly fall into that category, Belle reflected with a helpless little moue of distaste that he should
have assumed that she was that sort of a woman. But he hadn’t given her a choice. This was what
Cristo thought she wanted and, it seemed, he was happy to deliver on that score and it would be
needlessly confrontational for her to deny him the opportunity. One step into the ballroom she was
introduced to Olivia, who whisked a tape measure over her with startling speed and efficiency and
announced that any garments she selected would be delivered sized to fit by lunchtime the next day.

Funky music kicked off in the background as Olivia took one of three comfortable seats
awaiting them while urging Belle to define what Olivia described as ‘her personal style’. Belle had
to hinge her jaw closed at the question because she had no idea how to answer it. In any case Olivia
had already embarked on a commentary on the first outfit while a brunette model wearing something
floaty, purple and weirdly shaped like a lampshade strolled down the catwalk towards them. As a very
tall blonde with a shock of almost-white chopped hair appeared in swimwear Olivia endeavoured to
determine Belle’s fashion preferences. But Belle had never had the budget to develop a taste for luxury.
As a student, she had worn jeans in winter and shorts in summer with only the occasional cheap skirt
or dress purchased for nights out. Money had always been in short supply in her life, clothing generally
purchased from her part-time earnings as a bartender, and she had only ever shopped in chain stores.

‘Don’t you like any of it?’ Cristo prompted, shooting his bride a questioning glance from his
brooding dark eyes when she remained awkwardly silent.
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As she connected with his stunning eyes her heart flipped inside her chest and turned a
somersault. ‘It’s a bit overwhelming...all this,’ she admitted breathlessly.

‘Then I’ll choose for you.’
And what Cristo chose was highly informative and Belle almost burst out laughing, for without

fail every short skirt, backless gown and low neckline received Cristo’s unqualified and enthusiastic
vote of approval. On that score he was very predictable, very male and reassuringly human. Amused
by the very basic male he was revealing beneath the sophisticated façade, Belle began to regain her
confidence and started to quietly voice opinions, shying away from the more spectacular garments in
favour of the plainer ones, insisting that she couldn’t possibly wear shocking pink with her hair.

‘I like pink,’ Cristo argued without hesitation. Though as Olivia took up the conversation he
suddenly remembered his feelings of horror at the many shades of pink spun throughout the small
home back in Ireland. But his wife in pink...that was a different matter.

‘There are only certain shades of pink which you should avoid,’ Olivia, ever the highly
accomplished saleswoman, assured her.

At that point the blonde appeared in a ravishing set of ruffled turquoise lingerie and Cristo
sprang upright and actually approached the catwalk. ‘I want that,’ he spelt out without an ounce of
discomfiture in his bearing.

Belle’s cheeks flamed while she noted the manner in which the very leggy blonde was posing
for Cristo like a stripper, loving the attention as her breasts jiggled in the bra with her little dance
movements, and she spun round to display her almost bare bottom taut in panties that were little more
than a thong. Cristo seemed mesmerised by the spectacle, his dark golden eyes veiled, his sinfully
seductive bronzed features taut as if he was struggling to conceal his thoughts.

He was attracted to the blonde, Belle decided with a sinking sick sensation in the pit of her
stomach, and he couldn’t hide the fact.

‘Thank you, Sofia,’ the saleswoman said loudly as she stood up and the music stopped mid-
note, leaving a sudden uncomfortable silence in its wake. Olivia said her goodbyes and took her leave
through the rear door of the ballroom.

‘Well, wasn’t that educational?’ Belle remarked freezingly when Cristo finally wandered back
to her side.

His winged ebony brows drew together in bewilderment. ‘How so?’
Her generous mouth compressed. ‘You fancied the blonde,’ she told him bluntly.
Cristo frowned.
‘Oh, don’t bother denying it. I saw you,’ Belle told him thinly. ‘You couldn’t take your eyes

off her!’
Cristo moved steadily closer in a slow stalking movement that was quite ridiculously sensual.

Belle looked up at him, fearless in her condemnation, and collided with smouldering golden eyes so
intense in focus that she was rocked back on her heels. All the oxygen in the atmosphere seemed to
have dried up and she parted her lips to snatch in air.

‘I have only one point to make. It wasn’t her I was seeing...it was you,’ he spelt out hoarsely, his
brilliant eyes pinned to her with mesmerising force. ‘It was you I was picturing in that get-up.’

Disbelief assailed Belle and she flicked him a scornful upward glance of dismissal. ‘Like I’m
going to believe that with a half-naked beauty cavorting in front of you!’ she derided.

‘Believe...’ Cristo urged in a roughened undertone that vibrated with assurance in the stillness.
‘When I’ve got a real woman like you, why would I want one with fewer curves than a coat hanger?’

Her mouth fell wide at that less than flattering description of the beautiful model. ‘Not your
type?’

‘You’re my type,’ Cristo confided huskily. ‘The erotic image of you bountifully filling those
little blue scraps of nothing turns me on fast and hard.’
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A real woman? Belle almost laughed out loud at that label. After all, the rigorous dieting she had
tried in her teen years had failed to hone an inch off the solid bone structure that gave her defiantly
curvaceous hips and voluptuous breasts. Back then she would have given her right arm to be one of
the more fashionable ‘skinny-minnies’ at school. But she was not fool enough as an adult to instantly
dismiss the idea that some men actually preferred curves to more slender proportions. It simply hadn’t
entered her head before that Cristo might be one of those men.

He brushed a straying curl from her cheek and tucked it behind her ear with a casual intimacy
that unnerved her. It said that he had the right to touch her, a right she had already denied him. An
alarm bell shrieked in her brain, warning her to back off and enforce her boundaries yet again. But
he was close, so temptingly close that she could smell the evocative scent of cologne and masculine
musk that he emanated. He smelt so unbelievably good to her that her senses swam and she felt light-
headed. Her knees wobbled beneath her while warmth snaked down from the breasts straining below
her camisole to the very core of her, leaving her feeling hot and achy and dissatisfied. Even staying
still in that condition was a challenge.

He touched her face, a long tanned forefinger gently tracing the line of her jaw to the cupid’s
bow above her upper lip while a thumb stroked the soft fullness of her lower lip. Belle trembled,
scarcely able to breathe for the rush of excitement that had come out of nowhere at her. Her body
raced up the scale in reaction, temperature rising, heart pounding, pulse hammering. Her lashes
lowered to a languorous half-mast as she gazed up at him in helpless silence, for she had no words to
describe what he was doing to her. He was so beautiful, so devastatingly beautiful that she hadn’t even
blamed the models for concentrating their attention on him while they displayed their wares. Not only
was he the buyer, but also a male so handsome that he made women stare while they struggled to
comprehend what it was about those lean, darkly dazzling features that exercised such sinful power
and magnetism over their sex. Belle didn’t know; she only knew that the minute she stopped looking
at him, she needed to look again. It was a compulsion she couldn’t fight.

‘You can put on that blue set just for me,’ Cristo murmured hungrily, stunning dark eyes flaring
wicked gold at that prospect.

‘In your dreams,’ Belle warned him without hesitation, thinking he would wait a very long time
if he hoped to see her tricked out in provocative underwear for his benefit. Playing the temptress
wasn’t her style and in her opinion he didn’t need the encouragement. That conviction in mind, she
walked into the drawing room, where at least their conversation would be unheard by the staff.

‘Don’t tell me that you don’t have the same dream,’ Cristo chided, shifting in front of her to
clamp his lean hands possessively to her hips.

Belle was about to hit him, push him away, stamp on his foot, loudly lodge a protest to physical
contact of any kind. She really was going to do at least one of those things and then his mouth plunged
down hungrily on hers and her hands spread against the hard, warm contours of his chest and slowly
fisted into the fabric of his shirt as she fought herself and fought the craving he induced.

In that split second between her thinking and acting, his tongue snaked into her mouth to taste
her and she was lost while he nipped and teased at her lips and delved deep. The hot, throbbing
sensation between her legs rose in intensity until she was rocking her hips against his, wanting more,
needing more with an urgency that unnerved her. She could feel the long, hard ridge of his arousal
against her belly and their clothes were an obstruction she couldn’t bear, overwhelming physical
hunger surging through her quivering body with a force she couldn’t withstand.

Cristo lifted his handsome head, eyes hot and bright with sexual heat, black hair tousled by the
fingers she had dug into the luxuriant strands, an edge of colour accentuating his hard cheekbones.
‘Shall we take this upstairs?’ he murmured thickly.

No was on Belle’s lips but yes was in her heart because her body was drenched with treacherous
longing for his. She took in a slow steadying breath and struggled to clear her head, fighting the
wanting clawing at her with all her strength.
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‘I want you...you want me, cara,’ Cristo said drily. ‘What’s the problem? Are you still suspicious
about that model? Do you really think I’d be that crass?’

‘No,’ Belle conceded reluctantly, for she would have used that as an excuse had she been able to
do so. Unfortunately, her brain was in free fall. He had spoken the truth: the attraction between them
was explosive. Furthermore, had he not been strongly attracted to her in the first place, he probably
wouldn’t have offered her marriage. Even so the bond that was being created between them solely on
a physical level was too superficial for her to accept and she wanted more.

Cristo elevated a sleek black brow. ‘Then? Are you still judging me as if I’m my late father?’ he
demanded impatiently. ‘Or is it something in your own past which makes you so suspicious of men?’

Belle stiffened. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about—’
‘I think you do. You watched Gaetano run rings round your mother and hated him for it,’ Cristo

contended. ‘But I’m not him.’
Belle bridled and gritted her teeth. ‘I know that and I didn’t say you were.’
‘Why else would you accuse me of coming on to that model right in front of you?’ Cristo slung

back, tension etched along the hard line of his cheekbones and the angle of his strong jawline. ‘What
sort of a man would behave like that?’

‘I overreacted. I’m sorry.’ Belle turned her vibrant head away, guilt and mortification piercing
her. There was a certain amount of truth to his condemnation. She did distrust men but not all men.
During her years at university she had been hurt by boyfriends who were offended by her refusal to
get straight into bed with them before she even got to know them. The same boys had deceived her
with other girls and let her down but no more so than any of her friends, who had suffered similar
wake-up calls from young men who wanted nothing more lasting from a woman than physical release.

‘If you want this marriage to work, this isn’t the way to go about it,’ Cristo delivered in a
measured undertone.

‘You said honesty was the best policy,’ Belle reminded him, walking away a few steps and then
turning back to face him, her lovely face flushed and tense. ‘Then I’ll be honest. For this to work for
me, I want something more than just sex with you. I want us to get to know each other. You can’t
build a relationship purely on sex.’

‘I’ve never known anything else,’ Cristo growled.
‘Do you have any female friends?’
When he nodded with a faint frown, Belle smiled. ‘Well, then, you have known something else.’
‘Why didn’t you make these demands before you married me?’ Cristo derided.
‘I didn’t think it through until now,’ Belle confided truthfully. ‘I was desperate to make the

children secure and marrying you was the price. I didn’t think beyond that. I didn’t think about how
I would feel...’

Marrying you was the price. Not a statement he had expected to hear from Belle, not one he was
even sure he could believe, Cristo mused grimly, dark eyes shielded by his lush lashes. She wanted
more. Why did women always want more than was on offer? Were they programmed to want more
at birth? All this and five children too, he reflected heavily—had he really thought about what he
was doing either?

The forbidding look tensing his lean, dark features stirred Belle’s conscience. ‘I realise this is
coming out of nowhere at you and you have a right to be irritated.’

‘That’s not quite the word I would’ve chosen,’ Cristo countered curtly.
Belle steeled herself to be more honest than she really wanted to be. ‘I did have thoughts

I shouldn’t have had when I agreed to marry you,’ she admitted gruffly, her pale skin suddenly
blossoming with mortified colour. ‘But none of those thoughts related to personal enrichment or
social advancement.’ Feeling more uncomfortable than ever, she hesitated. ‘Although I wouldn’t go
as far as to say that I had thoughts of getting revenge for what Gaetano put my family through over
the years, I certainly had an inappropriate sense of satisfaction when you offered to marry me and I
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quite deliberately wore my mother’s wedding dress to get married in. I’m ashamed of those feelings
now. After all, it was very unfair that you should have to pay in any way for your father’s mistakes.
But then we’re both doing that now,’ she completed ruefully.

Cristo was violently disconcerted by her complete honesty. He hadn’t expected that, hadn’t
been prepared for her to admit any reactions that might reflect badly on her motivation in marrying
him. Getting a rich and powerful Ravelli to the altar had briefly thrilled her but she had owned up to
it and that impressed a male who was rarely impressed by the women he met.

‘La via dell’inferno è lastricata di buone intenzione...the road to hell is paved with good
intentions,’ Cristo translated sibilantly. ‘Do you ever do anything for the sheer hell of it?’

‘No.’ Belle stiffened as she made that admission. ‘And it doesn’t have to be hell,’ she pointed
out uncomfortably. ‘We can make the best of the situation. You said you wanted to treat me like a
proper wife, wanted to show me respect...’

The reminder hung there like a dark cloud between them, with Cristo finally registering that
his partiality for that lingerie set had evidently caused offence. Last night he had become her first
lover and she had been amazing, he recalled, arousal slivering through him at even the memory. He
was expecting too much too soon and he gritted his perfect white teeth together. ‘I’ll try harder,’ he
told her in a driven undertone.

‘I’ll try too,’ Belle responded with a tentative smile.
But it was too late because Cristo had already turned away and could not have seen her smile,

which had combined both regret at her inability to be the purely sexual object he so clearly wanted her
to be and her hope for a better understanding between them in the future. Spirits low, she went upstairs
to find her little brother and give Teresa a break. Franco’s warm affection and trusting acceptance
that he would be loved back were wonderfully soothing to her troubled state of mind. She played hide
and seek with the little boy and the upper floor rang with laughter and thudding feet.

Umberto paused in Cristo’s office doorway to say warmly, ‘It is a joy to hear a child playing
here again.’

‘There’s another four of them—a boy and a girl of eight and a pair of teenagers,’ Cristo confided,
for he had known the kindly manservant since he was a child.

‘Your late father’s children?’ Umberto prompted.
Cristo’s brows drew together. ‘How did you know?’
‘I heard rumours over the years. My cousin flew Mr Gaetano’s helicopter right up until his

retirement,’ the older man reminded him gently.
‘Let’s hope the rumours stay buried,’ Cristo commented wryly.
‘No one in my family will gossip,’ the older man assured him with pride. ‘But Mr Gaetano had

other staff who may not be so discreet.’
A current of uneasiness assailed Cristo, who had ensured that his father’s surviving employees

were paid off with adequate remuneration for their years of service. Was it possible he had got married
for no good reason? And inexplicably, at that point, he thought of Franco, who demonstrated such a
desperate need for male attention. Franco definitely needed a father figure, Cristo reflected, his stern
mouth softening as the toddler’s gales of laughter echoed down from above.

‘No...no...no, Franco!’ Belle gasped in dismay when she found her little brother picking in
delight through the collection of items lying on the dressing table in Cristo’s bedroom. ‘Don’t touch
those.’

Jingling the car keys still in his hand, Franco dropped the wallet he had been investigating and
it fell to the floor. Belle knelt down to gather up the banknotes that Franco had crumpled, smoothing
them out before returning them to the wallet along with credit cards, a couple of business cards and...a
tiny photograph. Belle lifted the photo and stared down at it in surprise, recognising Nik Christakis’s
estranged wife, Betsy. She was a little blonde sprite of a beauty with delicate features and big blue
eyes. Her brow furrowed. Had the photo fallen out of the wallet or had it just been lying there forgotten
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on the floor? The rug beneath her knees, however, bore the ruffled evidence of recent vacuuming.
So, assuming the photo had been inside Cristo’s wallet, why was her husband carrying round a photo
of his brother’s wife?

And was she even going to ask him why? Belle came out in a cold sweat at the very prospect of
so embarrassing a conversation. After her misjudgement of his behaviour with the model, he would
never believe that she had accidentally seen the photograph. He would think she had been snooping in
his wallet and he would naturally assume that she was one of those madly jealous, distrustful women,
who would always be scheming to check his cell-phone messages and his pockets for evidence of
infidelity. Cringing at that likelihood, Belle slotted the photo back into his wallet and returned it
circumspectly to the dressing table. No, she wasn’t about to ask him any more awkward questions.

Matters were tense enough between them. And yet so many important things hinged on the
success of their marriage, she thought wretchedly. If she and Cristo couldn’t make a go of it, what
would happen to her siblings? She had made promises, not least those in the chapel, which she had to,
at least, try to keep. Unless she was prepared to let Cristo go free, she had to make more of an effort.

But please, no, she prayed, let not the only avenue to success demand the sporting of saucy
underwear....

CHAPTER EIGHT
BELLE SAT ALONE at the breakfast table out on the terrace, which overlooked the glorious

gardens and, beyond them, the beautiful panorama of the idyllic Umbrian landscape, and decided
that nobody would ever credit how miserable and insecure she was. Here she was, all dressed up in
gorgeous surroundings, married to an even more gorgeous man and already she had made a mess of
things! Although, to be fair, expecting her to be willing to put on provocative lingerie for his benefit
had scarcely been calculated to soothe her misgivings.

Do you ever do anything for the sheer hell of it? Cristo had asked. And the truthful answer
would have been, no, never. So, how on earth had she managed to leap into marrying Cristo without
fully considering what she was doing? She still couldn’t answer that question to her own satisfaction.
Had her treacherous attraction to him destroyed every single one of her brain cells? Why hadn’t she
listened to her grandmother’s warnings? After all, nobody knew better than Belle that relationships
between men and women were often difficult and prone to unhappiness.

Her mother’s over-hasty marriage at a young age to Belle’s drunken father followed by Mary’s
long affair with Gaetano Ravelli had taught Belle to be very cautious and sensible and to carefully
reason out every move she made in advance with men, except when it came to the opportunity to
marry Cristo when she had—inexplicably to her—jumped right in with both feet. And her current
wary attitude to intimacy was creating friction with Cristo. Could she blame him for his outlook?

What, after all, had Cristo gained from their marriage? Her silence, no court case and five
pretty needy children he had promised to adopt into the Ravelli family. Her tense mouth down-curved
on the discouraging suspicion that he had sacrificed much more than she had and that few people
would feel sorry for her having given up her freedom to work and instead live in the lap of luxury
with her fancy designer wardrobe. That thought made her eyes sting fiercely with tears because she
had very little interest in the luxury and the vast selection of new clothes that had been delivered in
garment bags to her room before she even got out of bed. In fact, she had only donned one of the
outfits, a silky top and skirt, because she hadn’t wanted Cristo to think that she was ungrateful for
the gesture he had made.

But unfortunately, Cristo wasn’t even around to notice what she was wearing. That was the
problem of separate bedrooms in a massive house and two people who didn’t know each other’s habits
very well, Belle reflected wretchedly. Cristo had been absent at dinner the night before and now he
was absent again. Was he avoiding her? Fed up with her immature outlook? It seemed pretty obvious
to her that she was getting absolutely everything in their marriage wrong, and to achieve that at such
an early stage suggested that she had cherished completely unreasonable expectations of what being
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married to Cristo would entail. He had assumed she was a gold-digger and, having brooded over that
accusation, she wasn’t sure she could blame him for his cynicism. After all, he didn’t know her and
possibly connecting on a physical level was the only way Cristo knew how to get to know a woman,
so her coming over all prudish and standoffish because he had hurt her feelings wasn’t helping the
situation...

And worst of all, Belle knew she couldn’t even phone her grandmother. Isa Kelly’s sensible
advice would have been very welcome even though Belle could not have brought herself to mention
the bedroom side of things to the older woman. Indeed even the sound of Isa’s voice and those of her
siblings would have been a comfort. Belle was horribly homesick and missed the family dog, Tag,
almost as much. But Belle knew that if she phoned home within days of the wedding her grandmother
would be astute enough to suspect that things weren’t working out and it would be very, very selfish
to lay yet another worry on her grandmother’s already overburdened shoulders.

Disgusted at her self-pitying mood and lack of activity, Belle suddenly pushed her chair back
and stood up. Sitting here feeling sorry for herself and agonising over her possible mistakes wasn’t
fixing anything, was it? It was time to go and find Cristo.

Questioned, Umberto smiled and indicated a door at the foot of a short corridor off the main
hall. ‘Mr Cristo has been working round the clock in his office since news of the banking crisis
broke...’

What banking crisis? Belle had not seen a television or a newspaper since the morning of her
wedding. She had noticed that the nanny, Teresa, had a TV in her room but had drawn a blank when
she looked for access to one for her own benefit. Perspiration breaking on her brow, she knocked on
the door of Cristo’s office and then opened it.

Dark eyes flying up from his laptop screen, Cristo swung round in his chair. Belle’s appearance
shocked him on two levels. Dio mio, he had a wife and he had forgotten about her, and then his
next thought was that forgetting about her should have been impossible when she was such a beauty,
standing in the doorway, a slender, wonderfully leggy figure taut with uncertainty in a peach-coloured
top and skirt that toned in perfectly with her torrent of vibrant spiral curls. Wide grass-green eyes
assailed his.

‘I wondered where you were,’ she said awkwardly, transfixed as she always was at first glimpse
of his tousled dark head, perfect bronze profile and striking eyes. The fact he hadn’t shaved merely
added a raw-edged masculinity to his charismatic appeal and she could feel her face warming up,
her tummy flipping, her heart rate skipping upbeat: all standard reactions to Cristo. ‘Then Umberto
mentioned a banking crisis of some kind. I’m afraid I haven’t seen a newspaper since I arrived and
I didn’t know about it. Do you need any help?’

‘Help?’ Cristo queried, ebony brows rising in surprise. ‘How could you help?’
‘I have a first-class degree in business and economics and I worked as an intern for a year in a

Dublin bank as part of the course,’ Belle confided hesitantly.
A line of colour flared across Cristo’s cheekbones as it crossed his mind that he should’ve

known such elementary facts about the woman he had married, and rare discomfiture sliced through
him. ‘I had no idea.’

Her eyes sparkling with genuine amusement, an involuntary grin slanted Belle’s wide and
generous mouth. ‘So, you just assumed you were marrying an uneducated Irish peasant, did you?’

‘If you’re willing to help, I’d be grateful, bella mia,’ Cristo admitted, smoothly, gratefully
ducking that issue entirely. ‘I’m trying to work with my London staff remotely and it’s complicated
but this is supposed to be our honeymoon.’

‘I’ve got nothing else to do,’ Belle pointed out gently, convinced that a couple of their ilk scarcely
qualified for the itinerary or the behaviour of a normal honeymoon couple.

Cristo immediately recognised yet another screaming indictment of his behaviour as a new
husband and hurriedly sidestepped that awareness by offering Belle the laptop beside his own and
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springing upright to ask Umberto to go and find another chair. His conscience reacted as though
someone had given it a good hard kick. Marriage, he was learning by slow and painful steps, would
demand much more of him than he had imagined and would entail considering Belle’s needs as well
as his own.

For the first time, he appreciated that he had had absolutely no right to judge his brother, Nik,
for the mess he had made of his marriage to Betsy. After all, he only knew one side of that story and
tiny, fragile Betsy weeping out her heartbreak on Cristo’s chest had definitely cornered the sympathy
vote as far as appearances went. His lip curled as he skimmed a glance across Belle’s composed and
lovely face and he almost smiled in relief. There was nothing helpless about Belle and at least she
wasn’t crying hysterically, complaining, condemning...
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