
        
            
                
            
        

    
 

THE PRINCE’S NANNY

 

Chapter One

 

 

The lake country in Italy with its shimmering waters and mountains silhouetted in the distance is said to be the ideal place to relax and commune with nature.  Not for Sabrina West, on her way to a job as nanny to a prince’s children.  She was far from relaxed.  Her stomach was in knots and she gripped the railing of the ferry boat with stiff cold fingers despite the warmth of the Italian sun.  Instead of gazing at the snow-capped Alps in the distance, or at the elegant villas that lined the shore, the way the other tourists were doing, she kept her eyes on the crowd of people waiting on the dock in the tiny harbor of Catarcia, wondering if her new employer, the Prince of Savoy, would be there to meet her.

Since she’d never seen a real prince before, how would she know him?  Unless he was wearing a crown tilted rakishly over one eye and a velvet smoking jacket like the ones in fairy tales.  Or would this example of modern royalty appear in casual designer jeans on a Vespa to mingle with his subjects?  Maybe he’d send a servant in a limousine to whisk her away to his villa where she’d be greeted by his majesty with gratitude and appreciation and introduced to the twins who were really adorable and had only been vastly misunderstood by their previous nannies.  Dream on, she told herself.  Grim reality would intrude only too soon.

“So far you have failed miserably,” the prince had said in his deep accented voice when he called the nanny agency last week.  “You have one more chance to find me a nanny…or else.”  She knew what that meant.  Or else he’d go through another nanny agency to find the one perfect woman to take care of his daughters for the next year until the girls went to the prestigious International Academia in Florence.  When it was obvious no such perfect person existed.

In the past few months she’d sent six nannies, one after another, all experienced, all calm, dedicated and they came back, one after another, complaining that the prince was cold, arrogant and distant, although incredibly gorgeous.  As if that mattered.  And the twin girls?  Equally difficult, and in addition, mischievous, and out of control.

Then her step-mother Bettina, Sabrina’s boss and the owner of the agency stepped in with her usual take-no-prisoners attitude and decided to send Sabrina.  In fact, she’d already informed the prince.  Startled by this sudden decision, Sabrina dropped a stack of file folders on the floor.  Bettina insisted. 

“You are experienced,” she said, “and you’ve handled the prince’s account since Day One.  If anyone knows what he wants, or doesn’t want, it is you.  I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before.  As I recall, you actually took a course in Italian once.”  Bettina gave her a tight smile.  “That should come in handy.”

Sabrina didn’t remind her it was only a short course and she was hardly fluent.  It was only a dream, learning Italian so she could actually go there.  One she’d given up long ago.  But her stepmother had made up her mind.  Never mind that Sabrina didn’t want to go.  She’d vowed never to work as a nanny again after the heartbreak the last time she filled that position.  Even if it meant a free trip to Italy, to see the historic sites and try out a few Italian phrases.  Working for a disgruntled prince and his spoiled daughters was not the vacation she’d imagined when she’d read those travel articles and memorized those useful phrases.

 “I don’t need to remind you how much you owe me,” Bettina continued.  “Who hired you right out of college when you couldn’t find a teaching job?  Who paid your tuition at the Nanny Institute?  Who made it possible for you to buy your own bungalow?  Shall I go on?”

Sabrina shook her head.  She knew she had no choice.  No mention was made of Sabrina’s father, Bettina’s third husband, whose entire estate went to his widow enabling her to start her nanny business on San Francisco’s elite Telegraph Hill.

At the airport Bettina reminded Sabrina what was at stake.  “Our entire connection with upper-class European society could be in jeopardy if we fail to supply the right nanny to the prince.  Word would get around.  Maybe it already has.  We must do what we can to shore up and salvage our reputation.  Or else.”

And if she didn’t?  Would it be so terrible if she was fired and Bettina replaced her in the office with one of her own daughters, either Mindy or Jessica?  It meant Sabrina would be job-hunting all over again when the post with the prince was over in a year.  Maybe then she’d find a teaching job.  If she lasted a year.  If she lasted beyond a day which was doubtful considering what she’d heard about the man. 

  Even though her step-sisters had never worked an honest day in their lives, Sabrina knew Bettina would not hesitate to dump her as punishment for a job she couldn’t do and hire them.  Worse than being fired was failing.  That’s what would hurt her self esteem and that’s what she dreaded.  That fear motivated her like no other.

“I’ll do my best,” she assured her stepmother.  At this point she had no choice.  The question was, was her best good enough?  In any case, it was chance in a million to make a fresh start and see something of the world.  Italy at last – with its Roman ruins, ancient history, romantic castles, sunny beaches and luscious cuisine.  And more important, a chance to make a difference in two children’s lives.  She would prove to Bettina and herself that she could take on a challenge and prevail.  Demon children?  Difficult employer?  Bring them on.  She’d dealt with a wicked step-mother and nasty step-sisters for years.  A prince and his little daughters would be easy by comparison.  No need to be nervous, she told herself.  But she was.

 Sabrina tried to picture the handsome prince on the dock holding a sign that said “Villa Corona” or “Welcome, Sabrina West.”  She imagined him smiling at her, saying “Thank God you’ve come.  You’re the answer to our prayers.”  Then he’d sweep her away to the villa in his vintage Maserati where the girls were waiting with bouquets of flowers from the garden to welcome her.

More likely he was in his castle doing whatever princes do, perhaps training his falcon or counting his money or ordering the servants around.  And the devilish twin girls who needed a nanny?  They were probably stuck in the palace classroom studying English or learning new ways to torture the new arrival. 

As the ferry got closer to the dock, the clouds that had been building since Sabrina left Varenna opened up with a loud crash of thunder, forked lightning and a drenching rain.  Just enough precipitation to soak her completely before it stopped as suddenly as it began. 

As she walked along the dock, pulling her damp suitcase behind her, she saw him just as he saw her.  It was him.  It had to be him.  Now she knew she’d seen him before.  Just as the boat rounded the shore of Lake Como she’d looked up at the most spectacular villa she’d ever seen, so elaborate with turrets, terraces and gardens it rivaled any hotel or palace she’d ever imagined.  There on the balcony was a man, this man, tall, imposing, with aristocratic good looks she could see even at a distance.  He was looking at her through binoculars and now she knew why.  He was sizing her up, deciding how best to deal with her, how long to keep her on before letting her go.  And she was thinking, who is this gorgeous man who made her heart beat faster, and her knees go weak.  Could he be the man she was destined to work for? 

Up close he was even more imposing.  He stopped dead in his tracks as if he intended to block her from going any further.  He might want to, but she would not let him fire her on the spot as he’d done to two other nannies before they’d even set foot in the villa or met the twins.

From the look of him, he’d been caught in the brief shower just as she was.  His shirt was stuck to his skin revealing muscles she didn’t know princes had.  His dark hair was slicked back from his face which made his hawk-like nose and prominent cheek bones more striking.

“You must be Ms West,” he said, taking her suitcase out of her hand.  “I am Vittorio Monteverde.”

“How do you do, Mr. Uh….…uh…Prince…”

“No titles,” he said, shaking his head as if she’d made an egregious error in protocol.  “Everyone calls me Vittorio.  We no longer have a royalty in Italy. My title is only an honorific.  It means nothing anymore. In 1945 the people of this country voted to have a republic and we renounced all claims to the throne.  Our palace was given to the state and is now an historic site in Florence.”

“I know but I thought…”  Did he really expect her to call him Vittorio?  Her employer and the father of her charges?

“You thought I enjoyed being treated like a prince with underlings bowing and scraping?  I don’t.  That’s for fairy tales and those days are gone for good, thank God.  Some of my relatives have had a hard time adjusting and continue to cling to the past.  I have chosen to move on.  I work, I earn a decent living and I live a comfortable life.”  When he paused, she noticed he didn’t say “a happy life.”  Was a comfortable life enough for a wealthy prince?

“You’re wet,” he said, his eyes taking a tour of her body, and lingering on her wet shirt which stuck to her breasts which by now must be all too visible under the thin fabric.  A shiver went up her spine, not only because of the drops of moisture that clung to her skin, but from his dark penetrating gaze that seemed to see right through her shirt.  She wasn’t used to being stared at.  She wasn’t used to standing on a dock soaking wet being examined by a future employer as if she was a new race horse he was evaluating.  No wonder the others didn’t last.  But she would.

She was in Italy on the shores of the beautiful Lake Como.  Where the rich and royal and even movie stars  vacationed, a stunningly beautiful place she never thought she’d see.  But she was here and not as a tourist.  Better than being a tourist, she had a reason to be here, children who needed her care, and she would not leave without another very good reason, like being fired.  Not until she’d eaten Italian food, practiced speaking Italian, seen something of the country and met some real Italians besides a prince who rejected his royal stature.

“My first question, Ms West, is what makes you think you will succeed when all the others have failed?”

  She took a deep breath.  “Well, for one thing, I have experience.  I’ve seen the nanny business from both sides of the fence.  I’ve actually been a nanny and as you know, I have worked in the office placing nannies as well.  In that sense, I am uniquely qualified.”  She gave him what she hoped was a confident smile while inside she was filled with nagging doubts.  Why would she succeed when all others had failed?  Because she had to. Because she really was qualified.  Besides, she’d come all this way and she was not going home – not yet.  Not until she’d given this job her best shot.

“I assure you I am well prepared for the job as well as being certified.  Please don’t judge me by my appearance.  I wasn’t expecting the rain.  Nannies come in all shapes and sizes,” she said.  “Some carry umbrellas which I should have done, and wear stout shoes.”  She glanced down at her sandals which were also thoroughly soaked.  “Obviously I am not one of those.”  She tried another smile but this time her mouth just wouldn’t cooperate.  At least she wasn’t crying or begging him to give her a chance. 

He stared at her, probably trying to reconcile the woman on the phone who’d failed to provide him with a decent nanny with the drowned rat who stood before him as his new nanny.

“I wasn’t expecting so much rain,” she said, hoping to change the subject.

“And I wasn’t expecting you.  Until your employer called and told me you were on your way.  So we’re even.”  Again the eyes lingered on her wet clothes and hair.  Disapproving, no doubt, but his gaze was cool and gave nothing away.  “These storms happen every day.  The cliffs and the mountains rise to over five thousand feet trapping the hot air below.” He gestured toward the sheer sheets of stone in the distance.  “Regular thunderstorms build up around the lake all summer.  Unlike the tourists, we residents look forward to these dramatic performances courtesy of mother nature.”

She wondered where she fit in, neither tourist nor resident.  But then she’d never fit in anywhere, not since her father died when she was ten years old leaving her with two step-sisters and a step-mother straight out of a Grimm’s fairy tale.  “It was a very spectacular scene, seeing the heavens open up like that,” she said.  “I had seen pictures of the lake, but I…”

“Yes, I know.  You didn’t know about the rain.  We will go to a café and continue our talk there where you can dry off.  You look as if you need a hot drink.”  Again the dark eyes raked her over from head to toe leaving her feeling naked and vulnerable and probably resembling a drowned rat.  The worst way to start off a new job.

“Yes, thank you.  Of course I’m anxious to meet the girls,” she said. 

“All in good time.  They’re a handful, as you may have heard.”  He paused.  “How was your trip?”

Even though Sabrina hadn’t done much traveling, she could tell when someone was merely being polite or if they really want to know how the trip was.  This man actually seemed interested.  Unless he was a good actor.  He was a descendent of royalty, no matter what he said, and he was probably schooled in manners from day one.  He knew how to project the proper demeanor whether genuine or not.

“It was fine.  I’ve never been to Italy before.  The lake is beautiful and the ferry is a real bargain.  All that scenery, the little villages and the beautiful gardens for six euros.  You must have a wonderful view from your villa.”

“I do,” he said.  And gave her a sideways look that confirmed her suspicion it was him on his balcony watching her through his binoculars.

“However I have little time to enjoy the view at present,” he said.  “My bank in Milan is currently considering a merger which requires all my attention.  That is why I need a nanny I can trust to look after the girls and prepare them for their new school.  I can’t understand why it’s so hard to find one.”

There was a question she could speak to, but what was the point?  He blamed the nannies, they blamed him.  As they entered the patio of the café, he made his way to a table, held out a chair for her and sat down across the table.

“I don’t know what my step-mother told you about me, but here is my resume,” she said, reaching for her briefcase.  She took out a folder and handed it to him.  “You’ll see I am indeed qualified to be a nanny, your nanny, or I wouldn’t have come here.  I’m a graduate of the California Nanny Institute which gives classes including CPR and First Aid and I’ve had actual hands-on experience.” 

“Hmmm,” he said glancing at the pages while the waitress in a black dress and white apron placed two small cups of dark rich espresso on the table with a plate of flaky pastries and small sandwiches.  “I see the curriculum at your Nanny Institute included Health, Nutrition, Interpersonal Relations, Family Dynamics and Power Point Presentations.”  He raised one eyebrow.  Maybe he was impressed as he should be.  It was an excellent school and the graduates usually commanded high salaries and had multiple offers of employment after graduation, both in the U.S. as well as abroad.

“I can understand the emphasis on Health and Nutrition, but Power Point?” he asked, his head tilted in her direction.  “Are you saying you are capable of giving a  presentation with a slide show, sound and animation?”

“I have done it, yes.  Some presentations even have interactive games and activities.  Nannies must be computer savvy.  They plan nutritious meals as well as oversee homework assignments and we make use of all kinds of software as well as hardware.  You’d be surprised how often these skills have been useful to me.”

“Yes, I would,” he said. 

Suddenly Sabrina’s empty stomach rumbled and the food on the table looked too good to ignore.  Yes, this was an interview, a chance to sell herself to the prince across the table, but she was famished.  Unless she had something to eat she would be too weak to stand up to any more arguments from him.  She’d had lunch on the plane but that was hours ago.  She knew she should be waiting with baited breath for his next questions, but instead she was biting into the tiny sandwiches, some filled with shrimp, some with wafer-thin slices of prosciutto and others with Gorgonzola cheese and pear.  An encouraging sign that she had come to the right place for Italian cuisine that wasn’t all pasta and pizza.

The prince watched her for a long moment with an expression she couldn’t fathom.  Was it surprise or  astonishment?  Could it be the other nannies were too nervous or intimidated to eat while being interviewed?  Weren’t they able to sample any real Italian food after a long voyage?  If they weren’t, she felt even worse about their being abruptly dismissed or quitting on arrival.  If the prince was dismayed by her appetite, it was about time he realized she was human and needed nourishment to stand up to the rigors of the job. 

He finally turned back to her resume.  “The family you worked for gave you an outstanding recommendation when you left.  That was eighteen months ago.”  A frown creased his handsome brow.  “Why didn’t you continue acting as a nanny if you did such a good job of it?”  He looked up over the dossier.

She brushed crumbs off her lips.  It was the question she most dreaded.  “At the time the agency needed my help in the office.”  No use going into the details.  “There is a feeling of great satisfaction when successfully placing a nanny.  Completely different from actually being a nanny of course, but still gratifying.  If you wish, you can peruse more testimonial letters from satisfied clients to that effect.”

“I see,” he said, and there was no mistaking the cynicism in his voice.  Maybe he thought she’d forged them.  “I agree your credentials are impressive.  But there is one problem.  The girls have decided they don’t need a nanny.”

Sabrina shook her head.  As if seven year-olds should be given a choice in the matter.  “Don’t worry, that’s fairly typical.  Children are adversely affected by bedtime stories about nannies who are shown in a poor light. Small wonder children are wary of change and unwilling to change the status quo.  I must ask you, if they don’t have a nanny, and you are working in Milan, who takes care of them?”

“Other members of the staff have helped to fill in the gap, but of course they need supervision.  I was merely warning you.  When they want something, they can be quite determined.”

Or when they don’t want something, like a nanny, Sabrina thought.  “I have had reports of spiders and snakes found in the nannys’ beds,” Sabrina said.  “It seems the girls need discipline, if you don’t mind my saying so.”

“Say what you like,” the prince said.  “I agree they need discipline, which is why none of the previous nannies were acceptable.  They didn’t provide it.”

“It doesn’t sound as if they were given a chance,” she said.

Vittorio looked at Sabrina as if no one had ever questioned him before.  She didn’t care.  She was in Italy now, the land of her dreams, and no one knew that Sabrina West was previously a wimp and afraid to cross her own step-mother.  He was probably going to fire her anyway.  It was time someone stood up to the man.  Even if he was a prince and a captain of industry, a billionaire and the owner of a bank, he should be willing to bear some criticism.  With his record what were the chances she’d last any longer than anyone else?  What did she have to lose by speaking her mind? If he fired her, she’d figure out a way to stay here if only for a few days and enjoy a vacation she never thought she’d have.  What were the chances of that happening?  He needed someone.  She needed a job.

He raised his coffee cup and studied her with narrowed eyes.  “My job is to make decisions.  I hire and fire people every day.  People’s lives and their fortunes depend on me.  I think I can tell if a nanny will work out within hours, maybe minutes of meeting her.”

Sabrina felt her cheeks redden.  Obviously he was observing her in order to quickly make his decision about her.  Maybe he’d already made it.

“In any case, as you know, I’m planning to send the girls to a first-rate boarding school.  In fact this September in the fall.  So the nanny job is only temporary.  Are you sure you’re still interested?”

“This fall?”  Sabrina didn’t know whether to feel relieved or disappointed.  Many a short-term job would be all she could handle.  “I understood it was a year from now.  Aren’t they a little young for boarding school?”

“Wait until you meet them to decide that, Ms West.  You will agree they need a well-rounded education which is not available here in town.” At least he was talking about her meeting them.  Up until that moment she’d had a terrible feeling he was just killing time until he could escort her back to the ferry and get rid of her.  “Their  former nanny retired over a year ago, and they have been dead set against having a new one.  It occurred to me, or rather to my fiancée, when we saw the nannies you sent us, not to wait another year.  We believe boarding school is the answer, sooner rather than later, to provide both discipline and academics.”

“I see,” Sabrina said.  “Then I suggest you give me a chance,” Sabrina said.  “At least until the end of summer when they go to boarding school.  If things don’t work out…”

“I’m afraid they won’t,” he said. “Although your resume is impressive, you’ve never dealt with twins before, twins who have an unconventional background.” 

Of course she hadn’t dealt with twins before.  Who had?  With that attitude, no wonder the nannies left so fast. “Twins or triplets, many siblings or none at all, my training has prepared me to deal whatever the situation is.  If things don’t work out, the agency will refund your money.”  As if Bettina would refund a penny to anyone.  She was the most tight-fisted woman in the world.  But it sounded good and Sabrina was fighting for her job and her short-term future.  She was prepared to promise just about anything.  If need be, she’d work her fingers to the bone to refund his money herself.

“In the mean time,” the prince continued as if she hadn’t spoken, “the girls have an interview with the Academy scheduled for next Wednesday which will be in English, the language of instruction.  Fortunately they are fluent since they were raised at the knee of Nanny Chisholm, their Scottish nanny.”

Sabrina’s competitive nature rose up to defend herself.  No matter how superb Nanny Chisholm was, she, Sabrina would be just as good if not better, or at least be different.  “Although they may be fluent in English perhaps they could use some preparation before they enter the academy.  I can work with them on grammar, writing, reading, even math this summer before they enter.”

She thought she saw a flicker of interest in his dark eyes, but maybe she was mistaken.  Whatever it was, it was enough to jump-start her efforts.  “I can tutor them before the interview.  I’ll help them get through it and get accepted if that’s really what you want.”

Sabrina knew she had to get her foot in the door of the villa if she had any hope of staying in Italy longer than a day or two.  She glanced around at the well-dressed crowd in the café.  She sniffed the rain-washed air redolent with the pungent smell of eucalyptus and felt a sudden sense of anticipation as she realized she was actually there in Italy, half-way around the world in a place she’d always wanted to see but never thought she’d have the chance. 

 She needed a change.  She knew that now. She had buried herself in that office on top of Telegraph Hill, sure that she was doing a good job of nanny placement with one exception, the man across the table from her.  She needed a jolt out of her rut.  She needed to start over.  To be challenged.  To forget the painful past and get over the mistake she’d made.  To prove to herself she could do the job without becoming emotionally attached to her employer.  No chance of that happening with the cool, detached prince.  This was the place and this was her opportunity.  She might even be able to do something for these girls no one else had been able to tame.

“It’s not what I want, it’s what’s best for the girls,” he said.

Sabrina nodded.  “That would be me.”  She flushed at her own audacity in such shameless self promotion.  But if she didn’t promote herself, who would?  Not Bettina.  What had Bettina told him about her? 

“You’re very sure of yourself,” he said.  She didn’t know if he approved or not.

“A nanny must always be sure of herself,” she said, squaring her shoulders and meeting his gaze.  “If not, her position in the household can be undercut.”

A waiter passed with a tray of different flavored gelatos in glass dishes.  She turned her head to watch.  Even though she’d eaten all the sandwiches and a pastry, her mouth watered.

The prince snapped his fingers and the waiter stopped.  He pointed to Sabrina and he set a dish in front of her.

“Grazie,” she said to the waiter.

The prince gave her a look.  Was he critical of her pronunciation or her attitude?  Had she mis-spoken?  Never mind.  Just one spoonful of rich red gelato told her she was in heaven.  Richer, creamier and tasting like ripe berries just picked, she let the strawberry gelato roll around on her tongue then she licked her lips.

“First time you’ve had gelato?” he inquired, watching her with a hint of amusement in his eyes.

She nodded.  “It’s lovely.”

“How do you know what is required of children applying to an international school in Florence?” he asked, returning to the subject at hand.

“Many of our nannies have prepared children for entrance into private schools both at home and abroad.  Surely the school itself will have some information and materials for review.”  How did she know?  She didn’t.  But she would find out soon enough.  Was he weakening?  Was he considering her proposal?

“We have some material but I haven’t had a chance to look at it,” he said.  “The girls are smart enough, but it’s their manners I’m concerned about.  They’ve been running wild this past year.  I admit I haven’t paid enough attention to them.  They need a mother, but she is dead.”  A cloud seemed to pass over his face as he said the words.  Whether it was grief or guilt or anger she couldn’t tell.

“I’m sorry,” Sabrina said.  “No one can replace a mother.  I know.”

Vittorio gave her a brief curious glance, but said nothing for a few moments.  “My wife died seven years ago just after the girls were born.”  He shifted his gaze to somewhere off in the distance.  “I hired Nanny Chisholm from Edinburgh and that was that.  But now, As my fiancée Signora Castello says, ‘It’s time to move on.’”

Seven years ago and the man was obviously still grieving.  Sabrina could only imagine a love like that that never died.  “Your fiancée sounds like a very wise woman,” she said and scraped the gelato dish for the last bit.  But what did Sabrina know?  She might be a wise woman or not.  Right now Sabrina was prepared to give the woman the benefit of a doubt and say whatever it took to get this job.

“The girls don’t like her,” he said, his forehead creased slightly.

“I’m sure they’ll come around,” she said.

“Don’t be so sure,” he muttered.  “Not only snakes, but they’ve been known to put spiders in the nannies’ beds to get rid of them.”

“I’m not afraid of spiders or snakes,” she said.  Unless they’re poisonous.


“I’m glad to hear it,” he said dryly.

She sipped the last of her espresso.  It was strong enough that the caffeine would give her the energy necessary to confront the devil twins as well as any spiders they could come up with.  If he let her meet them.  She had the feeling the way he was frowning at her, that it could go either way.  He could just as easily put her back on the next ferry as allow her to put a foot in the door of his villa.

Her gaze locked with his. It wasn’t easy looking into those dark eyes wondering what he was thinking, but she was caught like a fly in a spider’s web and couldn’t look away.  She knew her fate hung in the balance and she wondered what more she could say to convince him she was the nanny he needed.  She shifted in her chair, then crossed and uncrossed her legs.  She didn’t say anything and neither did he.  The tension rose until it was almost unbearable.  Sabrina’s clothes were still wet, she was chilled, she was tired and wrinkled and hadn’t slept for eighteen hours.  And she had run out of things to say. 

“Very well,” he said abruptly.

Sabrina sat up straight.  She set her cup down on the table with a loud jolt.  She was relieved and surprised.

“I’ll give you a week.  If the girls pass their interview and get accepted, you can stay all summer and tutor them.”

“You won’t regret it,” she said. She was in.  The girls would pass the test and she would stay at least until they went off to school in the fall.  She’d worry about her future later.

As if he’d read her mind, he said, “The twins will be attending a day camp this summer, sailing on the lake, horseback riding and other sports.”

“It sounds delightful,” Sabrina said.  She didn’t say it, but  no matter what else they had going on, they’d certainly need a nanny too.  And she was going to be that nanny.

Just as she was about to stand and follow him to the villa, she saw them.  It couldn’t be anyone else, two little girls dressed alike in ballet tutus, tiaras and spangled leotards who came whirling and twirling through the tables at the outdoor café right to their table.  The sight was one that brought back vivid memories of two other sisters who dressed alike, tormented their baby-sitters and their little sister.  Two girls who had spent their childhood making hers miserable - Mindy and Jessica, her step-sisters. 

“Caterina, Gianna,” Vittorio said, “how did you get here?  You know you are not allowed to leave the villa by yourselves.”

“Marco brought us in the car,” Gianna said.  “We told him you wanted us to meet our new nanny.  How do you do?” they chorused politely and curtsied in front of Sabrina.  These were the naughty twins she’d heard so much about?



  



 

Chapter Two

 

Vittorio watched his daughters act the part of well-mannered little angels, never knowing exactly what they were up to or what they’d do next.  Not sure if the chauffeur had really brought them or not.  They had the cook, the gardeners and the rest of the staff wrapped around their little fingers.  Nonetheless, curtsies were preferable to tantrums which was what they’d thrown when he told them about boarding school.  They had made it quite clear they didn’t want another nanny, nor did they want to go to boarding school.  They wanted to be free of all authority. 

“This school is Aurora’s idea, isn’t it?” Caterina had demanded with her hands on her hips that morning.  Sometimes she looked so much like her mother, all attitude and flashing eyes, Vittorio was afraid the spirit of his wife Maddelena had come back to haunt them all, including Caterina. 

After what she’d heard, Sabrina West must be surprised to see how well they were behaving, as was he.  She could not be unaware of how the girls had treated the other applicants.  Tormenting nannies with creeping, crawling creatures was only the beginning.  They moved on to more devious tricks then taught them inappropriate phrases in Italian the girls had learned from one of the gardeners.  To put it mildly, they had made all the nannies who followed Nanny Chisholm feel unwelcome.

  How would Ms West fare when pitted against his offspring during her stay?  Would she last beyond a week?  Or even a day?  It would be a true test to see how her impressive self-confidence stood up to a double-barreled attack of who one nanny called the ‘little monsters.’ She talked a good game, but the verdict was out as to how well she’d do in actual practice.

“I have hired Ms West to help prepare you for the Academy,” he said firmly to let them know it was a done deal and no amount of complaining would get him to change his mind.  “You know the interviews are next week.”

Caterina and Gianna exchanged glances.  Something passed between them, the kind of silent communication he imagined was only possible with twins.  Thankfully they had each other, because he readily admitted he hadn’t been much of a father these past years.  He’d buried himself in his work.  He’d opened his heart once in his life, when he fell in love with their mother and that ended disastrously. Since then he’d been described by friends and colleagues as a loner.  The tumultuous events in the international banking business were now forcing him to take an active role and end his loner status.  And to find a solution to the twins’ problem. 

“Yes, Papa,” Caterina said.

“Thank you, Papa,” Gianna said.

Surprised at this benign reaction, he glanced at Sabrina.  She didn’t look surprised.  Hadn’t she read the reports on the girls?

 Since there was no way to please them, except by letting them run wild, and they desperately needed discipline, he had decided in the last half hour to hire the nanny who sat across the table from him and send them away to school also.  He had no faith in a positive outcome to these decisions, but to his surprise, the reaction of his daughters was so far a positive one.

Ms West was right about the girls being too young to make important decisions.  She had confidence, he could see that.  Soon he would see if it was misplaced or not.  Other nannies had had confidence.  She’d need more than that to cope with Gianna and Caterina.  Even for a week.

Sabrina West had caught his eye even before she’d arrived.  While gazing at the ferry as it passed the villa, he observed the passengers through the field glasses his grandfather had used in World War Two.  He was sure Grandfather had never seen a sight like the woman at the railing with her skirt blown above her knees exposing long legs.

From the terrace Vittorio hadn’t seen her eyes were the dark blue color of the lake in a storm.  But somehow he’d known she was the nanny.  It wasn’t her looks, it was her manner. So many nannies had come and gone he couldn’t remember any physical trait of a single one.  Maybe his noticing the color of this woman’s eyes or the shape of her legs were a sign he was ready to get married again, although marrying Aurora Bellesandro had nothing to do with love or passion.  It was strictly a marriage of convenience.  He’d get a hostess, the girls would get a mother, and Aurora would get a title, for what it was worth.  He put no stock in titles, refusing to use his, but others found they were useful if not in the business world then on the social scene.

He’d learned a valuable lesson with his first marriage when passion had led to his deception and her disaster and left him with two motherless girls he had no idea how to cope with.  This time there would be no romantic expectations.  With Aurora he knew exactly what he was getting and so did she.

“It’s time to go,” the prince said as the girls finished their gelato.  “I’ve invited the directors from the bank to dinner tonight.”

“Can we come too?” Gianna asked.

“If you promise to behave, and you are accompanied by your new nanny.”  He glanced at Sabrina.

“Of course,” Sabrina said, who was watching with fascination the interchange between father and daughters.  Either the girls were talented actresses or their reputation had been vastly exaggerated by both nannies and the prince.  Though the last thing she wanted was to do was attend a dinner for bankers just when jet lag was setting in and she could hardly keep her eyes open, it was a small price to pay for the chance to see what sort of social activities went on at the villa.  Exhausted as she was, the thought of a summer at the most romantic setting in the world – the prince’s villa on the shores of Lake Como made her spirits rise.

“Let’s walk home to the villa,” Caterina said and Gianna agreed.  Sabrina could imagine that’s the way it usually was.  Caterina was the leader, Gianna the follower, just like her own sisters.  Mindy had the ideas, Jessica followed her orders.  “We told Marco not to wait.  That we would walk home with you,’ she said to her father tucking her hand into his.

The prince looked surprised and almost suspicious at this touch of affection.  What was he used to?  What was the real relationship between the girls and their father?

“I’d love to take a walk,” Sabrina said.  If this was a test of her endurance she ought to pass.  After the long plane ride she was longing to stretch her legs and get away from the too-close contact with the prince.

“Very well,” the prince agreed and engaged someone to transport her suitcase. 

From what he’d said, and from what other nannies had said about his being cold and distant and reclusive, she didn’t expect to see this much of him, and she definitely didn’t expect him to throw dinner parties, or walk with her and his daughters even for a few minutes.  But maybe as he said, things were changing for him as well as the girls. 

Instead of rushing home to do whatever he had to do, the prince accompanied them on their walk past chic boutiques and crowded cafes.  Frankly she’d rather not see any more of him than necessary.  He made her nervous with his penetrating gaze and disturbing cool demeanor.  She didn’t know what to make of him or how to reconcile the reports she’d received with the man walking at her side, his twin daughters laughing and chattering.  It was almost as if she’d been dropped into a fully functioning happy family of three.  What had happened in the interim between the last nanny and Sabrina?  Whatever it was, she was pleasantly surprised by her welcome.  Time would tell if it was genuine or not.

Sure, there was a missing mother, but the girls had never known her, so perhaps never missed her.  And if they needed discipline, well who didn’t?  Maybe they’d all decided to be on their best behavior today.  If so, Sabrina took it as a compliment and decided to enjoy this family outing for what it was.

The one man Sabrina had secretly loved and admired was the father of the little girl she’d been nanny to.  He was the complete opposite of the prince.  Warm, kind and friendly, he was the most attentive father a child could want.  A man who would never let work interfere with his responsibility as a parent. The contrast between him and her impression of the prince was striking. The less she saw of the enigmatic Vittorio the better.

Since her employer was supposedly busy with work it shouldn’t be a problem. It was the girls who she hoped to win over.  A life-time of dealing with her own step-sisters would seem to be the perfect preparation for this job.  No one could be as mean and self-centered or spoiled as they were.  Sabrina had survived the worst they could dish out.  These twins couldn’t possibly be that bad. 

It was just a short walk through the town and up a cobbled path to the villa which sat on top of a bank with landscaped gardens, balconies and stairways.  Sabrina caught her breath, not from the climb, but from the  stunning gardens with masses of bright flowers that surrounded the villa. One was Japanese-inspired with bridges over a pond and a tea house.  Next came the rose garden, their blossoms still damp from the rain and their fragrance wafting through the warm air.

“This was our mama’s garden,” Caterina said.

“She loved roses,” Gianna added.

Sabrina glanced at their father.  The only indication the subject of their mother was a painful one was the tightening of the lines in his face.

“She’s dead now,” Gianna said with a sideways glance at Sabrina to see how she accepted this fact.

Since she’d died right after the girls were born, and since they’d never known her, maybe they had long ago accepted her absence from their lives.  Just as Sabrina accepted the absence of her own mother who’d died when she was a baby. 

“That apple tree is where Caterina fell out and broke her arm,” Gianna said.

“There will be no more tree climbing,” the prince said sternly as they paused to gaze at a the pear, cherry and plum trees heavy with fruit.

“No, Papa,” they chorused.

Sabrina studied their little faces to see if they were sincere.  She was beginning to wonder what all the fuss was about.  The twins couldn’t have been nicer or more polite.  Had everyone including the prince overstated the problems with the twins in order to excuse their own lack of ability to deal with them?

Compared to her step-sisters Mindy and Jessica, these girls were angels.  A spider in the bed was nothing compared to a dead mouse.

“Do you speak Italian?” Gianna asked, adjusting her tiara which was tilted over one eye.

“Not very much.  I’d really like to learn more.”

“We can teach you,” Caterina said, with an eager gap-toothed smile.

“No Italian lessons,” her father said firmly.

The girls didn’t argue or talk back to their father.  They just smiled at Sabrina conspiratorially.  When her father’s back was turned, Caterina held her finger to her lips.  Why her employer wouldn’t want her learning Italian was beyond Sabrina. If anyone in the family was difficult to get along with, it was him.

They finally reached a long driveway lined with ancient cypress trees leading to the villa.

“It’s beautiful,” Sabrina said breathlessly gazing at the large sprawling manor made of old stone.

“It needs work,” the prince explained as the girls ran ahead to the front door.  “The fences are crumbling, the terracotta floors must be refinished and the roof of the private chapel leaks.  My fiancée thinks we should move to an apartment in Milan where my work is.  But my family has owned this property for centuries and I’m loathe to leave.  It was always their country house, a place to get away for the summer.  Now we live here year-round.”

Inside the villa there was a high-ceilinged reception room with a massive stone fireplace at one end and huge French doors open to the terrace and the warm breezes off the lake.  It could have been the same terrace where she’d seen the prince that morning.  If it was run-down, Sabrina couldn’t tell.  It was just the most magnificent house she’d ever seen.

“I will give you a brief tour, then I must excuse myself,” he said.  He called to his children who had gone outside to tell the kitchen staff there would be an extra guest for dinner.

“Can we have bocconcini?” Caterina asked.

“Ask the cook,” Vittorio said.

The tour he gave her was brief.  The villa was so large Sabrina was sure she’d need a map to find her way.  Actually there was a map on the wall of the library of the estate drawn in the fifteen hundreds.  Sabrina hoped she’d have another chance to visit the library with its huge comfortable over-stuffed chairs and tall stacks of books in every language.  Vittorio moved on to the portrait gallery where he stopped to name his ancestors on the wall.  Some wore crowns, some wore military uniforms.  She could see a family resemblance, but none were as out and out gorgeous as the current prince.

On the second floor there was a narrow ancient Roman staircase lined with mosaic.  When Sabrina asked where it led to, the prince enlightened her.

“It only goes to the tower which is off-limits.  No one’s been up there for years because it’s no longer structurally sound.  Legend has it that a princess in the 16th century was locked in by her father until she agreed to marry the man he’d chosen for her.  She swore she’d rather die first, and when he went to let her out a few days later, she’d vanished.  My grand-mother always told us to be on the lookout for the ghost of Allesandra.”

“I’ll bet the girls love that story.”

He shrugged as if it didn’t matter one way or another, then turned and led the way to her suite.  The same suite where other nannies had been forced to leave when they either gave up or were fired.

“It’s lovely,” she said, admiring the high ceiling with the ornate wainscoting, the pale drapes and the private balcony with a wide view of the lake sparkling in the distance.  Next to the bedroom was a study and a large bath with a steam room and a huge deep soaking tub.  Stacks of white fluffy towels and a fleecy robe hung just waiting to be wrapped around her.  It would take an earthquake or other natural disaster to force her to leave this sumptuous setting of her own accord.  When his cell phone rang the prince excused himself. 

 As he walked out of the room she heard him say the name Aurora, and though he spoke in Italian, she heard him mention something about a nanny.  No doubt telling his fiancée that he’d hired Sabrina.  Then he raised his voice and spoke angrily.  Or did it just sound angry to her untrained ears?  Wouldn’t the woman be happy to have the girls taken care of so she could have the prince’s attention for herself?

A moment later, as if they’d been waiting for their father to leave the room, the twins appeared at her door, their tiaras and ballet shoes gone.

“We’re having bocconcini for dinner,” Caterina said, hopping up and down on one foot.  “I told the cook you’ve never had them.”

“That’s right,” Sabrina said, sitting on the edge of her bed.  She was so tired she wanted desperately to slip between those soft sheets and take a nap, but she didn’t know what she was supposed to do.  She was afraid to relax, in case she missed something important or was summoned by the prince.

“Can we help you unpack your clothes?” Gianna asked, pointing to the suitcase someone had delivered to the room.

She’d barely had time to say yes and a minute later the twins were holding up one pair of shorts, one pair of pants and her one and only dress, a cotton sundress with thin straps and a cotton blazer and several skirts.  She could tell they were disappointed in her clothing choices. And at how few outfits she’d brought.  They kept looking at the empty suitcase as if there might be a secret compartment containing more clothes. 

“Is this all your makeup in here?” Gianna asked holding a small velvet vanity bag in her hand.

“I’m afraid so.  Maybe you can take me to a store to buy some more.”

The way the girls smiled and nodded at her told Sabrina she’d said the right thing.  As for her clothes, they made it clear they would have liked to see spangles, rhinestones, diamonds, or at least a few frills.  Together they held up her sundress and looked at her.

“What will you wear to dinner?” Caterina asked, a frown on her little face.

“I…I don’t know.  That dress?”

Caterina and Gianna shook their heads.  “Nanny Chisholm always dressed for dinner and so did we,” Caterina said.  “We’re princesses so we always wear princess clothes from our dress-up closet, especially when Papa is having important guests.  We’ll get you something too.”

“Thank you,” Sabrina said dubiously.  So this was a special occasion.  What sort of dress would come from their closet and fit her?  Maybe it was something Nanny Chisholm had left behind.

They grinned happily at her, showing missing front teeth.  If this is all it takes, she thought, to make these girls happy, then this summer is going to be fine.  Better than fine.

After they left promising to bring her a “dress-up” dress for dinner, Sabrina treated herself to a long soak in that deep tub, then wrapped in the robe she found in the bathroom, gave in to fatigue and fell asleep on her bed.  But first she checked under the sheets for any unwelcome arachnids.  She told herself she was being foolish.  The twins were nothing like her sisters.  They’d even gone to find her a dress to wear.

When she woke up, they were back in her room standing at the edge of her bed looking at her.  She sat up quickly and looked at them, wondering where she was and how she’d gotten there.

“Nanny Chisholm didn’t ever take a nap,” Caterina said.  “And she was about one-hundred years old.”

Gianna nodded.  Her blond curls bobbing.  “I suppose that’s why she had to leave.  She needed to go home to rest.”

Sabrina was so groggy it took her a few minutes to realize she’d arrived in Italy on the shores of the lake with her two charges who were comparing her unfavorably to a one-hundred-year old woman.  She also realized the sun was setting on the lake and the girls were wearing long dresses, shiny black patent leather shoes, and ropes of pearls and beads around their necks.

“You look…very nice,” she said to them from the edge of the bed.  Nice was not exactly the word to describe their extravagant attire.  But if these were their normal dinner clothes, it was no wonder they’d deemed her own cotton sundress unworthy.

“This is for you to wear,” Caterina said, laying a long black dress with a bright fuscia sash across the bed.

“Are you sure?” Sabrina asked, fingering the feather trim at the hem.

They nodded solemnly.  “Until your real clothes arrive.  And you get a chance to buy your cosmetics.”

“These are my real clothes,” Sabrina said.

“Too bad,” Caterina said.  “It’s a custom to dress up for dinner.”

“But where did you get this dress?”

“It was in our dress-up closet,” Gianna said.  “Someone left it here. We think it’s beautiful. Don’t you like it?”

Instead of answering, Sabrina went into the dressing room and came out wearing the black dress which hit her just below the knees, but otherwise fit her well.  The girls exchanged looks then beamed their approval.  A gong echoed through the house.  She slipped into a pair of ballet flats and combed her hair. 

“Dinner time,” Caterina said.  Both of their faces were wreathed in wide toothless twin smiles.

They descended the marble staircase together.  Below in the reception area it was a scene out of an Italian movie which featured the upper classes at play.  In the drawing room there were about a dozen people dressed more or less like Sabrina imagined the upper crust would be.  The men were in narrow fitted Italian designer suits, the women in dresses with scoop necks or spaghetti straps, deep décolletage or slits up the sides and not that different from the one she was wearing.  The girls were right.  Her old sundress would have been out of place.

She was just beginning to relax when she saw the prince look up and drop his jaw when he saw her coming down the stairs.  The expression of shock and disapproval on his face was unmistakable.  Now what was wrong?  The dress?  The girls?  A nanny in the wrong place at the wrong time?  Or was he disturbed by the state of his banking affairs and not her?

A servant handed her a glass of some sparkling drink as soon as she set foot on the terracotta floor.  In a flash the prince had marched across the floor and was at her side.

“For God’s sake, where did you get that dress,” he demanded.






Chapter Three

 

His eyes glittered with barely suppressed anger, his mouth so tight he could barely get the words out.  He looked at the twins standing a few feet away, who were looking wide-eyed and innocent. He spoke to them sharply in Italian.  They shook their heads, shrugged their little shoulders and talked back to their father a mile a minute while gesturing.  No doubt explaining she was woefully ill-prepared for the social life in a villa on Lake Como.  Or was it all about this dress?

“I really don’t have anything appropriate for a dinner like this,” Sabrina said. “So I borrowed this from…well, the girls suggested it.I hope it’s all right.”  From the look on his face it was far from all right. 

“No, it isn’t.”

“I’m sorry.  I’ll change.”  Into what, she didn’t know.  But all she could do was to offer.

“You will do no such thing.  This is the first dinner party I have had in years.  And you appear in that dress.  We will have to do something about your wardrobe if you are to stay.  For now you will remain right here now and meet the guests and act as though nothing is wrong.”  With that he took her arm and held it a little too tightly as he introduced her to a number of men and women as the new nanny.  As soon as they heard she was American, everyone very kindly spoke English.  If it weren’t for the prince glaring at her, she might have almost enjoyed the occasion just for the novelty of mixing with the rich and well-born Italians.

Now she wondered if not only had she worn the wrong dress, maybe she was supposed to stay in the background, as befitting a member of the staff, but he’s the one who was escorting her through the crowd.

 She looked for the girls to quiz them about it but they were gobbling boccincini appetizers from a silver platter on the other side of the room.

No matter where he was in the room, or who he was talking to, the prince kept his eyes on her, or on her dress.  Every time she glanced at him, their eyes locked and she felt a chill go up her spine.  If he thought the pressure would force her to quit her job as other nannies had, he didn’t know her or how much she wanted to stay.  Except for the prince himself, everything was better than she’d imagined – the spectacular setting, her quarters, the view, the girls and this beautiful villa.

It would take more than his anger to scare her off, and more than an inadequate wardrobe.  If dinner parties were rare around here, she wouldn’t need any fancy dresses.  How many nannies attended this type of party?  Not many, she was sure.  She looked around the room, wondering which of the stylish women here was his fiancée.  Was it the blond with the diamond necklace?  The flirtatious woman on his left?  If she was here wouldn’t he be watching her instead of Sabrina?

When she asked the girls which one she was, they said in unison, “She’s not here.”  Then they smiled.  From growing up with twin sisters, Sabrina instantly recognized the smiles.  They were up to something.  And it had to do with Aurora, the fiancée.  They didn’t like her, the prince had said.  And when the girls didn’t like someone – nanny or fiancée – Sabrina had a feeling they’d better watch out.

A few minutes later Sabrina found herself seated next to the prince at the large oval table with the girls at her side.  She didn’t know much about protocol, but wasn’t it strange for the hired help to be seated with the host? 

“I thought it best to keep you and the girls close at hand,” he explained.

“Why, are you afraid we’ll misbehave?” Sabrina asked, feeling more confident and alert after her nap.

“I don’t know about you,” Vittorio said, raising his eyebrows and slanting a glance at bodice of her dress.  She shifted uncomfortably in her chair.  The fabric was stretched tight across her breasts.  Was that why he was staring?  What was it about the dress?  “But I know the girls are capable of all kinds of tricks.  Take your dress, for example.  Whose idea was it for you to wear it?”

“Er….”

“I thought so.”

Just then the gentleman on Vittorio’s right asked Sabrina where she was from and they had a short discussion about the charms of San Francisco while Vittorio turned to the woman on his other side and engaged her in conversation.

Between courses, the prince turned to Sabrina and said he’d never been to San Francisco. 

“You’ll have to visit and bring the girls.  I’m sure they’d like riding on the cable cars and visiting Alcatraz Prison.”

“One of their former nannies suggested a prison was where they belonged,” he said wryly.

“That sounds a bit extreme,” Sabrina said, unfolding her linen napkin.

“You don’t know them,” he said.  “I’ll ask you again at the end of the week.”

The week?  Hadn’t he said she could stay the summer?  What made him think she wouldn’t last any longer?

She lifted her glass to her lips.  “The wine is delicious.”

“It’s a local vintage.  I like to showcase our home-grown products to these big city people.  Like the main course.”

The risotto, creamy and rich with butter, cream and cheese, came on a small plate.  Next a waiter served a grilled lake fish called lavarello.  On the side was a few spears of delicate white asparagus that came from their garden.  More courses, each one irresistible, followed until Sabrina wondered how Italians stayed so slim.

“Do you eat like this every night?” she asked him, catching her breath between courses.  Whatever she thought of him and his attempts to raise the girls, he had a profile that rivaled any in his portrait gallery and she decided he was by far the most attractive man at the table.  No wonder she was tempted to steal occasional glances in his direction.  When he met her gaze, she instantly looked away.  Why wasn’t his fiancée here to play the hostess role? 

“The girls eat in the kitchen with the cook since Nanny Chisholm left,” was Vittorio’s answer to her question.  Sabrina glanced at the twins who’d told her that they always dressed for dinner.  They were whispering to each other in Italian.

“And I have something light when I come home,” Vittorio continued.  “After I’m married…” 

He didn’t finish his sentence.  Maybe he wasn’t sure how meals would be conducted after his marriage, so Sabrina said, “I don’t believe I’ve met your fiancée.”

“No, you haven’t,” he said brusquely.

Sabrina dropped the subject.  The dinner seemed to go on and on, course after course, a salad of fennel and hearts of palm in a balsamic vinegar dressing followed by a veal scaloppini with a sauce made of Chardonnay, capers and lemon.  There were fresh peaches for dessert soaked in red wine also made on the premises. 

“From our orchard,” the prince said, pointing to the peaches.

“Delicious,” she said.

He gave her a long intense look then turned abruptly and began a conversation with the man next to him on the other side which sounded very business-like. 

The twins, having eaten a few bites from each course, proceeded to put their elbows on the table, twisted their hair around their fingers and tapped their shoes loudly on the floor.  Sabrina was restless too, but she didn’t know how to leave gracefully.  Seated at the head of the table, it wasn’t possible to sneak out.  Even if no one else noticed they’d left, the prince would.

Finally someone got up from the table, so she seized the opportunity, and said “Please excuse us.”

The prince hesitated only a moment, nodded and stood, pulling her chair out for her.  She grabbed a twin in each hand, and firmly guided them to the stairway, sure that no one, especially their father, would mind if they disappeared.

The girls must have been tired, because they didn’t protest or say much.  Maybe they were just tired of trying to behave or tired of dining with grown-ups.  Anyway she walked to their room with them.  Just a glance inside told her it was a fairy tale room with hand-painted murals on the wall of castles and unicorns, two four-poster beds and a desk with a late model American computer, a printer, speakers, and enough accessories for a small office. 

“That’s all yours?” she asked.

“The man from the bank set it up for us.  We are on Myspace,” Gianna said.

“We get lots of messages,” Caterina said.

“That’s good you’re computer literate.  So tomorrow we’ll began the lessons,” Sabrina said.  “We can use your computer.”

Again a look passed between the twins.

“We have summer camp tomorrow,” Caterina said.

“Sailing on the lake, and horseback riding.” Gianna added.

“All day?” Sabrina asked.  She had to admit riding and sailing sounded better than studying for an entrance exam to a school they didn’t want to go to.  But she had to make herself useful.  Or face deportation.

They nodded happily.

Sabrina gave up, said good-night and went to her room, changed into the robe and sat on the balcony watching the lights around the lake reflected in the water.  She listened to the waves gently lap against the boat dock.  Somewhere across the water a man was singing an Italian song.  Even though she didn’t understand a word except amor, she knew it must be about lost love.  It was so poignant she almost cried.  It had been two years since she’d fallen desperately in love with the one man she couldn’t have, the widowed father of little Laila who saw her only as a nanny, a trusted employee and not a possible wife.

She should be over it now.  She thought she was. But there were times when the pain came back, throbbing like a wound that wouldn’t heal.  Times like tonight when she was faraway from home and facing an uncertain future.

Later she heard voices drifting up from the patio beneath her room.

“Ciao,” they called.

“Arrivederci.”

The prince was saying good-bye to his guests while hundreds of fireflies flickered in the sky.  Sabrina stood, leaned over the balcony and reached out as if she could capture the ephemeral lights in her hands.  Just then the prince who was wrapped up in the magical, mystical green glow of the fireflies, looked up and saw her there.  She felt dizzy.  Maybe it was fatigue or jet lag or maybe it was Italy.  Or maybe it was him standing below her, his white shirt unbuttoned at the collar, his dark eyes flashing that made her feel faint.

She grasped the railing and told herself to go to bed.  But her feet wouldn’t obey.  As long as he stood there with his head tilted up, his gaze locked with hers, she couldn’t move.  It was like the first sight of him from the ferry, only this time he wasn’t using binoculars.  There was nothing between them but the misty night air.  When at last someone called him, he finally broke eye contact and moved away and Sabrina went back to bed, feeling weak and tired and somehow disappointed.  As if she’d expected something else to happen.  A gesture or a word to acknowledge her presence.

 She was being foolish.  She was the nanny.  Nothing more, nothing less.  Like Cinderella, she’d been to the ball, but now it was past midnight and though she wasn’t a scullery maid, she wasn’t part of the social scene either.  She didn’t have the clothes required or the background or even the inclination to mix with the upper classes.  That was not her job, even though everyone had been nice to her tonight. As nice as they would be with any other servant.

She was so sleepy she forgot to check the bed before sliding between the super fine cotton sheets.  As soon as she lay down she felt something dry and scaly move at the foot of the bed.  She stifled a scream and jumped out of bed.  There it was, just as she should have suspected, a foot-long harmless green garden snake she recognized immediately.  She carefully picked up the snake and admired the faint markings and the color with detachment born of long experience.  Then she put it in her bathtub intending to return it to the wild in the morning and speak to the twins about the care and feeding of reptiles.

Two hours later the breeze from the lake was wafting in the window and she was lying in her snake-free bed wide awake, wondering when the girls had gotten into her room to put the reptile in her bed.  She regretted the nap she’d taken because now she was wide awake.  If only she had something to read.  Something soothing to put her to sleep.  The house was quiet.  Surely she could go down to the library and find a book in English without seeing anyone.

She knotted her robe tightly around her waist and tiptoed down the stairs, the stones feeling cold on her bare feet.  After getting lost once or twice, she finally reached the double doors of the library.  When she pushed them open and stepped inside, she saw him there, standing with his back to her in front of a portrait hanging over the mantle.

Sabrina froze.  Her eyes swept the room.  He was alone.  She shouldn’t have come, she was intruding on his solitude.  She stepped back to leave but when she pushed the door, the ancient brass hinges creaked.  The prince whirled around.

“What are you doing here?” he demanded.

“I…I was just looking for something to read.  I couldn’t sleep.  I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to bother you.”  It didn’t occur to her to mention the snake.  It was one of the prime nanny rules – Don’t tell on the children unless they’ve committed a heinous crime or put themselves in the path of danger.  A snake in the nanny’s bed didn’t fall into any category.

Vittorio’s hair was standing rakishly on end as if he’d ran his hands through it about ten times.  His shirtsleeves rolled up above his elbows revealing even in the dim lights, tanned muscular arms.

“What do you think of her?” he asked, gesturing to the portrait.  “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?  Was beautiful.”

Sabrina nodded.  There was no denying she was stunning looking.

“How do you like her dress?” he said.  “Come closer where you can see it.”

Obediently Sabrina approached the painting.  It was the same dress the twins gave her to wear tonight, the bright sash, the feathers and all.  Sabrina gasped.

“I’m sorry,” she murmured.  “I had no idea.”

“No you didn’t,” he said.  “But I think I know who did.”

“It was my idea to dress up,” she said.  It was part of the rule – Always take responsibility for your actions.  Don’t ever blame the children.

He gave her a long look.  She hadn’t fooled him for a moment.  “Can’t sleep?” he asked abruptly.  “Neither can I.  The dead have no such problem.  Sit down, Ms West.”

It was not a request.  It was an order.  Sabrina pulled the lapels of her robe across her chest and sat in a leather library chair in front of the portrait.  There was a long silence.  She wanted to leave, but she’d been ordered to stay.  Why?

“The dinner was very nice,’ she said politely.  “Thank you for inviting me.  I don’t understand why all the other nannies…”

“Why they left so soon when I’m such a good host and a fair and generous employer, is that what you were going to say?” he demanded, taking steps toward her until his face was only a few feet from hers.  No longer the banker, billionaire prince, he looked disturbingly like any ordinary wildly gorgeous man awake and restless in the middle of the night which made it harder for her to keep in mind his status.  In the wee, small hours of the morning, it almost seemed like they were equals.  Two lonely people awake while the rest of the world slumbered.  Was it memories of his beautiful ex-wife that kept him up?

“Well, yes,” she said, jerking herself back to reality and the job at hand.  “And the girls are well-behaved and helpful.”  Except for when they sneak into your room and insert a snake in your bed.

“So helpful they found you a dress for this evening.”

“I’m sure they didn’t mean…”

“I’m sure they did,” he said, taking a step backwards, to her relief.  “They meant for you to look foolish and for me to react by firing you.  They don’t want a nanny.  I’m warning you, they will try to make you leave.  They don’t want to go to boarding school either, Ms West.”

“I can’t imagine how they could make me leave, and Please call me Sabrina.”

“If you’ll call me Vittorio.”

“That’s different.  I work for you.”  This was as much a reminder to him as to her.

He rubbed his hand over his face.  There were lines forked off from the corners of his eyes making him look tired.

“Are you sure you want to work for me?”

“Of course I do,” she said.  “I’m here.  I’ve accepted the job.  I’m looking forward to it.”  Not exactly true, but that’s all he needed to know. 

He leaned against his desk and observed her from across the room.  “I’m difficult to work for.  But you already knew that.  And still you came.  Why?”

Why?  Did he really want to know that she needed to prove she could be a nanny again without getting emotionally involved with her employer and his children?  Did she need to spell out that her heart had been broken and never healed and she needed a change of scene?  She decided on the truth.  Perhaps not the whole truth, but a part of it.

“I’d never been to Italy or anywhere in Europe.  I needed a change of venue and I thought it was a good opportunity…”

“To see how the privileged class mistreat their servants and their children?”  His tone was caustic.

“To see a different world,” she continued.  “To get out of the office, out of my comfortable rut.  I love children.  I thought it was time to reconnect with them and remind myself why I became a nanny in the first place.”  That was certainly not too far from the truth.  She did love children.  Too much perhaps.  No need to mention she’d been dispatched by her step-mother to keep the prince as a client.

“I see,” he said thoughtfully.  “That sounds very reasonable.  All I can say is good luck.  It isn’t as if you weren’t warned.  I assume the previous nannies filed their reports with you.”

“Ah…yes, yes they did.  But one never knows…’

“One never knows who to believe, does one?” he asked. “There are two sides to every story, Sabrina.  But you’re old enough to know that, aren’t you?  Sabrina.  Where have I heard that name before?”

“I..I don’t know.”  The way he said her name made her feel faint.  It was his accent or the late hour or just the way he looked at her.  How long would she have to sit there in her robe with him staring at her, fielding his questions.

He went to a bookshelf and removed a slim leather-bound book. “Ah, here it is. Sabrina Fair.  Your English poet, John Milton wrote it.”  He leafed through the book then began reading.

She was about to protest that he wasn’t her poet, but he continued.  “Listen where thou art sitting.”  He pointed to her.  “Under the glassy cool translucent wave.  Goddess of the silver lake.  Listen and save.”  He read slowly, as if savoring the sound, with his deep rich voice and Italian accent making every word vibrate in the air.

“Sabrina Fair,” he said closing the book with a loud snap.  “Goddess of the silver lake.”  He waved an arm in the direction of the dark waters of Lake Como outside.  “That’s it.  That’s who you are.”










Chapter Four

 

 

Fortunately Sabrina was finally able to fall into a dreamless sleep later with the green snake still safely in the tub. Though after the encounter with Vittorio she was afraid she’d toss and turn for hours.  No one had ever called her a goddess before, but of course he wasn’t serious.  What kind of a goddess wears a robe and stumbles into a private library in the middle of the night?  Even a goddess wouldn’t be immune to the electricity in the air when the prince was in the room.  Apparently none of the other nannies noticed, probably never had time before being dismissed.

As for Sabrina, first she sat next to him at dinner, normally a place of honor, where his fiancée should have been.  Then there was his voice in her ear, and his sleeve touching her bare arm causing chills to travel along her sensitive skin.  Finally the encounter in his study.  It was a wonder she slept at all. 

When a maid knocked on her door the next morning and brought a tray in, she blinked rapidly, confused and light-headed.  Was it day or night?  And where was she?

The maid said “Buon giorno,” and when she pulled back the curtains Sabrina caught a glimpse of the lake shimmering in the distance, it all came back to her.  The prince in his library reading poetry, and the way he said buona notte as she slipped away and up the stairs, his voice echoing in her ears.  She was not in California anymore.  Or was it all a dream?

Lake Como, dazzling in the morning sunshine, was real and right outside her window.  She was a nanny again with a very sexy employer she would have no trouble keeping her distance from for the following reasons.

Reason Number one, she’d already made one mistake on that order and from that she’d learned to keep her heart under lock and key.  Reason Number Two, the prince was from a different world than hers.  A world she was only an observer to.  A world she would never fit into no matter how long she stayed here.  Number Three, he was not her type.  If she wanted to find a man, it wouldn’t be someone who was sending his children to boarding school to get rid of them.  She was only interested in a family man.  One who spent time at home.  One who put home and children first. She didn’t really expect to find this perfect man, but she would never settle for less.

“The girls?” she asked the maid.  She searched her mind for the right words.  “Dove le ragazze sono?”  Where are they?  Where should they be?  And where should she be?              The maid said a few words in Italian and gestured toward the lower level of the villa.  After a glance at the clock Sabrina took only a few sips of the coffee on her tray and a bite of a fresh flaky pastry before dressing quickly in Capri pants, a T-shirt and sandals.  No more borrowed finery, no need to try to dress like she belonged here.  She didn’t even want to. Thank God the traditional nanny outfit of a long skirt and high-buttoned blouse seen in the movies was obsolete and good riddance to it. 

 She took the snake who was doubtless glad to get out of her bathtub and holding it carefully by the neck, she descended the grand staircase.  It was almost a repeat of the last time she’d come down the stairs, only this time the prince was at the door ready to depart for his office if his suit and tie were any indication and the girls came running from the kitchen as if they’d been waiting for her to appear.

It was another grand entrance, she realized as the three of them stopped as if they’d been freeze-framed at the sight of their new nanny appearing with a snake wrapped around her arm.

For a moment there was total silence, then they all spoke at once.

“Where did that snake come from?” the prince demanded.

“Oh, no,” Gianna said.

“It wasn’t our fault,” Caterina said.

“Look what I found,” Sabrina said brightly.  “On my balcony.  I love snakes, don’t you?” she asked the girls.  “This one is a beauty.”

“We have to leave now,” Gianna said and they grabbed their backpacks from the coat rack by the door and ran outside to the waiting car.

“We will discuss this later,” the prince said with a glance out the window.

“If you wish, but there’s nothing to discuss,” Sabrina said.  “I feel very fortunate to have a subject for our science class later today.  Snakes are so fascinating.  When the girls come home this afternoon, we will have a lesson on wildlife, particularly reptiles.  How extremely lucky to have some on the grounds as they eat rats and mice and keep the rodent population in check.”

“Yes,” he said with a strange look on his face.  “I’m glad you think so.  Addio, Ms West, I am late for work.  Good luck.  Buona fortuna.  You’ll need it,” he muttered under his breath.

Then he too walked out the front door to a waiting car and chauffeur.  Of course the prince was glad to leave his girls in her care and they in turn were happy to go off and have fun.  But were they also disappointed at her reaction?  She hoped so.  She asked herself when would they ever want to study for an exam they didn’t want to take to go to a school they didn’t want to attend?  It was a challenge Sabrina had never faced before.

Despite pride in the handling of the snake affair, Sabrina otherwise felt like a failure. As she walked to the garden and gave the poor snake its freedom, she realized she’d overslept and missed having breakfast with the twins, missed discussing with them about the schedule she’d planned and obviously missed a chance to speak to their father before he went to work.  She had put on a good face about the snake but now what?

The house was quiet except for the servants she caught only glimpses of.  This was not the way she pictured her job - preparing lessons all day by herself, but she was determined to put the time to good advantage.  To her dismay when she met the girls at the door at three o’clock they claimed to be too tired to study.  She did convince them to follow her to the garden where she gave a short lecture on snakes.

“The green snake sheds its skin once a year.  Some people are afraid of snakes.  But you’re not, are you?”

The twins looked at each other but said nothing.  “I didn’t think so.  There is nothing to be afraid of.  There is only one poisonous snake in Italy, the viper.  Otherwise they are quite harmless.  In fact, they perform useful jobs in the garden by eating mice and rats which is why I let the snake go out here this morning.”

She had their attention for a while, but when she suggested playing a math game she’d brought with her, they shook their heads. 

“We’re tired,” Caterina said.

“And sun-burned,” said Gianna, rubbing her shoulder.  “We learned basic knots today.”

“And jiffy riffing,” Caterina added.

Sabrina gave up.  It would be counter-productive to push them at this point.  She’d count the snake lesson as her one accomplishment today.

 At six o’clock she and the girls ate a simple but delicious dinner of butternut squash ravioli and a crisp green salad with lettuce from their garden in the kitchen with the cook and two of the maids and the gardener.  It was a huge room with brass pots and pans hanging from the ceiling and well-worn counters made of thick hardwood.  A large, surprisingly homey kitchen for such a grand villa. 

The air was filled with the aromas of rich tomato sauce simmering on the stove and the yeasty smell of bread rising.  The conversation was all in Italian which made Sabrina feel less necessary or useful than ever.  The girls went to bed early or at least went to their room and closed the door behind them.  When she knocked, and suggested a board game they said, “We are too tired, dear Ms. West.  Good-night.  Nanny Chisholm always went to bed early.”

Sabrina stood there staring at the closed door.  How could she compete with their other nanny unless she left them alone?  She hadn’t come all this way to do that.  She was at a loss.  If she thought they’d be impressed by her handling of the snake or her willingness to keep it a secret from their father, she’d say her first day had been a success, but who knew?  She couldn’t talk to the prince.  He didn’t want to be bothered.  And he knew less than she did about how to manage his daughters.  Besides, he wasn’t there.  She had no idea what time he normally came home.  So she went to her room and sent an e-mail message to Bettina.

“Things are going well.  The prince and I are in agreement about how to prepare the girls for private school.  I shall begin the lessons tomorrow.  The Lake Country is delightful and the accommodations are pleasant."

She didn’t want to rave about the house or the lake or the view or Bettina would decide it was too good for the likes of her step-daughter.  But she did want to reassure her.

The second day Sabrina got up early, jet lag not withstanding.  She dressed quickly and once again descended the wide stairway.  This time the prince was once again standing at the foot of the stairs alone as if he’d been waiting for her.  She clenched her hands into tight fists, anticipating the worst.  Was this how he’d fired the past nannies?  Waited for them to arise on the second or third day and sent them packing?

 Despite her fears, she couldn’t help noticing he was wearing a dark suit and a blue shirt and tie and looked impossibly, indescribably handsome.  Yesterday she’d been too worried about sleeping late to notice.  Today she noticed.  She shouldn’t be surprised, but she found it difficult to catch her breath. She couldn’t even move her feet for several long moments.  Maybe it was fear or continual jet lag or maybe it was the prince looking like he’d stepped out of the pages of GQ.  Other nannies had mentioned this phenomenon of the to-die-for-good-looking prince, even though they’d barely lasted twenty-four hours.  If she was still here tomorrow Sabrina made a mental note to congratulate herself on her longevity.

“There you are,” he said, glancing at his watch which probably cost as much as Sabrina’s compact car back in California.  “No snakes today?”

Sabrina smiled brightly and shook her head as if another snake would be just fine.

“Good.  Well, I must leave for Milan now.  The chauffeur will be tied up for a few hours and they don’t have another ride today.  You will take the girls to their sailing lesson.  You do drive?”

“Yes of course, but…”

“They know the way to direct you.  The Alfa is in the garage.”  He held out his hand with keys in it and pressed them into Sabrina’s palm.  She closed her fingers around the keys, warm from his touch.  “I believe the activity begins at nine,” he said.  “And ends some time in the afternoon.”

“Very well.”

“Don’t let the girls talk you into any deviations.  They go to their class, you pick them up afterward and… they return and do whatever you have planned for them.”

“We could have an English lesson and a snack or tea, if that’s what they’re used to.  I mean isn’t that what they did with Nanny Chisholm?  Children need routine.”  As if she’d have any better luck talking them into an activity today than yesterday.

“If you say so.  After all, you’re the nanny.  They also need…what is it you learned at your institute - health, nutrition and interpersonal relationships, am I right?”  His gaze moved from her face to her casual outfit, his eyes lingering on her T-shirt and on down to her bare legs.  She felt self-conscious.  Was she wrong about the obsolete nanny outfit?  Had he expected her to resemble Nanny Chisholm?  “Oh, and power point too.  We must not forget that.”

“Is there something wrong?” she asked, realizing his gaze was fixed on the outfit she wore.  The contrast between his clothes and hers was striking.  But she didn’t work in a bank in Milan.  She was the nanny, she reminded herself, and she would never cross over that line again, though today it would be hard for a casual observer to know what she was or what she did.

“No,” he said brusquely.  “Not yet.”

Not yet?  Her heart sank as she realized he fully expected something to go wrong as it had with every other nanny so far.  Sabrina was a little dazed by the way he kept staring at her, and the way he’d recounted the items on her resume in his deep voice.  She managed to give him what she hoped was a confident smile. 

 She had to admit the sight of his crisp shirt and well-cut suit that fit his tall, well-muscled body as if it had been made for him which it most probably had – had an effect on her mind. Surely it was only the groggy feeling she had from lying awake into the small hours of the morning, then waking up with a jolt.  Surely today she’d have more perspective on him and this whole Italian fairy-tale setting.  Today she’d get to work with the twins, practice being interviewed, and hopefully avoid their father which was why she was there, so he could avoid them.

“Then I leave them in your hands, and you in theirs,” he added with a brief twist of his lips in what might have been an attempt at a smile.  “Here is my card with my cell phone number where I can always be reached.  Since I will be in meetings all day, crucial to the merger I’m working on, I trust you will not need to interrupt them.”

“Certainly not,” Sabrina said.  It would take a massive disaster like an earthquake or flood to get her to phone the prince.

“That goes for the girls as well,” he said.  “They are strictly forbidden to call me at work unless it is an emergency.”

“I will see that they don’t,” Sabrina said.

“If you do, you will be the first to accomplish it.”

As the chauffeur pulled the Lamborghini Sports Sedan in front of the house, she watched her employer grab a briefcase and get into the back seat of the car.  He didn’t give her a glance. While she watched, he opened his briefcase and she assumed was already at work.

Had he even said good-bye to the twins?  How different from her last boss who shared breakfast with his daughter, then said a fond farewell after telling her to call him anytime during the day.  His assistant knew to put her through no matter when or where or what he was doing.  That’s how important she was to him. She felt sorry for the prince not having that kind of relationship with his daughters.

She found the girls in the kitchen eating bread and jam and big cups of café au lait.  She wondered if the caffeine was too much stimulation for their small bodies, but hesitated to make suggestions before she felt more secure in the job.

They were wearing shorts and shirts with “Lago di Como Sportif” on them and had already packed small matching backpacks.  Sabrina had a brief troubling feeling that she wasn’t really needed at all.  But of course she was, she assured herself.  Someone had to drive the girls to the lake.  And in the afternoon she’d be ready to hit the ground running with planned activities and figure out a way to get them to participate.

They looked so cute in their matching outfits, Sabrina had to resist hugging them.  Maybe one day…maybe not.  They looked her over as she did them, then said “Buon Giorno.” They both looked at their matching Mickey Mouse watches much like their father had done before he left for work.

Sabrina was nervous driving the sporty Alfa, but she tried to maintain a calm exterior so the girls wouldn’t guess she wasn’t completely comfortable but was in control which a nanny must always be.  They directed her toward the southeastern arm of the lake and she pulled the car into a yacht harbor filled with large expensive luxury boats as well as a fleet of small sail boats. 

They jumped out of the car, calling greetings to other 

children.  They’d explained it was Week Two of this camp, so they knew the other kids and the camp counselors and were warmly greeted by parents as well as adults in charge.  Then they told her they’d see her domani.

            “Tomorrow?” she asked, sure she’d misunderstood.

            They nodded in unison and ran off to join their friends.

Still puzzled, Sabrina introduced herself as the twins’ new nanny to the tall, tanned young man in charge and thankfully he spoke English.  He told her the girls were making great progress in sailing and riding.  He said on Friday morning the parents were invited to see what their children were doing in a special demonstration of techniques and a race to be followed by a picnic.  Sabrina hoped the prince would be there, as their new nanny she certainly would be.

Feeling like they were in good hands, she waved to the girls who seemed to have forgotten she existed, and determined to return to pick them up even thought they insisted on domani, she was on her way to the car when a tanned woman in a tennis outfit and diamond earrings that flashed in the sun stopped her.

“You are a friend of Vittorio?” she asked.  Even though her eyes were covered by enormous designer sunglasses, Sabrina could tell the woman was looking her over and checking her out from her leather sandals to her hair which she’d hastily pulled back in a rubber band this morning.

“I am the twins’ new nanny,” Sabrina explained.

“And I am Margarita Fabrizi.  I thought the girls were going to boarding school.”

“Yes, that is the plan, but not yet.  For now they need a nanny,” Sabrina said, wondering how many times she would repeat this phrase.

“Of course and how fortunate…for them, poor little orfani to have a new nanny.  We are all wondering when Vittorio will remarry and give them a new mama as well.”

Sabrina smiled and said nothing.  Not even “They’re not orfani, they have a father.”  She wondered if she’d ever meet the mysterious Aurora, their prospective step-mother.  She didn’t say she hoped the girls wouldn’t go away to boarding school, because that would be stating her own personal opinion.  Something a nanny must never do.  Sabrina knew that.  She’d learned the hard way.  A nanny must stay out of family disputes.  A nanny was not entitled to an opinion unless asked.  A nanny was temporary.  A nanny was not a part of the family no matter how much she felt like one or wanted to be one.

“And how is Vittorio, that gorgeous man?” the woman asked in  with a knowing smile.

“Er, fine,” Sabrina said.

“What do you think of his engagement to Aurora Bellasandro?”

“I don’t know.  I only arrived yesterday.”  She wanted to say her employer’s personal life was of no concern to her.  And it wasn’t.  But why bother to respond?  The best thing to do was to simply ignore the question.

“My Isabella has invited the twins to our house this afternoon and to spend the night.  I hope they told you.  It has been arranged previously.”

“Really?  No, they didn’t.  Mr…The prince didn’t say anything to me.”

“No, I don’t suppose he did.  He must have forgotten, but I made arrangements with the housekeeper.”

“I see.  Very well.”

“I will pick them up here and they can have a swim in our pool and a special dinner.  Then I will bring them to the sailing lessons tomorrow.”

Sabrina stepped backward.  What was her job if the twins were going to be spending the night with friends?  What about their English lessons?  What about the preparation for the Academy entrance exam?  If the prince knew about this, why hadn’t he mentioned it?

Sabrina was torn.  If she didn’t do something with or for the girls, wouldn’t the prince figure it out and send her home?

“Vittorio and I are old friends.”  Margarita reached into her purse for a monogrammed note which she pinched between her manicured thumb and forefinger.  There was a scrawling message there in Italian and totally unreadable.  “This is what he sent me to confirm our arrangements.  Just between the two of us, I think he is always happy to get the twins off his hands.”

“Very well.”  What else could Sabrina say?  After all, it was summer and of course the girls would rather swim with their friend than study English with Sabrina.  Maybe the prince had made this arrangement before he knew she was coming.  She hoped so.  She would have to remind him she needed to know their schedule.  Tomorrow they would begin their lessons.  Still Sabrina wanted to check with Vittorio, though he’d told her in so many words not to bother him unless it was an emergency.

Driving slowly, she found her way home and heaved a sigh of relief when she returned the Alfa to the five-car garage without incident.  But her relief was short-lived.

The maid greeted her at the side door to the high-ceilinged reception room with a note from the prince asking her to call him on his cell phone. 

“Ms West,” he said, “I left an important file on my desk which I need today.  I would like you to bring it to me."

“Bring it to you, where?”

“To the bank.  It’s very simple.  And very important.  Go to my office and pick up the folder marked Banque Suisse and drive to Milan.”

“What, Milan?”  She’d landed in Milan when she arrived but only stayed long enough to catch the train to Varenna.  It was Italy’s second city, big and bustling and overwhelming to a foreigner, and she was glad to leave it.  Yes, she knew it was the fashion capitol, and a melting pot of people and history, but she’d never ever wanted to go there.  Her dreams took her to the south, to the coast and of course to the beautiful lake country.

“You are already familiar with the Audi, are you not?”

After a short drive to the lake?  How could she say yes?  But how could anyone say no to Vittorio?  “I’m familiar with the Audi but not with Milan.”

“It’s not difficult.  Turn right at Lecco and drive down the hill to Monza, there get on the autostrada to Milano.  You can’t go wrong.  Milan has a ring road which you reach via the A/8 Highway.  Follow the signs to the Duomo.  There you will see the Public Gardens opposite our bank which is an old building with an arched portico made of marble.  The only bank of Florentine architecture I am proud to say.  It was founded by my great-grandfather and survived two wars.  I will have someone outside waiting for you.”

“Shall I give him the folder?”

“No!  The man will take the car but you are not to trust the folder to anyone but me.  Come up to my office.  My secretary will show you the way.”

Sabrina’s hands were shaking.  Drive to huge, modern, charmless Milan on when she barely knew her way to the lake?  This was a crowded and industrial city miles from the lake.  As she passed through it she was glad she wouldn’t have to stay there any longer than to catch her train.

Now she was being asked to drive there and battle the city traffic. This did not sound like a job for a nanny.  Still, one of the many nanny rules is to expect the unexpected.  And yet another rule is to never say no.  So Sabrina only murmured in the affirmative while she wrote the directions fast and furiously on a pad of paper the maid handed her.

“Normally my driver would do this for me,” Vittorio said, “but I gave him some time off this afternoon to visit his sick grandmother and I can’t reach him right now.  I’ll expect you in an hour or so.  Any questions?”

Questions?  She had a million questions.  Starting with this… How did I get myself into this?  Why can’t someone else do it?  I’m here to take care of the girls.  Not to be your delivery person.  This isn’t in my job description or anywhere in the Nanny Manual.

But all she said was, “No.”

“Pick up the cell phone on my desk so that you can call me if necessary.  Otherwise I will expect you shortly.”

The words Milan is the fashion capitol kept spinning around in Sabrina’s head as she quickly went through her clothes, now hanging in her closet thanks to the maid, trying to find something suitable for a bank in Milan.  It was one thing if she were to drop off a folder and go home.  That was presuming she could actually find the bank.  But at the least she might have to walk through the Florentine building at the side of her employer while curious eyes watched and evaluated and wondered.  Who is she?  How does she fit into the picture?

No time to do anything but put her all-purpose blazer on over her T-shirt and Capri pants.  She had more to worry about than her appearance.  She had to worry about finding the way to Milan and then driving in the city itself with all those aggressive locals, surely a foreigner’s nightmare.  What made Vittorio think she could do it?  Why did he trust her to deliver the folder?  Why wasn’t he worried about where his daughters were?  No time for idle wondering.  She found the folder and the cell phone and headed out to the road in the Audi.

She loved the smell of the leather in the custom made car.  She loved the smooth handling of the gearshift, but she didn’t love the way she had to clench the steering wheel with white-knuckled fingers, or deal with the constant fear she’d make a wrong turn and end up in Rome.  As it happened she made several wrong turns, doubled back and finally found Lecco.  Then more wrong turns on the way to Monza.  When she saw the signs pointing to Milan she finally took a deep breath and relaxed just for a moment before looking for the ring road and finally the bank. 

Vittorio paced back and forth in front of the bank waiting for his new nanny to arrive.  Perhaps it was unfair to ask her to drive to the bank with the folder, but he didn’t have a choice.  He needed the papers.  As soon as she handed them to him she could go back home.  On the other hand, with his assistant out sick today, he was in desperate need of someone with a knowledge of power point this afternoon.  If her resume really reflected her skills and she really knew what she was talking about.  If not, he was in trouble.

There she was.  Vittorio didn’t realize how tense he was until he saw the car and he realized she’d actually done it.  A foreigner on her second day in the country driving to Milan.  He was impressed.  He couldn’t think of anyone else who would have even attempted it.  Certainly not Aurora.  She had her own job to do and wanted nothing to do with his.  He didn’t blame her.  She was a high-powered executive in the fashion field. 

He went to the street and opened the door for Sabrina and handed the car keys to the doorman who would park the car in the underground garage.

“Any problems?” he asked, taking the file in one hand and her elbow in the other to guide her up to stairs to the double doors.  He had at first thought of simply taking the papers and sending her on her way, but he had good reasons for bringing her into the bank.

“Not really.  Once I saw the road signs for Milan I felt reassured I was on the right track.  But I must get back.”

“Why?” he said.

“Well, because of the girls of course.  A woman named Fabrizi has invited them to spend the night, but I wanted to check with you.  I thought we should begin our English lessons tonight as preparation for the entrance exam.”

“Yes, yes,” he said impatiently.  “Lessons are important and I forgot about the arrangement with Signora Fabrizi.  “But think of it this way, the girls are on vacation.  They’ve gotten along without you for the past year. Let them visit with their friend.”

“But the interview, you said…”

“I know what I said, but right now I need someone to help me with a presentation for our rival, the Banco di Turin.  The directors are arriving within the hour for a look at our facilities and our books.  We need to make a good impression on them if we hope to convince them to join us in a merger.  If we do, we become one of Italy’s largest banks.  You’re here.  You can put together the Power Point presentation.”

“I’m not sure I can do that,” Sabrina said soberly.

Vittorio tightened his grip on her elbow.  Just in case she had any inclination to bolt.  For once this particular nanny might actually be useful to him if not to the girls.

“Why not?  You yourself told me that was one of your skills.  What happened to the confident super nanny who arrived yesterday?  The woman who told me a nanny must always be sure of herself?”

“I am sure of myself as a nanny.  I am not a professional who is proficient in office software and I never claimed to be.”

“I will keep that in mind.  Normally I would have our experts in Marketing do this for me, but this meeting was called at the last minute and my staff is elsewhere.”  He didn’t tell her they were at the airport meeting a client and taking him to a long lunch.  “I wouldn’t ask this of you if it weren’t important to impress the clients and do it today.”

“Will it impress them to know your nanny who knows nothing about banking is responsible for the presentation?”

“No one will know you are a nanny, unless you tell them.”

“Wouldn’t that be fraudulent to pass myself off as something I’m not?”

“Not at all.  You’re my employee.  That’s all anyone needs to know.”

Vittorio saw her glance down at her Capri pants and athletic shoes.  Of course, her clothes.  If he knew anything about women, he should know it was all about her appearance.  Truth to tell, hers were totally unsuitable for the job.  Unless she was out of sight.  Just from an objective point of view, she was too attractive to be hidden away somewhere.  Over the phone he gave his secretary instructions to rush out and purchase a variety of clothing at a neighborhood boutique.  He paused with the phone in his hand.

“What is your size?”

Sabrina looked surprised.  “Six or eight, but there is no need…”

He cut her off and told Mirella to use her judgment in choosing clothes.  And not just office-wear.  That way there would be no repeat of his nanny’s wearing his ex-wife’s dress again.

He turned to Sabrina.  “My secretary is going out to  buy you a suitable business suit and shoes and a few other items.  We have no time to lose.  Come with me.”

He was glad to see she didn’t protest any further.  She looked around at the furnishings in his office.  He wondered if she was impressed by the hand-woven classical carpets that had been there since his grandfather’s time along with the rich wooden panels on the walls and his gigantic desk covered with stacks of papers. 

He saw her glance at the old man in the portrait on the wall.

“My great-grandfather,” he said, though she hadn’t asked.

 He had to admit for a nanny she was quite amazing.  Or for any woman.  Any other woman would have run out screaming, claiming this was not her job.  Not her.  She didn’t want to be here.  That was clear.  She didn’t want to do the job.  And frankly it wasn’t her job.  But she was here and she was doing it.  He’d have to make it up to her somehow.  A bonus perhaps.

They spent the next hour going over the data, photographs, charts and graphs and figures.  She sat at a small desk with a computer in front of her and he leaned over her shoulder or he’d pace back and forth making suggestions.  Sometimes he would ramble.  Sometimes she would object.  He was amazed at how quickly she grasped the ideas he put forth.  He was equally impressed with the expression on her face, one of intense concentration.  He had a feeling an explosion could rock the floor and she would still be focussed on the job. 

Unfortunately he had lost some of his own concentration.  He found himself so distracted by the way her hair fell across her cheek and the look in her dark eyes that he sometimes lost track of the task at hand.  Something that hadn’t happened for years.  Something that shouldn’t happen at all.

His nanny was a combination of looks and brains he’d never before encountered in a woman.  Why hadn’t she ever married?  What was wrong with the men in America?

When she’d enter the data he gave her into a format, he’d give his opinion, and they’d make more changes.  When she ran into problems, and the computer wouldn’t respond, she muttered to herself.  But amazingly, they soon had a cohesive, comprehensive presentation which he then translated into Italian.  At the end of the hour his secretary knocked on his door.  He looked up, surprised at how much had been accomplished in so little time.

“Signor Monteverde, I have the clothes. And the clients have arrived.”  She held out a bulging garment bag.  “I wasn’t sure of exactly what you wanted, so I got a selection.”

Vittorio straightened his tie and rolled his sleeves down.  “Quite right, Mirella.  Thank you.  Show the guests into the board room then will you take Ms West into your office and help her choose something appropriate for the event today?”

Sabrina followed Vittorio’s secretary into a small adjoining office.  Her shoulders ached, her back hurt and her head was pounding after an hour of the most intense brainstorming she’d ever done.  The office was smaller than  his, with its tall ceiling and huge windows overlooking the Duomo, but it was very pleasant.  His secretary was efficient and helpful as she unpacked the clothes.

“I have no idea which one to choose,” Sabrina admitted as Mirella held up one suit after another.  The suits all looked the same to her.  She wondered why there were also two dresses, one black one blue and even more garments behind them.  They were obviously gorgeous designer dresses that must have cost a fortune.  Well, they’d just have to take them back.  She didn’t need them or want them.

“May I suggest the black suit?” the secretary said.  “I couldn’t resist choosing a few items which are different from business clothes.  Signor Monteverde suggested you may not have brought enough clothes with you on short notice from America.”

“Did he?  Well, I guess I didn’t,” Sabrina said.  What nanny would have brought enough clothes for a double life – nanny and bank employee and dinner guest?  No one.

Mirella spread more clothes on a chair.  Sabrina caught a glimpse of labels – Gucci, Prada and Armania.  Under the formal attire was a stack of casual clothes - linen pants and shorts, and casual cotton dresses, the kind the smart women on the lake wore.  She gasped.  These clothes must have cost a fortune.

“With the suit, just a touch of makeup?” the secretary said.

Sabrina shrugged.  “You know best,” she said, too tired to protest and knowing she was out of her element.  “I didn’t really expect to be here today.”  Expect the unexpected, she reminded herself and allowed the secretary to play the role of make-over artist at which she clearly excelled.  “I don’t understand how you had time to buy all these clothes,” she mused as the woman applied a light foundation to Sabrina’s face.

The secretary smiled.  “It was my pleasure.  Mr. Monteverde is a demanding boss, but very fair and very generous.  But you already know that.”

No, Sabrina didn’t know that.  Not at all.  She said nothing.

Even at the nanny agency in San Francisco, every day was casual clothes day, which she wore over and over since no one saw her except her step-mother who would think it was extravagant for Sabrina to dress up.  She dealt with clients and nannies all over the world, but hardly any ever came into the office.

 Here in Italy, she was in another world.  First the villa and now this historic bank building in the heart of Italy’s fashion center.  From a nanny in rain-soaked sandals and all-cotton sports clothes arriving at a lake-side villa, she was suddenly in one of the most sophisticated cities in the world and expected to perform and moreover to look the part.  With this wardrobe she had a chance to do it.

Right now she was tired, tired of playing a role she wasn’t prepared for and didn’t want.  All she wanted was to get back into her own clothes, go home and deal with children.  Not home in California.  Just to the villa.  The story-book villa with her gorgeous suite and the piles of lessons waiting to be taught.  Was that too much to ask?






Chapter Five

 

Some minutes later Vittorio looked up from his chair at the head of the conference table to see Sabrina enter the room.  All heads turned in her direction and he very nearly dropped the remote control he was holding.  That was how different she looked.  It wasn’t only the form-fitting suit, nipped in at the waist and snug around the hips.  It wasn’t just her long legs on view and her high-heels.  It was her hair and face too.  What had happened?

The way she looked, she could go anywhere in this sophisticated, fashion-conscious city and be admired.  In fact he couldn’t take his eyes off of her.  He wasn’t the only one.  How did it happen?  He reminded himself to give his secretary a bonus for what she’d accomplished, turning an modestly attractive nanny into a show-stopping business woman. Especially if the merger went through.  There would be celebrations all around.

“I would like to introduce my assistant from America, Signorina West,” he said.

Everyone stood to shake her hand.  She smiled briefly, then took the control while he talked and explained the graphs, charts and bullet points projected on the big screen at the end of the table.  She had perfect timing that meshed with his.  Almost as if she’d been doing it all her life, that’s how poised she was.  She was definitely a different nanny than all the others.  Snakes notwithstanding.

There were questions afterward and the discussion was in Italian which she obviously didn’t understand.  The comments were all positive which he hoped she was aware of.  He saw her look at the door.  He nodded.  But he didn’t want her to leave.  Not yet.

“Ms West, I’ll be with you shortly,” he said as she opened the door and walked out. 

Finally the meeting was over and he found his nanny in his office chatting with his secretary.  When he opened the door they stopped abruptly.  He looked at Sabrina then at his secretary who excused herself.

“Mirella, I’m leaving now.  Don’t forward my calls unless it’s an emergency.  I will check in with you later.  I’ll drive Ms West back to the Lago and I’ll be working at home this evening.”

Mirella looked startled.  He knew it was unusual.  He never left early.  Why bother?  No one was waiting for him at home.  His children didn’t miss him.  His secretary glanced at Sabrina.  He hoped she didn’t have the wrong idea.  After all, everyone knew about his engagement to Aurora.  And they knew she was away on a business trip.  He didn’t blame Mirella for being surprised at his early departure.  His usual work day extended into the evening right here at the bank.  But there was nothing usual about today.  He told his secretary to wrap up all the new clothes.

“But I don’t need even one suit after today or this dress or any of these other things,” Sabrina protested watching a young man carry them to the car.  “And I know I can’t afford them.”

“I can,” he said, “and you may need them in the future.  Being such short notice, I understand you may not have had time to pack properly before you came here.  Besides, you obviously had no idea what our life style was.”

A becoming flush colored Sabrina’s face.  She should never play poker.  Her thoughts were mirrored in her eyes, on her lips and the color of her cheeks.  It was best she didn’t know that the twins had told him how few clothes she’d brought.  Their motive was of course to show him how unprepared she was for the job and to get him to get rid of her.  Which was why they’d put the snake in her bed.  But he was not fooled.  Just because they didn’t want her here was not a good reason to let her go, in fact just the contrary.

Maybe he’d been too hasty in firing the previous nannies, but seeing Sabrina, he was glad he had.  For the twins’ sake, of course.  And for his too.Today she’d earned her money and then some.  He was glad to furnish the woman with suitable clothes to be worn in town or at the lake, for dinners, lunches or wherever nannies went. 

 He realized he’d made a decision about her without consciously doing it.  Ms. West would stay, no matter what the girls wanted.  As for the clothes, he understood that she couldn’t have been prepared for life here in Italy where everyday women walked out the door to the market dressed as if they lived in a villa on Lake Como.

“You’re not in casual California anymore,” he added.

Sabrina West acknowledged his remark with a small tired smile.  He glanced over at her from the driver’s seat.  She had taken her shoes off and tilted her head back against the leather seat.  There were faint smudges under her eyes and along with her pale skin and high cheekbones, she looked fragile.  A far cry from the smart business woman who’d just assisted him in an excellent presentation.  She was more than a multi-talented woman who’d performed over and beyond her job description.  She was a desirable woman and he couldn’t understand why no man had snatched her up yet.  What was wrong with American men?

He felt a pang of remorse for putting her to the test.  An hour ago she’d been full of energy, now she was suddenly worn out. This was his fault for taking advantage of her.  Forcing her to drive to Milan and then fill in for someone who should have been a bank executive or technical consultant.

“I’m sorry.  Instead of relaxing by the pool at the villa or instructing my little hellions in history or geography, you had to dress up and assist me in a very important business matter.  Which is not what you expected and certainly not in your job description.I’ll make it up to you somehow.  Have you had lunch?” he asked. “Of course you haven’t.  We’ll stop for something along the lake, if you can wait that long.”

She nodded.  He didn’t know if that meant she could or couldn’t wait.  He decided to go ahead to the Lake.  It was strange, but he felt he’d had enough of Milan for once, and he was sure she had too.

“I want to thank you,” he said.  “I believe we may have closed the deal today.  They’ll give us their answer next week.  I must say your contribution was invaluable.  I owe you for that.  It was above and beyond your duties.”

She nodded and closed her eyes.  In a moment he saw that she’d fallen asleep.  She must have jet lag.  She’d been up late last night as had he.  He couldn’t believe anyone could fall asleep so fast, except for children.  He couldn’t stop looking at her, at the way her lips were parted, her skirt twisted above her knees revealing long shapely legs and the way her slim fingers were clasped in her lap.

He drove around the lake twice just to keep from waking her.  He took the narrow road lined with tall fences that protected large villas, even more impressed that a foreigner would brave this heavy tourist traffic to come to the bank today merely because he asked her to.  He would take her to a late lunch then go back to the villa to work.

When he finally stopped the car in the driveway of the restaurant at the Villa Fiorini, she woke up and looked around as if she was lost.  Or at least disoriented.  “We’re at a restaurant on the lake,” he explained.  “It’s the deepest lake in Europe and the most beautiful, but then I may be prejudiced.”  He got out and opened her door for her.  First she had to put her shoes on and he had to watch.  He stuffed his hands in his pockets to keep from taking her feet in his hands, encircling her ankles with his fingers and feeling her smooth skin all in the interest of helping her, of course.

He tried to look away at the orange and lemon trees that graced the entrance to the venerable old restaurant, but he couldn’t tear his gaze from her spectacular long legs.  He took her suit jacket from the car and helped her put it on, his fingers lingering on her arms a little too long. 

 He was an engaged man, he reminded himself, a man who hadn’t looked at a woman the way he was looking at his nanny for a long seven years.  A man who didn’t expect to feel the way he did right now, as if he’d fallen off his sailboat and gotten trapped in an undertow on the lake.  That’s the way Sabrina West made him feel, slightly out-of-control, slightly off kilter and not his rigidly disciplined himself at all.  What had he done, hiring a woman who made him feel vibrantly alive again and in danger of falling off the path he’d so carefully followed these past seven years?  Maybe he should have sent her back on the next ferry.  But then where would he be today?

She’d taken off her suit jacket to reveal a silk blouse underneath it.  It clung to her curves in a way that drew his attention like a magnet.  Again he made a super-human effort to look at something else and again he failed. What was wrong with him?  He knew better than to become infatuated with a woman no matter who she was.

Inside the restaurant Sabrina sniffed the air.  There was the smell of succulent steak being grilled over an open flame and the rich fruity scent of fresh olive oil. 

“I hope you like this place,” he said as he held out her chair for her.

“Like it?”  Sabrina sighed happily.  “It’s wonderful.” She wasn’t sure if she was still dreaming or if she was really on the shores of Lake Como at a restaurant filled with wooden furniture, all done in warm earth tones with a spectacular view of the lake shimmering below and the promise of a delicious lunch with a man who drew her into his orbit by the look in his eyes, his deep voice that set off vibrations in the air and the sheer strength of his personality.  She warned herself he was only being charming and nice because he owed her for helping him out.  After lunch it would be back to normal, and a good thing too.  They’d be employer and employee, nothing more, nothing less. 

From the terrace she saw tiny sailboats bobbing about in the water.  Then she glanced across the table.  Even more of a dream was that she was having lunch with her handsome boss, the very thing she knew she shouldn’t do.  But it was too late to say no.  And she was too weak to protest.  The same thing that had gotten her into so much trouble before.  It was all too horribly familiar.  The last time she was a nanny, she’d been swept into the bosom of the family so fast it made her head spin.  It was wonderful, magical, and irresistible.  She was treated like part of the family she’d always wanted.  Until it all came crashing down around her.

This time Sabrina was going to resist.  Even though she hadn’t seen much of the girls, she was their nanny.  Today was an aberration.  Tomorrow would be different.

Tomorrow she’d be a nanny again.  It was her job.  Her job was not to socialize with her boss, no matter how delightful it was to have lunch on the shores of the deepest and most beautiful lake in Europe with the best-looking man in all of Italy, maybe all of Europe.  Not only good-looking, but charming besides, at least when he wanted to be. From their table they had spectacular views of the fields of wildflowers with the lake in the distance.  Sabrina ignored her menu in favor of gazing at the scenery and not her boss.  It was a view she’d only dreamed of.

The prince broke into her reverie.  “May I suggest the polenta with truffles, the porcini mushroom and onion soup and filet mignon in a Cabernet sauce?”

“It sounds wonderful,” she murmured, instead of saying what she should have said, “No thank you.  I’ll have some bread and cheese back at the villa.  I can’t have lunch with you.  I can’t work with you at your office. I know better and so do you.  You’re my employer and I’m your nanny.  To you I’m an employee.  To me you are….” That was one sentence she didn’t want to complete.

“I must confess,” the prince said as the waiter filled their glasses with a sparkling white wine, “I was skeptical when you told me that Power Point was an important skill for a nanny.  You have proved me wrong.”

“I’m glad I could help,” she said folding her hands primly in her lap.  Was this the same autocratic employer who’d fired the previous half dozen nannies?  Maybe they should have tried Power Point.  If only she had something more to do other than look across the table into her employer’s eyes and get caught like a fly in a mysterious Venus fly trap.  There she was staring at him, wondering if his eyes were merely a seductive dark brown or really black as ink.  If only it meant nothing to her that she’d been a part of a successful presentation.  But it did.  She felt a thrill of achievement even though she hadn’t achieved any part of the job she’d come to do.

“What can I do in return?” he asked.

“You’re taking me to lunch,” she said with a glance around the sun-drenched terrace at the other customers, all well-dressed vacationers or local residents.  Every man was  dressed in white pants, blazers and colorful shirts and the women in bright summer dresses or slacks. If she kept the clothes the secretary had bought her, she’d be dressed just as fashionably as these people.  But what about the nanny rules that forbid accepting expensive gifts from your employer?

“As your employer, I am obliged to provide your meals for you, at least that’s what I understand.  There must be something else, a bonus, a day off to go shopping?”

“I can’t imagine anything I could shop for if those clothes in the car are really for me.”

“They are,” he said firmly.

“Then I intend to pay you back for them.”  She did intend to do that, but she knew at the moment it didn’t seem like a realistic plan.  “In the mean time I do have a request.

He hesitated only a moment then he said, “Name it.”

“I’d like you to come to the girls’ sailing class next Friday morning.  The parents are invited to see a demonstration of what they’ve learned this summer.  There is to be a picnic afterward.”

“I’m afraid it’s out of the question,” he said without a pause.  “I have meetings on Friday.”

“Very well.  You asked me and I told you.”

“Ask me for something else.”

“There is nothing else.  Never mind.  I will be there.  It’s your loss.”

His expression darkened.  She didn’t know what he was thinking, perhaps that she’d gone too far.  Maybe she should never have mentioned it, and maybe the twins didn’t care if he came or not.  But she knew how it felt to have empty seats where her parents should have been whether it was a piano recital or parents’ night at school.  She wouldn’t wish that on anyone.

Sabrina decided not to give up yet.  “Perhaps your fiancée would like to attend?”

He gave a mirthless half laugh.  “Aurora?  I don’t think so.  She has a very demanding job and is traveling at the moment.  Besides, I don’t know what kind of impression that would make on the girls.  As I mentioned they haven’t quite accepted the idea of my marriage to her.  And she’s never been very interested in the girls.  When you do attend the event, Ms West, you will find that many of the guests are not parents but nannies or servants like yourself.”

Sabrina winced.  For a few hours she’d forgotten she was a servant, but he obviously hadn’t.  He was right.  That’s what she was.  It was good to be reminded.  It was better that way.  That way she wouldn’t let herself believe they were equals, even though she was wearing a beautiful designer suit and they were sharing a very lovely expensive lunch together.  He was way out of her reach, way beyond anyone she’d ever met.  He was not only rich, but high-class, foreign and descended from royalty, no matter if he disclaimed his right to the throne.  By that one remark, he’d made her position indisputably clear.

He poured a glass of wine for her.  “Most parents are at work, especially on a Friday.  So you will go, enjoy the activities, the twins will be happy to have you there which is why I have employed you in the first place.”

“I’m not sure they will be happy to see me there or anywhere,” she said.

“I suppose you are referring to the snake in your bed.”

“You knew?” 

“I assumed.  I liked the way you handled it, even though the girls must have been disappointed you didn’t come screaming from your room in the middle of the night.”

“Screaming?  Surely the other nannies…”

“Some of them screamed, some merely packed up and left the next day.”

If that was true, no wonder he appreciated her, and appreciation from her employer was surely a step in the right direction, now if only the girls… 

Vittorio smoothly changed the subject as he’d done before and distracted her enough to enjoy the savory soup with slivers of porcini mushrooms which he explained were found in the forest around the lake. 

“My brother and I used to hunt for mushrooms then sell them to the cooks from the other villas until my father caught us and told us that princes didn’t engage in commerce.  That was when I decided I didn’t want to be a  prince if that’s what it meant.  I was determined to go into business for myself, make money and not rest on an inheritance or on the past.”

Sabrina could just picture the prince as a small, determined boy, going against family tradition to do just as he pleased.  He hadn’t changed much. 

“I assume your parents finally came around to agree with you when they saw that you became a success.”

“In some ways.  Except for my choice of a bride.  They never approved of Maddelena.  It turns out they were right.”

Sabrina blinked rapidly at this piece of information.  She wanted to ask a follow-up question or two but Vittorio  changed the subject again and was back to his childhood when he spent summers sailing on the lake.

“I still have a boat, but unfortunately I have no time for sailing or other sports right now.  Actually I haven’t sailed for years.”  He had a faraway look in his eyes that made her wonder if he’d sailed with his wife and was afraid to go again for fear of bringing back memories of a happier time.

“I went sailing once with friends in San Francisco Bay,” Sabrina said.  “But when the boat went out onto the open sea I was terribly seasick.  I’m sure you’re happy to know the girls are learning to sail since it must have been a wonderful way to spend your childhood.”

Just then the polenta arrived, creamy and rich studded with earthy truffles.

“Yes, I sailed some of the time, but my childhood passion was to look for ways to make money.  I don’t see any such tendencies in my daughters.  In fact, I don’t see any of my characteristics in them.  I sometimes wonder if we’re related at all.”

“Maybe because you don’t see much of them,” she suggested.

“Maybe,” he said, but she could tell he didn’t buy her explanation.  “My brother and I were always interested in earning money to my father’s dismay.  He thought it was unbecoming for the descendents of royalty, but we looked hard and long for truffles when we heard what a price they could fetch until we found out one needs a pig to dig for them.

“We gave that up and took up a new job which was carrying luggage for tourists who disembarked from the ferry.  We had a small wagon and the tips were quite generous as I recall.  Again my father stepped in and put a halt to our small business.  ‘Not suitable work for the Monteverde Family.’”  A half smile crossed his face at the memory.  Again Sabrina pictured an energetic small boy with the prince’s determination, meeting the passenger ferries just as he’d met hers yesterday.

“What about you, Ms West, because you became a nanny, do I assume your first employment consisted in caring for children?”

“As a teenager I did a lot of baby-sitting, yes.  I enjoyed it.  I prided myself on doing more than just sitting. I invented games, told stories and made up plays to act out. I always loved animals too, though I wasn’t allowed to have a pet, I volunteered at the children’s petting zoo.”

“Any snakes on display?”

She smiled.  “A few.  As an only child, I craved an opportunity to be with small children and perhaps I also liked being in charge and giving orders.” She paused.  “Actually when my father remarried, I was technically no longer an only child because I inherited two step-sisters, but it isn’t the same as…well, we’ve never been close, my step-sisters and I.”

Sabrina didn’t know how they’d gotten onto this subject.  She didn’t normally discuss Mindy and Jessica.  They weren’t really a part of her life since she’d gone to college and moved out of the house.  She preferred to forget how they’d treated her when she was young.  Many of her friends had no idea they even existed.  It was easier than explaining why she didn’t think of them as family.  Her family was gone.  There was no one left.

She wished she could tell Vittorio how lucky he was to have a brother to grow up with and to have the twins now.  She wanted to tell him the childhood years are brief and fleeting and he should make the most of them.  He wouldn’t listen.  He wouldn’t believe her and she wasn’t sure why except that his wife died seven years ago and his parents hadn’t approved of her.  Which led to his leaving the girls for others to care for.

Despite his referring to Sabrina as his servant, the lunch conversation took a pleasant turn after that almost as if they were friends lunching together and getting caught up, and the food was deliciously different from anything she’d ever tasted, especially the warm chocolate tarte he ordered for dessert with sliced strawberries on top with a dollop of whipped cream.  When she licked her spoon, she thought she saw a glimmer of amusement in his eyes at her childish gesture.  Then he reached for her hand and said, “You like it?”

The touch of his hand sent a wave of heat to her cheeks.  For just a moment she might have fooled herself into thinking this was a date, a romantic lunch a deux, but it wasn’t.  She had to remind herself over and over who he was and who she was.  This was business.  She’d helped him out and he was returning the favor.  But his hand was still holding hers, warm and firm.  Until a young couple on their way out of the restaurant, stopped at their table.  Vittorio withdrew his hand from Sabrina’s.

 When he introduced them to Sabrina they switched to English. “So good to see you, Vittorio.  I heard you got engaged.”  Both the man and woman looked at Sabrina.

Vittorio nodded while Sabrina felt her cheeks redden. Why didn’t he tell them she was not the one?  What could she say?  He is engaged, but not to me?  Or should she explain by saying, I’m only his nanny.  Just a servant, you know.

Instead she said nothing and neither did he.  Finally after they left, she said, “I’m afraid they may have gotten the wrong impression.”

He shrugged.  “It doesn’t matter.”

“It might matter to your fiancée.”

“That I’m having lunch with my daughters’ nanny?  I doubt it.”

“No, of course not,” she said quickly.  Sabrina realized that to him this was an impersonal business lunch.  It was a good lesson.  No matter what she was wearing or where she was seen with Vittorio, she was only the nanny.  “But things may be different after you’re married.”

He frowned and didn’t say much after that.  Why would the thought of his marriage send him into a funk?

As the reached the car after they’d had coffee with dessert, the skies opened up as promised for the afternoon storm.  Sabrina admired Vittorio’s capable hands on the wheel and his driving skill as he navigated the twisting mountain roads as the rain beat down on the windshield.  She could still feel the warmth of his touch at the table.  It won’t happen again, she told herself.  Stop fantasizing about your employer.

“We made it,” he said with a sideways glance at Sabrina.  “Without getting wet this time.” 

A streak of lightning split the sky overhead and a few seconds later a loud clap of thunder rolled.  Sabrina shivered, glad to be inside.  Vittorio reached for her hand again.  This time he held it tightly.  There was no one to see.  No one who knew he was engaged to someone else.  No one but her.  “Don’t be afraid.” 

“I’m not,” she said breathlessly.  She wasn’t afraid of the storm.  She was afraid of the man in the car with her.  The man whose touch made her feel like she’d been struck by lightning. 

“I remember what you said, ‘A dramatic performance courtesy of Mother Nature,’” she said.

“You remember that?” he asked with a sideways glance at her.

“It was only a few days ago.”

“It seems as though you’ve been here longer.  You’ve managed to fit in where no one else has.  How have you done that Ms West?  What is your secret?”

 With his hand holding hers she was at a loss for words.  Her throat was too tight to speak.  The rain drumming on the roof of the car kept time with the rapid beat of her heart.  It was just gratitude, she told herself.  It meant nothing except she’d helped him out of a hard situation.  Inside the car it was just the two of them.  The world was out there somewhere in the mist, but all that counted was the two of them inside the car, breathing the same air, hands together, driving somewhere. It didn’t matter where.

The air-conditioning was turned on in the car, but the heat was mounting, generated by their eye contact every other moment.  She glanced at him, then looked out the window, afraid of the passion she saw in his eyes.  Afraid she was wrong.  How could it be?  How could he care for her that way?  He didn’t know her, she didn’t know him. And yet, and yet…

 She was afraid of being trapped, of getting caught in a fantasy, believing that he liked her more than as a nanny.  Not as a nanny at all, but as a desirable woman.

It was the storm.  It was the car.  They were alone, together in a cocoon.  The world was out there somewhere, but they were inside, warm, dry and safe, just the two of them.  The ride went on and on and yet it was over too soon.

By the time they arrived back at the villa, the rain had stopped.  Vittorio got out and the mood was broken.  The fresh air was like a slap in the face.  A dose of reality.  He opened her door, thanked her again and went to his office.  As if nothing had happened.  For him, it hadn’t.  She felt like she’d hit a bump on a smooth highway and smashed her head on the roof of the car.  Just what she needed.

He didn’t ask what she would do next or make any suggestions.  Why should he?  A nanny is never at a loss for something to do.  She ran up the stairs in search of some job to do, something to take her mind off Vittorio.

In the twins’ fairy tale room she found the catalog from the Academy in Florence.  Every thing was in perfect order there.  After all, they had a  the staff to maintain such perfection.  No need for those girls to pick up a single item from the floor when someone else was paid to do it for them.

Then she went to her suite to gather up the books she’d brought along to use for the girls’ instruction.  Everything was in perfect order there too, her clothes had been pressed, her bathroom full of clean towels and a selection of lotions and soaps.  How would she ever adapt to real life after this kind of luxury?  After changing into one-piece maillot, she wrapped herself in the robe hanging in the bathroom and headed for the pool.  As far as she knew no one was using it and she’d be alone.  A perfect place to enjoy the ambience, the sun and get some work done.  The kind of work she was trained and hired to do.  Preparing children for life in the big world, whether it was prep school or a prestigious academy. 

As soon as she’d taken off her robe and seated herself in a deck chair under a large umbrella, a maid appeared to ask what she would like to drink.

“Some juice would be nice,” she said and thumbed through her pocket dictionary.  “Spremuta dell’arancia sanguigna.” 

The maid beamed her approval at Sabrina’s attempt at Italian and quickly brought her a fresh cold drink.  Sabrina cautioned herself not to become accustomed to being waited on or to lunching with her employer.  And most of all not to get carried away by a friendly gesture.  None of these things would likely happen again.

In the house, Vittorio stood at the window of his office looking out toward the pool without really seeing the trees or the crystal-clear water.  He had work to do.  He didn’t need any distractions, but for once his well-trained and disciplined mind wouldn’t cooperate.  All he could think about was Sabrina.  It was impossible to concentrate on the upcoming merger after a day like this. He couldn’t remember relaxing and enjoying the company of a woman so much.  It was almost as if…  No, that couldn’t be. 

 The face and voice of Aurora had somehow faded away.  When he thought of her he wondered how he could consider marrying her when he felt absolutely nothing.  Not that he’d expected to find passion or excitement again.  He didn’t want to.  He wanted to avoid being swept away.  The last time had been so gut-wrenchingly painful when it ended.

  He blinked and there she was.  His nanny was walking slowly toward the pool.  She took off her robe and appeared in a swim suit that was modest by Italian standards, but still showed her uplifted breasts, her long legs and her hips to full advantage.  He pressed his face against the window but she had taken a seat in a chaise lounge and was out of sight.  He was irrationally, undeniably, crashingly disappointed. 

He told himself to go back to his desk.  What was wrong with him?  He shouldn’t have held her hand.  It only made him want to do more than that.  He’d driven around the lake a few times just to prolong the ride back from the restaurant, but eventually it had to end.  But he hadn’t wanted it to.  He’d wanted to continue their conversation, to find out more about her.  He told himself to forget it. It would be wrong to even consider more intimate contact with her.

 But the next thing he knew he was in his bedroom tearing off his clothes and grabbing a pair of swimming trunks he hadn’t worn for years.  The pool was there.  His nanny was there.  He’d worked hard today.  Hell, he’d worked hard for the past seven years.  Was it so wrong to want to enjoy life for a change?  To sit outside in the sun, to relax and continue the conversation they’d started at the restaurant?

Wasn’t that the way his life was supposed to go, sharing his life with a companion until he’d made the mistake of his life in choosing Elena for his wife.  There was no going back, no rectifying that mistake.  He had to live with the results of that decision, and that’s just what he was doing.

He was on his way to the pool when his cell phone rang and it was Aurora calling from Rome.  Just what he needed for a large dose of reality.  He hadn’t realized how much her voice grated on his nerves.

“I received an e-mail message from your daughters,” she said in an icy tone.  “It disturbed me quite a bit.”  When Aurora was angry, she did nothing to conceal it.  That was part of her charm, she’d explained to him, that she was up-front about her feelings.  With her what you saw was what you got.  At first he’d found it refreshing and appealing, but not now.  Not today.

“What was it?” he asked impatiently, standing at the window hoping to catch a glimpse of Sabrina.

“They thought I should know about your new nanny.”

“So you should,” he agreed readily.  “Since we decided that the girls need more supervision.”

“I had no idea she would be young and attractive.  I thought she would be an older, more serious type of woman.  I strongly suggest you get rid of her at once.”

“Aurora, be sensible.  The girls are meddling.  Naturally they don’t want a nanny.  They don’t want to go to boarding school either.  But this nanny is here to make sure they get accepted at the Academy.  I can’t object to that.”

“They will be accepted.  I will call the director myself.”

“That’s not the way I want to go about it,” Vittorio said.  “Either they get accepted on their own merits, or they don’t.  They cannot be allowed to think they are privileged and that there is no consequence to their actions.”

“Very well, Vittorio,” she said.  “They are your daughters, but after we’re married…”

Suddenly the thought of marriage to Aurora made his blood run cold.

“In any case, I will expect you at the fashion run-way in Rome this weekend.”

“Not this weekend.  I won’t be there,” he said.  “I am busy,” he said curtly.  “And I will continue to be busy. Good-bye, Aurora.”  He heaved a sigh of relief.  He had to break it off with her.  He knew that now.  It was as if a huge weight had been lifted from his shoulders.

Out on the stone path he realized it was the first time he’d gotten that close to the free-form pool fringed with pines, cypress and brilliant camellias in bloom since he’d had it installed to replace the crumbling old cement pool no one ever used.  He sometimes watched the girls playing there with their nanny or baby-sitter, but only from the window.

The sound of water cascading down the man-made rocky waterfall concealed his footsteps.  He told himself he’d been too busy to enjoy it, but was that really the reason?  Being busy had become such a convenient excuse for any and everything he didn’t want to do.  Now he wanted to sit in the sun-dappled terrace around the pool and talk to his new nanny.  What about?  The obvious subject was the merger and his work or the girls and their future, but it seemed they had only scratched the surface of topics to discuss.  Which had nothing to do with the way Sabrina looked in her swimming suit and the fact that the view from his office was not nearly good enough.  The tantalizing glimpse of her only made him want to see more. 

Suddenly an appropriate subject came to mind, one that was apropos to her job as a nanny and his job as a father.

“About that snake,” he said suddenly as he approached her chair.  “What happened to it?”

She was so startled she dropped the book she was reading, took her sunglasses off and looked up at him, her eyes wide, her lips – pink and ripe and tantalizingly kissable - parted. 






Chapter Six

The sight of her employer at the pool where she least expected him still wearing a swimming suit so surprised Sabrina that she sat up abruptly and the book she was reading slid off her lap.

“The snake was given its freedom to chase mice and other rodents,” she blurted trying not to stare at his broad shoulders, his bare chest sprinkled with dark hair and his muscular legs.

“Good,” he said.  Then he picked up her book and handed it to her, his hand brushing hers and causing a frisson of awareness to travel up her arm.  “The Guide to the International Academia of Florence,” he said after a glance at the title.  She was glad he’d changed the subject.  She had no more to say about snakes.  She could think of nothing coherent to say on any subject, not with him standing there, looming over her, half naked.  She gripped the book tightly to keep her hands from shaking.  A sudden chill had caused goosebumps to run up and down her arms despite the warm afternoon sun.

She shaded her eyes with one hand.  It wasn’t so much to block the sun, but to block the view of the man who stood over her, formidable and charismatic, bigger and sexier than any man had a right to be.  And completely at home, dressed for an afternoon around the pool.  Even though she’d been lead to believe he never took time off, never relaxed, never used his pool. 

“I thought I could get some research done here at the pool, maybe I was wrong…” she trailed off.  Reading anything with him there was impossible.“It must be the atmosphere, the smell of the rain-washed flowers, the pool…Did Nanny Chisholm do much swimming and sunning?” she asked. 

“I rather doubt it, but you are nothing like our Scottish nanny.  Remind me to show you a photograph of her.  Why shouldn’t you use the pool for research or just relaxation?  You deserve it after what you did this morning,” he said.

She took a sip of the delicious fresh juice to help her find her voice and recover from the shock of seeing her employer here at his own pool when she imagined he’d be inside working.  “I found the book in their room. It will help me prepare the children for their interview next week.”

“What is your opinion?” he asked, taking a seat in the chaise next to hers as if their meeting at the pool was nothing out of the ordinary.  Did he know she’d be there?  Did he hope to be alone?  She might never know.

“Of the school?”  Happy to have something to do besides stare at him, she leafed through the booklet and opened it to a picture of the campus and read the text aloud.  “’Housed in an ancient palace with frescoes and vaulted ceilings, the Academia offers young women every opportunity for learning, both inside and outside the classroom.’”  I must say it’s very impressive.  They seem to do an excellent job preparing girls for a life of service.There’s an long list of alumnae, women from many countries who are artists, politicians, and business leaders.”

“I have a hard time picturing my daughters on that list,” he said soberly.

“Give them a chance.  They’re only seven.  Which as you know, I think is too soon to go away to school.  My step-mother wanted to send me away to school when I was young, but my father intervened.  Later I wanted to go when I was at a public school with my step-sisters who teased me unmercifully.  I longed to get away from them and leave home, but that was not to be, not until I finished college and nanny school.”

She paused and self consciously pulled a colorful beach towel around her shoulders.  She was almost naked and he was too.  She tried not to notice, but her gaze kept straying to his body, as if she’d never seen a prince in a swim suit before.  If only he wasn’t built like an Adonis.  But he was.

“I know, when you were seven you were out with your brother already making money,” she continued. “Bear in mind the twins’ family situation is different from yours.”  Or was it?  Sabrina didn’t know if he was raised by two loving parents or by a raft of servants like his own daughters.

“I don’t care if they don’t follow in my footsteps.  I only want what’s best for them,” he said firmly. 

She remembered the last time he’d said that was when she very blithely told him that she was what was best for the girls.  “What would be best for them would be a father who took an interest in their activities.  You enrolled them in this summer camp…”

“I know what you’re getting at Sabrina,” he said.  “And that is the parents’ day.  I have made my position clear.  I am busy Friday.  If you’ll excuse me I think I’ll do a few laps.”

While she watched he dived in at the deep end.  If she had any sense at all she’d leave the pool now, but she didn’t.  She stayed where she, but instead of studying the school catalog, she watched fascinated while he swam back and forth.

When he got out of the water, he shook his head and returned to his chair next to her.  The he continued speaking as if there had been no gap in their conversation.  “You think I should forfeit an important meeting to watch my daughters sail a boat around the harbor, is that it?” he said, obviously incredulous.

“That would be a start and it would mean a lot to them,” she said, her eyes riveted on the school catalogue.  She dared not risk another glance at his firm muscles or his taut stomach.  The worst thing she could do was to imagine they were just an ordinary couple relaxing around the pool on their estate.  The idea was beyond ridiculous.  She gave herself a stern warning and a reminder of her past mistake.

“I doubt that,” he said.  “The twins wouldn’t notice if I was there or not.”

She pressed her lips together to keep from giving him a lecture.  She was not his personal assistant.  She was not his secretary.  She was most certainly not a colleague or a co-worker.  She was the nanny.  The last time she’d forgotten who she was, she’d been hurt so badly she didn’t know if she’d recover.  But she had.

She’d gone to work in the office and successfully placed a dozen nannies (until she ran into Vittorio Monteverde) and had done a good job of it.  Now she had a chance for a fresh start.  She could succeed where others had failed.  She knew she could.  The girls only needed some attention and understanding and even some love.  If their father didn’t understand that, then it was her job to show him or provide what they needed herself.

“What are their chances?” he asked her, leaning over to tap the school catalog with a pen. 

She leaned in the opposite direction to escape the wave of sexual energy he radiated.  But there was no escaping him.  He was next to her, so close she could smell the masculine scent of his skin and hair.  She closed her eyes for a moment and tried to focus on his question when all she could think of was how easy it would be to brush an arm against his, to feel his skin warm against hers.  “Of getting accepted?  I don’t know.  I can only guess they wouldn’t have any trouble.  They’re smart, their spoken English is perfect, but…”

“But you don’t think they’re ready, you’ve made that clear.”

“Not at their age.  I was wondering, because you speak so nostalgically of your own childhood…”

“Do I?  You’re wrong.  I am not nostalgic.  Not at all.  The word means nothing to me.  I don’t look back.  I don’t have time.  I was merely trying to explain to you, to give you some background as to why I am in the banking business today.  It may seem boring to you..” he said stiffly.

“Not at all boring,” she insisted still avoiding looking at him.  “Your childhood sounds almost idyllic.  And if once I did think banking was a boring job, dealing only with assets and debitures, today you gave me an insight today into your occupation and I found it more interesting than I imagined.”

“Every day isn’t like today.  Most days there are no mergers.  We stare at figures all day or sit in on endless meetings.”  She imagined him rubbing his hand across his forehead as if to erase the images.  She wondered how much he really liked his job.

“Then you are lucky to have such a beautiful, restful place as your villa to come home to where you can relax around the pool.”

“You may not believe this, but this is the first day I’ve been out here for months, maybe years.  Then why have a pool?  For the girls I suppose.  And because there has always been a pool at the villa.  When I was young we played various games out here before I had it resurfaced, but fun and games are only a memory these days.”

She stole a glance in his direction.  Good thing she was seated because her knees went weak at the sight of his shoulders still covered with droplets of water.  She looked away and swallowed hard.

She wanted to ask why he had no fun anymore.  Was it because his wife had died and he’d been plunged into melancholy ever since?  Did he need the money to keep up the villa?  Was it just a habit to live a life of all work and no play? 

“When you remarry surely you’ll have a different life-style, perhaps do more entertaining, and have more time for leisure?”

He laughed dryly.  “Hah.  You don’t know Aurora.  She works even harder and longer than I do.  Sometimes I wonder…”

She waited anxiously for him to finish his sentence but he didn’t.  Instead he closed his eyes.  She took advantage of this to let herself have a good look at him, all six foot something of muscles and bones.  Because of his lack of attention she was able to watch fascinated as the lines in his forehead smoothed out and his wide generous mouth relaxed. 

Sabrina forced herself to go back to her book but she couldn’t help turning her head to steal glances at her employer.  Strictly against the nanny rules, she knew, but the rules weren’t written to cover an employer quite so attractive as the prince.

She kept thinking of his childhood compared to hers and his children’s life as it was now.  “I keep wondering what I can do to make your daughters’ lives better besides preparing them for boarding school?”

“That’s quite enough,” he said.

But she knew it wasn’t.  She should get their father more interested in them.  Or at least teach them what she could and be prepared to step out of their lives in a few months.

Right now what she wanted to do was to take a swim and work off some of her frustration and anxiety about her job, her employer and the twins.

Leaving her boss either asleep or in a reverie, she slipped into the clean, cool clear water where she swam slowly back and forth, enjoying the exercise and the feeling of the refreshing water on her overheated body. 

 After a half hour she looked up to see the prince standing at the edge of the pool poised to dive in once again.  If she’d thought he was handsome from her sideways position at the poolside, now he looked like a classic Greek statue in his swim shorts.  Awestruck, her mouth fell open and she inhaled some water then choked as he hit the water in a smooth dive.

So this is what I’ve been missing, Vittorio thought as he swam back and forth.  The tension in his body eased as he found his rhythm.  He hadn’t realized how stressful and how fast-paced his life had become.  Today he’d taken a break for a long lunch and stimulating conversation with his new nanny and now this.  Not that every day could be like this.  He had a bank to run that required his complete attention.

 When he stopped and came up for air, he saw Sabrina was treading water with one arm on the edge of the pool.  He didn’t know what had happened to him to make him behave so strangely today. First using her to help him form a merger, now treating her like a guest or someone even more important.  After years of thinking of his house as a prison to escape from and not a home, avoiding the once known pleasures of the villa, from entertaining to swimming in his pool to regarding the view of the lake, he was seeing it as if for the first time. 

 He could blame or credit his nanny for that.  From his first glimpse of her on the ferry he’d felt a magnetic attraction to her, almost a kinship.  It made no sense at all.  She was from a different country with a totally different background, and yet there was something in her face, an expression that he recognized, that he somehow knew…and yet…How could that be?

“It feels good, doesn’t it?” she asked, tossing her hair out of her eyes.  “At home I have a membership in the YMCA.  It’s an indoor pool, nothing like this.”  She waved her arm at the tables and chairs, the umbrellas and the flowering shrubs around the pool.  “You’re very lucky.”

“Lucky?”  He spread his arms out along the tiles that faced the edge of the pool and observed her closely.  Her modest wet suit clung to her body like a second skin which made his heart pound so loudly he was afraid she would hear it.  Italian women wore bikinis at the beach showing more skin than Sabrina, but not one of them ever made him feel this way, the heart-stopping effect she had on him was startling.  All that in her modest one-piece maillot.  What had happened to him?

 “Have you ever been married, Ms West?”

“No,” she said.  She looked puzzled.  Of course she did.  She had no idea what he meant.  Or how it related to the pool or the grounds or his fortunate birth-right to all this.  “You’re the one who’s lucky.  No ties, no broken promises, no disappointments, no betrayals, no mother-less children.”

“You’re right,” she said.  “I’m lucky I get to take care of other people’s children.  It’s the best job in the world, making a difference in a child’s life.”

He stared at her.  She meant it, she really did.  How different from all the previous nannies, the ones who took one look at the twins and decided no lakeside villa or extravagant salary could compensate for girls who refused to cooperate, and made their displeasure evident in various ways including snakes, spiders and other disagreeable life forms.  Sabrina was a different sort of nanny.  A different sort of woman.  Just when he was thinking about his nanny in a way that was dangerous to his sense of discipline and distracting as well, the maid came to the pool and waved to him with an important message from one of the bank’s directors.

He pulled himself out of the pool, grabbed his towel and went directly to his office, his mind turning over the possible reasons for the call.  Bad loans, personnel problems, government intervention.  It turned out the director of their branch bank in Rome had left and with him a large amount of money.  Vittorio was needed immediately to cooperate with the investigation and quiet the rumors of embezzlement.

He was back into his suit in minutes.  He felt the adrenaline pumping.  This is what he lived for, the thrill of making money, and protecting the money others had given his bank.  They could simply not afford a scandal at this point or the merger would be in danger. 

He picked up his brief case and glanced out the window.  His nanny was still at the pool.  It seemed like another day when he’d been there too, enjoying himself in a way he hadn’t since he could remember.  Perhaps this call, this emergency was for the best.  Letting down his guard around a woman no matter how appealing she was, could only mean possible trouble.  He of all people should know that.

He walked out to the pool.  She was back in a chaise lounge and looked even more stunning than before in her  lycra one-piece swim suit in the late afternoon sun.  He asked himself again why did Sabrina look so much sexier than anyone in a bikini?  Maybe because he was undressing her in his mind. Picturing her in the nude, uplifted pink-tipped breasts, flat stomach, long lean legs and…

She was more startled to see him there than she had been before.  She stood up so fast that one strap of her bathing suit fell across her arm.  He dragged his gaze from her breasts.  Yes, it was good he was leaving.  She was entirely too tempting a distraction to a man like him who had buried all emotions and hidden behind a mask these past seven years.  He didn’t want to feel anything, especially a sexual attraction to a foreigner, didn’t want to care too much for anyone.  That was a clear path to more pain than he could face.

He cleared his throat and focussed on her face, looking straight into her eyes.  “There’s a problem at one of our banks in Rome.  I’m leaving for the airport now and I hope to be back the first of next week, but there’s no telling.  I have no doubt you will be able to manage the girls?”

“Of course I will.  Please don’t worry.  I hope you can solve the problem quickly.”

“You have my phone number.  Call if you need to.”

She nodded and looked up at him as if she wanted to say something but was waiting…waiting…for something. That’s all it took.  He acted out of character for no reason at all except that she was Venus rising from the swimming pool water, at the same time she was Mary Poppins, the ultimate Nanny and above all she was the goddess Sabrina from the poem.

He reached down and did what he’d wanted to do all afternoon, what he’d wanted to do since the first minute he’d seen her.  He framed her face with his hands and kissed her.  It was good-bye, thank you and another impulse he couldn’t explain.  All he could say was that it just seemed right to kiss her there and then.  Even though he knew it was wrong.  She was his nanny, for God’s sake. 

 The hell with that.  The hell with restraint.  He’d been restrained for seven years.  Her lips softened under his, molded to his, melted under his and if she was shocked, she got over it quickly.  She put her arms around him and kissed him back.  With one kiss he felt as if he’d been pardoned.  He was free.  Free from guilt, from regret and anger.  If he’d had time to think he would have known it couldn’t happen that way, all the past erased in a single kiss, but he didn’t think, he only felt.  He hadn’t felt this way in a long long time.

She showed restraint before he did.  She pulled out of his arms and blinked in the afternoon sun as if just awakened from a dream.  He knew how that felt.

“I.I’m afraid I got your suit wet,” she said, looking down at the lapels of his suit jacket.

“Good-bye, Sabrina,” he said.  Then he turned and walked away before he did something else like grabbing her or slipping the other strap of her suit off her shoulder.

In the driveway he looked into his rear-view mirror for a possible glimpse of Sabrina standing there regretting his absence.  A first for Vittorio, he was a man who never looked back, not at the past and definitely not at any place or anyone he was leaving.  Ever since his wife’s death, he’d moved ahead with deliberation and drive.  He had no choice.

Of course he didn’t see her.  She was still at the pool, catching the final rays of the setting sun and reading the school catalog.  A kiss is just a kiss, he reminded himself, and that was a highly inappropriate one.

It wouldn't, it shouldn’t happen again.  If he hadn’t gotten the call, he might still be there too.  The maid would bring out drinks and leave with raised eyebrows at the sight of him and Sabrina still standing there, wrapped up in each others’ arms, exploring new ways of communicating, whether discussing the girls’ education or going inside to continue kissing.  He wanted to find out more about her.  He wanted to know everything. 

 It was understandable.  She was part of the household.  If he’d stayed, they’d have dinner in the dining room, usually used only for big dinners, but why not bring out the good dishes with the royal insignia on them for once?  But he got the call and now he was off to Rome to trouble-shoot.  He always loved these moments.  At least he used to.  He’d grab any excuse to leave the villa and his dark memories behind.

He always told himself the girls didn’t miss him.  He was still convinced of that.  He knew he’d soon get swept up in this current problem and forget everything else.  That’s what always happened.

But this time he wasn’t quite so eager to jump into his car and head for the airport.  Was it the presence of his new nanny?  Or was he simply running out of energy?  Now he almost wished he hadn’t called them back.  Almost wished he didn’t know about the crisis, at least until Monday.  But his orders were always to keep him informed of problems. 

 Everyone knew he didn’t mind being disturbed at home.  In fact, he welcomed it.  Or he used to.  He forced his gaze away from the rear-view mirror and onto the road ahead.  That was the only way to live, move ahead, fill every day with work and never relax, never think of what might have been or what could be.

Back at the pool Sabrina read the catalog backwards and forewords.  She thought she had a good idea of how to prepare the girls for entrance to this school.  But how could she when she wasn’t convinced it was the best thing for them at their age, considering their background – an absent mother and an almost-absent father.  They needed more than year-round sports, math, science and social studies.  They needed someone to care about them, to put them to bed at night and put them first in their life.

That person was not their father and it didn’t look like he wanted the job or would be good at it.  What could she do about that?  He’d turned down her suggestion that he go to the sail boat exhibition, let alone forego the plan to send them away to school.  She was afraid to push the issue any further.

When the sun went down and the air cooled, she went in, ate a solitary but delicious dinner in her room that the cook had prepared for her and asked herself what she was doing there and why.

The next day when she picked up the twins at the lake after their sailing lesson, she attacked their former indifference with new energy and to her surprise they didn’t rebuke her efforts.

“We’ll play a game this afternoon,” she said, “and practice your school interviews.”

They were silent for a moment, then exchanged glances.

“If we play your game, will you play beauty salon with us?” Gianna asked.

“All right and please call me Sabrina.”  It sounded harmless, as long as they didn’t go out in public with mascara and artificially red cheeks.  Every nanny knows all little girls love dressing up and curling their hair.

“Molto bene,” Caterina said, clapping her hands.

Sabrina wasn’t sure if they really enjoyed the memory game she’d invented or if they’d remember the answers to the questions she told them might be included in the school interview, but she realized that styling their hair and applying nail polish was exactly the bribe that worked for them.

“Now it’s our turn to paint your nails,” Gianna said.

Sabrina was surprised to find she actually had almost as much fun as the girls.  She finished off the evening by telling them a story about two princesses who lived in a castle.

“Did it have a secret tower?” Caterina asked, her eyes glowing.

“Why yes, but I believe it’s locked and no one goes there,” Sabrina said.

“Maybe they have a key,” Gianna said.

Sabrina frowned.  She repeated what their father had said about the danger of the crumbling tower.  After she wrapped up the story, she turned off their light.  She gave them each a hug and quickly left the room.

When they came home from their sailing camp the next day Sabrina suggested they play games in the pool.  They seemed to have a good time. Or were they just playing along so she’d relax and forget about studying for boarding school?

No danger of Sabrina forgetting.  They practiced interview questions each and every day and then Sabrina told them an episode of the story she made up about the princesses in the castle.  They begged for more and they never tired of beauty salon game. 

She hadn’t taught them much that day but maybe she’d taken a few steps toward gaining their trust or admiration or both.

The prince called one night from his hotel room in Rome.  Sabrina hoped he would ask to speak to the girls, but he didn’t.  Maybe he knew he was past their bedtime, but she was afraid that wasn’t the reason. The sound of his voice caused an instant flush of her cheeks, a trembling of her hands and a slight quiver in her voice.  That was just from the sound of his voice.

The memory of the last time she’d seen him at the pool when he’d kissed her good-bye in his business suit came back with a rush of heat.  It would never happen again, she knew that.

 She pictured the restaurant where they’d had lunch on the sunny terrace when he reminisced about his childhood.  It was a scene most likely never to be repeated, so she hung onto the vision of her employer relaxed and at ease.  Would she ever see him like that again?  She had to sit down on the edge of her bed with the portable phone because her knees suddenly went weak.

“The girls have just gone to bed.  Shall I get them so you can say goodnight?  We’ve had quite an active day.”

“No, don’t bother.  I suppose they are getting prepared for their interview?”

Sabrina felt a twinge of guilt.  She hadn’t done any preparation that day at all.  It was summer.  Sabrina much preferred to hear the girls’ laughter when she did cannonballs off the diving board or their rapt expressions when she continued with her made-up fairy tale at night.

“That and other things,” she said vaguely.  “We’ve gone over the possible questions and they know what’s expected of them.”

“That’s good to hear.  After spending several days with Gianna and Caterina, I’m sure you’ll agree that boarding school is the best place for them at this time.”

She hesitated a moment.  Sometimes a nanny must speak her mind, even though it is in direct conflict with her employer’s point of view.

“I believe I already mentioned…”

“That you think they’re too young.  But you did offer to help them get accepted at the school.”

“Of course.  That’s part of my job.  You’re their father and I only want what you want for them.  But I can’t guarantee anything.”

“I’m not asking for guarantees,” he said curtly. 

 Sabrina wondered where was the friendly, outgoing, charming prince she last saw around the pool.  The one who confided in her, the one who relaxed and seemed to forget about work.  The one who put his hands on her shoulders and kissed her as if he was reluctant to leave.  Maybe he was gone for good, swallowed up by the pressures of the banking business.  If so, it was best she take satisfaction in her progress with the twins, which was the reason she was here. 

 She of all people knew the danger of an attraction to a man who wasn’t available.  He was engaged after all.  And even if he wasn’t…

“You should know,” he said, “as a member of the household, that my fiancée has broken our engagement.”

“What?”  Sabrina almost dropped the phone.  Even if the prince was no longer engaged he was unavailable emotionally and always would be as far as she was concerned.

“Do the girls know?” she asked, knowing the answer already.

“You may inform them.  I assume they will not be unhappy.  In fact, Aurora blames them for ruining our relationship.”

“How can that be?” Sabrina said, with a surge of animosity toward his erstwhile fiancée and a protective feeling for the twins.  “What did they do?”

“Come now, Sabrina, you must know by now they are capable of playing tricks and disposing of nannies, so why not future step-mothers?  They have been known to blame others and do whatever they can to achieve their own goals.  One of which is to avoid any kind of supervision and any kind of structured environment such as a boarding school.  Which is why I plan to return on Wednesday to make sure all goes well for their interview.”

“But since your fiancée is no longer involved, perhaps you want to re-think the idea of boarding school,” she said hopefully.

“No, I don’t.  It was one of the few things Aurora and I agreed on.  Why are you so against boarding school, Sabrina?”

Every time he said her name, Sabrina felt the vibration in his voice strike a chord in her heart.  It was the accent, she told herself, and nothing more.  How could she feel anything positive for a father who wanted to ship his girls off at age seven?  And yet there was something about him that told her she was only seeing the surface. A very attractive surface, but one that covered his true self.  Why should she ever hope to know the real Vittorio when no other nanny had and no other person had, except perhaps his wife?

“I almost went to one myself, so I know how it feels to have the prospect hanging over one’s head.  I never went but I came close.  After my father died my step-mother wanted to send me away to boarding school.  She definitely wanted to get rid of me.  Not that I assume that is your motive.  I know you think it’s the best thing for the twins.  I confess I was just as adamant as Gianna and Caterina about not leaving home, even though my home was not a castle on a beautiful lake with a turret, gardens and a pool.”

“I’m trying to understand,” he said and she had to believe he was.  “But since I went away to school and enjoyed the camaraderie of the other boys and the sports there, I’m at a loss.  What did you do to avoid this terrible punishment of boarding school?” he asked with a tinge of sarcasm in his voice.

“I…I don’t remember,” she said.  She was not about to confess that she staged a mysterious illness at the last minute.  Why should she confess her misbehavior to him?  He already knew enough about her.  “I’m glad to hear you’ll be here on Wednesday,” she continued.  “I have prepared the girls for the interview, but that’s all I can do.  We’ve practiced and I’ve coached them on their behavior and attitude.  They know that is what you want for them, but what they say and do in the room with the school officials is out of my control.”  And yours, she wanted to add, but didn’t.  Surely he knew that.

There was a brief silence.  She pictured him in an deluxe hotel room, sitting at a desk or perhaps relaxing on a king-sized bed, or at a small table with a glass of an Italian sparkling wine.  Was he lonely or did he appreciate the solitude after living with the twins and a house full of servants?  He probably didn’t miss home or the twins and certainly not her.

I hope your mission has been successful,” Sabrina said at last.

“I think so.  One never knows. I sometimes wonder if I was really needed at all, and ask myself why am I here in Rome at the Palazzo Hotel?”

“Will you have a chance to get out and see Saint Peter’s, the Vatican and the Baths of Caracalla?”  All the sights she’d dreamed of seeing before she left the country.

“Not this time.  We’ve had non-stop meetings.  I’ve narrowly escaped a cocktail party in the hotel bar downstairs.  Instead I’ve ordered dinner to be brought to my room.”

“What a shame,” she murmured.

“Or course if you were here I might be tempted to go out on the town,” he said, “just to show you the sights.” 

Sabrina’s heart sped up.  Did he really say Of course?“There are some places I’d like to visit,” she said trying to calm down.  Be reasonable, she told herself.  He doesn’t mean it.  “Not only the ones I mentioned but the places I’ve read about like the Trastevere, the fountains, the Spanish Steps…”

“After a few thousand years, they are in no danger of disappearing.  They will all be waiting for you here, along with the Forum and the Piazza Collona,” he said.  “And my favorite gardens at the Villa Borghese.  Ah, there’s a knock on the door.  I will see you soon, Ms West.  Good night.”

Ms West.  So they were back to formalities.  It shouldn’t bother her, but it did.  She felt let down, as if she’d been floating on a breeze imagining herself and Vittorio walking down the Spanish Steps, having coffee in the Trastevere or admiring the frescoes in the Vatican, or the flowers in his favorite garden then suddenly falling back to earth with a thump.  Just because he hadn’t called her Sabrina.  What was wrong with her? She hung up the phone and went to the balcony of her room to gaze at the lake, to remind herself how lucky she was to be here.  It should be enough.  The room, the house, the emerging respect from the girls, the food and the atmosphere.  She had no business longing for something else, for something more but she did.  After all, she was only human.






Chapter Seven

Vittorio returned home on Wednesday morning. After talking to Sabrina on the phone, there had been a collapse in negotiations.  The last few days he’d had to work hard to save the bank’s reputation and was sleep-deprived, mentally exhausted and wanted to escape to the quiet of his book-lined study.  But there was the interview that he absolutely, definitely wanted to go well.  The girls needed a firm disciplinary hand and demanding academic requirements. But if the girls were gone away, that would mean Sabrina had to leave.  That’s not what he wanted.  He liked her.  He liked having her in the house, at the pool, at the dinner table.  He just liked her. 

The girls were on the terrace looking down at him and waving.  He couldn’t remember the girls ever greeting him with enthusiasm after a business trip.  Why should they?  He wasn’t a very big part of their lives.  And why today when they faced the possibility of going to boarding school at his request?  Maybe because they were determined to fail the interviews.  He wouldn’t put it past them to thwart his efforts whatever way they could.

“Welcome home, Papa,” Caterina called.

“It’s our interview day,” Gianna shouted.

“Yes, I know,” he said.  Sabrina was standing at the front door in white linen pants and a yellow shirt the color of sunshine looking like she belonged there.  He had a momentary vision of what it would be like to have a wife again, someone to greet him upon his return.  Not that his ex had done that.  As he found out later, she made the most of his absences.  He realized with a start what he’d been missing.  A reason to come home.  Could that reason be his nanny? 

 It made no sense at all, but what he wanted to do right now was to kiss her again.  That kiss at the pool the day he left had haunted him every since.  He’d wanted to kiss her the first day he saw her get off the ferry dripping wet, her clothes plastered against her ripe curves.  Right now he wanted to take her in his arms, hold her tight and taste her lips.  He wanted to whisper in her ear he was glad to be home.  Of course he didn’t.  She’d be shocked.  She was his nanny.  She was a professional.  And his children were hanging over the balcony watching their every move.  They would get the wrong idea.

“Welcome home,” Sabrina said breathlessly as if she had read his thoughts.

He stopped and took a deep breath while the world he’d left behind faded away.  He hadn’t been gone that long, and yet something had changed.  Was it him or was it her?  She looked like she was dressed for casual summertime, like she belonged here at the lake and he in his business suit, felt like he didn’t belong.

 He had no time to go to his room to change or even to his office to leave his briefcase, because the committee from the school arrived on his heels, a man and a woman who were shown into one of the small rooms off of the reception area of the villa.  He called the girls to come down and introduced them.  The school personnel firmly closed the door behind them which left him and his nanny standing outside the room in momentary silence.

He tossed his briefcase on a chair, took off his suit jacket and tossed it aside, then rolled up his sleeves.  He had questions for Sabrina but she asked first.

“How was your trip?” she asked.

“Fine,” he said.  “We covered up a potential scandal just in time.”

“And you said the banking business was boring.”

He gave a half smile.  He had said something like that and she remembered.  “There are days when it’s a little too exciting.  After I spoke to you we learned one of the bank officers absconded with some money which explained the shortfall.  My team and I persuaded him to give it back.  So no scandal and no arrest.  The man was in deep financial trouble.  If he had told us that before we would have made arrangements for a loan.  There was no need to take the money.”

“How civilized,” she said with a look that indicated her surprise.

“Did you think we’d haul him off to jail and risk our reputation as well as his?”

“I had no idea.  Does this happen often?”

“Not at our bank.”

The maid came into the room with a tray of bruschetta, toasted French bread topped with fresh tomatoes from their garden and sprinkled with basil and chives along with two glasses of white wine.

“Thank you, Francesca,” he said taking a seat in a large leather chair.  He waved an arm at Sabrina.  “Sit down.  We may be here for a while.”

“I hope things are going well in there,” she said with a slight frown.

“Because your job is on the line?” he asked, taking a glass and swirling the wine before he took a drink.  He knew how she felt about boarding school for his girls.  Wouldn’t she be as happy as the girls if they failed the test?

She shook her head.  “Because I know it’s what you want.  All I can say is that we practiced for the interview.  They made all the right answers to the questions I posed.  Whether they are doing the same in there, I can’t say.”  She glanced anxiously at the closed door to the study.  “I confess I would like to be a fly on the wall.”

“No need.  I’m sure we will get a full report, if not from Gianna and Caterina, then from the interviewers.”

“If they don’t pass…what will you do?”

“I’m not sure.  I just assumed you would succeed where the others had failed.  If I was wrong, it’s my fault.”

The look on her face told him what he already knew.  She didn’t want them to succeed.  She’d wanted them to fail because she didn’t approve of boarding school.  They three of them had conspired against him.  He’d been blinded by his interest in her as a woman.  He’d gotten carried away for the second time in his life.  He’d allowed himself to believe she would do what she’d been hired to do, but she hadn’t.

The door opened and the school representatives came out looking harassed, with sleeves rolled up and blinking rapidly.  Vittorio recognized that look.  The girls had a way of doing that to people.  Especially when they acted as a team.  Getting rid of nannies or getting their own way with the servants.  They hadn’t changed.  They’d gotten Sabrina to buy into their plan of staying home.  But how would they get rid of her?  How would he get rid of her when he didn’t want to? 

It only took a short few minutes to learn what he’d already suspected.  The representatives said the girls were not Academy material. Not now.  Perhaps in a few years of careful supervision at home.  He walked them to their car and thanked them for coming.  Then he returned to the Great Room of the villa.

The girls were gone.

“I’m sorry.  You must be disappointed,” Sabrina said.  “Naturally I expect you to terminate my employment.”

He frowned.  Was this his chance to fire her?  And if so, what would he do with the girls?  And what would he do without her?

“As you said, a condition for my staying was that I would help to prepare them for entrance to the school.  I’ve failed you.  I’m sorry.”

“But you’re not sorry they weren’t accepted.”

“I confess.  You know my thoughts on that matter.  I still think I’m right, but you are their father.  It’s your decision.  But according to our agreement, I will tender my resignation.  You hired me to prepare them for the Academia.  Naturally I’ll stay until the end of the week, but I haven’t done my job, and I understand the consequences.”  Sabrina blinked back tears.  She hadn’t realized until that moment what it would mean to her if the twins didn’t get accepted.  She had to keep her word.  He was sure to keep his. 

“We’ll discuss this later,” he said briskly.

Sabrina left the room rather than give in and tell the prince she’d stay no matter what.  The idea of leaving the girls and this house and yes, leaving their father was enough to make her stomach churn and her knees shake and the tears just seconds away.

That night she ate with Gianna and Caterina in the kitchen as usual, although Vittorio was back.  She didn’t know what her place was or where.  Either did the twins.  Vittorio knew and he’d made it clear by having the cook prepare a tray for him in his study.  Obviously he didn’t want her company nor his children’s.  “His loss,” she muttered to herself. 

“Was Papa very angry?” Caterina asked after pushing the pasta with Bolognese sauce around her plate.  “Because we’re not going to the Academia?”

“He was disappointed,” Sabrina said.

“It’s not your fault,” Gianna said with a glance at Sabrina.

“He shouldn’t blame you,” Caterina said.  “And make you leave.  Now that we’re not going away, we need you to take care of us.  To play games and tell us stories.”

Sabrina looked at them and realized they had probably overhead the conversation where she’d offered to resign.

“We don’t need a nanny, we need a mama,” Caterina added.

“I’m afraid that your father’s engagement to Ms Bellasandro has been broken.”

They clapped their hands.  There was no mistaking the smiles on their faces.  Smiles and applause but no surprise which made Sabrina think they’d planned this breakup or at least hoped for it.

“Do you like our papa?” Caterina asked when they’d finished their pasta and the fruit course had been served.

“Of course.  He’s very….”  Sabrina struggled to find the right word. 

“Rich, he’s very rich.  That’s why Aurora wanted to marry him,” Caterina said.  “You could have anything you want if you married him.”

 “I’m a nanny.  I’m not going to marry anyone, least of all your father,” she explained.  “We had an agreement that I would coach you for your entrance to the Academia.  Now that you’re not going, there’s no reason for me to stay.”

Gianna chewed on her finger nail.  “Who will take care of us?” she asked.

Sabrina didn’t have a ready answer for that.  She hated to say it, but she assumed Vittorio would look for another boarding school.  The Academia wasn’t the only one around.

“He wants to get married,” Caterina said.  “That’s why he asked Aurora.” 

“Why can’t you marry him?” Gianna looked at Caterina and they both stared at Sabrina, holding their breath, their mouths open, their eyes wide.

“Well, because I don’t belong here.  I have my family and a house and a job back in California.”  They didn’t need to know anything about her stepmother, step-sisters or the job.  “If you don’t need me, I should really leave.”

They frowned.  Then they jumped up from the table and ran upstairs.  Of all things, Sabrina had not expected this.  The girls actually liked her enough to want her to stay and marry their father.  If only it was that simple.  She’d done what she’d come to do, win the girls over.  If only she’d won over Vittorio also.  But all he wanted was for her to get them into boarding school.  That much was clear now. She had succeeded where the others had failed.  Then why didn’t she feel happy?  Where was the sense of accomplishment she should feel?  Why did she feel like crying?

Fortunately she hadn’t made the same mistake as the last time.  She wasn’t in love with the twins’ father.  She liked him.  She found him attractive.  She thought they had forged some kind of bond.  But she knew better than to fall in love by herself again.  Before she slid down that same dangerous slippery slope, she was better off resigning.  Which she’d done.

A few days went by.  She drove the girls to the lake each day.  She went to the sailboat races and cheered for the twins.  Vittorio didn’t come.  Vittorio went to work.  The girls had an invitation to spend the weekend with a friend from their sailing camp.  In the morning she caught  Vittorio and asked him if he approved, and he said yes.  He looked distracted. 

“Is everything all right at the bank?” she asked as he walked past her on his way to his car.

He only nodded.  Not even an answer.

That night the girls asked the cook to fill a picnic basket to take with them to their friends’ house where they would spend the holiday weekend.  The whole town was celebrating St. Anne’s Day.  Everyone but her and Vittorio.  Vittorio came home and was on his way to his home office.  Sabrina wondered how long she could last.  How could she justify a maintaining a nanny position there?  A chauffeur-driven Rolls Royce drove up in front of the villa to pick up the girls.  But where were they?

Sabrina was eating dinner by herself in the kitchen.  What a far cry from dinner with Vittorio last week in the dining room.  What had happened?  If she had it to do over again, she would pay the price.  She had her memories.  She got up from the table as Caterina came racing into the kitchen.

“It’s Gianna,” she screamed.  “We were playing in the tower and she fell down the stairs.”

“The tower?  You know you are not allowed….”  Sabrina grabbed Caterina’s hand and they ran to the circular staircase that led up to the crumbling turret.  They bumped into Vittorio on the narrow steps way who’d heard Caterina’s cries and was echoing Sabrina’s lecture.

“You have no business…I’ve told you over and over…You know…How many times have I told them not to play there,” he said as he took the steps two at a time.  “It’s too dangerous.”

The three of them reached the tower room panting and out of breath after racing up the three stories on uneven steps.  The room was small.  There was a bed and an attached bathroom, obviously unused for ages.  Plaster was peeling from the walls.  The narrow windows had views of the lake and the rest of the villa.

“Where is she?” Vittorio demanded.  There was no Gianna to be seen.  Suddenly Caterina ran out, the door swung shut and there was the sound of a bolt sliding across the ancient wooden door from the outside.

“What’s going on?” Sabrina asked, her voice sounding hollow as it echoed off the brick walls.

 “Caterina?  Gianna?” Vittorio called loudly.

On the other side of the door were a cascade of giggles.

“This is not funny.  Let us out,” he said sternly.

“Not until you promise to marry Sabrina,” Caterina called in a muffled voice.

“Bye-bye, Papa.  We’ll be back on Sunday.  We left you a picnic basket so you won’t starve.”

The next sound they heard was that of footsteps on the stone stairs.  From the window Sabrina watched helplessly as the girls got into a chauffeur-driven car that belonged to the Van Veblan family.  She yelled their names but her voice was lost before it reached the street.  Before the car pulled away, she saw small hands reach out the window and wave.

She turned to look at Vittorio.  His mouth was set in a firm straight line.  He rammed his shoulder against the heavy wooden door.  It didn’t budge and he rubbed his arm.He didn’t look happy.

“I hope you don’t think I had anything to do with this,” she said.

“Let me just say that if you didn’t, you could have at least stopped them, or somehow prevented them from carrying out this childish scheme.”

“How?” she asked.

“Don’t ask me,” he said.  “You’re the nanny.  Or you were.  You have a degree and a certificate. You’re the expert.  You tell me what to do.”






Chapter Eight

 

“I’m really sorry,” Sabrina said, sitting on the edge of the narrow cot.  “I expressly told them as you did, that the tower was dangerous and off-limits.  Which I should have known would make it even more irresistible to them.  And…”  She stopped before she incriminated herself any further.  He was already convinced this action was her fault.

He braced one arm against the brick wall and looked at her with narrowed eyes.  “Yes.  Go on.  And what?”

“Well, you are the one who told them the legend of the princess in the tower, locked up because she wouldn’t marry the man her family had chosen for her, isn’t that right?”

“It’s just a story,” he said.  “I told it to them so they’d stay clear of the tower.  I should have known it would have the opposite effect.”

“They certainly loved the story.  They told me about the princess Allesandra and how she disappeared.  Maybe they think we will have disappeared by Monday morning when they return.”

“Monday morning?” he said, sounding shocked.

“Unless you can get us out of here.  Do you have your phone with you?”

He reached into his pocket and shook his head.

“We won’t starve.  They’ve left us a picnic basket,” Sabrina said.

“You sound resigned.  We can’t stay here all weekend.  I have work to do.”

“I’m resigned because I don’t know what else to be. Unless you have an idea of how to escape, I don’t intend to rappel out of here on sheets tied together.”  She glanced out the window and shivered at the many feet to the ground.  She felt dizzy just looking down at the sheer drop to the ground.  Or was that partly due to the proximity of her angry, brooding employer as he joined her at the window?

  Whether irritated or enraged, he was always a dynamic presence.  Even more so in this small room.  He took up more space than two average men and there was no where to hide to escape his energy or the vibrations that he set off.  Suddenly the thought of two long days alone with him caused her to feel a rush of panic in her throat.

“Help,” she called, cupping her hands around her mouth, just in case a gardener should be walking by.

Vittorio pulled her away from the window. “No use shouting, it will just make you hoarse.  The servants have the weekend off, it’s Saint Anne’s Day, the patron saint of the town.  Take a deep breath and calm down.”

She glared at him.  He made it sound so easy.  “I wonder how long the girls have planned this,” she murmured folding her arms across her waist.  “And what they hope to gain.”

“Isn’t it obvious?  You heard what they said.  They want us to fall in love and get married.  Just as Princess Allesandra’s father planned.  He thought the imprisonment would bring her to her senses.  It didn’t.  If it works this time around they won’t have to go to boarding school, they won’t have to have a nanny because you’ll be their mother.  Since they’ve never had a mother, they have some unrealistic, childish notion of how life would be different if they did.  They obviously want the life they think they’ve missed, life like some of their friends with a mother and father under the same roof.”  He ran his hand through his hair.  “You’re the first nanny they’ve considered mother-material.  The first nanny they’ve locked up in the tower. You should be flattered.”

“I guess I am.”

“I know what you’re thinking, Sabrina.  What do I know about children, especially my own.  You could be right.  What is your theory of how their little minds work?  If you have one I’d be glad to hear it.”  He paused and scrutinized her, his gaze traveling from her dark hair to her sporty shirt and down to her leather sandals.  Quite a contrast from his ex-fiancée, she imagined.  But just the outfit for being shut up in a tower for the weekend.

  Sabrina stood and walked back to the window.  As if there was someone outside who could help them.  She didn’t want to consider two or three days stuck in the tower with a man who didn’t want her there, was sorry she’d ever come and was going to fire her as soon as he could.

“Take your time.  Think it over.  We have plenty of time.”

“I know that,” she said.  “I have no idea what got into the twins.  If your theory is correct, it’s because they have a void in their lives which they believe someone can fill.”

“Not ‘someone’ – you,” Vittorio said, pointing an accusing finger at Sabrina.  “You can take that as a compliment or not.  All I can say is that you’ve done something no other nanny has done.  You’ve made them want you to stay.  How did you do it?”

“I am touched, and I do take it as a compliment.  All I did was to…, I don’t know.”  She looked back over her shoulder and met his inquisitive gaze. “Maybe I did something wrong.  I wasn’t strict enough or I was too much a friend and not enough of a nanny.  I can’t fault them.  They’re only children.  They don’t want to go away to school.  And they don’t want a nanny breathing down their necks telling them what to do.  I sympathize with them.  I have a stepmother who does that to me even now and I’m grown up.  Maybe that’s where I went wrong.  It was too easy for me to understand them and to sympathize with them.  I had no mother and I missed her terribly.”  She buried her face in her hands.

“Don’t blame yourself,” Vittorio said, his voice somewhat softened.  “You were only doing your job.  If we can stick it out for a weekend, there’s no great harm done.  They’ll come back on Sunday night or Monday morning and they’ll let us out.  They’ll be disappointed we haven’t decided to get married so you can be their mother, but they’ll get over it.”  He paused and looked at her with narrowed eyes for a long moment.

 She shifted from one foot to another.  How was she going to handle being with him in this small space?  The weekend had scarcely begun and already her heart was pounding and her palms were damp.  How was she going to control her nerves?  She glanced out the window again.  If only it wasn’t so far to the ground, she’d be tempted to jump.

 “You could stay on as their nanny,” he suggested.  “It’s not what they planned, but it’s better than nothing.” 

Better than nothing, he said.  Sabrina shook her head, and walked around the small room, picturing the years going by as she turned into Nanny Chisholm, her gray hair in a knot on top of her head, taking naps and going to bed at nine while her employer entertained girlfriends at the pool, worked side by side on mergers and finally married someone else equally wealthy and titled.  It was all too horrible a scenario.

“I don’t think so.  The twins want a mother, not a nanny.  If you are convinced your former fiancée isn’t suitable, there must be other wealthy, titled and beautiful women who might fit the bill, a woman who likes children and who the children might like.”

“I don’t intend to marry again.  Not to anyone.  It was a mistake to think I could do it.  Not after what happened.”

Sabrina glanced at him.  There was a shuttered look in his eyes she hadn’t seen before, even the night she stumbled into his library and showed her the portrait of his wife.  Not only that but a tightening of the muscles around his mouth gave her the impression she was treading on shaky ground by bringing up the subject of marriage.  What had happened in his past to make him not want to remarry?  His wife died.  That’s all she knew.  She couldn’t say, What happened?  She didn’t dare ask for more information.  It was obviously too painful a topic.

“There has to be another solution,” he said, changing the subject.  “Another boarding school or a new nanny if you don’t choose to stay.  I don’t blame you for wanting out of here.  This can’t be easy for you.  First the snakes, now the tower.  And what’s worse, the pressure to become a mother to twins who are a handful, to put it mildly.”

“It isn’t the twins,” she said.  “I love their vivid imagination, the way they play together and the special bond they have with each other.  I admire their energy and their ingenuity.  Who else would have thought up this scheme?”  She smiled to herself and shook her head.  “The picnic basket, the false alarm with one being hurt.  Knowing this weekend the house would be deserted.  We may not approve of everything they do, but we have to admit they’re clever girls.  After all, they are your daughters and they’ve obviously inherited some of your acumen.  Or did they get that from your wife?”

He scowled at her, then stood up and opened the wine bottle with the corkscrew they’d provided.  She didn’t blame him if he refused to answer.  But what did she have to lose by quizzing him, she’d be leaving after she got out of the tower and never have another chance to ask him anything.

“My wife,” he said, attacking the cork with a vengeance, ”was not a good mother.  She didn’t want to be a mother.  She didn’t want to be a wife, at least not my wife.  The girls know nothing about this.  No one does so I would appreciate it if you kept it to yourself.”

“Of course,” she said, hoping he’d continue.  When he didn’t, she said, “They’re really delightful girls.  Whatever you’ve done or haven’t done, they’ve turned out remarkably well.  And I’ve had a good time with them.  Very good.”

“And with me?” he asked, quirking one eyebrow.

“That is not the question,” she said, feeling a flush creep up her cheeks.  A good time with Vittorio?  She’d had the best time of her life with him at his office, at his pool and in the restaurant.  And now….  What now? 

“Very well, I won’t embarrass you any further, but I did notice you said ‘had’ in the past tense. ‘had a good time.  So you’re determined to leave?”

“Yes, well…”  What could she say, knowing her job was over.  “You known I can’t justify staying here without having anything to do other than enjoy myself.  I need to be needed.”  She’d had an amazing experience, living the life of a servant in his house.  She almost felt like a part of the family.But she’d failed.  Failed the task she’d been hired to do.  To get them into the boarding school.  She couldn’t stay.  What possible reason could there be if the girls were gone? 

 Maybe he thought he could continue flirting with her while she was falling in love with him.  In love?  She took a step backward, turned and looked out the window again.  The view of the lake and the extensive gardens faded while she stood there shocked at what had occurred to her.  It couldn’t be true. She couldn’t be in love with the father of her charges.  She barely knew him.  She knew about his childhood and she knew his children.  She knew very little about his first marriage. She found him sexy and tantalizing, interesting and smart, but was that love?

“I’ve enjoyed my stay here,” she said, realizing he was waiting for a reply.  “I understand the girls better than most I suppose because of my own situation.  I’m sure you’ll come up with a solution for their future.”

“Then why are you leaving?” he asked.

What did he expect?  That she’d stick around forever as the family retainer while he dallied with various women and never married any of them?

“I’ve failed you.  You know that.  We had an agreement.  I would get the twins prepared for the academy but I didn’t.  I take responsibility for that.  I know when my time is up.”  She’d known the last time but she’d stayed on too long, until the pain of watching the man she loved fall in love with someone else.  She wouldn’t let that happen again.

“This seems to be a time for reviewing the past and looking to the future,” she said, leaning back against the brick wall of the tower.  She was proud of how sensible and detached she sounded while inside her stomach was churning, and her heart was hurting at the thought of leaving this beautiful place and the twins and yes, the prince too.  If she’d learned one thing in the past few years, it was when to cut her losses and this was definitely the time. 

“You’re right,” he agreed, to her surprise.  “So that’s what we’re supposed to do this weekend, make plans for the future?”

“Can’t you get some work done?”

“Without my computer or my phone I’m stuck.  I suggest we make the most of it.  Seeing the door is locked, the trip down to the ground too dangerous, either by rappelling or by climbing down on a rope which we don’t have.  What we do have…”  He pointed to the picnic basket, “is food and of course a bed and bathroom.”

Sabrina ignored the narrow bed, no sense wondering who was going to sleep in it. Probably no one.  She couldn’t imagine relaxing enough to even close her eyes with Vittorio only a few feet away in the small room.  Curious, she opened the bathroom door just as Vittorio reached for the doorknob so did she.  They pulled on it together and it swung open on rusty hinges.  Inside was a large tub made of antique zinc.

“From the eighteenth century,” Vittorio muttered.  “A soaking tub.  Hasn’t been used since.”  He looked out the bathroom window.  “When the tub is drained, the water irrigates the garden below.  Very ingenious.”

“And a commode,” she noted and pulled the chain.  A rush of orange water came cascading through the pipes.  “Have you never been up here?”

He shook his head. He shook his head.  “I hate to tell you lest it spoil your impression of me as an intrepid young boy, but as children we were afraid of the ghost of Allesandra.  Our grandmother scared us with tales of our ancestor roaming the halls late at night and she told us to keep out of this place.  So we did.  Obviously my girls are cut from another cloth.  No ghost has been able to scare them away from here.”

She smiled at the thought of Vittorio running through the drafty halls pursued by a ghost.

“I now know my daughters are braver than I was,” he said wryly.  He picked up a ribbon from the floor.  “God only knows how long they’ve used this place as a playroom.”

“I take responsibility for this fiasco,” Sabrina confessed.  “They told me the story of the princess locked up in a tower, but I never dreamed they might get the idea to lock someone up themselves.”

“It would serve them right if we disappeared like the  Princess Allesandra,” Vittorio said.  He stood with his back to the bolted door, looking less like the lord of the manor than just another man locked up in a tower, no longer the successful businessman in an Enzo Tovari suit, an expensive Egyptian cotton shirt and his hair combed back.  Now there was a lock of hair falling over his forehead, wrinkled sleeves rolled up over muscular arms and a look of faint amusement on his face at the thought of disappearing which was a relief from signs of anger and frustration at being cooped up with her for a weekend.

“We both know what they hope,” she said briskly.  “That their father and their nanny will fall into each others’ arms and pledge their love.  When they return on Monday we will all be one big happy family.”  She kept a light touch with this scenario so he’d know how ridiculous she thought it was.  “Of course it’s just a fairy tale with the usual happy ending.  The kind that never happens in real life.  Believe me I know.  It’s what I dreamed over and over my whole childhood.  When my father remarried I got a rude awakening from the dream.”

“The idea is if they have a mother and father they will never have to go away to school,” he said.  “They’ll never have to learn advanced math or to speak French or ancient history.  Never have to study.  I can see their point.”  He brushed his hands together.  “Now that we have them analyzed and figured out, and I can’t accomplish anything to do with the bank, what will we do all weekend?  Since you like telling stories, maybe you can tell me one.”

She sighed.  Telling stories to a prince was not the same as entertaining seven-year-olds.  “All right.  But first let’s see what’s in the picnic basket.”

He sat on the floor next to the basket and lifted the cotton tablecloth off the top with a flourish as if he was the head waiter at a five-star restaurant and had forgotten that he was a wealthy banker who was imprisoned with his nanny in a tower for three days.  She sat across from him and smiled at his extravagant gesture.

He smiled back and she thought for a fleeting moment that three days alone with him might not be so bad after all.

“Bruschetta with caponata, if I’m not mistaken,” he said.  “Grilled rustic bread with a mixture of eggplant, pinenuts, olives and capers piled on the bread.  My favorite.  I’ll give them that, they have thought this out, unless it was all the cook’s idea.”

Sabrina sniffed the mixture.  “I believe they told her they had to bring a picnic with them.  I’m glad they did whatever it was.  It smells wonderful.”

“It is the best caponata you’ll ever have,” he said.

“What’s this?” she asked, taking a ceramic bowl from the basket.

“Dessert,” he said.  “Summer fruit in wine.”

“So that’s why they were picking mint from the garden,” Sabrina murmured, admiring the bright red strawberries and chunks of orange melon garnished with sprigs of fragrant mint.  “I even helped them.  Those little devils.”

“Devils is right,” he said.  “They’re doing their best to tempt us.  Look, here’s a bottle of my favorite white Zoave, crisp and still cold.  Now how did they manage to riffle the wine cellar?”  He held up the bottle and shook his head.  “There’s more here, I dare say enough for our total imprisonment.  Whatever they want us to do, it isn’t to starve.”

As if he didn’t know what they wanted them to do.  It was obvious now that she thought of it.  It was her fault.  She’d made friends with the girls.  She’d understood their reluctance to go to boarding school so she hadn’t pushed them.  In that sense, she’d gone against Vittorio’s wishes and for that she deserved to be fired.  But what would happen to the girls?  That’s what concerned her.

“What will you do when we’re released from captivity?” he asked, the bottle of wine in one hand, a shock of hair falling over his forehead as casual as if he was at a real picnic and not imprisoned in a tower.  Where was the formal banker she’d seen pulling off a merger?  This was more like the sexy swimmer who’d kissed her at the pool.  Who was she spending the weekend with? 

“I’ll book a ticket back home to San Francisco,” she said.  “But first I’m going to Rome to see the sights.”

“The Coliseum, the Trastavere, the Vatican, the Forum?”

“Everything I can squeeze into a week’s vacation.”

“You should have a guide.”

“I have a guide book.”

“What will we do without you?” he asked. 

“You’ll manage.  There are other boarding schools they can apply to or I can send you another nanny,” she said.

“It won’t be the same.”

“Nothing is ever the same.  Surely we both know that.  But life goes on.”  She was proud of her philosophical attitude, even if she felt anything but philosophical at the moment.  She was trying to be strong, to be firm and not give in if he asked her to stay on.  Inside her head a voice was saying, Tell me if you want me to stay.  Say it.  Tell me why.  And make it a good reason.  The reason I want to hear.  If you don’t I have to leave.


“The girls want you to stay.  They’ve gone to great lengths to show you that.”  He waved an arm around the room, from the bolted door to the high narrow windows to the cot in the corner.

The girls wanted her to stay.  He didn’t.  That much was clear.  “I’m touched, I really am.  But we had an agreement, you and I.  I didn’t do what you hired me to do.  I’ve done everything I can do here.”

“Everything?”  There was a gleam in his eye she couldn’t ignore.  What did he mean?  What did he want from her?  He seemed more relaxed and more easy-going than she’d ever seen him.  The teasing look in his eyes was something she’d never noticed before.  Was his work so demanding that he was glad for a weekend off even though he had no choice in the matter 

“You’re going back to the agency?” he asked.

“Yes.”  The thought of spending her days in the office with her step-mother looking over her shoulder while she placed skilled nannies in desirable positions was not something to look forward to.  But what choice did she have?  Take on another nanny position?  Fall in love with yet another employer?  What was wrong with her?  Did she have no self control?  She could leave next week with happy memories of her stay here.  She could and she would. 

To avoid looking at Vittorio she looked into the picnic basket and found two candles.

“Why the candles?” she asked him.  “Is there no electric power up here?”

“Of course,” he said.  But when he went to check, he found the lightbulbs had been removed.  “They want us to eat by candlelight, I think.  Where do they get these ideas?”

“I can’t take credit or blame for everything they do,” she said.  “They are your daughters and from what you’ve told me of your childhood, they are following in your footsteps in many ways.  Perhaps they’ll end up working at your bank one day.” 

He laughed.  It was a sound she never thought she’d hear.  “My daughters at the bank,” he said.  “That would be something to see.  I suppose you could be right.  If we can find a way to channel all that energy.”

From her position on the floor, Sabrina leaned back against the foot of the bed.  He said we, meaning her and himself.  Why did he say that when she’d made it clear she was not staying?

“I know what you’re thinking,” Vittorio said, his smile fading.  “You want to know what they inherited from Maddelena.  Energy and imagination for sure.”

“Both of which are needed in the banking business, aren’t they?”

Vittorio nodded.  She was right about that.  He should have known he couldn’t avoid the subject of Maddelena forever.  He owed Sabrina some explanation.  But the whole truth?  He’d never divulged it to anyone before.  Why start now?  The answer came immediately.  Sabrina cared.  She cared about the girls.  She cared about the villa and she even cared about him.  At least a little.  And she was leaving next week and she’d take his secret with her if he asked her to.

“I’ve spent the past seven years trying to forget their mother,” he said staring at the wall.  “I don’t like talking about her.”  Then he popped the cork on the Zoave bottle.  “It’s not a happy story.”

“I understand,” she said.  “You have the right to remain silent.  You don’t owe me anything.  I don’t need to know anything about her.”

He glanced around at the small enclosure that was their weekend prison or retreat, depending on your outlook,  and gave her a small smile.  “You’re a good sport,” he said.  “Buon sport.  Any other woman who was locked up for the weekend with me might be going crazy.”

“I don’t think I have a choice, do I?”

“You could scream and cry.”

“Is that what Maddelena would have done?”

“She was capable of making a scene and she hated being  cooped up.  She wanted her freedom.”

He went into the bathroom where he found two glasses and poured some wine in each.  When he handed her the glass, he said, “Haven’t you heard enough about her?  It’s a long story.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

She had a point.  Neither one was going anywhere.  He sat on the floor next to her, his arm against hers.  Outside the window, dusk was falling.  Later he would light the candles, but for now he preferred the semi-darkness which would make it easier to talk about the past.  If possible.  He took a drink of wine and rubbed his chin before he began.

“Are you sure you want to know?”

She nodded.  He moved closer.  So close a lock of her hair brushed against his cheek.  She didn’t seem to know they were knee to knee, shoulder to shoulder, but he knew.  He inhaled the fresh summer scent of her.  She was a breath of air that had blown all the way from California to his villa in Italy to stir his blood, to revive his spirit.  He owed her his story.  At least that much. 

“All right then.  Maddelena was the girl of my dreams.  Her family is like mine, old and wealthy and respected.  But Elena as we called her was different.  She had a wild streak.  She drove the fastest car, rode the wildest horse, gambled and partied until dawn.  You saw her picture in the library.  You know she was beautiful.  Men were after her ever since I can remember.  I know because I was one of them.  I knew what she was like and I was drawn to her like a moth to the flame.  So was everyone else.  She was always surrounded by men.  They found her irresistible.”

“But she chose you,” Sabrina said.

“Her father chose me,” he said ruefully.  “That was my first mistake.”

“She did what she was supposed to.  She obeyed her father?”

“Only that once and then she regretted it.  Her family wanted to link our two families together.  What better way than to plan a dynasty?  I was happy.  No I was beyond happy.  I was embarking on a new future with the woman I loved.  We had money, position, and planned to have a family.”

“What about Elena?”

“Happy was not a word in her vocabulary,” he said.  “It was something she was always looking for but never found.  As far as I know.”

“How did she die?”

“It was an accident.  She was driving her Ferrari 250 on the road to Florence when she crashed. Seven years ago. She died instantly.  The twins were only a few weeks old.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Thank you,” he said stiffly.  It felt good to tell her.  It felt right.  Of course it wasn’t the whole story, but it was all he could say.  The whole story was too painful.  Fortunately no one knew and no one ever would.  He refilled Sabrina’s glass then he turned to her.  “Now it’s your turn.” 

“I have no story to tell.  No husband, no children.  I’m an orphan, that’s why I love being a nanny or placing nannies.  I get to be a part of a family for a while, live a different life than my own and then move on.”

“No desire to stay in one place?” he asked.

“That would be boring.  If I stayed in one place I never would have come here, never met you or the girls, never seen the lakes or driven to Milan.”

“Can’t I convince you to stay somewhat longer?  If you don’t care about me, at least consider the girls.  I need help in finding a solution for them, a new nanny or a different school.  I need your help, Sabrina.”

He hoped she’d want to help the girls before she left.  But the real reason was that life at the villa was different with her there.  For the first time since Maddelena died he looked forward to coming home.  After his stay in Rome he cut his time short so he could return early.

“I’ll help you from my office in San Francisco,” she said.  I can do research from there into schools and I can interview nannies in person to make sure you get the right one if that’s what you want.”

I want you, he said to himself.  He couldn’t tell her that.  It wasn’t fair to make her stay if she didn’t want to.  If she found life here to be boring.  He definitely couldn’t keep her on indefinitely.

“Is there someone back there waiting for you?” he asked, getting to his feet.

“My stepmother and step-sisters.”

“I meant a man.  Instead of caring for other people’s children, why don’t you get married and have your own?”  The thought of Sabrina married to some ordinary man with children made him feel like he’d been hit with an electric stun gun.  If she wasn’t married by now, why would she marry someone else?  She likes taking care of children, he told himself.  She doesn’t need her own.  You don’t know that, he chided himself.  You only suppose.

She didn’t say anything.  He couldn’t see her face so he lit a candle.  When he glanced down at her he saw a tear trickle down her cheek.

“It’s none of my business,” he said.  He wanted to wipe the tear from her cheek, and tell her she was doing the right thing.  But she might not appreciate it.  He should have kept quiet.

“I was in love once,” she said so softly, he wasn’t sure he’d heard her.  “He was a single father and I loved his daughter as my own.  She and I were close.  The three of us were close.  I thought…I thought it would last forever.  That I would have the family I always wanted.  But I was wrong.  I made a mistake thinking I was part of their family.  I wasn’t.  My employer married someone else and of course I left.”

The candle flickered.  Her voice faded.  “You were in love with him,” he said slowly.

“Yes.”

“Did you tell him?”

“Of course not.”

I’m sorry I asked,” he said.  “I had no right to pry into your past.  It’s time live in the present, forget what happened and have dinner.”

Sabrina stood, grateful to have her story over.  The past was in the past.  Now that he knew everything about her, maybe he understood why she had to leave.  She only hoped he wouldn’t guess how she felt about him.  She knew better than to let her feelings show.  She’d learned early on with her step-sisters teasing her unmercifully.

From the picnic basket she took a table cloth, unfolded it and put it on the bed then she spread out the bruschetta and the fruit dish.  “It all looks wonderful.  Your girls have excellent taste.” 

She sat at the foot of the small bed, her legs crossed, a feeling of relief washing through her.  She’d told him her story and he’d told her his.  They both knew where their story was heading after this weekend – nowhere.  The girls would be disappointed, but at least they had each other, which was more than she’d had.

“I agree,” he said placing the candle on the bedside table and sitting at the opposite end of the bed.  “Excellent taste in food and nannies.  If they hadn’t rejected the previous ones, we never would have gotten you.”

“But those women were hand-picked by me.  Each and every one was well-qualified, experienced and hard-working.  I don’t understand…”

“I do.  They weren’t you.”  He leaned forward, took her hand and kissed her palm.

Sabrina blushed.  She told herself to relax and enjoy this romantic picnic in the tower.  Vittorio was as charming and charismatic as a prince could be, practically begging her to stay on and complimenting her right and left and best of all, confiding in her about his wife’s death.  But after they got out of here, it would be back to reality.  Back to coping with the problems he faced.  What to do with the girls.  And the immense problem she faced.  How to recover from yet another unrequited love affair.

Vittorio stood and went rummaging through the picnic basket.  “What’s this?  A box of truffles.”  He brought the box to her, selected one, sat on the bed next to her and fed it to her.  In the flickering firelight, she wasn’t sure if she was licking his fingers or the dark chocolate truffle.  When he groaned deep in his throat, she realized it was him.

“Now it’s your turn,” he said, holding the box in front of her.  With trembling fingers she chose a truffle dusted with dark chocolate powder.  His face was only inches away.  She would never have been so bold if they’d been in bright light instead of the flickering candle.  But she was and they weren’t.  He took the chocolate into his mouth and ate it.  Then he took her fingers into his mouth, one by one and sucked them.  She felt all the air rush out of her lungs.  She felt like she was falling from the sky, drifting through clouds.  She was in heaven. 

She could have pulled her hand away.  If she’d had any sense she would have.  He was her boss.  But not for long.  She would be gone within a week.  She’d never see him again.

As for now, she could stop him at any time, but it was only flirting, only passing the time until they could leave this place.  Why would she want to stop the jolt of pleasure that filled her body.  She didn’t.  She wanted it to go on forever.  She wanted his lips on her fingers, tasting, touching, teasing.  She leaned forward.  He moved closer and lowered his lips to meet hers.  He kissed her and she tasted grappa and zaboione and hazelnut and Vittorio.

She was in a fantasy land.  He was Italian and he knew how to make a woman feel like a princess.  A princess locked up in a tower with no wish to leave.  Not if her prince was with her, kissing her, murmuring words in Italian in her ear, and easing her shirt off with one hand while the other did amazing things.  His fingers circled her breast, honing in on the nipple.  She gasped, sighed and murmured that she wanted more.

“You are the most beautiful, the most amazing, the most desirable woman I have ever met,” he said, his tongue tracing circles around her ear.  “I thank whatever gods brought you to me.”

She wanted to say it wasn’t any gods at all.  It was an agency.  It was her step-mother.  But she couldn’t speak.  Her brain had shut off.  Her mouth didn’t work either.  At least not for talking.  She didn’t want to talk.  All she wanted was to make love to Vittorio here in this castle tower. On this bed or on the floor. It didn’t matter. One night.  That’s all she asked.  Was it too much for a simple nanny to ask for?  Why not make the most of it?  She’d never be back to Italy.  Never meet anyone like him again.  He didn’t want a future with her.  She would take what she could get.  One night.  Maybe two.

She got to her knees and took off her shirt.  It was too warm in there.  Too warm for clothes.  He helped her dispose of her white Capri pants and tossed them to the side.  She was still wearing a small triangle of silk that was called a bikini and a push-up bra.  Too many clothes.  Way too many.






 

Chapter Nine

Sabrina had dismissed the bed as not being big enough for two, but that was when she was picturing something totally different. She was picturing sleep.  Why sleep when there was so much else to do?  When there was room enough to make love.

 He took her by the shoulders and eased her onto the bed.  She did nothing, just lay back and let the sensations wash over her.  Feeling the touch of his cool fingers as they caressed her enflamed skin.  Then he unfastened her bra with its front snaps and sucked in a deep breath.  “You are so beautiful,” he breathed.

He stood and ripped his clothes off and left them in a pile on the floor.  She sat up and in the candlelight she saw he was magnificent, better than portrait of Adonis, better than the statue of David in front of the Baptistry in Florence she’d seen in books.  She wanted say something, to tell him what she thought, but her voice was stuck in her throat.

In the dim light that turned his skin to gold, she knew she’d never seen anything so beautiful as he was.  Never wanted anyone more than she wanted him at this moment.

“I’ve been celibate for seven years, Sabrina.  I want you to know that,” he said in a voice she scarcely recognized.  “This is not what I do.”

She nodded.  She didn’t care.  She wanted him as he was, celibate, gorgeous, smart or not, rich or poor.  It didn’t matter.  He eased her back down on the quilt.  The bed sagged with both of them on it.  He braced his arms against the thin mattress and loomed above her, his face in shadows.  He could have been anyone, but he was Vittorio Monteverde, a prince.  In his eyes she saw blazing hunger, and in his arousal she saw throbbing desire, hot and potent.  She was ready.  More than ready.  But he had to be sure.  She had to be more than ready for him.  He brought her to the brink of explosion over and over, with his tongue, his touch and his words whispered in her ear.

“Bella, bella,” he murmured.  “Stordira, splendida, incredible.” 

Italian must be the most romantic language in the world, she thought.  And Vittorio must be the most romantic Italian in the world.  She felt her blood pulsing throughout her body.  “Come to me,” she begged.  “Now.  I want you.  I need you.”  She raised her arms.  He kissed her cheeks, her forehead and her mouth.  He’d kissed her before.  But this was nothing like that.  These were wild frantic kisses.  He was hungry.  He was crazy with desire.  He wanted her. 

“Carissima,” he said.  “I know.  I feel it, I want you too.  Do you see how much I want you?”

She smiled in the darkness.  She saw his arousal.  She arched her back. The blood pulsed through her veins like a drumbeat.  Her body was on fire.  She ached for him.  She had to have him now.

Her cries rang out in the still of the night.  He called her name.  She screamed.  No one heard.  Only the fireflies below.  He held her tight.  Finally they slept.

Some time later they heard the fireworks.  The sky outside the windows was alight with brilliant colors and shapes.  Roman candles, chrysanthemums, and visions of palm trees all lit up the sky in a dazzling display.  She tried to sit up to see better, but his arms were wrapped around her.

“Don’t move,” he muttered.  “It’s part of the celebration.  Whatever they do can’t compare to our own fireworks right here in this room.” 

They lay together on the narrow bed in the darkness, listening to the cherry bombs going off, wrapped up together, lying under an ancient but immaculate quilt.  Courtesy of the girls or the Princess Alessandra?

Sabrina’s lazy mind drifted around the possibilities.  She didn’t want to think.  She only wanted to feel.  The way she felt was blissful.  Vittorio had one arm around her, his hand splayed against her bare hip, his other arm draped over onto the floor.  He was asleep again.  Her face was pressed against his shoulder.  He smelled like wine and candles and chocolate.

“Tesoro,” he muttered.

She sighed.  “I’m here,” she said.

“I know.”  He opened his eyes.  I want to take a bath with you.”

“Now?”

He kissed her long and lovingly on the mouth, until she was weak with desire.  She saw him light the candle then leave the room and go to the bathroom with the candle in his hand.  She heard a rush of water falling into the tub.

“It’s warm,” he called out.  “The tank is on the roof, heated by the sun, grazie al dio.”

In a few minutes he called her to come in.  She wrapped herself in the blanket and stood in the doorway to the bathroom.  She’d seen him smile before.  Once.  But she didn’t know what he’d look like with a satisfied grin on his face visible even in the candlelight.  Until now.  He stood by the tub totally naked, looking prouder of filling a tub with hot water and lighting the room with a candle than if he’d pulled off a bank merger. 

“Your bath is ready,” he said, taking the edge of the blanket and unwrapping her slowly like a Christmas present.  His intense gaze made goosebumps pop out on her skin.  She’d never felt so beautiful.  How did he do it with just a look?

She sank into the deep hot water.  In a moment he’d joined her, sitting behind her with his legs stretched out around her.  He massaged the back of her neck until she had only enough strength to lean back against him until they were wedged together in the warm water.  Now he was drawing circles with the soap on her back.  He lifted the hair off her neck to kiss her there again and again.

She wanted a chance to do the same to him.  With the fragrant bar of soap in her hand she reached for him and massaged his whole body until he told her to stop in a tense, guttural voice.  He lifted her out of the tub and they returned to the bedroom where he dried her off with a large towel.

She knew what to do.  She pushed him down and pinned him to the bed, her hands on his wrists.  Again that grin on his face she couldn’t believe she’d ever seen before.  How long had it been since he’d grinned like that?

“What are your plans for me?” he asked, his eyes gleaming in the semi darkness.

“You’ll see,” she said leaning down to lick the droplets of water from his chest and his flat belly.  “I have you at my mercy.”

He laughed.  But not for long.  In minutes she could see his eyes darken, his muscles tighten, and his lips part.

After she’d made a tour of his body, he called her name.  “Sabrina.  What are you doing to me?” 

“Just what you asked for.”

He pulled her over and now she was the one beneath him and at his mercy.  He knew all the sensitive spots as if he’d been there before.  He forced her to her focus on one special part of her body and only one.  Until she was begging for release.  She was ready.  She’d never been so ready.  Her whole body was throbbing.  She was on fire. Only he could put out the fire.

“Vittorio,” she called, her voice sounding ragged in her ears.  “Now.”

He was there for her.  If only it could always be that way.  But the fireworks were over at last, outside and inside the tower room.  They slept at last, twined together under a frayed cotton sheet.  And tomorrow?  They had food, wine, water and each other.  Who could want more than that?

At dawn, Vittorio awoke.  He looked at Sabrina, her hair spread out on the pillow, a small smile tilting her lips.  Was she dreaming?  Remembering last night?  All he wanted to do was to wake her and start again – eating, bathing and making love.  It had been the most incredible experience of his life.  But she was his nanny.  After this weekend she was leaving.  He had no business making love to her.  It only complicated her life and his.  How could he give her up?  How could he keep her here?  There were no easy answers.

He eased out of bed, got dressed quietly and went to the window.  The lake below shone like glass in the sunlight.  He looked at the view as if he’d never seen it before.  He felt as if his eyes had been opened after seven years of darkness.  All because of a night with the one woman he shouldn’t have made love to.  His nanny.  How could he ask her to stay now?  He couldn’t.  Everything had changed.  Even the red roofs of the villas on the lake were more vibrant, the ochre colored buildings along the shore more subtle and the green firs and cypress trees more lush.  If he were an artist… But he was a banker with two girls to support.

If he were free of obligations, would he be out there on his boat?  He had to admit, if he weren’t locked into this room, he wouldn’t be out there on his boat or picnicking in the park.  He’d be in his office.  Wasn’t it better to spend the weekend here making love to the only woman he’d wanted since Maddelena left? 

There was a man standing in the gardens below.  A messenger?  One of his staff who didn’t know it was a holiday and therefore no work?  He could have shouted to him, but he didn’t.  He waved.

Now what?  He reached into the picnic basket and came up with a baguette, some butter in a crock and some strawberry jam.

When Sabrina stretched and opened her eyes, he said lightly, “Buongiorno, Signorina.  So sorry there is not coffee.  The twins have thought of everything but they couldn’t come up with hot café au lait.”

She stared at him for a long moment, as if she’d forgotten where she was and who she was with.

“We should leave,” she said sitting up quickly.

He pointed to the window.  “Be my guest,” he said, noticing the man was gone.  Was he wrong to keep her here when she obviously wanted to go?

“About last night,” she said.

He froze.  Was she going to say she regretted every moment, or just every other moment while he’d had an amazing experience he wouldn’t trade for anything. 

“What is it leading to?” she asked.

There she had him.  He had no answer.  “Does it have to lead to something?  Can’t we just take advantage of the time and the place and make it a weekend to remember?”

“Yes, of course,” she said, but she didn’t sound convinced.  What was she worried about?  What did she want?

Sabrina knew that’s what he’d say.  He’d told her he’d never marry again.  What did she think it was leading to?  Nothing.  She couldn’t do this.  It was almost as bad as the last time she fell in love with her employer.  Only she’d never had sex with him.  Now she was in deeper than before.  She had seen another side to Vittorio, his teasing, flattering, sexy side and she wanted to see more.  She didn’t want to leave, but she knew she had to.  Otherwise she’d end up the nanny everyone gossiped about, who everyone knew was sleeping with the boss.  Soon the twins would hear the rumors, they’d suspect and that would be a terrible example to set for them.  They wanted a mother, not a mistress for their dad.  She wouldn’t do it.  She couldn’t do it.

She dressed quickly and went to the window.  A black car came up the driveway.  “Someone’s coming,” she called to Vittorio.  “We’re saved.”  Someone would hear them shout and let them out.  She glanced back at him.  And she almost changed her mind.  The look on his face was unmistakable.  He was staring at her as if what she’d said had shocked him.  Why?  Did he want to spend the next two days there with her that much? 

 She weakened.  If that was true, no one would ever want her the way he did.  How could she give him up?  She’d never feel this way again.  She wanted to stay so badly her whole body ached.  But what about tomorrow and the day after tomorrow?  How long could they keep it up knowing that she would leave, the girls would be crushed their plan hadn’t worked and all she would have was her memories. 

 What about the nanny rule about not having an affair with your employer?  How many times had she warned the nannies she interviewed about that pitfall?  No nanny in the history of hired help had ever married her employer except for Jane Eyre and that took a fire in the house to change everything.  Instead they’d all been fired or quit while the employer moved on to greener pastures.  It was time she took her own advice.  It time to end this charade.

She was about to yell for help as a uniformed chauffeur got out of the car and called to her.

“Signora, Sigore, he yelled.  “Un paccetto per il signore principe.”

“What?” Vittorio leaned out the window.  Then he shouted instructions to the driver, something about unlocking the door and in a few minutes they heard footsteps pounding on the stone steps and when the bolt was pushed aside, they were suddenly free.

It was a strange feeling, Sabrina thought as she walked slowly down the stairs behind Vittorio and the delivery man who handed Vittorio a small package.  Freedom had never prompted such mixed emotions.  She was relieved to be out of course, but she was unbelievably deflated and let down.  Instead of dwelling in a tower like a princess, she’d suddenly been returned to earth with a painful jolt that made every bone in her body hurt.  She wasn’t a princess, she was a servant.  How many times did she have to remind herself?

Not only her bones but every muscle ached as if the jolt were real.  It wasn’t, neither was her experience. She’d slept in a narrow bed wrapped around this man and of course her muscles hurt.  It was only normal.  The whole thing was a fantasy and it was over.  She’d been on a high for just a day and a night, just hours really, but it had been hours full of magical discovery.  At least for her.  She had no idea how Vittorio felt.  He’d enjoyed it, no doubt about that, but only because there was nothing else to do, no work, no other people, no distractions.  Now that they were back to reality, he’d find something else to do than make love to her. 

She stood on the terrace watching the delivery man drive away when Vittorio came up behind the steps, the package in his hand.

“If he hadn’t come, we might still be up there.”  He glanced up at the turret three stories above them.  His expression was unreadable.

“We were lucky then.”

He raised an eyebrow.  “Lucky?  That’s your opinion.  You wanted to get out.  I saw the look on your face.  You were going to call to him.  Why?  Were you bored?  I thought we had something.  I thought it meant something to you.”

“Of course it did.  But you have work to do,” she said primly.  Better for her to she mention it than him.  The wanton sensual woman who’d begged him to make love to her was gone.  And just in time.  Another day and night and there would be no turning back.  She’d leave but she’d never recover.  Never smile again and never love again. Surely he didn’t expect this affair to last any longer than their imprisonment.  She certainly didn’t.  “I have work too.  I want to help you make arrangements for the girls.”

He ignored her remarks as if she hadn’t spoken.  “We could have let him leave the package.  But you wanted out, didn’t you?  You’d had enough.  You could have told me.”  He looked as if she’d slapped him in the face when all she’d done was stand at the window.  Yes, she would have called to the man if he hadn’t called first.

“You have to understand…”

“I’m trying Sabrina, but you make it hard for me.  What happened up there?”

She shrugged.  What could she say that wouldn’t make her more vulnerable?  She could tell him it was the most magical, romantic, incredible time of her life and then what?  He’d say too bad it can’t last because it was clear that it couldn’t.

“Nothing happened, did it?” he said with an intensity she’d never seen before. His eyes were black.  His face was like a mask.  No emotion, no anger, just something she didn’t understand.  “That is nothing as far as you’re concerned.  I can see it in your face.  All right.  If that’s how you feel.  We’ll chalk it up to experience.”

He rubbed a hand across his chin with the shadow of a beard on his handsome face.  “Right now I need some coffee.”

“I could check the kitchen.”

“We’ll go into town,” he said.  “Give me an hour and I’ll be ready.”

She opened her mouth to protest the “we” part.  She almost told him to go ahead without her, but he had that determined look on his face she’d come to understand.

“We’ll walk,” he said.  “We need the exercise after our imprisonment.  But first the package.”

He leaned against the pillar on the terrace and ripped it open, inside was a small box.  He held it out for her to see.  “Aurora’s engagement ring.” He put it in his pocket.  “We’ll take it with us and feed it to the fishes in the lake.”

“No,” she blurted. It was huge and stunning.  It must have cost a fortune.

“Then what?”

“I don’t know.  Are you sure she really means it?  She may want you to offer it again.”

“You think she’s playing hard to get?”

“I guess not,” she said.  “But you should keep the ring.  You need a wife and the girls need a mother.  Don’t judge all women by Aurora’s standard.”

“What else can I do?  Once again I’ve made a mistake.  I’ve chosen a woman who’s wrong for me.  Who wants something or someone else.  It seems I’ll never learn,” he said ruefully.

She didn’t have an answer for him.  She wondered the same thing about herself.  Once again she’d fallen in love with the one man she couldn’t have.  And now she’d done it again.  She went to her room to change.  The clothes in her closet were a stern reminder of how entrenched she’d become in this place with this family in only a short time.  These were not her clothes.  These belonged to another woman, a nanny who’d arrived only a two weeks or so ago.  Now who was she? How would she pay him back for the clothes?  Could she leave them?  Sell them? 

She went through her closet.  What to wear?  There was no problem with her previous wardrobe, not much choice.  But now…. It was a holiday in town and she’d be walking and eating with Vittorio.  They might see his friends.  After trying on a few outfits, she chose crisp linen walking shorts and a camp shirt the color of the lake.  She slipped into a pair of sturdy but stylish soft leather sandals as soft as butter.  She shouldn’t feel a sense of anticipation, but she did.  That’s what Vittorio did to her, not matter when, no matter under what circumstances.  With him anything could happen and often did.

“Expect the unexpected,” she murmured to herself on her way down the grand stairway to the front entrance.  The warning applied not only to nannies, but to everyone.  Especially Sabrina.

When she saw him she was once again bowled over by his looks.  He left her breathless.  The memories of what they’d done last night would stay with her forever like a secret place in her mind.  Memories to keep for a rainy day, of which there were sure to be many.

 He’d changed clothes too.  He was wearing designer jeans that fit him perfectly with a casual but expensive collared T-shirt and leather moccasins.  His hair was combed reminding her of how he’d looked in the throes of passion when fashion and hair were the last of his worries.

When he saw her he raised both eyebrows.  Was he too thinking of how she’d looked last night, wrapped in a blanket or wearing nothing at all?  His expression revealed nothing, only a slight shift in his gaze, his eyes narrowed to slits as he surveyed her.

She almost stopped and turned back.  Made some excuse that she couldn’t walk to town.  She’d hurt her ankle or she had something pressing to do.  They shouldn’t be seen together in town.  His friends might get the wrong idea.  Having breakfast at a café, they might think he was having an affair with his nanny.

He held out his hand as if he knew she was having doubts.  “Come on Sabrina, you need some fresh air and you need something to eat.”

She gave in.  He was right of course.  They took the same route they’d taken the day she arrived, only in reverse.

“The last time we walked here the girls told me about the rose garden and the apple tree.”

“They didn’t want another nanny, you know,” he said, “but you won them over.”

“We’ve had a good time together,” she said wistfully.

“You won me over too.  You were so sure of yourself.”

“I was acting sure.  I needed the job.”

“And now…?”

She felt a sharp pang in her chest.  As if he’d shot an arrow there.  He wanted her to spill her feelings but keep his to himself.  She knew better.  “Things are different now.”  She admitted that much when they finally arrived at the small café on the lakefront.  Mid-morning there were only a handful of people seated at the wrought-iron tables, no tourists, just locals like themselves.  If only she was a local.  If only she belonged there in this beautiful town, nestled on the world’s deepest and most gorgeous lake, but she didn’t.  Where she did belong was not clear. It was time to find out.

“Things are better now,” he said, correcting her and reaching across the table to squeeze her hand.  Then he ordered small fresh hot croissants, and a pot of jam made from the local berries and of course two cups of café au lait. 

The lake shimmered in the distance.  Small boats putted across the water.  She pressed her lips together to keep from blurting the questions she wanted to ask.  Why don’t you keep the ring?  Why don’t you try to find another woman to marry?  What happened?  She knew he would never marry again.  She didn’t know why.  She didn’t understand why he hadn’t recovered in seven years. Unless theirs was a love like no other, that transcended time and space. 

“You must have had an ideal marriage,” she said wistfully.  “Or…”

“Or I wouldn’t still be recuperating?”

“I can understand your being sad, but you, you..”

He leaned forward with his elbows on the small table.  “I can’t seem to snap out of it, is that what you’re thinking?”

“It’s none of my business,” she said, setting her cup down.  She didn’t want to know about their love affair.

He nodded.  He agreed with her.  It was none of her business.

“Relax,” he ordered, noticing the frown on her face.  “Enjoy the day.  A day without the twins.  Without responsibility.  A day of freedom.  It’s a gift from Aurora.  If she hadn’t decided to return the ring, we wouldn’t be here.  We’d still be in the tower.”

She let the healing rays of the morning sun warm her arms and the back of her neck.  It was a different feeling.  They were free and they were still together.  He wasn’t working and she was acting like a tourist instead of his employee.

“Tell me Sabrina, as a nanny, how should we punish the girls for what they did to us?  Or should we reward them?”

She stole a glance at him out of the corner of her eye.  Punish or reward them?  She couldn’t answer that without giving away too much.  She was touched that he asked her, that he wanted her opinion.  If it was true that they wanted to see their father and their nanny get together then the punishment would be the knowledge that they weren’t going to.

“Their reward will be to see you take more of an interest in them.”

“Are you sure?  I have the impression they want to be left alone.”

“That’s just an act.  I know about that.  I perfected it years ago.  You pretend you don’t care then you don’t get hurt.”  A lesson well learned.  A lesson that had come in handy and still did.

“I know something about that,” he said soberly.

“When your wife died.” 

“There’s more to it,” he said, stirring his coffee absently with a small spoon.

She sat very still, waiting, hoping he’d continue.  Finally, was he going to tell her what really happened?

“I told you she crashed her car on the mountain road in the middle of the night.”

“Yes.”

“She left a note which I destroyed.  No one but me knows what she wrote.  She was on her way to meet the man she was leaving me for.  A waiter at our favorite restaurant.  She was having an affair with him.  I didn’t know.”

This time Sabrina impulsively reached for his hand.  “I’m sorry,” she said.

“It was a long time ago,” he said, as if it didn’t matter any more, but she knew it did.

“I knew something was wrong, but with Maddelena one never knew what it was.  She had so many issues.  Nothing was every good enough for her.  No one was either.  Not me certainly.”

“But her babies…”

“In her note she said she knew I would care for them.  She knew she wouldn’t be a very good mother.  That was probably true.”

“The girls don’t know?”

He shook his head.  “No one knows except the waiter and he disappeared that night.  Never came back.”

“I…I’m glad you told me.”

“I’m sorry to hear you say had.  Are you still determined to go?”  He tightened his grip on her hand.

She sent a sideways glance in his direction.  He looked like a man who needed a friend.  She couldn’t be his friend.  It was too much and yet too little.  “It’s such a nice day and we’re celebrating our escape from the tower and our freedom, so let’s not spoil it by talking about the future.”

He smiled at her and her heart missed a beat.  How could he do that to her with just a smile?  “You can’t blame me for trying,” he said.  “I want to make it clear.  Whatever happens to the girls, I don’t want you to leave.”

To her that meant he wanted her around as a casual mistress, how casual remained to be seen.  Would they go out together, would the society accept her?  She didn’t want to wait around to find out.  This was not the life she had in mind for herself.  What was?  More years back in the office with Bettina leaning over her shoulder?

“I believe you are the man who wanted to send me back on the next ferry.”

“That was then.  This is now.  We need you.”

And I need you, she thought. But didn’t say it.  She needed him desperately like she needed air to breathe.  But she had to learn to breathe without him.  That was clear.  She also needed the girls.  She needed a family, the kind she’d never had.  She didn’t need a villa with a turret or a staff to wait on her, and she certainly didn’t need a lover who found it convenient to keep a mistress.  Who was determined to never marry again.  She wanted commitment.  She needed it.  She needed to know she couldn’t be fired or replaced.  She knew she would not find what she needed here.  So she had to leave.  She needed love.  That word had not been mentioned.  She was foolish to think it would be. Now that she knew the story behind his wife’s death, she understood.  He was sad, but he was bitter too, and not likely to take a chance again.

She took a deep breath and said, “You need someone and I will find you someone.  I promise you.” 

“I don’t want anyone but you.”

“Vittorio, I can’t stay here.”  Couldn’t he see that?

“Very well,” he said standing abruptly.  “I won’t try to change your mind.  Let’s not think about the future.  We have today.  The skies are clear so far, and everyone is out enjoying the holiday.”

“What about your work?”

“I deserve a break, don’t you think?  After seven years?”

She nodded.  He looked like he was on vacation already, in his casual sport clothes, his arms and legs tanned by the summer sunshine, the worry lines between his eyebrows gone.  She wanted to believe she was at least partly responsible for the change in his attitude.  She couldn’t tear her eyes away from him, couldn’t erase the memory of his naked body lying on top of her, of hearing his even breathing in her ear as he slept the sleep of someone complete sated, completely fulfilled.  Just like her.

“What is it?” he asked, catching her gazing at him.

She dragged her eyes away.  “Nothing.”  She turned to look out at the lake, at the kayaks that lined the beach, the small sailboats and the ferry pulling into the dock.

“What shall we do today?” he asked, following her gaze.  “My boat is in dry dock, but we can rent a sailboat right here and explore some out of the way places I know.  There will be crowds around here for the festival.  I want you to myself.  At least until tonight when there is always dancing in the square on St. Anne’s Day.”

“What about more fireworks?” she asked.

He grinned and the glint in his eye returned.  “I can promise you more fireworks.  Count on it.”

She flushed.  “I only meant…”

“I know what you meant,” he said.  They both stood and he put one arm around her shoulder.  “I understand you better than you know.  Let’s go.  We’ll pick up some food and sail away from here to our own private island.”

They stopped at a small shop where the proprietor greeted Vittorio with a hug like a long-lost friend and recommended proscuitto sliced paper thin, a Caprese salad with ripe tomatoes busting with flavor and Buffalo Mozzarella garnished with fresh basil leaves and dressed with a fruity olive oil, a fresh loaf of crusty bread, a citrus rice salad tossed with Parmesan cheese, tart lemon juice, olive oil and mint and something called sfingi.  And of course bottles of sparkling water and a local white wine.  The portly owner wiped his hands on his white apron and packed it all up in a basket for them.

He stood in the doorway of his shop, oblivious of the other customers waiting in line and waved to Vittorio, a big smile on his broad face.

They strolled together toward the dock, sharing the handle of the basket, passing groups of tourists in sunglasses and shorts disembarking from the ferry.

That was me, she thought.  Only days ago.  How life has changed.  And yet, it hasn’t really.  I have the job I wanted.  But not the man I want.  History repeats itself and once again I will be alone.  Not now.  Not today, but soon.

She forced herself to cheer up.  A day with Vittorio to store in her memory.

“An old friend?” she asked with a glance back at the shop.

“Alfonso?  Yes, he was telling me he was glad to see me come out of my house for once.  Of course he wanted to know who you were.”

Sabrina didn’t ask how he’d explained her.  Did he say she was his nanny?  Or did he say she was his girlfriend?  Probably not.  She didn’t really want to know.

“He said I looked remarkably better.  He wondered if you’re responsible for that.  I agree.  I hadn’t smiled much until you came.  I’m a different man.  Look at me, going sailing instead of burying myself in my work.”

He was different.  She would like to take credit for the change, but maybe she didn’t deserve it.Vittorio was ready for a change.  His fiancée wasn’t right for him.  He would have figured that out for himself.  But what a switch from that day she arrived when he stood not far from where they were, a scowl on his face, determined to stop her from taking the job.  So much had happened.  To her.  To him.

“I’ve changed too.  I used to work too much.”

“I thought so.  You had lines between your eyes.”  He paused and studied her face.  “Now they’re gone.  I hope I get some credit for that.”

At the waterfront Vittorio rented a small sailboat and moments later they stowed their basket under the seat and were out on the water, catching the wind in their sail and skimming along past motor boats.

The wind also caught Sabrina’s hair and tousled it.  She watched Vittorio tack and steer expertly with his hand on the tiller.  He called to her to duck when the sail was coming around.

“You look completely at home there,” she said as he head the skiff toward a small island.

“Next time we’ll take my boat out,” he said.  “I forgot how much I missed it.  Elena hated being out on the water.  She never learned to swim.  She preferred tennis.  Now we know why,” he muttered.  A cloud passed over his face.  She wondered how long would the memory of his cheating wife play a role in is present life?  What would it take to removed the bitterness from his voice and from his psyche?  Maybe nothing.  How long would it take to get rid of the painful memories?  Maybe forever.

Next time.  She wondered if there would really be a next time.

He anchored the little boat in shallow water and they waded ashore on the tiny island he told her no one else knew about.  “Robinson Crusoe,” he said, taking her hand to help her traverse the rocks on the shore.  “That is me.  This is the life, no?”  With his other hand he carried the food basket.  “We have everything we need, you and I, food and wine.”

Ravenous once again, Sabrina devoured half a baguette with proscuitto, salad and tomatoes, then stretched out on the velvety grass under a cypress tree, put her head in Vittorio’s lap and sighed with contentment. 

He gazed down at her.  “You are amazing.  You eat like a peasant and yet you look like a fashion model.”

She laughed.  She was happy, proud of herself for living in the moment, refusing to think of the future. 

He leaned down, raised her shirt and kissed the cleft between her breasts.  “How do you do it?”

“How do you make me feel like royalty when you know I am a peasant?”

“Years of training.  Tell me again why no one has married you yet.”

“No one asked me,” she said soberly.  “If they had I wouldn’t be here, eating prosciutto and drinking wine with you.  I prefer having my independence.  Taking care of other children.  Someone has to do it.  Why not me?”

“Because.”

She should have stopped him there.  Making love on an island with an Italian prince after a delicious picnic lunch was not conducive to telling him you are leaving and returning to the States.  That you can’t stay there any longer because you’ve broken the one rule a nanny must never break if she wants to continue to work.  In fact, she had no will power, she only had a heart full to bursting with love.  Love which would never be returned, which only made it stronger, fiercer.  She told herself not to look for more.  Just having Vittorio make love to her was enough for now. It would be over soon enough.

“Relax,” he’d said.  “Enjoy the day.”  How could she say no to that?  She didn’t.  Instead they walked around the island on an overgrown path, wondering who’d been there before them.  They shed their clothes and swam in a cove in the fresh lake water.  They dried off in the sun and hid behind the trees when the boats went by. 

“How did you find this place?” she asked, pulling on her shorts after lying in the sun while Vittorio kissed her toes and worked his way up her bare body.  She was tingling all over.  She was dizzy and almost delirious, but in the back of her mind she knew soon she had to come back to earth.

“My brother and I were out sailing one day many years ago, when we discovered it.  I’m sure many others had done the same, but we claimed it for our family by planting a flag we made.  I don’t suppose it’s still here.  But neither is anyone else.  I hope,” he added, shaking his head to get the water out of his hair.

She wanted to ask if he’d taken Maddelena here but since she was afraid of the water, she’d assume he hadn’t.  She wanted to be the first and last woman he’d take out here, but that was merely wishful thinking.  She’d leave, he’d be recovered and he’d lead a normal life.  When he thought about her he’d remember that she’d helped him recuperate and that she’d had a positive effect on the twins.  That’s what she hoped.She would take credit for that, and that would be her reward.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, smoothing the worry lines in her forehead.  “Aren’t you happy?  Don’t you like my island?”

“Of course,” she said.  And told herself not to spoil the day, not to ruin the time they had together.  It would be over soon enough. 

Back on the mainland in the late afternoon, they ended up back at the villa where they sat on the terrace while night fell.  Vittorio stretched his legs on a chaise lounge next to Sabrina and raised a glass of Compari toward his nanny.  “Here’s to you,” he said.  “And our time together.”

Sabrina smiled at him.  She had the most amazing smile, reaching her eyes and transforming a pretty face into so much beauty it took his breath away.  If you’d asked anyone if it was possible to take Vittorio’s breath away or force him to stay at home on a weekend when there was work to do, they would have said a resounding NO!  But here he was, happier than he could ever remember, sharing the weekend with the most amazing woman in the world.  Now he had to be sure he didn’t lose her to some misguided idea that she couldn’t stay now that the twins didn’t need her.  They needed her, and he needed her even more. 

“Isn’t that your phone?” Sabrina asked, turning her head in the direction of his office.

He wasn’t surprised to hear his business phone ring.  The bank knew he didn’t take weekends off.  At least the old Vittorio didn’t.  But he had no interest in connecting with problems that could wait until tomorrow.

“I know who it is.  My bank is under the illusion that I work on weekends.  Which I did, until now.  From now on I will leave work early and never ever work on Saturday or Sunday.”

“The girls will appreciate that.  Especially if they stay here for a few years before boarding school.”

“If they do, you will have to stay, you know.”

Sabrina’s smile faded.

“What is wrong?  Don’t you like it here?  Don’t you feel wanted and needed?  The girls want you to stay so much they locked us in the tower.”

Of course they locked them in so they’d fall in love and get married.  That was not going to happen.  Vittorio would never fall in love again, never take a chance on marriage which could spoil any relationship.  But the girls didn’t know that and they never would.  She would take the blame for ruining their dream.  It was her job, her duty.

“Yes, I know, and I’m flattered.  But that doesn’t mean I can stay forever.  All nannies move on eventually if they’ve done their job correctly that is.”

“What can I do to convince you?” he asked, leaning toward her and frowning.  How could she think of leaving after this incredible weekend they were having?  What did she want from him?  “Naturally you’ll be getting a raise.”

He felt a cold chill in her gaze that told him he’d said the wrong thing.

“Is this bribery?” she asked.

“Of course not,” he said quickly.  How could she even think that?  “It’s just common sense and it’s what you deserve.  You’ve changed our lives.  We can’t do without you.  It’s a win-win situation.  You stay where you’re wanted, the twins get the nanny they love and respect and you and I…  We’ll have long lunches during the week when you come in to Milan and the girls are at school.  I’ll leave early to take you around to see the cathedral, da Vinci’s The Last supper, the Castello Sforzesco and so much more.”

Why wasn’t she smiling, why wasn’t she as excited as he was thinking of all the things that lay ahead.  A new life for him and the girls.  But what about her?

“As for now, you look hungry,” he said.  “Shall we go out to dinner?”  She looked more tired than hungry, maybe she needed a change of scene.

“I could cook something.”

“You cook too?”  He stood and extended his hand and pulled her out of her chair.

“Of course.”

First they went to the orto, the vegetable garden where they picked artichokes, peppers, tomatoes and eggplant and took them back to the kitchen.

He poured himself a glass of wine and sat at the old kitchen table where he’d once carved his initials into the surface and watched her as she chopped, simmered and grilled on the old appliances that dated from his grandmother’s day. “How did you learn to cook?”

“My mother died when I was very young.  Like the twins I was left with a father who didn’t know what to do with me.  Like you, he didn’t remarry, at least for a long time, so I decided I would make dinner at night for us.  I got a big cookbook and I worked my way through it.  He was very patient, always complimented my efforts even though they were a bit strange at times and sometimes even out and out failures.”

He stretched his legs out and gave in to the pure pleasure of watching her work.  Her face was flushed, her hair brushing against her pink cheeks.  She was so full of surprises.  How long would it take before he got to know her, years?  How could he convince her to stay?

“I haven’t been in this kitchen for years,” he said.  “But my brother and I used to love coming in for treats.  We’d bring in the apples from the tree and beg the cook to make fritters for us.  I can still taste them hot from the griddle.” 

He imagined many weekends like this, time for sailing, eating, and making love of course.  He knew what she liked, he’d seen the look on her face, heard her sighs, felt her lips on his, her hands on his body.  Why wouldn’t she tell him she’d stay?

They ate at the old kitchen table.  Sabrina had thought it would be better than way, easier than going out but for her it was harder, because she had a glimpse of what the future could be.  The future that was not to be.  He’d made it clear he was not interested in marrying her or anyone.  She understood why.  He’d been burned badly.  But it was seven years ago.  Couldn’t he see she was nothing like his ex-wife?  Didn’t he know she was the most loyal person in the world?  Didn’t he know she had fallen madly, desperately in love with him?  If he did, it didn’t matter, his answer was the same.  Stay here as nanny and mistress.

After dinner she went to her room to get a sweater.  They planned to watch the fireworks from the deck.  She checked her computer to see if she had any messages.

Her step-mother sent this surprising note.

Sabrina, I broke my leg while hot-air ballooning in the Napa Valley last weekend and the doctor says I can’t move without help for weeks, maybe months.  The only person who can run the office is you.  Naturally you will get a substantial raise as well as a commission on each nanny you place.  Your sisters have gone to Mexico to study Spanish, don’t ask me why.  I expect you can find a replacement for the prince, but there is no one else to run the office.  The business will be yours one day soon so it is a good thing that you take over for me now.

Sincerely yours,  Bettina.

Sabrina almost laughed out loud with shock and amazement.  She also felt a wave of relief.  It was almost as if she’d gotten a reprieve from heaven and a reason to leave other than falling in love with her employer, although her stepmother was far from angelic.  Bettina obviously hated giving up the job and hated giving it to Sabrina, but had no choice since her useless daughters had taken off leaving their mother to manage life on crutches and the business.

Back with Vittorio on the terrace, Sabrina couldn’t bring herself to tell him she was leaving.  He’d be persuasive.  He’d offer her everything but the one and only thing she wanted – him.  She dreaded telling him and even more dreaded telling the girls.  For once in her life she was thinking of herself first.  She had to protect her heart from being broken again.  That much was clear.  One more time and she’d never heal again.  She was leaving and not a moment too soon.  She had Bettina to thank for giving her an out.

The fireworks were even more spectacular than last night.  Maybe it was because Sabrina knew she’d never see them again, not here, not from this terrace.  They held hands, they drank coffee from small cups that she made from the Espresso machine in the kitchen and they watched the sky light up with huge flowers bursting into bloom, rockets and showers of stars overhead, and listened to the booming sounds that drowned out her worries, at least for a little while.

“I hope the girls are seeing this display,” she said.

“I’m sure they are.  The family will be down at the lake where the children run around playing games.  I know, I was once one of those children.  Angelo the cook always took us.  Our parents stayed right here on this terrace enjoying adult pleasures like coffee.”

“Your parents, are they still alive?” 

“Alive and living in Sicily where the climate suits them better.”

What she meant was are they still in love?  Were they ever in love?  Did he know anyone who is happily married?  If so, why did he doubt he could be too?

Later she went to bed with him.  She knew she should resist.  She knew she should tell him.  Tell him now.  But how could she deny herself one last night with Vittorio.  She couldn’t.  She wasn’t that strong.  She was weak.  She wanted him.

She’d never seen his room before he carried her up the stairs.  He didn’t ask, he just swept her up and took the stairs two at a time.  When he finally put her down on the huge bed, she saw his room was done in earth tones, from the polished wood of the bedframe to the handwoven carpets in Berber design.  The sheets were soft and cool on her over-heated body.  After he’d undressed her in haste, her shorts, her shirt, her sweater and finally her mere wisps of fragile underwear as if he couldn’t wait another moment, she was so hot she felt feverish.

The only light was the fireworks, still booming and lighting the night sky with their brilliant colors.  The wind blew the curtains aside and she remembered the flickering candlelight of last night.  This was the last time.  She made love to him as if there was no tomorrow and for them there wasn’t.  He didn’t know it.  She felt guilty about that.  Not guilty enough to deny herself one last night of bliss.

They slept together, his leg wrapped around hers, his arms around her shoulders.

“In fact we don’t need a large bed,” he muttered.  “Maybe we should just take over the tower.”

She smiled, but it was a sad smile because she knew what he didn’t know.  They would not sleep together anywhere again.  Tomorrow she would tell him.

The next day the girls came home, sunburned, excited, full of energy and surprised to find them out of their prison.

“What happened?” Caterina asked, hopping up and down, on one foot and then the other.

“How did you get out?” Gianna asked.

“We escaped,” Sabrina said. “Thanks to a delivery man.”  She couldn’t help smiling at them, at their expressions of dismay and shock.  Of course they shouldn’t get away with what they’d done, but she was in no mood to punish them.

“You deserve to be punished,” Vittorio said. But even he wasn’t able to be as stern as he wished.  He’d never felt this way, that his life had turned around.  He had Sabrina and the girls should be happy about that.

“Are you getting married?  Will you be our mama?” Caterina asked, biting her lip, her eyes wide.

Vittorio met Sabrina’s gaze.  What would she say?  She would have an answer, she must.

“I can’t stay,” she said.

Vittorio stood and looked at her.  She didn’t mean that.  She couldn’t.  Not after what they had.  Not after this weekend.

“What do you mean?” he asked in a voice he scarcely recognized as his own. He was in a state of shock. He sent her a silent message.  Tell me you don’t mean it, he telegraphed to her.  Don’t let us down.  We need you.  We want you to stay.

“I must return to California.  My step-mother needs me to run the nanny agency.  I was never supposed to be your permanent nanny, just until we could find the right one.”

“But we want you.  We don’t want the right one,” Caterina protested, stamping her foot on the floor.

“You are the right one,” Gianna said.  “For us.”

Vittorio thought he couldn’t have said it better.  She was the right one for all of them.

“You will be fine without me,” she said.  “Now I must go pack.  Maybe you girls can help me.”

Vittorio watched while the three of them walked up the grand staircase.  He’d never felt so deserted in his life, not since Elena left.  It had happened again, the woman he thought he loved was walking out on him.  This time she wasn’t leaving him for another man, she was leaving him for a job.  That was worse!

How could she do this to him and to the girls.  He couldn’t believe it was happening.  It must be a misunderstanding.  Whatever she wanted he’d give it to her.  He paced back and forth in the foyer until the girls came downstairs and went outside, talking to each other urgently and virtually ignoring him.  If they could come up with something that would make their nanny stay, more power to them.  He couldn’t take it another minute.  He rushed up the stairs and burst into her room without knocking.  She was standing next to her bed with a pair of shoes in her hand.  She was wearing the same outfit she’d arrived in.

“What are you doing?” he demanded.

“Packing,” she said calmly.  Her eyes were dry.  Her voice was calm.  If she was upset by her decision to leave, she didn’t show it.

“I know you’re packing, I want to know why.”

“Because…”

“Don’t say it’s because your step-mother needs you.  We need you more.”

“Vittorio,” she said, setting the shoes into her suitcase, “we had a deal.  You asked me to prepare the girls for the Academy.  I failed.  I’m honoring my side of the bargain by turning in my resignation.”

“I don’t accept it,” he said, bracing his arm against the door frame.

“You have to.  You can’t lock me up in a tower and force me to stay.”

“I thought we made the best of our stay in the tower.  You didn’t complain at the time.”

He was glad to see a flush creep up her cheeks.  She couldn’t deny she was a partner in their lovemaking.  And what a partner.  She took matters in her own hands.  She was everything he’d ever wanted in a woman, soft, sweet, tempting, and eager.  He’d never forget the look in her eyes as she leaned over him, tasting, touching… 

“I thought it meant as much to you as it did to me.”

“Of course it did.  But it’s over.  I didn’t do what you hired me to do.”

“You did more.  You were everything I expected and more.  You can’t just walk out on me, on us.”

She turned her back on him and went to the window.  “I’ll miss you,” she said softly.  “I’ll miss the girls and I’ll miss the lake, the beautiful lake, all one hundred forty-six square kilometers.”

“Then why…?”

“I told you.”

“I don’t believe you.  There’s something else you’re not telling me.  There’s someone else, isn’t there?”

She shook her head but she didn’t meet his gaze.  She couldn’t.

“Very well,” he said stiffly.  “When are you leaving?”

“As soon as I pack and say good-bye to the twins.”

“I’ll drive you to the ferry.”

In the garden Sabrina found the girls picking flowers.  “They’re for you,” Caterina said handing her the bouquet of roses, lilies and sprigs of fragrant lavender.

“You can put the lavender in your underwear and it will smell nice,” Gianna said as she hugged Sabrina.

Sabrina felt tears spring to her eyes.  She mustn’t cry.  She must keep a stiff upper lip so the girls wouldn’t realize how she felt.  She wondered if she could stay on as their nanny and not as Vittorio’s lover.  She’d have to watch while he found other girlfriends.  She’d have to stand by and pretend she didn’t care.  It would never work.  The girls would be all right.  They were bright and full of energy.  Best of all they had each other.

They had their father too.  He’d be there for them, she was sure he would.  Once again she was the nanny, expendable and replaceable.  She’d done her work and now her work was over.  She had a new job waiting for her, one with challenges and rewards.  But never again would she take a nanny position.  She’d pushed her luck just as far as it would go. 

 Falling in love with two employers was surely the height of stupidity.  This time she’d really done it.  Last time it had been totally one-sided.  He’d never known how she felt, never even exchanged a single kiss.  This time she’d gone off the deep end.  She had tasted happiness, she had found ecstasy, she had found contentment and sheer joy and now it was over.

“Gianna, Caterina, you must be good girls.  You promise me, won’t you?”

They nodded in unison.  “What about the tower?” Caterina asked.  “Didn’t it work?”

“We had a very nice time.  Thank you for the picnic.  But you must never lock anyone up there or anywhere.”

“But didn’t you fall in love with Papa?” Caterina asked anxiously. 

“No,” Sabrina said.  Sometimes a lie was the only way to answer a question like that.

Caterina’s eyes filled with tears.

“Don’t cry,” Sabrina said.  “I’m very fond of your father.  He loves you girls very much.  You’re lucky to have a father like that.”  She could only hope he would not continue to work round the clock and not put them in the care of yet another nanny or a wife who didn’t like them.

“If you won’t marry him, why can’t you still be our nanny?” Gianna asked.

“Because,” she said.  Sometimes there was no answer that a child could understand.

“I’m sorry,” she said, then she turned and rushed out of the garden before they could see she was crying.  As the tears fell so did the rain.  Once again there were dark clouds over the mountains and thunder boomed and echoed against the tall peaks.

Vittorio was waiting in the car.  She ran through the rain, dodging the fast-falling drops.  She thanked him for waiting.  He was tight-lipped and silent.  He’d said it all.  He wanted her to stay.  But he wouldn’t say the words she wanted to hear.  Wouldn’t say them because he didn’t know them.

“Where will you go?” he asked as the windshield wipers sped up in an effort to keep up with the rain outside.  He pulled up at the fairy building and turned to face her.  His expression was almost identical to the one he’d greeted her with the day she arrived.  Angry, wary, careful and controlled.

“Back to California,” she said.  But first to Rome.  I want to see everything I can before I go.”

“The Sistine Ceiling, the Forum, the Coliseum…”

She nodded.

“By yourself?”

“I know what you’re asking.  Am I running away with someone?  No, Vittorio, I am not.  I’m not Maddelena.  Most women are not like her.  It’s time for you to get over her.  When most women give their word they keep it.  When I fall in love, I give my heart and it’s forever.”

“Then you’re running away from someone, aren’t you?  You’re running away from me.  Why?”  He glared at her, daring her to tell him the truth.

Why?  Because you won’t marry me.

She couldn’t take any more of his questions, of the intense look in his eyes, the probing way he was staring at her. She’d been strong.  She hadn’t changed her mind though every fiber of her being wanted to tell him she’d stay.  That it didn’t matter what her position was, she loved him and that’s all that counted. She hated leaving him, his house and his daughters.  But she had no choice.  Not if she wanted to keep her sanity, her soul and her psyche intact.  Before she changed her mind, she grabbed her suitcase from the back seat and jumped out of the car and ran through the rain to the building to buy her ticket.  There was no time to wave, no need to say good-bye, and when she looked out, he was gone.

Vittorio drove slowly back to his house.  Streaks of lightning split the sky and thunder crashed all around him. The weather matched his mood. He was furious.  Angry at himself and at her.  He’d made a mistake again.  He’d trusted a woman. He’d offered her a home and a job.  She liked his children and she seemed to like him if this weekend was any indication.  He’d done everything he could to convince her to stay.  She’d turned him down flat.  If she wanted marriage, she knew better than to ask.  He couldn’t take a chance on marriage.  Not again.  Not after what happened.

The twins were waiting for him. They ran out to the car to greet him getting soaked in the process.  They’d never done that before, in rain or shine.

Back in the entry hall where the lights had gone out, they grabbed his hands, and they clung to his legs, and demanded to know what he’d done with Sabrina.

“Sabrina is going home.”

“Why can’t she stay here?”

“She can. I told her we want her to stay.  But she wants to go back to California.”

“But why?”

Why.  That’s what he wanted to know.  What had he done wrong?  What hadn’t he offered her that she’d accept?  Marriage.  It wasn’t a raise, it wasn’t a bonus or time off.  It was a wedding ring.

“Was she angry because we locked you in the tower with her?” Caterina asked, her little face troubled, her bottom lip quivering.

“Don’t worry, it had nothing to do with you,” he assured them, removing his wet shoes and taking a seat in the great room.  They jumped up onto his lap, both of them.  Another first.  He put his arms around them.  It felt strange but good.  It felt right. 

“Did you have a good time in the tower?” Gianna asked anxiously.

“It was an adventure.  No one was angry.  Surprised, yes, but we enjoyed the picnic you packed for us.”  And so much more.

“We thought you would fall in love with Sabrina.”

“Did you?” he said.  Love, what was it?  He thought he knew.  He thought he’d loved Elena, but that wasn’t love, that was infatuation.  Love was about trust.  What he felt for Elena was lust.

“That’s why we did it, so you would love her and ask her to marry you and we would live happily ever after like the story she told us,” Caterina said.

“She loves you,” Gianna said.  “Why don’t you love her back?”

Vittorio tried to smile at this question following their assumption.  Of course that’s what they wanted to believe.  “How do you know she loves me?” he asked.  Despite his reluctance to believe them, a flicker of hope stirred in his heart.  “Did she tell you?”

“She didn’t say she didn’t love you,” Gianna said, shifting from Vittorio’s knee to squeeze in next to him in his chair.  “When we asked her.”

“You asked her if she loved me?” he said.

They said yes in unison as they did so many things.  “She just got kind of red, you know, in her face.  Then she said something about something else.  But we knew, didn’t we Gianna?”

Her sister nodded vehemently.

“Where is she?” Caterina asked.

“She’s on the ferry, going to Varenna, then to Rome.  She’s never seen the Forum or the Coliseum or the Sistine Ceiling, then she’s going back to California.”

“No, you have to stop her.  Tell her we need her.  We want her to be our mama.”

“She knows that.”

“But she doesn’t know you love her.”

“No, she doesn’t,” he murmured.  “And neither did I.”  But he knew now.  It was so obvious.  He’d never felt this way before, not even with Elena.  Without her he felt empty and alone even with his two girls.  The picture was not complete and wouldn’t be until he got Sabrina back. 

“I will call Maria and Valeria to come back early to stay with you while I go after Sabrina.  I can’t let her go.”

The girls jumped down from the chair and clapped their hands.  Their eyes were shining.  They’d asked for many things before, but they’d never wanted anything like they wanted Sabrina.  He felt the same.  Why hadn’t he realized it sooner?  It would have saved time and effort.  Unless they were wrong.  They were children, after all.  They believed in fairy tales.  And they’d do anything to get what they wanted.  Maybe Sabrina didn’t love him.  Maybe she really loved someone else as Elena did.  Then he’d have a hell of a convincing job to do.  But she was worth it.  He had to bring her back.

Sabrina had just checked into the Palazzo Hotel, the only name she knew, because it was the same hotel where Vittorio had stayed.  It was way too expensive for her modest budget, but since this was her first and last time in Rome, she tried not to think about the money or Vittorio and just think about how to spend her few days in the eternal city.

She was studying the map of the city, trying to decide which landmark to see first.  She thought she’d be more excited to finally be in the Eternal City and she would be as soon as she changed her shoes and got out into the loud, frantic and magnificent city.

She looked outside across the rooftops trying to see a tower or a famous dome or a familiar spire.  Instead when she looked down at the street, she saw a familiar figure standing on the sidewalk looking up at her.  She jerked the window open, her heart thudding wildly.

“What are you doing here?” she called from the third story window.

“I came to see the sights…and you.”

 She grabbed her purse and raced down the stairs to the lobby and out onto the street.

She wanted to run into his arms and stay there forever, but she stopped a few feet from him and folded her arms across her chest.  “But why, why here, why now?”

“I thought you needed a guide,” he said. He pointed to his car. “Get in.”

She tried to enjoy the ride in his expensive, beautifully furnished sedan as she had before when he drove her from Milan.  But even in the soft leather seat she couldn’t relax.  What was he doing here?  She couldn’t take another painful farewell.  As usual with Vittorio, she didn’t know what was coming next.  Why was he here?

“Naturally I’m glad to see you,” she said, “but…”

“Naturally?  What was natural about your running off so fast like that, without any explanation.”

“I thought I explained…”

“You thought you did, but you didn’t give me a chance to tell you why you shouldn’t go.”

She didn’t say anything, she just looked out the window as he gave a sight-seeing tour of the city as if he was the tour guide.  A personal tour guide that would have cost a fortune if she were paying for it.  Of course she was paying for it, paying in patience and stress and worry about what he was doing, what he was thinking, what he wanted from her and what he was going to say.  He finally drove to the Borghese Gardens, “Rome’s answer to your ‘Central Park,’” he said. “There is so much to see in Rome and we’ll see it all, but first I want to take you to my favorite place, the Secret Garden of the Villa Borghese.”

“See it all?  How long do you plan to be here?  And what about the girls?”

“They’re fine, the staff is looking after them, the chauffeur is taking them to their sailing lesson every day.  They send their best wishes.  In fact they sent me here to tell you they miss you and want you to come back.”  Vittorio parked the car and opened the door for Sabrina.

She didn’t say anything.  What could she say that she hadn’t said before.  She knew the twins wanted her back.  She knew Vittorio did too.  That didn’t change anything. They were young.  They’d recover, especially if their father took an interest in them.  She hated leaving the girls, but she had to. 

“Is that why you’re here?  Because I already explained to them that I couldn’t stay.”

At the entrance to the Villa Borghese, Vittorio spoke to a guard who immediately greeted him warmly and opened the iron gate to the gardens.

“My favorite spot in Rome,” Vittorio said. “El  Giardino dei Melangoli, the Garden of the Bitter Oranges.  It may not be the most beautiful garden but my parents brought us here to see our cousins who lived in the villa over there and we were impressed by the statue of the eagle and the trees.”  He turned to Sabrina.

“It’s lovely,” she said.  “What a change from the noise and traffic outside the villa.  Where is everyone?”

“It’s closed to the public today, but they were good enough to let us in when I told them why we were here.”

“Why are we here?”

“I have a question to ask you,” he said, taking a seat on a stone bench under an orange tree.

Sabrina sat next to him.  The smell of oranges perfumed the air, the sun filtered through the trees making intricate shadows on the grass.  She took a deep breath and waited for the question.  He’d gone to a lot of trouble to take her to this place.  She didn’t dare hope it would be the one question she was waiting for.

“Do you love me, Sabrina?”  His face was so close she could see the lines between his eyes, see his mouth form the words, see the faint brush stroke of a faint beard line his jaw.

She couldn’t speak.  Her throat was clogged with emotion.

“Take your time,” he said.  “It’s a hard question and you may not know the answer.  I do know what I would say if you asked me.  I love you.”  He stopped and looked at her, then framed her face with his hands.  She bit her lip.  She twisted her hands together.

“We’ve both made mistakes before,” she said.  “We may be wrong again.  If so, I don’t think I could live through it.”

“It isn’t the same,” he said.  “Not for me.  You aren’t Maddelena, you told me so yourself.  And I am not the same man who married her.  I’ve changed.  I know what I want now, and what I want is you.”  He kissed her lightly on the lips.  “Never mind if you don’t feel the same.  I understand you aren’t willing to take a chance again.  All I’m asking is that you come back with me to the villa and give me a chance to prove that it will work this time.  You and I and the girls.”

Marriage.  He said he loved her, but he hadn’t mentioned the magic word.  It was because he hadn’t really changed.  He was afraid to marry again.  She didn’t blame him.  Not really.

“I love you too, Vittorio,” she said softly, “but I can’t live with you and the girls, not after what we’ve been through together.”

“Why not?  What do you want?  Name it and you can have it, whatever money can buy.”

She shook her head.  She wanted something money couldn’t buy.  A commitment.  A ring on her finger.  A ceremony.  But she couldn’t ask.  He had to offer.  Something he wouldn’t do.

“Tonight,” he said, getting to his feet.  “We’ll talk more tonight.  Today I want to show you Rome.”

After a day of whirlwind sightseeing, Vittorio checked into the same hotel.  One thing he knew for sure, he wasn’t leaving Rome until he’d convinced her to marry him.  Why wouldn’t she?  Then he realized as he stood on his balcony which adjoined hers, looking out on the fountains and pines of Rome that he’d never asked her to marry him.  He’d just assumed he had. In the hotel lobby, he found a jewelry store.  He muttered to himself on his way up to the room in the elevator, “If this doesn’t do it, I will have to think of something else.”

He couldn’t decide where to take her for dinner.  A spectacular famous restaurant or a little trattoria on a side street.  He chose the latter.  When he knocked on her door she was wearing a silk dress that he’d never seen before.  One of the ones he’d bought her?  He couldn’t tell.  All he knew was that she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.

“I want you to know,” she said, after they were seated at a small table in the corner of the busy, popular restaurant, “that I appreciate your coming to Rome to show me around.”

“And to tell you that I love you, do you appreciate that too, or have I embarrassed you?”

She flushed.  “No, of course not.  I love you too.  You know that.  But…”

“I know what you’re going to say.  I haven’t made myself very clear.  I haven’t fallen in love for a long time and I’ve never fallen in love for good.”

“How do you know that?”

“How does anyone know anything?” he asked.  “I just know that you are the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with.  I think I knew it the first day you got off the ferry.”

“I thought you didn’t want me there.”

“I didn’t.  I was afraid you’d come into my life and my heart and stay there.  I was afraid to love again.  But something happened.  You and I were locked in the tower together.  I can’t imagine anyone else I’d rather be locked up with.  Can you?”

She smiled.  The corners of her lovely mouth turned up and the smile reached her eyes.

“Not that it will happen again.  We will have a talk with the girls about that.  And besides it won’t be necessary.  We will not need a tower.  We will have the whole villa.  We’ll have vacations in Sicily, Sardinia and even California so the girls can see Disneyland.  How does that sound?” he asked.

“It sounds wonderful, Vittorio, but I can’t…”

“You can’t live with me and the twins until we’re married, is that what you were going to say?”

She stared at him for a long moment.  Then she nodded.

“Then we’ll get married next week at the villa.  In fact the girls told me on the phone that they’ve chosen their dresses already.  That’s how much they believe in fairy tales and happily ever after.”

Sabrina felt the dining room spin around her.  The only constant was Vittorio, his dark hair slightly disheveled, his eyes fixed on her, as he opened a small jewelry box and took out a diamond solitaire and slipped it on her finger.

“Do you believe, Sabrina, do you believe in happily ever after?”

“I do now,” she said softly.  She reached for his hands across the table and held them tightly in hers. “The first day I saw you on your balcony from the ferry I knew it was you.  I wanted to be part of your life, to know you and to love you.  I’m sorry I left.  I’ll never leave you again.  I love you Vittorio.  I want to be your wife.  I will live with you anywhere, in a turret, in a villa, a cottage or a castle.  Whether you claim your throne or not, you will always be my prince.  You have made all my dreams come true.”

 

 

The End








 

In this delicious contemporary romance, Carol Grace whisks you away to Italy’s sunny Amalfi Coast, where whitewashed villas and fragrant lemon trees sit high atop craggy cliffs…and romance is always in the air.

 

Ever since high school, Anne Marie Jackson has dreamed of visiting Italy - a dream no doubt enflamed by Giovanni, the dashing exchange student she shared her first kiss with. Twenty-three years, one divorce, and one postcard from Giovanni later, Anne Marie decides to follow her heart to italy, where her former flame once promised to show her the sights. 

 

Giovanni proves elusive but Marco Moretti – a mysterious, handsome Italian – seems to be everywhere she is. Anne Marie doesn’t know why the persistent, irrestible Marco wants to find Giovanni as badly as she does, or if her old friend’s in some kind of trouble – but she soon discovers that it’s her own heart that’s in danger…of falling head over heels for the man who insists on being her personal tour guide to true love.

 

 “It’s a love song,” Marco said.

 “But it sounds so sad,” Anne Marie whispered.

 “Because it is sad. He is singing of his lost love. He remembers her hair, like dark clouds….” Marco leaned across the table and took a strand of Anne Marie’s hair between his fingers. “Like yours.”

 She swallowed hard. It was just a song. But Marco was real. The heat from his body, the sound of his voice, the touch of his hand…they were real. She should stop him now, before she got lost in those dark eyes or got hypnotized by the sound of his voice. 

 “Her skin was as pale as marble,” Marco said, so softly she had to lean forward to catch the words. He traced a line on the inside of her bare arm to her wrist. She shivered in the warm night air, and her heart thudded wildly. “As soft as velvet, and her lips were kissed by the morning dew.”

 Anne Marie knew what was coming next, and her lips trembled in anticipation…

 

http://www.amazon.com/Thats-Amore-ebook/dp/B006ZDEE8K/ref=sr_1_5?s=digital-text&ie=UTF8&qid=1327100654&sr=1-5

 






Read an Excerpt from Almost Married
 

Chapter One
 

Laurie Clayton, meet your goddaughter.”

Laurie held out her arms and took from her friend Gretel the most adorable baby she’d ever seen. The baby’s little fingers tangled in Laurie’s hair and her sweet smell filled her with a bittersweet longing for a child of her own. “Oh, Gret, she’s sooo cute. A perfect angel.”

Gretel sighed. “You wouldn’t say that if you’d heard her crying all the way down to the airport. She’s teething and it’s been awful.” Laurie hugged the baby to her and Morgan gurgled happily. “She likes you,” Gretel said, then surveyed her friend carefully. “Still slim, gorgeous and single. How come? I thought you’d be the first to take the plunge and have a family. You like kids so much.”

“Yes, well, it’s still customary to get married first,” Laurie said ruefully. “Like you did. Like my sister did.”

Gretel nodded understanding. “You wait here with Morgan. I’ll get the car from the garage and bring it around.”

Laurie hardly noticed Gretel was gone, she was so entranced with this baby, this miracle of soft skin and round, chubby cheeks. The baby gave her a toothless smile and Laurie thought she’d landed in paradise instead of Buffalo, New York.

“I’ll let you get over your jet lag tonight,” Gretel promised as they headed out of town into the fertile farmland of upstate New York where Gretel and her husband raised apples, “but tomorrow I’m going to give you the royal tour, from the museum to the zoo and last but not least, Niagara Falls!”

“All in one day?”

Gretel laughed. “We’ve got five whole days before I join Steve in Seattle. Plenty of time to see everything and let you get to know Morgan. If you’re sure you’re still up for baby-sitting for two weeks.” Gretel shot an anxious glance at her best friend.

Laurie turned her head to smile at her goddaughter. “Of course I’m up for it,” she assured Gretel. “I can’t wait to have her all to myself. You’re right, I’ve always liked kids. And I adore Morgan already. Her pictures don’t do her justice. You don’t have to entertain me. I’ll be happy to help out around the place. With Steve gone away to school, you must need help picking apples or something.”

“We’ve got a small staff who do the year-round stuff, spraying, grafting, but during harvest a whole crew comes in to work. By that time Steve will be back to oversee the whole thing.” She turned to smile at Laurie. “I’ve been waiting for you so we can relive those carefree days when we were young and foolish, when we flew from coast to coast, flight attendants without a care in the world except which restaurant to go to and which guy to go out with. We’ll put Morgan in the back seat with her teething ring and we’ll be off.”

Laurie noticed Morgan had nodded off and was sleeping peacefully in her car seat, her pale eyelashes dusting her fair skin, her cheeks the color of her pink dress.

“We’re in apple country now,” Gretel explained, waving her hand at the green fields dotted with heavily laden fruit trees, “one of New York state’s major crops.”

Laurie tore her eyes from the sleeping child to look out the window at the acres of trees, trying to pay attention to what Gretel was saying. Young and foolish. Laurie didn’t ever want to be young and foolish again, not foolish enough to fall in love with a married pilot and foolish enough to believe him when he said he loved her.

Gretel continued her lecture on the cultivation of apples until they arrived at a cobblestone house set on a rise above the orchard. Laurie stood in the living room of the vintage structure admiring the rustic furniture, the Native American blankets hanging on the wall and the huge old fireplace while Gretel rushed to answer the ringing telephone in the kitchen.

When Gretel reappeared with Morgan in her arms, her expression was anxious and her face a shade paler than before. “That was Steve,” she said. “He’s finished his agriculture course early and wants me to come right away.”

Laurie spread her arms out, palms up. “Well, why not? I’m here. You haven’t seen him in what, six weeks? You haven’t taken a vacation together since your honeymoon. I say go for it.”

Laurie hugged her daughter to her and sat down on the couch. “You’re right, I know you’re right. It’s just that—I’ve never even left Morgan overnight before. When you offered to stay with her I was—I am so grateful. But...” Gretel’s lower lip trembled as she buried her face in her daughter’s red curls.

Laurie watched the interplay between mother and daughter and her heart filled with sympathy and a touch of envy. If things had been different, if she’d been more sensible...

“It must sound silly to you,” Gretel went on, “but you’ll understand when you have a baby of your own.”

One of her own. Laurie felt a lump form in her throat. With her luck she had small hope of having one of her own, let alone finding a man to have a baby with. She nodded at Gretel. “I understand perfectly.”

“You’re a true friend,” Gretel said earnestly, “the best. Don’t think I don’t appreciate what you’re offering, staying with a teething baby while I fly off to take a second honeymoon. If I weren’t such a worry-wart…  Come on,” Gretel said, getting to her feet. “You must be tired. I’ll show you your room. I told Steve I’d sleep on it and let him know tomorrow.”

The guest room was furnished in the same style as the rest of the house, with a handmade quilt on the antique iron bed frame and a large oak armoire against the wall. After Gretel said good-night and took the baby with her down the hall, Laurie sat on the edge of the bed, her stocking feet resting on a handwoven braid rug, and tried to stifle the feelings of envy that threatened to engulf her. A charming old house, a husband and a baby. What more could anyone want?

She shook off her unbecoming feelings and got undressed. In bed, snuggled under a fluffy comforter, Laurie told herself now that she’d quit her job with the airline and forgotten about the handsome but married pilot who’d nearly broken her heart, she had her whole life ahead of her, that anything was possible, that all her dreams could come true. But the niggling questions remained: How, When, Where and Who?

The next day Gretel called Steve back and told him she couldn’t leave so soon and she and Laurie and Morgan headed off to see the sights. Morgan was tucked safely in her car seat, gnawing happily on her teething ring. It was Gretel who didn’t look happy. Not the next day nor the day after that. No matter how interesting the pictures in the art museum or how dazzling the view of Ontario from the Peace Bridge, she was racked with indecision about when to leave.

“So, Morgan,” Laurie said one afternoon as she held the little girl in her lap and fed her applesauce. “Shall we put your mother on the next plane for Seattle before she has a chance to change her mind?” Each day Laurie found herself growing more attached to her goddaughter, and Morgan was more willing to go to Laurie when her mother was tired or busy.

Gretel gave Laurie a wry smile. “How did you know what I was thinking?” she asked.

“Intuition,” Laurie answered. “I’ve known you a long time. Longer than Morgan here. And she and I agree that it’s time for you to cut the cord. Vamoose, skeedaddle, be on your way.”

Reluctantly Gretel met Laurie’s gaze. “But we haven’t seen the Falls yet. I’ve been saving it for last. And a friend of Steve’s was going to give us a personal tour. A gorgeous guy. I wanted you to meet him.”

“Morgan and I can see the Falls on our own. We don’t need a guide, no matter how gorgeous, do we, Morgan? After we drop you at the airport, we’ll go.” Laurie put Morgan

in her high chair and reached for the phone. “I’ll make the reservation for you. You’re ready. You’ve been packed for days.”

Gretel listened to Laurie and watched her write down the flight information. She didn’t say yes and she didn’t say no. She did call Steve, though, and gave him her flight number. She didn’t change her mind, but she came close. She hugged Morgan and said goodbye a dozen times. At the airport she walked down the long tunnel to the plane with one very wistful backward glance at Laurie and her daughter. Laurie smiled confidently and even Morgan waved to her mother before the plane took off.

Laurie turned to Morgan in her arms just as the baby screwed up her face into a frown and began to scream.

 

Chapter Two
 

Once in her car seat, Morgan turned bright red and flailed her arms in anger and frustration. It could have been her teeth, but Laurie suspected she was witnessing separation anxiety the likes of which she’d never imagined. And Gretel had barely left!

Laurie gripped the steering wheel tightly and wondered what to do. She realized, belatedly, that she didn’t know anything about babies except that she wanted one. Would Morgan prefer to go home or would she rather see Niagara Falls the way her mother had planned before she took off? Morgan didn’t say. She just cried as if her heart were broken.

So Laurie decided on the Falls. Maybe Morgan needed a distraction. Laurie certainly did. With one hand on the steering wheel, she reached into the glove compartment with the other for the map. Gretel had marked the route and Laurie soon saw the signs for the tollway.

Laurie kept driving and Morgan kept crying until they reached the parking lot for the viewing area of Niagara Falls. The noise of the white water was thunderous, almost loud enough to drown out Morgan’s sobs. Laurie unbuckled the baby from her seat, shoved the car keys into her pocket and grabbed Morgan’s backpack and diaper bag, all the while keeping up a line of chatter designed to soothe the child. With Morgan on her back and the diaper bag over her arm, Laurie approached the fence and gasped at the sight.

The water cascaded to a two-hundred foot drop sending a mist back up into the air. It was stunning. It was breathtaking. But not to Morgan. Her wailing reached new heights. Other tourists stopped snapping pictures of each other and looked at the baby. A man at the edge of the crowd stared at them. Probably wondering what torture Laurie was inflicting on the poor child.

“Please, Morgan,” Laurie begged under her breath. “Please don’t cry. Look at the Falls. Aren’t they beautiful?”

Laurie sank down onto a wooden bench, lifted Morgan out of the backpack and onto her lap. And Morgan continued to cry. Desperate, Laurie reached into her pocket, pulled out her car keys and rattled them in front of Morgan.

The baby stopped crying instantly, grabbed the keys out of Laurie’s hand and threw them over the fence and down into the depths of the turbulent Niagara River.

Laurie gasped, stood and looked with disbelief into the white water. “Morgan,” she breathed, “what have you done?” A better question was, what had Laurie done, handing her keys to a baby to play with?

Read More at:
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For a change of pace here’s an excerpt from Andrew Culver’s coming-of-age story Yellow Days:

 

One Night at Kinko’s

 

I work for a man who wants to be famous. Over the months I’ve come to understand that he is totally unworthy of fame. Quite simply, “Hollywood” Syd Ross has no viable skills. Somehow, however, he is independently wealthy and has no trouble paying me a good living wage. Often I get called at strange hours and given strange tasks. I am expected to promote him, but I often have trouble selling him to comedy clubs because he is a terrible comedian. 
      One night, Syd called around six. His Brooklyn accent was gruff and urgent. “Andrew, you have to come to Kinko’s. It’s the one on Sunset, do you have time?” 
      ”Yeah, I guess.” I had just finished my second Miller light. 
      ”Because there’s a woman here, she is gorgeous. She’s from Australia, can you come?” 
      ”Well, sure.” 
      ”I’m too old for her. You could date her though. She needs help with her resume. So can you come?” 
      ”Yeah, okay.” 
      ”The one on Sunset, west—no wait—east of Fairfax.excuse me—Derrick! What’s the cross street? The cross street here! It’s Curson—the only Kinko’s on Sunset, come quick. Okay? Come quick. She’s an actress. She’s beautiful.” 
      ”Yeah, I’ll leave now.” 
      ”The only one on Sunset.” 
      ”Yeah.” 
      ”Curson.” 
      ”Okay.” 
      I hung up and went to my car, wondering why I had a lunatic for a boss. I got in the Hyundai and started driving west. “Hollywood” Syd Ross was expecting me to promote him as a comedy act. But I’d seen his act, and it was terrible. He just bungled old Jewish jokes he learned from Jackie Mason. I cut over to Sunset and forgot the street I was supposed to be looking for. Eventually I got to Crescent Heights and realized I had gone way too far. It took ten minutes just to turn left to go down to Santa Monica, where I figured I would double back and find it. 

But Santa Monica was a parking lot full of morons going home from work. So I sat in traffic. I thought about telling Syd to write some of his own jokes, but I realized that his act would stink no matter what he did. After twenty minutes of frustration, traffic started moving. Finally I got to Curson and remembered to turn left. 

Then there was the mystery of how Syd had enough money to pay me a living wage in the first place. I got up the hill to the Kinko’s but I couldn’t tell if there was parking for customers or not so I had to find street parking way up the hill. Finally I got to the goddamn Kinko’s and I could see “Hollywood” Syd Ross (originally Rosenberg), through the window.
      There he was. All fifty-three years of him. He was wearing tiny yellow running shorts and a T-shirt that said “Arnold for Governor.” He was pacing frantically, his hunched frame and mass of curly grey hair unmistakable. I got in the door. 
      ”Andrew! Where were you, what took you so long? Come here, look at this!” He showed me a young bottle blonde with bright lipstick, a pink tank-top and tight ass-hugging pre-faded jeans sitting at a computer, looking confused. 
      ”Isn’t she gorgeous? She’s beautiful, right?” 
      ”Yes,” I lied. 
      ”Tell her, tell her!” he admonished me. 
      ”You’re very beautiful.” 
      She was totally frustrated, trying to print some document on a Mac. Syd tried to calm her. 
      ”I brought my assistant. He’ll fix everything, Jessica.” 
      ”I’m Sofia,” she said. Her Australian accent was thick. 
      ”I brought my assistant, Sofia. Andrew will help you. HELP HER! HELP HER!” He pushed me towards the computer. She got out of the way and I looked at the computer. She was trying to print something off a CD ROM and had obviously never used complicated machinery before. I fiddled around, trying to open the document. 
      ”This was due three hours ago,” Sofia wailed. “I’m going to freak out!” She put her head in her hands. “Fix it! Can you fix it?” Syd shouted. “Calm down, Sofia! Calm down Sofia! It’ll be okay, Sofia. I promise. Andrew will fix everything.” 
      ”I’m not going to get the job.” 
      I was dealing with a pair of monkeys. They must have been here for 45 minutes, why hadn’t they asked the clerks to help them? 
      ”Can’t you do something?” Syd asked me. 
      ”I don’t know. I’m not familiar with Macs.” 
      Just then her credit card popped out of the machine and her time was up. The computer screen went black. Sofia stood up violently. 
      ”Oh-my-God-this-is-not-happening. I just want to print my resume. I can’t believe how FUCKING COMPLICATED THIS IS!” Heads began to turn towards us as Syd frantically tried to calm her down. 
      ”Sofia, no! Sofia, it’ll be okay.” 
      ”I’m freaking out, what’s wrong with my credit card?” 
      ”You can use mine!” Syd ripped out his card and shoved it into the machine. Nothing happened. 
      ”We need some help,” Sofia said. 
      ”Help! We need help here!” Syd ran to get an employee. 
      ”Someone help this woman,” he chastised the staff which consisted of several black guys. Finally a guy came over and helped her. Syd and I watched. 
      ”She’s beautiful,” Syd said. 
      ”Yeah.” 
      ”She’s gorgeous, I mean this is ridiculous.” 
      ”I know.” 
      ”This is the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.” 
      ”Uh-huh.” 
      ”She’s completely amazing, don’t you think?” 
      ”Yeah, totally.” I noticed a copy of the Time article under his arm. He had been mentioned briefly in an article about Will Ferrell. 
      ”You made copies of the article?” 
      ”Yes! Because I’m in Time magaziiiiiiine” he sang, dancing around while “Lucille” played over the stereo. Customers looked over with blank faces, trying not to react. Syd looked over at the black guy helping Sofia. 
      ”Derrick!” he shouted, running over to them. Derrick turned around. 
      ”Derrick, you need a tip.” Syd pulled out a five dollar bill and handed it to Derrick. 
      ”Hollywood, I can’t take that.” 
      ”Take it, take it, take it, just take it, I tell you what, I tell you what: America is a racist country and guys like you work hard. You know? It’s hard enough to be black in America and I’ll bet I’m the first guy who tipped you all day.” 
      ”Yeah that’s true.” 
      ”Take the tip Derrick, that’s for you. Just tell ‘em it came from HOLLYWOOD SYD ROSS!” he bellowed, then began to dance again, waving the article in the air. “I’m in Time magaziiiiine, I’m in Time magaziiiiiiine.” 

Then he went over to Sofia, still in a state of aggravation, and said “Jesus Christ, Sofia! You DON’T KNOW how gorgeous you are. Can I have your number?” 
      ”No.” 
      ”Do you want to go out?” 
      ”No.” 
      ”Here. I’ll give you my card.” He gave her a card, then pulled me aside. 
      ”See Andrew, she probably won’t go out with me. But it’s worth a try. You know? That’s what I’m trying to teach you. Everything is worth a shot. Even if you get discouraged. Don’t EVER give up. In life. Just don’t give up. For your acting career, too. Same advice. It applies to everything. Do you hear me?” 
      ”Yeah.” 
      ”Do you understand? 
      ”Sure.” 
      ”You get it?” 
      ”Uh-huh.” 
      ”Don’t EVER give up. Have you had dinner?” 
      ”No.” 
      ”I’ll buy you a burger. I have to get home in time for Britney Spears on Dateline. You like Britney Spears?” 
      ”Yeah, she’s alright.” 
      ”Can you drive me home?” 
      Oh my God. 
      ”Sure, Syd.” 
      As we left Syd said goodbye to Sofia, who didn’t respond. As we walked, Syd had to jog to keep up with my long strides. 
      ”This Time article is great. Do you know how many people read this magazine? I mean, this is the biggest thing that has ever happened to me. It’s a mitzvah. I want to be famous so fucking bad, Andrew. I’m on the verge.” 
      ”Yeah, this could be it, Syd.” 
      ”Sofia probably won’t call me. What a schaunder. Oh well. See if you can get the number to Rolling Stone Magazine, maybe I can get an interview. And Spin Magazine, the E! Cable Network, the Daily Show with Jon Stewart. Call them and tell them about the article. I can do segments on the Daily Show. I can do anything! Tell them that. Tell them, tell them—remember this— ‘When you fly air Hollywood, you fly first class.’ It’ll be a catch phrase. Hahaha, that’s good. Air Hollywood, first class.” 
      ”Yeah, that’s funny.” 
      We got to the car. 
      ”We can do this, Andrew. I’ll take you straight to the top. You’ll write my jokes.” 
      We drove to the In-N-Out on Sunset and parked. Inside there was a huge group of USC kids in Trojan Marching Band jackets milling around waiting for burgers. Immediately Syd whipped out a copy of the article and waved it around, announcing “Hollywood Syd Ross here!! I’m in Time magaziiiiiiine!” 

The marching band kids all looked over at Syd, laughing. Relishing the attention, Syd announced, “My assistant Andrew Culver, a USC graduate! I love the Trojans!” 
      I went over to order our burgers. Waiting in line, I looked over and saw Syd surrounded by a Mexican family. He was handing out copies of the article, speaking fluent Spanish. 
      All I could make out was “No soy Latino, pero hablo Espanol. Tengo amor para la gente hispanica.” Pretty soon the marching band members, Mexican families, skate-boarders from Hollywood High, hoboes, and guys from some punk band were surrounding Syd and reading copies of the article. He was in heaven. 
      After the burgers we started driving towards his place. As we drove he pointed out Hollywood landmarks. 
      ”Marilyn Monroe used to live on this block. And there used to be a studio in this parking lot. It’s called the phantom studio, nobody knows about it. They tore it down to build a parking lot. Can you believe that? See, a lot of these bungalow apartments were built in the twenties by the studios for their stars. They came from New York. Classic Hollywood bungalows. See that Chinese restaurant Wok of Fame? Over there. No, over there. Phil Spector’s record label used to be there. You know what, Andrew? I could never leave Hollywood. I love this place. There’s magic here, Andrew. There is magic in the air!” 
      ”There’s definitely something in the air, Syd.” 
      I got him back to his apartment just in time for Britney Spears. He gave me my payment for the week and hurried inside. On the drive home it started to rain. And as I drove past the phantom studio I thought I understood what Syd was saying about Hollywood. 



Read more of Andrew’s adventures in LaLa Land in his book Yellow Days at:
http://www.amazon.com/Yellow-Days-ebook/dp/B004BSGG9G/ref=sr_1_1?s=digital-text&ie=UTF8&qid=1312861947&sr=1-1

 

 

 

 






Read an excerpt from Welcome to Paradise
 

 

  The day was hot, the trail was long and her suitcase was so heavy she almost regretted packing her portable espresso machine. But a summer without good coffee? Unthinkable. Especially a summer where the days are warm but the nights are cool. Chloe rested her fanny against a pine tree to catch her breath and unfolded a piece of tattered, yellowed paper that she took from her pocket.

 

Paradise Hot Springs, where the Ute Indians once wintered near warm thermal waters, invites tourists to enjoy warm days and cool nights in the mountains of Colorado. Mineral waters known to cure gout, obesity, broken hearts and old gunshot wounds. Guests will be met by stagecoach. El. 7500 ft. Your genial host and proprietor: Horatio W. Hudson. Est. April 1912.


 


"Where is the stagecoach?" she muttered. "And where is the genial host?" She knew the answer to that one. Great-Grandpa Horatio Hudson was dead at age ninety-seven. And Paradise Springs was hers now. If she could find it. There had been one hand-carved wooden sign that pointed the way, and then nothing. Just a narrow trail overgrown with blackberry thorns and nettles.

Nobody told her she'd have to leave her car at the entrance. Nobody told her she'd be walking miles uphill in suede chukka boots.

"Buy boots," they'd said. They didn't say what kind.

"Take your camera." It was hanging around her neck like an albatross.

"Have a great vacation." She sighed. Maybe once she got there.

After another two hours of wading through a shallow creek, spanning fallen trees and climbing at least another thousand feet in altitude, Chloe was dripping with perspiration and gasping for breath. For two cents she would have thrown her suitcase over a cliff, coffeemaker and all.

But then she saw it in the distance. Steam rising in the clear blue sky. With one last burst of energy she dragged herself forward to the end of the trail. And there it was: Paradise Hot Springs in all its glory.

A group of dilapidated log cabins at the edge of a clearing.

A huge, empty pool, cracked and stained with orange.

An abandoned wooden bathhouse.

The pungent smell of minerals in the air.

She set her suitcase in the clearing, left her camera on top of it, and walked to the bathhouse. From the looks of the place, this was the end of the road. And the end of her dream.

She pushed and the door swung open on rusty hinges. She gasped. In her bathhouse, in her old enameled bathtub, was a cowboy. He was up to his neck in hot thermal water, wearing only a hat tilted low over his forehead. Shafts of sunlight poured through the cracks in the roof, illuminating his broad shoulders and large feet. The rest she could only imagine.

He turned his head. Electric blue eyes met hers and gave her a long appreciative look.

"Hello, darlin'," he said with a lazy grin. "What can I do for you?"

She swallowed hard. "You can get out of my bathtub."

Obligingly he braced his hands on the edge of the tub and stood.

She should have closed her eyes.

She should have looked away.

She should have run for her life.

 

Order here:

 

http://www.amazon.com/Welcome-to-Paradise-ebook/dp/B004XTS2KE/ref=sr_1_2?s=digital-text&ie=UTF8&qid=1312152539&sr=1-2

 






 

Here’s an excerpt from WILD MUSTANG MAN

 

Chapter One
 

Bridget McCloud braced her elbows against the wooden fence and held her binoculars up to her eyes. There on a hilltop, riding a wild mustang horse, was the man she was looking for—strong, virile, powerful and sexy. Unable to restrain herself, she let out a whoop of joy. She was not a bounty hunter or a desperate spinster. She was the president and owner of Bridget McCloud Advertising, about to land her first major account with the manufacturers of Wild Mustang men’s cologne.

Now that she’d found her Wild Mustang Man, nothing could stop her. She grinned to herself, wishing her administrative assistant and best friend Kate was there to share the excitement and the view. Not that she would have surrendered her binoculars. Not just yet.

Silhouetted against the blue Nevada sky, wild horse and rider moved as one. Bridget could almost hear the rhythmic fall of the hoofbeats, feel the muscles ripple under the man’s denim shirt and smell...yes, she could almost smell the tangy, masculine scent of Wild Mustang men’s cologne.

With a sigh of ecstasy, she let the binoculars fall against her chest and lifted her Nikon from its case, pressed the shutter and filled her memory card with shots of her future Mustang Man.  She never saw the bicycle bearing down on her from out of nowhere. If she had she would have leaped out of the way before it plowed into her and knocked her to the ground.

The bike crashed onto the dirt road, the rider thrown to the side. Bridget staggered to her feet, dazed and bruised, head pounding. The daredevil rider, all four feet of him, was sitting in the dirt, staring at his skinned knees.

“Sorry,” he said, wide blue eyes looking up at her as she limped toward him. “Didn’t know anybody was there.”

“Same here,” she acknowledged. “But I think you got the worst of it. You or your bike,” she said, noticing the smashed spokes, the twisted handlebars. “I better take you home and get you bandaged up.”

“I am home,” he said, waving at the fields on the other side of the fence. Painfully he got to his feet, but his knees buckled and Bridget caught him in her arms before he lost his balance again. His dusty hair tickled her nose. She felt his body stiffen like a wounded animal, before he yanked himself out of her arms. “I’m okay,” he said, his upper lip stiff with pride. But his voice shook ever so slightly. “I can crawl through the fence and be back before my dad knows I’m gone.”

Bridget frowned at his stubborn determination, more than a little concerned about the cut above his eye and the blood oozing from his knees.

“What if I crawl through the fence with you and make sure you get there?” she offered.

He shrugged his narrow shoulders, and his teeth chattered. Bridget wondered if there were more injuries than met the eye or if he was that afraid of his father. “Okay, but we gotta hurry. If my dad finds out about this he’ll have my hide.”

“What’s left of it,” Bridget muttered, giving him a worried glance as she followed him, squeezing herself through the slats in the fence.

The two of them staggered up a sagebrush-covered hill toward a sprawling ranch house, two steps forward, one step back as Bridget’s binoculars bounced against her chest, and her camera case swung back and forth from her shoulder. She began to wonder who was helping whom. The further they walked, the stronger the boy got, and the weaker Bridget felt. Oh, to be young again, she thought, as he pulled her forward, his small grubby hand in hers. Oh, to be wearing sensible shoes instead of sandals.

She wasn’t married, though she’d always thought she would be by now with a child of her own.  Not a daredevil boy who raced a bike in defiance of his parents’ wishes, but a sweet obedient little girl dressed in ruffles. She sighed. Because it was not to be. She’d seen her plans for marriage and a family go down the drain this past year and was proceeding full steam ahead on the next best thing—her career. She couldn’t deny, however, that the stubby, grubby little hand in hers brought a rush of maternal and protective feelings she thought she’d successfully buried, even though she, with her bruises, was in no shape to protect anyone, especially not this tough little kid here.

“How old are you?” Bridget gasped, the hot dry air searing her lungs as she trudged slowly upward.

“Five and a half. Going on six.” He turned to look up at her, squinting in the bright sunlight. “How ‘bout you?”

“Thirty-one.”

His blue eyes widened in amazement “You don’t look that old.”

“Thank you,” Bridget said with a reluctant smile.

“My dad’s older than you.”

“Really? Is he around, by any chance?”

The boy pointed to the hill behind the house. “Out riding.”

“What about your mom?”

He pointed up at the cloudless blue sky. “She’s in heaven.”

Bridget was stunned into momentary silence and her leaden feet stopped moving.

“Come on,” he urged, almost jerking her arm out of its socket.

She picked up her feet, wiped the perspiration off her forehead and forced herself to move. This was no time for gratuitous sympathy. Besides, she had no idea what to say to a boy whose mom is in heaven. This was a time to change the subject.

“Does your dad ride wild mustangs?” she asked, pausing to catch her breath.

“How’d you know?”

“If his name is Gentry, I’ve heard about him. That’s why I’m here. I want to talk to him.”

“‘Bout a horse?”

Bridget refrained from saying, No, it’s ‘bout a men’s cologne. This wasn’t the time or place to broach the subject of his father as a male model, so she just nodded. And thanked God the large, stone ranch house was now only steps away.

As the boy pushed the heavy, oak front door open, Bridget drew a deep breath and stepped into the quintessential Western living room with native rugs on the wide-planked floors and large leather chairs flanking a huge stone fireplace. Their footsteps echoed off the thick walls of the empty house.

She had a brief, fleeting view of a large, framed photograph of a woman on top of the mantel before the boy dragged her down a long hallway to a cool, tiled bathroom. Before she could stop him, he was kneeling on the sink, dripping blood all over the aqua porcelain and pawing frantically through the medicine chest, tossing bottles and jars and tubes to the floor where they landed in noisy confusion.

“Stop, whatever your name is, and let me clean you up,” Bridget demanded, setting her equipment on the edge of the tub. With a burst of energy, she lifted the boy off the sink, sat him firmly on the toilet seat and grabbed a washcloth from a towel rack. Miraculously he held still, hands clenched into fists, his face pale under a smattering of freckles while she carefully cleaned the wounds on his knees with soap and water then turned her attention to the laceration over his eye.

Boys, she thought with a flash of intuition—this is what they do. They take chances.  They climb up too high. They ride too fast and they fall off their bikes. They skin their knees. And this is what their moms do. They clean them up and send them back out to play.  But she was not his mom. She was nobody’s mom. And wasn’t likely to ever be. Not the way her life was going. That was okay. There were other things to do besides being a mother. And she was doing them. But for the first time in weeks the face of Scott Marsten flashed before her eyes. His cruel words rang in her ears.

“Face it, Bridget, you just don’t have what it takes to make a man happy. I thought it was because you put all your effort into your job, but now it turns out you haven’t got what it takes to make it in advertising, either.”

Blinking back a sudden rush of tears, Bridget peeled the adhesive off an extra-large-size Band-Aid when heavy footsteps resounded down the hall, and a loud, angry voice called, “Max, where are you?”

So that was his name. Max froze, his eyes wide with fright. Bridget slapped the bandage on the boy’s knee while she imagined an angry Paul Bunyan on his way to skin both their hides with his ax.

“What in the hell is going on here?” the man demanded, filling the doorway with his six-foot, three-inch frame, and pinning Bridget with his piercing blue eyes.

“It...it was an accident,” she stuttered, suddenly feeling five and a half, going on six, instead of a mature thirty-one, going on thirty-two.

His gaze shifted to his son, who was now standing, feet planted apart, staring up at his father. “Max?”

“I ran into this lady on my bike, and I gotta go get it. She came to see you ‘bout a horse,” he said edging around his father. Bridget’s wobbly legs wouldn’t hold her up another minute. She sank to the commode as she listened to Max’s footsteps racing back down the hall. When the front door slammed shut, she looked up into stormy blue eyes under a furrowed wide brow.

“I can explain,” she said weakly. This was not how she planned to meet the man destined to sell a million bottles of men’s cologne in the next year. Not sitting on a toilet seat with her leg gashed in six places, her forehead pounding, one eye almost swollen shut. But now that he was standing only a few feet away, she was more convinced than ever that he was the one. On his horse he was a magnificent figure of a man. Off his horse, he was...he was everything she’d ever dreamed of. For her men’s cologne campaign, of course. Tough, handsome, rugged, sexy— Suddenly she felt faint. She leaned forward and put her head between her knees.

“What’s wrong?” Leaning forward too, Josh Gentry braced his hands on her shoulders and lifted her head to face him. He’d been so worried about Max he hadn’t noticed the woman’s eye was black-and-blue and almost completely closed. Not only that but one leg was gashed in several places.

“Good God, you’re hurt. Did Max do this?”

She shook her head, which didn’t make it feel any better.

“It was nobody’s fault. I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

Josh grabbed a clean towel from the shelf, doused it with soap and water and gently cleaned the dirt from her wounds. He’d done it many times for horses, and often for Max, but never for a woman with spectacular legs in linen shorts. It had been so long since he’d noticed a woman’s legs or anything at all about them, he felt slightly dazed himself, as if he was the one who’d been run down by a bicycle.

“I’m sorry about this,” he said, applying antiseptic cream and bandages, then helping her to her feet. “Where did you say it happened?”

She pointed in a general westerly direction. “On the dirt road, just outside your fence.”

He nodded, clamping his lips together to keep from exploding. Max was supposed to be at his grandparents’ ranch today, learning to groom horses. “Let’s get some ice for your eye,” he said grimly.

“I’m fine, really,” she protested, grabbing her camera case and binoculars before he walked her down the hall toward the kitchen, holding tightly to her arm in case she decided to bolt and then sue him later for negligence. She was gutsy, he’d give her that. She hadn’t even winced when he’d washed her wounds, and didn’t complain about her eye. On the other hand, she was a city woman no doubt, from her clothes and her manner, a tourist taking pictures, one who might walk out of here saying she was okay and then fall apart and have hysterics.

A vision of his late wife, Molly, drifted before his eyes. Calm, serene and capable in the face of emergency, be it a crop failure or an accident in the field or feeding twenty-five hungry men on a moment’s notice. If she were here, she’d have the woman wrapped in a quilt on the couch, treating her with an ice pack and some hot soup. The quintessential nurturer. So good at coping with emergencies he almost thought she went out looking for them. So busy taking care of everybody else, she didn’t seem to have time for him.

He forced those traitorous thoughts from his mind. Molly was a saint. Everyone said so. They said so even before she died from a deadly virus two years ago. Certainly his life had never been the same since. And never would be again. Just thinking of how his plans for the perfect life with the perfect wife had gone so wrong left a bitter taste in his mouth.

He reached into the freezer and grabbed a handful of ice cubes, put them in a plastic bag and pressed it against the woman’s eyelid, holding it tightly for her as she sat at his kitchen table.

“How does that feel?” he asked.

“Fine,” she said, taking the ice bag from him and laying it on the table instead of against her eye. She was lying. She was too pale to be fine, but her smile was more determined than sincere.

“I’m Bridget McCloud,” she said extending her hand. “McCloud Advertising.” Automatically he took her hand and was struck by her firm grip. A woman used to getting what she wanted, he guessed.

It didn’t take long to find out what she wanted. Him.

 

 

http://www.amazon.com/Wild-Mustang-Man-ebook/dp/B005FAT952/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1312149518&sr=1-1
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