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Chapter One
Dante Fiorelli was widely considered to be the man who had everything.
Business Today had featured him as a run-away success story, the man who had created one of the most dynamic new corporations in Europe. He had even made the traditionalists take notice with his innovate interiors and designs. Dante Fiorelli, it was said, could make a house sing and he was widely sought after to create new living environments for those who decided they could not live without a Fiorelli interior of their very own. From palaces to priories, public buildings to simple villas, Dante Fiorelli creativity shone.
While he maintained his head quarters in Milan, he was now turning his attention towards the rest of the world. He had his sites set on Australia and had temporarily re-located to Sydney to oversee his latest project. It was seen as yet another step in the intricate Fiorelli dance to increase his considerable fortunes.
At home and abroad, Dante Fiorelli was considered portente... a force to be treated with respect.
Every year he featured in Cosmopolitan's Twenty Most Eligible Bachelors; the dark hair and extraordinarily vivid blue eyes showed up particularly well in photographs. The Zegna suits he favored did nothing to conceal the appeal of the hard, lithe body beneath. Dante was one of those men who looked just as sexy in his clothing as out of them.
Women loved him. Men admired him even if sometimes they felt a little resentful that one man should have so much.
But Jayne Ellis, valued employee of the Birchcroft Regional Library, could have cheerfully slapped him. She stood on the other side of his broad expanse of desk, hands on hips while her grey eyes glittered with barely controlled fury, fighting hard to control her temper.
'You have got to be the most arrogant, the most irritating - ! Why can't you just listen to what I'm saying?'
'Because I am listening to a foolish woman who has no idea what she is talking about!' he retorted.
So much for diplomacy. The cool, calm and collected attitude she had sworn she'd stick by earlier that morning was a thing of the past.
She had dressed with considerable care for the interview, determined to remain completely rational as she instigated the plan that evolved in the early hours when she had lain in bed sleepless. Nothing was ever gained by loosing your temper, she reminded herself grimly and there was a lot to loose if she didn't achieve the result she was after.
Earlier that morning she had surveyed her image in the mirror of her dresser. The neat grey suit was both professional and restrained, as were the low black court shoes. As usual she had tamed down her ridiculous mass of brown hair into a thick braid. She would have worn it short if she had ever been able to persuade it into an actual style but it refused to co-operate and the only thing that gave it any manageability was length.
She'd not bothered with more than the usual scrape of mascara. Jayne didn't dwell on her looks overly much. She had a younger sister who had more or less cornered the market in beautiful so all that had really been left to her was brains.
The smart one and the pretty one. It sounded like a bad line in a movie.
By nine she had arrived at the offices of the Fiorelli Corporation and rode the lift to the seventeenth floor while repeating the words - Stay cool! Stay calm! - over and over again like a mantra. There was no reason to believe that Dante Fiorelli would be unreceptive to what she had to say. Once she had explained the situation to him then he would probably realize something had to be done. And that he was the only one who could do it.
His receptionist had been very polite. No, Mr. Fiorelli didn't see anybody without an appointment. Regretfully she could not ring through and ask if he would see this new arrival. But she could make an appointment for some time the following week if only Ms. Ellis would state her business.
It took very little time for Jayne to realize that she would not get to see Dante Fiorelli by more conventional methods. It was unfortunate - she had hoped to start their acquaintance off on the right foot - but 'some time next week' - was just not acceptable. For a start she had already taken time off from her job to come here. And her sister had mid-term exams coming up which meant that time was of the essence.
It was now or never.
Ignoring the small, startled yip of surprise from the receptionist she had breezed past the desk and down the corridor. As the man who owned the company Dante Fiorelli would be sure to have the best office in the place and she headed for the gleaming stainless steel doors at the furthest end of corridor, ignoring the offices and conference rooms on the way. She only hoped he was there because otherwise she had not only wasted a trip but she would look very foolish indeed.
Jayne would have knocked if she hadn't been so intent on reaching her target. As it was she thrust the door open with a little more force than she'd intended. She paused, blinking at the sudden light that greeted her; it filled the room, spilling in from the enormous windows along one wall so that it took her a moment to focus on the man behind the desk. When she did find him, however, she found it impossible to focus on anything else.
Dante Fiorelli stared at her, blue eyes startled. Jayne stared back, momentarily nonplussed by the sight of him. It had been easy enough to create some vague image of the man she needed to talk to when she had been drafting possible arguments in her head in the early hours of the morning but she hadn't counted on anyone quite so... commanding. Fleur had told her a little about Paulo's older cousin even though she had never met him. But whatever she'd said hadn't conveyed quite how attractive he was or how much of a presence he radiated. It was a presence only a few men possessed and he appeared to wear it with indifference, wielding an unconscious arrogance that - face to face - Jayne found daunting. He was the kind of man that would automatically draw all eyes simply by walking into a room. Part of her flinched as she realized just what she would be up against...
'I'm sorry Mr. Fiorelli!' the voice of the receptionist broke the spell and brought Jayne back to her surroundings with a slight start of surprise. 'I did ask if I could make an appointment but she just... she just...'
'I need to see you now; today.' Jayne interrupted, suddenly remembering why she was there.
The man behind the desk raised an eyebrow and leaned back in his chair. 'Indeed? Well obviously you are a woman who likes to have her own way if this is your usual method of announcing yourself.' His deep, smoky voice was attractively accented. 'Elise, you may go. I will deal with this.'
'Yes Sir. Um... should I alert security and have them stand by?'
Jayne flushed, stung by the implication that she was some kind of unstable lunatic although perhaps Elise might have some reason to think so, considering the manner that she'd burst in to the inner sanctum of the girl's employer.
Dante's eyes were running over Jayne and if he found her a threat he hid remarkably well. 'I think I can probably manage this by myself,' he observed dryly. It wasn't until they were alone together that he spoke again, 'I'm sure you have an excellent reason for this intrusion,' he drawled. 'Other than just bad manners, no?'
Jayne flushed. 'Yes. At least - ' Oh really, there was no subtle way to do this. She might as well get straight to the point. 'I want you to do something about your cousin Paulo!'
There was a pause. It was obvious whatever it was he had been expecting, it wasn't this. 'Paulo?' he repeated slowly, the beginnings of a frown forming, 'And may I ask what my cousin has to do with you?'
Jayne drew a breath. Calm and rational, she reminded herself. 'He doesn't have anything to do with me. Not directly, anyway. I've never even met him,' she admitted, 'But he knows my sister and that's why I'm here. I want you to do something about their... about the two of them seeing each other. Maybe if you could have a word to him -?'
'You want me to stop my cousin seeing your sister?' he sounded incredulous, as if she were suggesting he climb on the desk and dance. The firm, rather sensual mouth which seemed so much at odds with the rest of his sharply defined, almost austere features, tightened in anger, cool blue eyes narrowing, 'If that is the case then you have wasted your time. I make it a policy never to interfere in Paulo's affairs,' he said dismissively.
Jayne bristled immediately. 'Yes, that's the precisely the problem,' she snapped. 'I believe you brought your cousin to Australia to learn something of the family business but as far as I can tell he does nothing but go... partying every night and distract others from doing what they're supposed to be doing. He seems to have altogether far too much time on his hands to get up to mischief.'
'Oh really?' he murmured. 'And what kind of mischief is Paulo is supposed to be getting up to? Surely he never tried to seduce you. You don't seem to be his type.'
Jayne bridled, both at the inference that she might be interested in his cousin and his apparent incredulity that Paulo could be interested in anybody like her. Jayne's wasn't there for herself for heaven’s sake. She was there to stop her silly sister doing something foolish. Nails biting into the soft palms of her hands, she fought to keep her temper in check. 'Of course I'm not his type. He's been seeing my sister - every night I might add! - and it's got to stop. Fleur is very young and impressionable. I'd be the first to admit that sometimes she has more hair than sense. She is supposed to be studying but instead she's out until all hours with your wretched cousin. And last night she said - ' she stopped abruptly. The night before Jayne had waited up for her sister, determined to talk to her but it had been a complete disaster. Fleur had listened to everything that Jayne had to say before abruptly announcing that it didn’t matter; she had fallen in love with Paulo Sabatini and she was considering deferring from uni to spend more time with him. It had precipitated an argument that had ended abruptly when Fleur had slammed into her bedroom.
'As I have already said, I make it a policy never to interfere with my cousin's affairs,' he said briskly. 'Now, if that is all then perhaps you could leave. I have a meeting in fifteen minutes.'
That was it? Jayne thought incredulously. Dante Fiorelli didn't interfere with his cousin’s affairs and that was the end of the matter? 'I am well aware that you let your cousin do whatever he likes,' she observed witheringly. 'If you paid a little more attention then perhaps the boy could be spending his time a little more profitably than seeing the inside of every nightclub in Kings Cross! Does he even have a regular job here? Is he expected to turn up every day or can he just please himself? It doesn't seem like a very responsible arrangement to me.'
'Whatever position my cousin holds with this company is my business alone signorina. And as I see no need to justifying it to a stranger what it seems to you is irrelevant.' Dante pointed out silkily, 'I would suggest you stop worrying about anything so... trivial. While I can appreciate that you might have some concerns about your sister, surely it is nothing more than two young people who are interested in each other. Perhaps you should find yourself something more worthwhile to think about and leave them to get on with their lives. Now, if you will excuse me -'
'No, I won't excuse you,' she snapped, folding her arms and glaring at him. She was furious. He obviously thought she was some poor, sad female who had nothing else to do with her time than fret over her younger sister's love life. Which, she had to admit, was a little bit to close to the bone for comfort but it wasn't as if the circumstances didn't warrant it. What could a man like Dante Fiorelli understand about the difficulties in raising a girl like Fleur? 'I came here to get your help and I'm not going to be... to be fobbed off by some ridiculous nonsense about "family business". Fleur is my family and quite frankly Paulo Sabatini is ruining her life. And you have a responsibility to do something about it. We're not like you Signore Fiorelli. We haven't got the... the luxury of money in the bank to fall back on. Fleur's university education is more important to her than some ridiculous fling with a playboy who probably regards her as just another conquest. Fleur is young and impressionable and a boy like Paulo Sabatini comes from another world entirely. A world she's never been a part of. Don't you think you have a responsibility to intervene?'
They glared at each other. 'So, you are saying that my cousin is ruining you sister's life, yes? This is madness. You make him out to be some sort of spoiled child without any sense of decency.' Dante said, after a tense silence. He was obviously furious and just as obviously fighting to control it.
'I'm not saying Paulo is a bad person.' Jayne returned swiftly, 'It's just that, as things stand, there is no need for him to behave like an adult. Fleur's entire future rests on how she spends her time at university. There aren't any second chances for her.'
Dante was silent for a long moment. 'I see. You want me to talk to my cousin, tell him to stay away from your sister. Is that correct?'
'It would be nice,' Jayne admitted, 'Would Paulo stay away from my sister if you asked him?'
'Probably,' Dante said grimly, 'but I am far from convinced that the situation is as bad as you make it out to be. Paulo is twenty-one years old and - like all young men - wants to have a good time. He appreciates women. Your sister is how old?'
'Twenty.' Jayne said stiffly.
'Twenty,' Dante repeated. 'They are both so young. Surely you cannot expect your sister to sit at home every night studying? There must be balance in a young life, enjoyment with endeavor.'
Jayne resisted the urge to tear her hair out. He had to be made to understand the seriousness of the situation! There was too much at stake for him to just disregard her concerns. 'I'm all for balance but as my sister has been out every night for a fortnight the balance thing doesn't seem to be working. This "good time" that she's having has completely stalled Fleur's studies,' she told him bitterly, 'She's at university, doing a degree in design and I'm not exaggerating when I say that she is going to fail if things with Paulo don't slow down. And what about Paulo himself? Are you happy with your cousin going out every night and wasting his life? He seems to be treating his visit to Australia like some kind of endless vacation. Or is that why you brought him?' she added, 'Take him somewhere else to sow his wild oats so he doesn't embarrass the family back home - '
'Enough!' Dante glared at her. 'This is assurdo. You burst into my office and insult my cousin and you expect my help? If Paulo is behaving badly then I will bring him back in line but I will not have some... some snip of a woman telling me how to deal with things she knows nothing about. You have refused to listen to me - '
'That's because you haven't said anything I want to hear yet,' she retorted. 'All I want is for somebody to act like an adult and as Paulo can't do it then I guess it's up to you.'
He threw up his hands in exasperation. 'You are an impossible woman! No wonder you sister is too headstrong to behave herself if she has you for an example!'
'And no wonder your cousin behaves like an irresponsible playboy if he has you for an example.' Jayne shot back immediately. Damn him, he had no right to sit there and make any kind of assumptions about her. Men like Dante Fiorelli didn't know the meaning of struggle; with his looks and wealth it was all too easy.
Dante Fiorelli drew a deep breath, forcing himself to relax. It had been a long time since anyone had managed to make him lose his composure so thoroughly and he was amazed this unexceptional creature had managed it with so little effort. He prided himself on his control. The entire situation really was absurd. He promised himself that there would be no repeat performance. This piccolo mous of a woman would not get under his skin again.
He surveyed her properly for the first time and was both exasperated and amused when she met his appraisal fearlessly. Not such a little mouse, perhaps. She was small and quite slender, almost nondescript in the unremarkable grey suit she was wearing. Her mid-brown hair was pulled severely back from a broad forehead, grey eyes matching the shade of the suit exactly. For some reason he was reminded of the color of a storm tossed ocean when he looked at those eyes but he dismissed the image quickly, annoyed with himself for being so fanciful. Her only real claim to beauty was the sooty dark lashes surrounding those eyes and her mouth. Quite unexpectedly this irritating creature had a full, sensual mouth that seemed entirely out of place on a woman who looked like she should be teaching kindergarten. It was the kind of mouth that invited men to kiss, to taste...
Dante gave a mental shake, wondering where such thoughts had come from. He knew very well that he would have passed over her on the street for there was nothing particularly remarkable about her. She was not his type, not at all.
Except she had the unexpected ability to raise his temperature to unprecedented levels...
'You can stand there all day but I have no intention of giving in to your demands. I will consider looking into Paulo's behavior. Let that be enough for you,' he said finally.
'Well it isn't enough. Not by a long shot,' she returned flatly, 'I want some assurance you will intervene.'
'I will do as I think best. And that is all the assurances you are going to get from me. Now, as you continue to behave irrationally, perhaps I should have my receptionist call security.'
'What, you can't deal with one insignificant woman by yourself?' Jayne demanded. She felt tears pricking at the back of her eyes and ground her teeth to prevent them falling. The last thing she wanted was to cry in front of this man. He'd probably take it as proof that she was nothing more than an overly emotional female. And Jayne knew she was being emotional but she'd had weeks of worry behind her and a damn good reason to worry. 'All I'm asking is that you take an impartial look at the situation, that you don't base it on some ridiculous idea that it's all harmless. Believe me, it isn't. Are you, or are you not, responsible for your cousin?'
He narrowed his eyes. 'I am.'
'Then at least consider the possibility that this might not be the best situation for everybody involved.'
Dante hesitated. What she said didn't sound so unreasonable, he had to admit. And there was something about her, a quality that compelled him to act, to make him feel that he needed to be doing something... Perhaps – he acknowledged reluctantly - he should have been keeping a closer eye on Paulo. Dante sampled the unexpected taste of guilt and found it extremely unpalatable. 'Very well,' he said abruptly, 'you have my word I will look at the matter and if I think my cousin is behaving irresponsibly - '
'That's all I ask,' Jayne broke in eagerly. 'That you assess the situation, take a good look at how your cousin is spending his time. And maybe suggest that he should see a little bit less of Fleur...' relief was flooding through her, making her feel almost limp with the aftermath of intense emotion. She had not allowed herself the possibility of failure because she was at her wits end but dealing with a man such as Dante had made her feel as if she were completely out of her depth. 'And I am extremely grateful, honestly. You have no idea how much better I feel about the whole thing.'
'Excellent,' Dante said, voice smooth, 'Then you won't mind discussing it further at a later date.' glancing at his watch, he rose to his feet. 'Be sure to leave your number with my receptionist and I will arrange our next meeting. Unfortunately - as I have already mentioned - I have an appointment scheduled but I will attend to our mutual problem as soon as is practicable.'
Jayne blinked, taken aback. This wasn't what she had been expecting, not at all. She had just assumed she could hand the matter off and that would be the end of her brief association with Signore Fiorelli. 'Meeting? But... Can't you take care of this yourself? I just need you to talk to Paulo...'
'Nonsense,' he said, coming around to open the door, 'this is a problem between our two families and as such we must deal with it together. It would be irresponsible for you to wash your hands of the matter now. Leave your number with my receptionist on the way out. I shall be in contact. Oh, and -'
'And?' Jayne repeated blankly. She felt as if the entire situation was somehow spiraling out of her control.
He paused, looking down at her. There was something in his expression that made her uneasy. 'You have not told me your name?'
'Oh!' His eyes really were extraordinarily blue, especially this close. The intensity of his personality was magnified threefold when so little distance separated them and she fought down an urge to back up, to put a little distance between herself and all that rampant masculinity. She caught the scent of some expensive cologne, spicy and clean and had to repress a shiver. 'It's Jayne. Jayne Ellis.'
'Jayne. Of course it is,' he murmured and smiled sardonically. 'Then until we meet again, Signorina Ellis...'
He closed the door behind her, effectively cutting off the conversation.
Precisely where he wanted to.
Chapter Two
Jayne left Dante's office with mixed feelings.
Somehow Dante Fiorelli had been far more than she'd bargained for and she felt a strange sense of inner turmoil although she couldn't understand why. She'd got what she'd come for after all; he had agreed to help her with the problem of his cousin and for that she was very grateful. There had been no reasoning with Fleur for weeks, not since she had met Paulo Sabatini at one of the concerts at the university. Since then nothing Jayne could say about Fleur's sudden indifference to study or her looming assignment deadlines - or just about anything else, for that matter - had made the slightest impression on her sister. Fleur was normally the most easygoing girl in the world. Blessed with a sunny outlook, the two of them had never had any real issues together. Their father had died when Jayne was seven and Fleur only a baby and then, when their mother had passed away six years ago it had just been the two of them. It had fallen to Jayne to finish raising her sister and - while it had been tough financially - Jayne wouldn't have had it any other way.
Their first real conflict had only occurred when the sticky problem of first love had raised its ugly head. Practical by nature, Jayne had been astonished to find that her sister suddenly seemed to be communicating from a different planet. Not amount of cajoling, arguing or out and out threats had made the slightest impression.
Fleur steadfastly refused not to see Paulo Sabatini, or even to see any less of him. Her education might be going down the drain but she was oblivious.
Which had been the motivating factor in Jayne gate crashing Dante Fiorelli's offices.
She simply hadn't known what else to do.
Jayne took the lift back down to the lobby again. It was almost nine forty-five and she knew she really should be getting back to work. Instead she went in search of a coffee shop and ordered a strong flat white. She felt as if she needed a little time to pull herself together. Why had her interview with Dante left her feeling so... so shaken? He was certainly a very attractive specimen of manhood, there was no denying that. She'd seen several pictures of him in the paper's social pages - usually with some drop-dead gorgeous female draped on his arm so it wasn't as if she hadn't known what to expect. But she had to acknowledge that the pictures had hardly done him justice. They missed the raw sexual vitality that lay just beneath the surface, a sexuality controlled by an iron will but that you sensed would be dangerous for all that. Really, Jayne reflected wryly, you had to be standing in the same room as him to properly experience the true potency of all that masculinity.
But it wasn't just his looks that she'd found so intimidating - it was the man himself. The sheer magnetism was impossible to ignore and she no longer wondered how a man could single handedly build up the kind of business Dante Fiorelli had. Despite the fact that she had been angry enough to be carried forward on a crusading wave of righteous wrath, that extraordinary magnetism was still a slap in the face. Jayne had to admit she never been quite so disturbed by any man before.
So the prospect of another meeting with him brought mixed emotions, foremost of which was an element of helpless fascination. Jayne was woman enough to feel the sexual heat that Dante Fiorelli radiated. She might be the essence of practicality when it came to matters concerning men but she defied any woman to be oblivious to the kind of fire that smoldered in the sexy Italian. Given the right circumstances she was uncomfortably aware that he was capable of drawing responses from her that few others could.
Her mind might tell her that Dante Fiorelli was radioactive and therefore definitely hands off material but her hormones told a different story; the desire to discover just how the man went about making love to a woman had the power to make her heart rate soar!
And all in the space of a single meeting. Nice one Jayne!
She sighed, fingers tightening on her coffee cup. Was it really possible that one man had managed to stir her up so thoroughly in the space of twenty minutes? Practical, pragmatic Jayne Ellis?
It was almost a relief to know that she would never have to experience Dante Fiorelli as anything other than a passing acquaintance. Women like Jayne were not the kind that men like Dante took that kind of interest in. Nature’s way of protecting those who were the most vulnerable, perhaps.
Never one to dwell in fantasy for long, Jayne's sensible side kicked in, setting her back on the unforgiving road to reality. The Dante Fiorelli's of the world did not become involved with plain Jayne's like herself. She was perfectly safe from Dante simply because he would never think of her as anything more than a passing problem to be dealt with. Her only real concern was that she might be pulled into some kind of family argument with Paulo and his uncle involving her sister, which was the last thing she wanted. Fleur would be furious when she learned Jayne had gone to see Dante, she acknowledged wearily, but there was nothing to be done about it now. Jayne had done what she could to preserve Fleur's future and she knew would do the same thing again because the alternative was to stand by and do nothing. Her sister needed to leave university with the best degree possible if she was going to secure a job in the cutthroat world of design. The truth was, Fleur was so pretty she probably would have done better as a model than a designer but Jayne knew that looks didn't last forever and there was more to the girl than that. She had always loved clothing and had taught herself to sew years before so she could create some of the designs she would spend days dreaming up. There was no doubt she had talent. Unfortunately talent, unlike beauty, needed work to bring it to the fore.
Jayne leaned back in her chair wearily. Her fitful sleep from the night before, waiting once again for Fleur to come home, had left her heavy eyed and irritable. It would have been better if she could go home and have a sleep but she'd promised to be in today - they were short staffed - and it would probably only trigger another argument with her sister who would undoubtedly still be in bed herself. Coming home at four in the morning hardly encouraged you to be on time for a nine o'clock lecture.
Climbing into her elderly Honda, Jayne headed back out onto the highway to make the hour long journey back to Birchcroft. She was just turning into the library's parking lot when her cell rang.
She grimaced. It was probably her boss, wondering where she was. She dug it out of her bag reluctantly. 'Hello?'
'Signorina Ellis?' The muscles in her stomach contracted reflexively at the sound of that unmistakable, smoky voice. The marvels of a telecommunications network did absolutely nothing to dull its sexy ambience. She was so startled by the unlikely sound of Dante Fiorelli voice on the other end of the line that for a moment her mind went totally blank.
'Y-yes?'
'This is Dante Fiorelli.' Like she didn't know that already. It was as obvious as Monday following on from Sunday.
'I... thought you were in a meeting,' she said rather lamely.
As soon as she said the words she felt foolish. He had been in a meeting. Now he was obviously finished. She hadn't felt this gauche since her parents had invited her sixth grade teacher and his wife to lunch. She'd stuttered through the occasion like the inexperienced adolescent, trying to make grown up conversation and just at the moment she felt a little like she might do the same thing again. Which was absolutely ridiculous because Dante Fiorelli was just a man, after all, and a very arrogant one at that. Damn him; she far preferred her earlier righteous indignation to this tongue-tied state of confusion.
'I am free to speak now signorina.'
Well bully for him. Jayne exhaled slowly, not too sure what to say. 'I didn't think there was anything left to discuss,' she ventured uncertainly.
'On the contrary, there is a great deal. I have been thinking about what you have said to me and I have decided that the sooner we look into this matter the better. You are obviously concerned about your sister, and I ... well, perhaps I have been negligent in allowing Paulo too much freedom. Are you busy tonight?'
Once again Jayne's brain stalled as it tried to grapple with what he was saying. Asking. Was she busy tonight? 'I'm not doing anything, no' she admitted cautiously, 'but I don't quite see -'
'We should meet. I shall pick you up at seven-thirty. What is your address?' He was moving ahead like an express train, giving her no chance to draw breath. You didn't have to be a rocket scientist to deduce that people found it hard to say no to this man.
'My address?' Jayne repeated, 'Why do you want that?' '
'Well let me see now,' there was an unmistakable thread of impatience in his voice, as if she was proving to be tediously thick. 'As I am planning on picking you up and taking you to dinner it is entirely possible I want it so that I do not have to drive around all night, wouldn't you say?'
'But there's no need - '
'There is every need, Signorina Ellis. I have requested you join me for a meal. I shall naturally pick you up.'
Naturally. In such a way were things so ordered in the world of Dante Fiorelli... She briefly contemplated the prospect of dinner with the man and shuddered. If her reaction to twenty minutes in his company this morning were anything to go by, spending an entire evening with him would leave her in a gibbering heap. 'I don't want to go out to dinner with you!' she burst out, then winced. 'Look, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to be rude but I don't see the need to talk about this any further. You said you would talk to Paulo and I'm sure he'll listen to you.'
'Of course he will listen to me,' Dante concurred, 'That is not the point. We need to discuss this further.' The tone was implacable now. 'Come signorina. As there is, apparently, no man within your family who is willing to take responsibility for this situation then you must do so. I assume you have no brothers? No father?'
'As it so happens I don't,' Jayne replied tartly, anger beginning to smolder at the implication that she was incapable of dealing with the situation. Dante Fiorelli really was a long way from home if he thought women still needed a man to do their talking for them.
'I thought not. As it is I will discuss this situation with you. Now come,' his voice dropped a little, becoming almost indulgent. As if he were dealing with a fretful child, Jayne thought indignantly. 'You should stop being difficult about something that is so simple. We will have dinner and I will pick you up. Now; what is your address?'
Jayne shut her eyes for a long moment. 'Flat 2, Number 44 Lucerne Drive in Belmore. It's... it's quite a long way out of Sydney. Nearly an hour’s drive. Why don't I meet you -'
'That would be entirely unsuitable.' he interposed smoothly. 'Be assured that I will find it signorina. I will pick you up at seven-thirty.'
'But -'
But nothing. She was talking to herself because he had disconnected. Jayne stared at the instrument, frustrated and just a little incredulous at being railroaded. What on earth had she agreed to? Agreed to? No, she corrected herself, there hadn't been any agreement. She had been bullied into falling in with his plans. He had decided there were things to be discussed and - as there was no suitable male around - then he would discuss them with her. It didn't really matter what she said. It didn't matter that she didn't want to have dinner with him. All that had mattered was that Dante had decided a certain event was going to take place and that she would be attending.
Jayne dropped the phone back in her bag angrily, resisting the urge to hurl it against the windscreen. She climbed out of the car and strode across to the library, still furious, her mind anywhere but on the day ahead.
Instead it was moving ahead to the prospect of an evening spent with what most be one of the most irritating men to draw breath. She made herself a promise; if she showed the slightest tendency to go weak at the knees one more time in his presence she would climb into a cold shower to cool off because no male had the right to be that arrogant.
Just the same, she shuddered at the thought of the night ahead.
Dinner with Dante Fiorelli... she had to be out of her mind.
Dante laid the phone down gently then spent some moments frowning down at it.
What on earth had prompted him invite the little Jayne Ellis to dinner tonight? He had found himself thinking about what she had said during the meeting, uncomfortable aware that perhaps Signorina Ellis had a point; perhaps Paulo was not acting as responsibly as he should be. The boy had been a source of worry to his mother back in Milan, but then, what boy did not worry his mother? Still, it had been a motivating factor in bringing his cousin with him. There seemed to be good reasons to get him away from the crowd he had been spending so much time with and six months or so in Australia would hopefully see him mature a little.
Dante frowned, remembering the way the Ellis signorina’s eyes had flashed in outrage when he had suggested she was merely interfering. There was none of the usual coy smiles he was used to receiving from women. What he expected to receive, he amended wryly. Women liked him and it was a reciprocal affair entirely. They also liked the fact that he was a wealthy man and he did not hold it against them. A woman must look to her future. For a few moments after Jayne Ellis had exploded into his office he had thought she might be one of the more creative ones who had decided to engineer a meeting. Such things had been known to happen before.
He shook his head, lip curling in self-mockery of his own conceit. There was nothing in the least bit flirtatious about the little Signorina Ellis. She had burst into his office like an avenging angel, determined he would pay attention to what she had to say. And while he had found himself at first incensed at her intrusion, it quickly faded into curiosity. She was not his kind of woman, not at all. Perhaps that was why he found her so intriguing?
His mother despaired of him every finding the right woman to settle down with and produce the grandchildren she frequently told him she deserved but Dante had no intention of hurrying into anything so important. He wasn't ready – not even close - to being trapped in that particular snare. At thirty-three he knew he had plenty of time to find the right woman and he was in no great rush to commit to a relationship he was determined would last for the rest of his life. And in the meantime... well, the world was full of beautiful, fascinating ladies. Despite the fact that he was yet to find anyone of them had the power to catch hold of his heart, he enjoyed his idle quest.
Time enough to look for the right person when his business was established and he had the leisure to think about starting a family. Dante had every intention of giving his mother what she so fervently hoped for. In a few years time, when Fiorelli Interiors was flourishing by itself then he would take the time to look in earnest. Until then... well, it was a pleasant journey.
Rising to his feet, he walked across to the window that gave a panoramic view of Sydney's busy city skyline. To the north the harbor glinted in the sunlight, boats visible as they bobbed on the grey-green water.
Dante stared at it unseeingly, preoccupied with his thoughts.
What was it about Jayne Ellis that he found so difficult to put aside? She was nothing like the kind of woman he would normally show an interest in. He liked his females long and leggy, not little spitfires who looked like a schoolteacher or a librarian even if they did have full, tempting mouths. It was, he reflected restlessly, almost erotic, the contrast between her mouth and that prim exterior.
Erotic? What was he thinking?
Raking an impatient hand through his hair, he turned away from the window. Such thoughts were ridiculous just as speculation about Jayne Ellis was ridiculous. For a moment he debated calling her and cancelling their dinner engagement but could not quite bring himself to do so. Instead, he decided grimly, he would look into the matter of Paulo and discover what his cousin had been up to. If there were a problem, then he would deal with it because he would not have a member of his family behaving badly. There was really no need for him to see Jayne Ellis again. And yet... Dante shrugged, exasperated. There was no "and yet". They would have dinner tonight and that would be the end of it. Little Signorina Ellis could go back to whatever sensible, staid life she had and he would, in all likelihood, never see her again.
He picked up the telephone once again and instructed his assistant to book a table at La Casseta. It was possibly the most popular restaurant in the city, overlooking the harbor with the bridge making a glorious backdrop through the enormous full-length windows. Jayne Ellis had not wished to have dinner with him but he would make sure that she experienced an evening she would not easily forget. For some reason he preferred not to analyze to closely, Dante wanted her to remember her night with him.
Not just tomorrow, but for the rest of her life.
Chapter Three
'This is completely and utterly nuts.'
Jayne had been in and out of her wardrobe so many times that she was considering having revolving doors installed. Her bed had disappeared beneath a variety of clothing that had been tried on and then discarded as unsuitable. Glancing at her bedside clock, she groaned.
Ten minutes past seven and she was still dressed in nothing more than a bra and panties. She sighed. Time to get serious.
'Face it Jaynie. You haven't a clue where he's taking you but it's probably a safe guess that it's not going to be the nearest pizzeria. Keep it simple!'
Simple, of course, meant one of the two special occasion dresses she possessed. Both had cost more money than she would normally have ever spent on any one garment but both had justified the outlay by saving her life on more than one occasion. Good for weddings, funerals or just about anything else, they were confidence boosters and if ever she needed a boost it was tonight.
She pulled out the long sleeved black dress and slipped it off the hanger. It was beautifully cut and deceptively simple, the silky material stopping about five centimeters above the knee. The scoop bodice was flattering, as were the long, close fitting sleeves. Being small and slight it was difficult to find clothing that didn't overwhelm her. Jayne loved this particular dress because when she wore it she felt like a different person from the one who donned sensible librarian's clothing five days a week.
She slipped on sheer stockings and high black shoes then surveyed the finished result doubtfully. Okay, so she wasn't Vogue material but not everybody in the world was five foot nine and shopped in Darling Harbor. Dante Fiorelli would simply have to cope.
Moving into the bathroom, she ran her fingers through her hair. She'd washed it as soon as she'd come home and the slippery mass gleamed like polished teak. She brushed it vigorously, securing it back into its customary braid with practiced fingers. Loose, her hair made her look less than business like and she figured that she would need every shred of dignity she could pull together in the coming hours. There was no real reason to believe that she would have a battle on her hands - after all, hadn't she already won by securing Dante's help? - but something told her she would be trying to keep up with her dinner date through the evening ahead. She suspected he was far too used to having women defer to him and was determined that she wasn't going to pander to his ego. Jayne was still incensed at his comment about 'having no man to deal with the situation', obviously an unfortunately occurrence in Signore Fiorelli's opinion. She had every intention of proving to him that she had no need of one. She'd been taking care of herself for some years now and was a long way from being one of the helpless hothouse flowers he was obviously used to.
She applied the minimum of makeup, adding only glossy peach shaded lipstick as a concession to the night ahead then surveyed the finished product critically. It would simply have to do.
She'd raced through her preparations so quickly that it had left her with a nervous five minutes to pace the floor in anticipation of Dante's finger on the doorbell. Fleur was out - of course - and for once Jayne was grateful for the fact. The last thing she wanted was her sister's presence when her dinner date arrived. She qualified the thought almost immediately. You couldn't really call Dante a date. This whole thing was more of a business meeting.
He was on time. At seven-thirty exactly the doorbell rang. Jayne moistened her lips, collected her purse and a light wrap and went to answer the door, feeling as if she were embarking on a voyage into the unknown.
She had anticipated him standing there, of course, had envisioned Dante on her front step for most of the afternoon, probably looking as out of place as snow in summer in such pedestrian surroundings. He didn't appear in the least bit incongruous, however and the breath caught at the back of her throat at the sight of him. He was wearing an immaculately cut dark suit with a collarless white shirt beneath and he looked... incredible. Hard and sexy and overwhelmingly male. She shivered, trying to pull herself together.
Dante inclined his head, eyes narrowing a little as they swept over her. 'Signorina Ellis,' he observed gravely.
'Signore Fiorelli,' she replied and was relieved that her voice sounded more or less normal.
His look missed nothing. She couldn't help but wonder what the final judgment was. His accessing gaze travelled over her shoulder to the room beyond. Jayne shut the door firmly behind her. 'Shall we go?'
'Certamente.'
He drove a black Maserati Spyder, which sat low on the road, a sleek cat waiting to be given the command to hunt. Dante opened the passenger side door for her and she folded herself onto the leather seat carefully. I feel like a sixteen year old going on her fist date, Jayne reflected ruefully. Except even her nerve ridden first date hadn't felt quite so tense and Dante Fiorelli was no freckle faced high school kid whose idea of a good time was a burger and fries down at the local takeaway. The man slipping into the driver’s seat beside her was a little like the car that he drove. Lithe, fast and quite possibly dangerous under certain circumstances. Jayne allowed that, while she didn't really know anything about Dante Fiorelli, she knew just enough to make her nervous.
For a few minutes there was silence while he focused on getting them back onto the highway that cut through the rocky escarpments north of Sydney. She trusted his driving instinctively, his hands confident on the wheel as he negotiated the unfamiliar roads. Once he was sure of their direction, he turned his attention towards her. The interior of the car created an unavoidable sense of intimacy, the dark warmth enfolding her while she breathed in that same spicy cologne.
'Tell me about yourself.' It was a command.
Jayne resisted the urge to salute, instead wondering what she could possibly say. There wasn't a great deal to tell. Her life was amazing only in that it was hugely uneventful. 'I'm a librarian and I live with my sister.' she began, but stopped when he made a slight noise. She looked at him enquiringly, 'Excuse me?'
Dante shook his head. 'You are entirely too good to be true, signorina! If I were to have guessed at a profession I would have chosen just such a one. Or perhaps that of a teacher.'
'I see,' Jayne said coolly, wondering what he would think of the boring little librarian if she did what she was inclined to do and slapped the smile off his face. 'Well I'm delighted to have met your expectations!'
'Ah, but there are indications that there is far more to you than that,' he observed, amused by her obvious anger.
Curiosity goaded her into asking the question she knew she probably didn't want to hear the answer to. 'Such as?'
'Your mouth, signorina, is far from modest. It is... designed to tempt men to forget themselves,' his voice was a low, sexy rumble. It made her shiver with a sudden, acute awareness of him.
'That's… absurd.'
'Oh?' his sideways glance was mocking, 'Are you telling me I am the first man who has told you your mouth is sheer temptation?'
Sheer temptation? Oh lord... Dante might not be the first man to compliment her in such a way but nobody had ever done it with quite so much... suggestiveness. Jayne's few boyfriends - none of which had been particularly serious - had been half as sophisticated Signore Fiorelli. If they had, perhaps she would have been more interested in maintaining a relationship for more than a few months. She had come to regard herself as being a little bit cold hearted because the men she'd dated had done nothing to raise her pulse rate. But then, none of them had ever commented on her mouth in quite the way Dante had. It made her think of how his mouth would feel if it were pressed against her own and that was the last thing she needed.
'I don't think I want to talk about that,' she told him, sounding every bit as prim and proper as Miss. Martin, the head librarian at Birchcroft and a paragon of feminine virtue.
'And then there is that formidable temper,' Dante continued on, as if she hadn't spoken. 'I thought I was being confronted by a vengeful harpy when you burst into my office this morning.'
Jayne flushed, glad that there wasn't enough light for him to see it. She had been a little over the top. 'I was... upset.'
'Oh yes. That was perfectly clear. Such a temper would be a challenge to harness, to... master.' There was something in his voice that heightened her already intense awareness of him. She shifted in her seat, wishing that she had never agreed to dinner. Wishing she was safe at home, watching the television or reading a book, no matter how boring it was. At least it was a safer option than sitting beside this dark and dangerous male. 'Such a temper told me that you were a very passionate woman, Signorina Ellis. It is an intriguing combination, that demure exterior and that impetuous nature.'
'I am not impetuous!' Jayne said hotly, then stopped. Once again the conversation seemed to be getting out of hand. It was a long way from what she had been anticipating when it came to casual pre-dinner chitchat. She seemed to be continually reacting to her companion. He made her furious one moment, overwhelmed by all that masculinity the next. It was like being on a roller coaster ride, with no chance to regroup. 'Have you arranged to see Paulo yet?' she asked after a long moment, determined to move things to safer ground.
'We will discuss Paulo after dinner. Pleasure first, I think.' The way he said pleasure seemed to suggest all kinds of delights yet to be explored. Jayne shivered. 'You were telling me about your life. I cannot let you stop now.'
Jayne glanced at him, puzzled. What was this game he seemed determined to play with her? If she didn't know any better she'd have sworn he was flirting and yet there was no need. Perhaps he was incapable of being in a woman's company without flirting? It certainly seemed to come to him as easily as breathing. 'Why do you want to know about me?' she demanded quietly. 'Frankly I can't think of two people whose lives could be more dissimilar.' A sudden thought occurred, 'Unless you're trying to find out if Fleur is a suitable companion for your cousin -?'
'Don't be foolish. Paulo can make his own decisions about the women in his life. I am merely... curious.' He looked at her, unexpectedly raising a hand to trail his fingers down her cheek. Jayne froze, too surprised to move, breathe catching at the touch. She shivered with a combination of pleasure and trepidation.
She moved her face away abruptly. ‘Please don’t do that.’
'Tell me something,' he commanded abruptly.
Jayne swallowed. Her heart was pounding, the touch of his fingers against her skin having spun her nervous system into overdrive. She moistened lips that had suddenly gone dry. 'What?'
'I am assuming there is no man in your life.' His voice seemed to indicate that this was a given.
Thankfully, anger came to her rescue once again. 'And what makes you assume that?'
In the dimness Jayne saw him raise an eyebrow. 'Several reasons, signorina. No man would allow you to deal with the problem of your sister without support. He would have come to see me himself or he would have accompanied you. And of course, no man would allow you to go out to dinner with another in circumstances such as these.'
'Maybe not in Italy,' Jayne snapped, 'but in Australia women tend to deal with their own problems. We don't need a man to do the talking for us.'
'Indeed?' they were approaching the tollbooths that heralded the end of the freeway and his eyes stayed on the car ahead of him. She could, however, feel his sudden tension. 'So you are telling me that you are involved with somebody? That you have a ragazzo,' he paused, obviously searching for the correct English equivalent, ' a boyfriend?'
'Would that be so strange?' Jayne inquired, trying to keep her voice even, 'That I might have a boyfriend?'
He didn't say anything for a moment. The car slowed, then came to a stop as Dante reached into a pocket and pulled out some coins, throwing them into the collection bin. It wasn't until they were moving again, sliding through the outskirts of the city that Dante spoke. 'A man who would allow his woman to go out with another - no matter what the reason - is not much of a man.'
Jayne shook her head. His attitude was so old fashioned it was almost funny. 'His woman? You sound like a cave man! Who on earth thinks like that any more?'
Dante smiled grimly. 'You think I am old fashioned?'
'I think you are archaic! And I refuse to believe that most Italian women sit home and mind the kitchen while their men go off to work every day.' Dante Fiorelli was having a game at her expense but she wasn't going to be fool enough to play. 'You can tease me all you like, Signore Fiorelli, but you and I both know that the modern world has given us poor, downtrodden females a little bit more freedom than we used to have.'
'Tease you?' They had come to a stop once again, pausing at a red light. Dante half turned towards her. Deliberately he took Jayne's chin in his hand and turned her face towards him, fingers gentle but entirely unyielding. 'You think I am teasing you? But I'm perfectly serious. It is true that women in my country have a their freedom – of course they do, we are not so backward. But the men know they must take care of them, that women are vulnerable. I would never allow my woman to spend time in another man's company alone. Not unless I knew that man very well. If you were mine then I would be at your side, just as you would be at my side. Yes, the world has changed and women can do many of the things a man can do. But my woman would not be like other women. I would keep her very close to my heart.'
Jayne stared at him, shaken by both his touch and his words. She didn't doubt he meant everything he said. There was a steely assurance beneath the lightly spoken words that convinced her this was not a game. But she was puzzled as to why he’d said it at all. Was he trying to seduce her? It hardly seemed likely. Whatever his reasons, she decided uneasily, it was time to change the subject because inexperienced females weren't equipped to deal with all that potent machismo.
'The lights have changed.' she observed, voice a little uneven.
Dante released her without a word and once again they were moving smoothly through the Wednesday night traffic.
Freed from those strong fingers, Jayne's was able to think once more. If this was Dante Fiorelli's idea of flirting, she reflected ruefully, then he must be swatting women off like flies at a summer barbeque. It was a salutary lesson and perhaps it was just as well that it had occurred so early in the evening. If it was an example of the kind of intensity the man was capable of with a woman he barely knew - and who he had no designs on romantically or sexually - then he should come with a warning affixed to his clothing.
Danger; close contact can cause combustibility or hyperventilation.
But Jayne was sensible enough to know that forewarned was forearmed. If Dante couldn't help himself when it came to the female of the species then she would compensate. Some men were like that; unable to prevent themselves from trying to charm any woman in the vicinity. There was no reason why she had to respond, was there?
Was there?
Ignoring the delicious shiver that shook her body when she recalled that feather light touch against her skin, she made herself promise not to react it he touched her again. She would be totally cool, completely detached, even if it killed her. Her presence beside him was strictly business, her task tonight to convince him that immediate intervention was necessary in the case of Fleur and Paulo.
She would not allow herself to be beguiled by those blue eyes or that sexy, smoldering voice. Jayne was determined to convince Dante, before the evening was over, that she was not a woman to be played with. She might not be beautiful but she was smart enough to know where this gorgeous Italian was coming from. He would take her - and her concerns - seriously if it was the last thing she did because her reasons for being in his company were a great deal more important than any games he might want to pursue.
She was there for her sister, pure and simple. The sooner Dante got that through his head the better. Jayne's straightened in her seat, her resolve strengthened as they pulled up before the imposing doors of La Casseta.
If Dante Fiorelli thought he was going to be combining business with pleasure with the little librarian then he was in for a big surprise!
Chapter Four
La Casseta was amazing. The restaurant was situation on a hill overlooking the harbor, its intimate booths and soft lighting contrasting with the enormous windows that took in the city lights and the looming beauty of the Sydney Harbor bridge at night.
The waiter showed them to their table and Jayne couldn't repress an appreciative murmur at the vast vista spread out beneath them. 'Gorgeous!'
'You've never been here before?' Dante inquired, watching the rapt expression on her face.
Jayne gave a small, involuntary spurt of laughter, the idea of her going out for a meal at one of the city's most expensive and popular restaurants so far removed from the reality of her life that it was funny. Dante might be able to pop in here all the time - they'd certainly greeted him by name at the door - but for lesser mortals it was all a little too expensive.
'No. It's very impressive. And the view...' Jayne trailed off, watching the lights on the harbor, the long trails of silvery headlights on the busy roads. Night made a wonderland of most cities and the panorama below her was certainly spectacular.
Dante felt himself smiling at her obvious pleasure. The women he usually brought here were so intent on impressing him that they paid very little heed to their surroundings, except to ensure that the place stocked filtered water and they had a good view of the surrounding tables to see who was on display. The little signorina's delight was strangely refreshing.
Moments after they were seated a basket of Italian toast arrived, an appetizer while they considered the menu.
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