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    Rebecca Harrison had just become engaged to her boyfriend, Tim, and was feeling happy and content. But when she visited her brother, Damian, and his wife, Jo, she was thrown into confusion — Martin Reid was there. The last time she had seen Martin had been at Damian and Jo's wedding, three years before. On that day she had told Martin she loved him, but had been heartbroken when he rejected her. Why, when her life was at last settled, was Rebecca now beset by doubts?




    

      


    


  




  

    Chapter One




    Rebecca Harrison smiled happily to herself. It was a long time since her life had been so contented. The adjustments had taken three hard years, but now she was back on course, in control of her destiny. Rebecca acknowledged the fact with satisfaction and a certain amount of pride.




    At twenty-one, her life was before her, and she had everything she wanted. Along with a loving family, good friends and a stable career, she now had a fiancé of — she glanced at the slim gold watch on her wrist — fifteen hours and thirty- seven minutes exactly. The solitaire ring glinted in the spring sunshine and was an unfamiliar weight on her finger. She twisted it experimentally.




    Returning her attention to the road, she approached the twin gateposts that marked the entrance to her brother's cottage, and turned into the driveway. The gravel crunched beneath the tyres as she drew to a halt in front of the wisteria-clad façade of the whitewashed, thatched cottage.




    It had been a pleasant drive down to the wilds of Dorset from her Surrey home, and she was looking forward to the surprise her arrival would bring to Damian and his wife, Jo.




    Smiling, Rebecca fluffed up her dark hair and nodded encouragement to her reflection in the driver's mirror.




    ‘The past is in the past, where it belongs,’ she told herself, her voice strong with determination.




    She collected her overnight bag from the back seat and went to the front door where she gave the old horseshoe knocker a firm but jaunty rap. Damian opened the door, and before he could speak, she threw herself into his arms and was enveloped in a bear-like embrace.




    ‘Rebecca!’




    ‘It's so wonderful to see you!’




    Eight years her senior, her brother had been her rock, her anchor in troubled waters, first when their parents had died in a flying accident, and more recently in the last difficult years. Damian was always there for her and she loved him to bits.




    ‘What are you doing here?’ he exclaimed as he released her and stepped back a pace. ‘I thought you were too busy to come down for weeks.’




    She grinned impishly. ‘I had a change of plans. Besides, I'm never too busy for you, and it is your wedding anniversary. I come bearing gifts.’ Rebecca sobered as she glanced at her brother's face, disconcerted by the slight frown that drew his dark brows together. ‘Have I put my foot in it? Are you and Jo planning something romantic?’ Anxiety brought a huskiness to her voice.




    ‘No, no, it's not that —’ Damian smiled and drew her indoors. ‘You just surprised me, that's all. Anyway, I'm on call over the weekend so we hadn't planned to go out. Come on through. You're just in time for food, as usual!’




    Reassured of her welcome, Rebecca laughed and followed him to the kitchen where Jo was tossing a salad. More sister than sister-in-law, Jo's marriage to her brother had not upset their closeness as Rebecca had once feared. Instead, she had added a wonderful new dimension to their small family.




    ‘You look positively glowing,’ Jo greeted her with a warm hug. ‘Why didn't you let us know you were coming?’




    ‘Spur of the moment decision. I hope it isn't inconvenient?’




    ‘Of course not, it's wonderful to see you. It's just that we well, we —’ Jo broke off and glanced at her husband for help.




    Damian's brows knitted together in another frown. ‘We have someone staying for a few days, that's all. There's plenty of room though.’




    ‘Why don't you go upstairs and freshen up?’ Jo suggested. ‘Lunch will be ready in about five minutes.’




    Rebecca went upstairs to the lilac- hued spare room and sighed in contentment at the view of the glorious countryside beyond the window. It looked fresh and green, the air full of scents and the sound of the varied local bird population. It was no wonder Damian and Jo had settled so happily here, she thought with a twinge of envy.




    After a hasty freshen up, she returned downstairs to join the others for lunch. As she walked along the hall, she heard voices in the sitting room and her steps faltered. Rebecca shook her head. No, she must have been mistaken, but just for a moment she thought … It couldn't be, but one of the voices had sounded painfully familiar.




    A lump formed in her throat as she forced herself to enter the room. Her gaze slid past Damian and Jo and came to rest on the other occupant of the room. He was standing by the window, the sunlight behind him making it difficult for her to see his face, but with dread and panic, she knew she had not made a mistake. Martin Reid was unmistakable.




    Faded jeans encased his long, lean legs, and his black sweatshirt added to his dark and almost sinister appearance. His hair was cut shorter than she remembered, but was just as ebony, thick and rakish as ever, And his eyes. Although they were shadowed, she knew that under the straight, black brows, they would be watchful and intense, the colour changing from midnight blue to steel grey with his mood.




    That he inspected her as thoroughly, Rebecca had no doubt. She could feel the effect of his, gaze upon her and a knot of tension formed in the pit of her stomach.




    ‘Hello, Becky.’




    As he stepped towards her, she moved away, maintaining the distance between them. The husky timbre of his voice sent a shiver of awareness down her spine. His sensuous mouth that promised so much, curved in a half smile as she licked her dry lips and cleared her throat.




    ‘Martin. I didn't k-know you were h-here,’ she stammered, furious that the very sight of him had the power to rob her of her self-control.




    His dark lashes flicked up and she was subjected to the full force of his gaze. He regarded her in silence, and with every second that passed, Rebecca felt electricity charge the air.




    When Jo rose to her feet and announced that lunch was ready, Rebecca sighed with relief and gratitude. She needed a moment to pull herself together. The shock of Martin's presence had rocked her to the core. Just when she had been so happy and contented and positive her life had taken a turn for the better, fate had intervened. Later there would be time to analyse her thoughts. For the time being, she had to act normally and pretend that seeing Martin again meant nothing to her.




    It was difficult to present an unconcerned façade when she sat a short distance from Martin on the other side of the pine table. Each time she glanced up, it was to find his gaze upon her, the expression in his eyes unfathomable. Her appetite had deserted her, and she thought each mouthful would choke her.




    ‘What's that on your finger?’




    Martin's voice snapped her from her reverie, and she set down her knife and fork with studied care. Three gazes rested on her.




    ‘That was part of my surprise.’ She smiled tremulously at Damian. ‘I wanted to tell you in person. Last night Tim asked me to marry him and I said yes.’




    She saw Martin's eyes turn from blue to glint steel grey and swallowed down a wave of apprehension. It was none of his business. Whatever he thought was no concern of hers.




    ‘I'm very happy for you.’ Jo smiled and squeezed her arm. ‘You never hinted this was in the wind!’




    ‘We've been going out together for some time. It can't be that much of a surprise.’




    Damian leaned across and kissed her cheek. ‘So long as you are happy, that's all that matters.’




    ‘When is the wedding?’ Martin asked with a brief lift of an eyebrow.




    Rebecca gritted her teeth and forced a smile. ‘We've not set a date yet, but probably in the autumn.’




    ‘Don't forget to send me an invitation,’ Martin said.




    ‘If I thought you would come —’




    ‘Becky, I wouldn't miss it for anything,’ he mocked softly and raised his glass in a brief toast.




    She returned her attention to her plate to evade his probing gaze. To her relief, Damian claimed his interest, and while they talked, she cast several secretive glances at Martin. He had changed in the three years since she had seen him. His face was thinner, more harshly angled than before, the strong jawline more prominent in a way that only served to give him a more masculine attractiveness. And heaven knew, he had always been far too good looking for any woman's peace of mind.




    He also appeared to be more distant, more reticent, and she detected, too, an air of cynicism, as if he had seen too much, done too much. She wondered where he had been and what he had been doing in the last three years.




    Rebecca reined in her thoughts in disgust. Her days of allowing Martin to invade her every thought and dream were long gone. He was nothing to her now. She had to believe that, or all she had worked through meant nothing.




    When lunch was over, she helped with the dishes, then followed Damian through to the sitting room. She declined coffee, and sat back in a deep, chintz-covered armchair and listened half-heartedly as Damian recounted an amusing incident with a patient. A dull pain began to throb behind her eyes and across her forehead. Unconsciously, she massaged her temples with her fingers.




    The headaches had been better lately — fewer and further between. She hoped she was not too optimistic in her belief they would eventually stop altogether, but had to remember it was a long process on the road to recovery.




    ‘Rebecca?’




    Her brother's voice impinged on her consciousness and she focused her disturbed gaze on his face. ‘Mmm?’




    ‘Are you all right?’ he queried softly with both brotherly and doctorly concern.




    ‘I'm fine,’ she assured, aware that Martin's gaze rested on her. ‘Just a bit of a headache. If you don't mind, I think I'll go and lie down for a while.’




    Damian followed her to the foot of the stairs. ‘Is there anything I can do for you?’




    ‘No, I have my pills if I need them. Don't worry, Damian. They are getting better.’




    He kissed her forehead and smiled. ‘Try and have a sleep.’




    In her room, Rebecca had a sip of water, then lay down on the bed and closed her eyes. But there was no relief from Martin's image. Only that morning she had been so confident that she had at last come out of a dark tunnel into the light. Now it was as though the three years of struggle had been undone.




    She turned on to her side as if turning her back on him. Martin, her brother's best friend, her mystery man. He had floated in and out of her childhood, a shadowy figure in her growing-up years. He had been special, exciting, and he had left a deep impression on her. She had become infatuated with him, she admitted, besotted, her teenage, romantic mind filled with increasingly exotic dreams of how he would love her, of their happy-ever-after life together.




    She had nearly allowed him to ruin her life … had nearly lost her life because of her misery and infatuation with him, and he didn't even know it. Martin didn't care about her. She had accepted the fact, but it had been a painful and humiliating lesson to learn.




    That their paths would cross again eventually had always been a worry, but as the months had drifted into years, so her anxiety had lessened. Now, seeing him again, unprepared, had brought all the pain and torment back.




    Sleep claimed her, and when she woke just after three thirty, she was thankful that the headache had not developed. She left the bed, soaked a flannel with cool water and held it to her face. In the mirror, she could see that her face was pale, that her eyes had dulled with anxiety.




    Rebecca went to sit on the narrow window seat and looked out across the garden to the fields and woods beyond. She clasped her knees to her chest and watched two starlings chase each other over a morsel of food.




    When the bedroom door opened, she turned, disconcerted when Martin stepped into the room. She sucked in a breath, dragged her gaze from his, and returned her attention to the garden.




    ‘Have you never heard of knocking?’ she asked with a flash of sarcasm.




    ‘I thought you might be asleep.’ He walked across the room and stood near her. ‘Are you feeling better?’




    ‘Yes, thank you.’




    ‘I brought you some tea.’




    Surprised, she looked round and offered a smile as she accepted the cup he held out for her. ‘Thanks.’




    She sipped the strong brew, and an uncomfortable silence stretched between them. She wished he would go, wished he had never come back into her life.




    Disconcerted by his nearness, Rebecca swung her legs to the floor and moved away from him. Did the force of his masculine presence, his looks, affect every woman he met? An ironic smile pulled at her mouth. Perhaps she was allergic to him as his very presence in the same room caused an adverse reaction.




    Martin thrust his hands into the pockets of his jeans and studied her. ‘It's been a long time.’




    ‘Three years. Damian and Jo's wedding, to be precise,’ she riposted, her chin raised in challenge.




    She fought back the flood of memories of the last time she had seen him. To remember made her ashamed of her own behaviour and angry at the hurt he had caused, the smart of humiliation and embarrassment.




    As he took a step towards her, his eyes narrowed, she circled away from him, regretting her challenge, this cat and mouse game between them.




    ‘If you'll excuse me, I'll go and help Jo downstairs.’




    Martin caught her arm before she reached the door. ‘No you won't. Firstly, Jo has gone to town to fetch something, and Damian has been called out to a patient. Secondly, you and I have not finished our chat.’




    ‘I think we have.’ She was dis-concerted that they were alone in the house. ‘Let me go. I need some fresh air.’




    ‘Then we'll go for a walk.’




    ‘No! I want to be alone,’ she insisted and tried to free her arm from his hold.




    ‘Three years ago you would have welcomed my company.’




    Rebecca sucked in an angry breath at his taunt. ‘I'm older and wiser now.’




    His eyes darkened to grey, as she flung the word at him. ‘Becky — ’




    ‘Don't call me that,’ she berated. She hated it because he was the only one who used it, and it reminded her too much of him and the past. ‘There is nothing for us to talk about.’




    ‘We have three years to catch up on.’




    ‘I think not.’




    He paused for a moment and held her gaze. ‘Don't you want to know what I've been doing?’




    ‘I can imagine. Same old Martin, moving here, moving there, a girl in every port. Well, I'm not interested in your disappearing acts, or your little secrets. You've drifted in and out of my life for as long as I can remember. Once I wanted to unravel the mysteries of your existence. Now I don't care anymore.’




    Shutters dropped down to hide the expression in his eyes, and it was as though he had physically withdrawn from her. He dropped her arm as if the touch of her disgusted him, and Rebecca stepped back, alarmed at the anger she sensed in him.




    His gaze slid over her in brief assessment before he turned away. At the door, he turned and raised a hand in mocking salute. ‘Enjoy your walk.’




    Rebecca did not enjoy her walk. The paths usually brought her joy and peace. Now, her mind was in turmoil, the peace she craved denied her.




    She had rebuilt a good life, and would not allow Martin to spoil it all, would refuse to allow him to make her life a misery. She felt a flash of uncharacteristic annoyance at Damian. He had made no mention that Martin was back, that he had seen him, but then why should he? Martin's name had not been mentioned between them for three years. Not for the first time, she wondered just how much her brother knew about her behaviour on the day of the wedding, of the scene with Martin.




    The memory of it brought a fresh wave of shame …


  




  

    Chapter Two




    At nine o'clock on the morning of the wedding, Martin had not yet arrived. Neither the groom nor the bride appeared worried, but as the minutes ticked by, Rebecca's anxiety grew.




    ‘This is just typical of him,’ she complained to her brother in a mixture of genuine concern and personal disappointment. ‘He's so unreliable.’




    ‘He's not unreliable,’ Damian defended with amused calm.




    ‘How can you say that? This is the most important day of your life. Martin is supposed to be your best man, and not only has he failed to arrive, neither has he phoned! If that isn't unreliable, it is plain inconsiderate.’




    ‘Go back and help Jo,’ Damian said. ‘You're making me nervous.’




    ‘But —’




    ‘Rebecca, he'll be here. Now go and put on that knockout dress. I'm sure Martin will notice!’




    Rebecca's cheeks flushed scarlet at her brother's teasing. No doubt Damian thought it funny that his little sister blushed in the presence of his mysterious, exciting best friend, but she was not amused. Her feelings for Martin were not girlish infatuation — she loved him. He was so different from the boys she knew, all of them boring and immature. And none of the ones she had kissed had generated the excitement of the one she had stolen from Martin under the mistletoe the Christmas of her sixteenth year.




    Today, with her new hairstyle and the exquisite bridesmaid's dress, she would show Martin that she was not sixteen any more. She would prove to everyone she could be just as sophisticated and desirable as the next woman.




    As she bathed and dressed in the plush environs of Jo's family home in Gloucestershire, Rebecca endeavoured to push Martin from her mind. In the flurry of activity in the last moments before the ceremony, this proved easier than she had imagined. Before she knew it, they were at the village church, and as she entered, her gaze was drawn to the alter rail. There was Damian, flushed with happiness, and yes, Martin had arrived.




    Her heart contracted at the sight of him. He looked wonderful, and the formality of his morning suit failed to tame the air of wildness and rakish excitement that never ceased to make her pulse race.
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