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			“I’m fine,” Alyssa insisted.

			“You probably are, but I won’t relax until I know for certain.”

			Her stomach dropped. She did not want him in her bungalow. It was cozy—but not when the second person was Leighton.

			“What happened in the water? Did you gasp and take in a lungful?”

			“I went over the side of the boat and seemed to drop too fast and got a fright. That’s all.”

			“Hold out your wrist,” he instructed.

			“My pulse is fine.”

			“I want to be sure, Lyssa.” He swallowed hard. “Sorry. Alyssa.”

			Sorry? That hurt. Shouldn’t, but it did. Holding out her wrist, she tried to ignore the warmth emanating from his fingers.

			He focused on his watch as he counted her pulse. Too focused, as in aware of her and not wanting to be?

			Her pulse was probably going wild. Too many memories came with those gentle fingers. Memories she’d thought were long forgotten. Or was this new? Was she seeing him through new eyes? She shivered. Surely not...

		
	
			
			Dear Reader,

			There is something very special about Rarotonga and many couples choose to marry there for that reason. So naturally when I wanted to bring Alyssa and Leighton back together, I couldn’t think of a more romantic setting. Of course, it doesn’t go as smoothly as they’d like.

			With both of them attending Leighton’s brother’s wedding to Alyssa’s close friend, it brings them together and reminds them of all they lost when they broke up, but can they overcome the trust issues Leighton holds? He is afraid to reveal his heart again, because if Alyssa walks away once more, he’ll never recover. But can he live without her?

			Alyssa wants to take a second chance, but she knows Leighton’s not telling her everything, which suggests he’s not ready to let her in and may never be. How will these two resolve their problems and get their happy-ever-after?

			I hope you enjoy finding the answer to that.

			Sue MacKay

		
	
		
			This story is dedicated to the Raro girls, Vicki, Lenore, Joy and Kerry.

			Great friends to spend holidays with in Rarotonga—along with our husbands.
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			“Ms. MacKay has delivered a really good read in this book where the chemistry between this couple was strong; the romance was delightful and had me loving how these two come together.”

			—Harlequin Junkie on The Italian Surgeon’s Secret Baby

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			‘WOULD ALYSSA COOK please come to the check-in counter?’ came the request over the intercom at Nelson Airport.

			Alyssa headed across the room. Hopefully this meant her flight to Rarotonga was sorted. Being delayed here meant she was going to miss the connecting flight from Auckland to the islands, but fingers crossed there was a seat going spare on the next one.

			‘Hi, I’m Alyssa.’

			The woman behind the counter looked harried. The airline was dealing with a lot of annoyed passengers because one of the pilots for the Nelson to Auckland flight hadn’t turned up for work and there’d been a hold-up getting a replacement.

			‘Good. You’re probably aware you won’t be catching your flight out of Auckland, but we have put you on the one later in the afternoon. You won’t get to Raro until around ten tonight their time.’

			‘Which means a whole day hanging around the airport.’ Not a lot she could do about it, and at least she would still fly out today, and wouldn’t miss out on too much of the things the girls had planned. ‘Thank you for sorting it out for me. I really appreciate it. Even nicer that you called me over and didn’t just ping my phone.’

			Seemed the personal touch wasn’t completely out of fashion.

			The woman’s shoulders drooped and a small smile appeared. ‘Thank you for not biting my head off.’

			‘It’s hardly your fault this has happened.’

			If only she could grab some shut-eye somewhere comfortable, but that was unlikely. She’d knocked off work on the cardiac ward after a double shift two and a half hours ago, rushed home for a shower and to grab her gear, thinking she’d sleep on the flight to Rarotonga. That might still happen, only a lot later than planned.

			‘You’ll be boarding your flight out of here in a few minutes,’ the woman told her.

			‘Then I’ll send some texts now.’

			Two other nurses from the Nelson hospital where she worked had overnighted in Auckland and would wonder what was going on when she didn’t turn up for the flight they were catching to Rarotonga. Damn, she was going to miss the party tonight with some of the girls. Thank goodness the wedding they were going to was still days away.
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			In Auckland Alyssa walked from the domestic terminal to the international one to fill in some time and get fresh air. Once through Immigration she found a café and had breakfast before doing the rounds of the duty-free shops. Time dragged and when she finally looked down at the well-lit runway at Rarotonga airport she’d lost count of the hours since leaving Nelson. A sigh slid over her lips. At last. She’d made it. Now the fun could really start.

			Though what she wanted most was a hot shower followed by a cold drink beside the pool at the resort she was staying at along with the others from work. Despite being exhausted, she wouldn’t be ready for sleep for a little while. It felt good to be going on holiday for the first time in what seemed like for ever, and falling into bed wasn’t the way to kick-start the break from the pressures of the job as Head Nurse of the cardiac ward. A doctor and a nurse who was a close friend, from the same ward, were getting married on the beach, which promised to be stunning and a whole lot of fun. Even better, she was here for a whole fortnight. Fourteen days with nothing more to do than relax and enjoy herself. Unheard of lately.

			The queue inside the terminal wound up and down the small space, roped-off lines keeping everyone crammed together, but no one seemed to be in a hurry to get through Immigration. Like her, they were already in holiday mode. She grinned as she watched an elderly man sitting on a raised platform in the corner playing a banjo and welcoming everyone to the Cook Islands in a low, crusty singing voice.

			Perfect, Alyssa thought. Checking her phone, she found a photo of the happy couple, Collette and Jamie, on the beach outside the resort, laughing their heads off as one of them took the shot.

			Alyssa had a momentary pang of envy. When she’d married after a whirlwind romance, it had been in a register office with two other couples and the parents of her husband-to-be witnessing the ceremony followed by a meal at a local restaurant. She’d been unbelievably happy despite the glares from her in-laws. These two had family and friends joining them for the celebrations in an idyllic location. She wished them all the best and a happier, longer-lasting marriage than she’d experienced. Jamie and Collette hadn’t rushed to get married, and had taken time to really know each other, unlike her. Wham bam, married. Then separated a year later after some acrimony at the end.

			‘Next,’ called the officer behind the immigration counter.

			Alyssa stepped up.

			‘Welcome to Rarotonga,’ said the woman as she stamped Alyssa’s passport.

			‘Thank you.’ Now that she was through the barriers she couldn’t wait to get started. Her back tweaked when she lifted her case off the carousel. Too much sitting around airports and on planes. A long walk would help, but not happening tonight when she knew nothing about the area.

			A woman wearing a blue and white floral dress was welcoming passengers as they made their way out into the open-air arrivals area. ‘Where’s the rental car office?’ Alyssa asked. Preferring to be independent, she’d booked a car for her and her friends to get around in even though buses ran every thirty minutes and took only about an hour to circle the island.

			‘Depends which company you’re using. One’s open, the other closed after the last flight left.’

			When Alyssa named the company the woman grimaced. ‘Sorry, that’s the one that’s shut. You’ll have to come back in the morning. Do you want me to get you a taxi?’

			‘You’re kidding, right?’

			‘Unfortunately I’m not. When your flight was delayed in Auckland the girl who should be working had to go home to look after her child as the father had to go out on his fishing boat.’ The woman’s face crinkled into a smile. ‘That’s how it is here.’

			Alyssa drew a deep breath and counted to ten. No point in losing her temper. Nothing she could do about it. ‘It’s all right. Where’re the taxis?’

			‘Come with me. Keep the receipt from the driver and you’ll be reimbursed when you pick up your rental.’

			Within minutes she was ensconced in the back seat of a well-used car heading to the resort, the driver talking non-stop about the sights she’d see more clearly in the daylight. Thankfully she’d soon be in her room and pouring a glass of champagne from the bottle that was part of the accommodation package.

			‘Miss Cook, welcome to Seaview Resort. I am Pepe.’ The young man behind the desk smiled. ‘You are very late.’

			‘Yes, my flight was delayed from Nelson so I missed my connection in Auckland and had to wait ten hours for the next flight. So, I’m looking forward to getting to my room. I did send an email advising you.’

			‘Yes, we got that, thank you, but I have to tell you there’s been a problem with your booking.’

			No, don’t do this. Not today.

			Alyssa snatched her phone from her bag and tapped the screen. ‘There can’t be. I have a copy of the confirmation right here.’ She pushed the phone across the counter. ‘See?’

			‘I know you have a booking but you were late arriving and the couple who were previously in your room have to stay another night because their flight to Australia has cancelled due to bad weather in Brisbane.’

			Of course it had been. She’d have been surprised if there’d been any other outcome. ‘So I don’t have a room? Is that what you’re saying?’ No car, now no room. What next?

			‘Please, we have made arrangements for you.’

			Her patience was running out. ‘They’d better be good.’ What were the chances?

			A huge smile lit up the man’s face. ‘They are very good, Miss Cook. We have bungalows next to the main building and you are to have one of them. You will be close to the pool without everyone being able to see into your room. All your breakfasts are free and you’re to stay there for the first week you are with us.’

			From the research she’d done, Alyssa knew the bungalows were wonderful, and she’d have loved one except she couldn’t justify the expense when she was saving every dollar she could to buy her own house. The only downside to the bungalow was she wouldn’t be on the first floor with the rest of the gang, but hardly a problem. A bungalow was a no-brainer. ‘Thank you very much.’ It did sound too good to be true, but tonight she wasn’t asking. She’d take what was on offer and sort things out in the morning if necessary.

			‘I’m glad you are happy. The cleaners are still preparing the bungalow as the last occupants only checked out two hours ago. The concierge will take your bag across now but you’ll have to wait in the bar for a little while longer.’

			How long did it take to clean a room? But this was Rarotonga and she’d heard the place ran on island time. Right now she’d be happy with a shower and a single bed in a wardrobe so she could begin unwinding from weeks of extra shifts and difficult cases. ‘Do you sell champagne by the glass?’ she asked, because if she’d wanted one before, she was desperate now.

			‘They do in the bar. I’ll ask them to pour you one. On the house.’ Pepe grinned.

			Suddenly she laughed. She was here, in the islands, on holiday. Everything could start going right. Looking around, she realised the bar was barely twenty steps away. She headed across.

			A sound from long ago reached her as she leaned against the counter waiting for her drink to be poured. Whipping around, she stared at the apparition sitting on a lounger beside Jamie, the groom. Got that wrong, didn’t she? Lots more had just gone wrong. Really wrong.

			Leighton?

			Couldn’t be. She must have brain fade from almost no sleep in more than thirty-five hours. Leighton could not be here. Not after all this time. She was not prepared to see her ex-husband. Didn’t want to. They were over and done with.

			Turning her back on whoever that lookalike was, she reached for the glass being placed on the counter and took a big gulp before pointing at the glass and saying to the young man, ‘Another, please.’

			Don’t wait until I’ve emptied this one.

			She took another mouthful and the glass was nearly empty. She was on holiday, remember?

			A shiver tripped over her. She had to know. Had to make sure she was wrong and that it wasn’t Leighton sitting only metres away. She’d had a day full of let-downs. There weren’t any more to come. There couldn’t be.

			‘Hello, Lyssa. Long time, no see.’

			Only one person had ever called her Lyssa. And that voice was so familiar it was lifting the hairs on her bare arms. Her head spun and she gripped the counter. Leighton was for real.
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			Leighton Harrison held his breath in an attempt to calm the pounding in his chest. Lyssa was on the island. After four years of not seeing her, or knowing anything about what she was up to, here she was, looking even more stunning than he recalled. So much for thinking he remembered everything about her, right down to the moment when she’d walked out on him. She’d be twenty-seven now, right? Naturally she looked more beautiful. Her face had matured and those eyes that had haunted him for a long time appeared greener and more intense. As for her mouth—still sensuous. More so. Proof of that was in the tingling in his hands where those lips often used to caress him.

			‘A very long time,’ Alyssa said, staring as though caught in headlights. Then she blinked and took a step towards him.

			Automatically he reached to give her a hug, and instantly regretted the move as the scent of citrus and exhaustion caught him. So damned familiar it hurt. It shouldn’t. He was long over her. Well and truly done with them as a couple. So why hug her? Because he’d moved without any input from his brain. Some things hadn’t changed. Dropping his arms without touching her, he stepped back. That was different. ‘You here for something special or taking a break?’

			Alyssa looked around the room before coming back to him. ‘I’m here for Collette and Jamie’s wedding. I see you’re sitting with Jamie and some of the others I work with. Have you just met them or do you know one of the group from home?’

			‘Just Jamie.’

			My half-brother you never knew about. A huge part of why I withdrew from you and became less than the man you married.

			Seemed the truth had a way of coming through no matter what. He’d try to dodge that bullet for a little while longer. Jamie didn’t know Lyssa was his ex, either, because he never talked about her. Losing her had hurt too much. He’d loved her deeply and then failed her big time by not being open and honest after what he’d learned about his family after they’d married.

			Hey, Lyssa failed you too by packing her bags and leaving without trying to find out what was going on with you.

			‘If you’re working with these people I presume you live in Nelson.’ He hadn’t tried to keep up to date with her life during the years since their marriage fell apart. No point. They’d rushed into marriage and fallen out just as fast. Cracks had formed in their relationship with him working long hours and Alyssa going out with her mates a lot, though nothing serious to raise concerns she mightn’t be happy with him.

			Soon after she’d gone he’d learned the truth about the other immoral thing his father had done. Make that what his father had tried to do, but, Alyssa being Alyssa, she’d thrown the offer of money if she refused to marry his son back in the old man’s face. He’d been furious with his old man. So much for being close all his life, and being teased for being so alike in many ways. He hadn’t had a clue who his father was. Learning what he did made him fear Alyssa would think he was capable of the same hideous things his father had done.

			Lyssa had loved him. Yeah, and she’d left anyway without mentioning what his father had done before they married, breaking his heart along the way.

			Add in the secret about his brother that his parents had kept from him, and his life had turned upside down and inside out, leaving him uncertain of who he was and what to do about the future. He felt as though he’d lived a lie all his life and needed Alyssa to love him unconditionally.

			Except he’d been opening a Pandora’s box of ugly truths and painful emotions he was struggling to cope with and did not want to share. He’d been the strong one in the relationship, supporting Lyssa with insecurities brought on by her past, and he hadn’t wanted her thinking he wasn’t as tough as she’d believed. So he’d hidden behind his work, using it as an excuse for not being at home with Lyssa as often as he should’ve been. If only he’d overcome that fear and kept the lines of communication open, things might’ve turned out differently. Crunch time had come when he’d forgotten her birthday and while she’d packed her bags she’d yelled at him that he was selfish and didn’t care about her.

			Which couldn’t be further from the truth. He had loved her but apparently not enough. He’d lost focus on his wife and their marriage while spending too much time brooding about his stuffed-up family and what they’d done to him and Jamie. He hadn’t deserved her. Or, more bluntly, she deserved a hell of a lot better. But it’d still hurt when they split. He’d needed her support even when he hadn’t told her about his father’s duplicity. She had been quick to leave when life hadn’t been all fun and laughter. He sighed. Unfortunately there was no undoing the past.

			‘I’m the charge nurse of the main hospital’s cardiac ward.’ Pride spilled out of her. She’d always had ambitions to be the best at what she did, and now it seemed she’d achieved at least one of those. No surprise there. He looked closer. She appeared so much more confident than the woman he’d married. The haunted look in her eyes had gone, those shapely shoulders were upright, not drooping, her spine was straight. Interesting.

			‘Here’s your drink, Miss Cook.’ Pepe held out a glass of champagne.

			Leighton winced. Miss Cook. She’d dropped his surname. That shouldn’t hurt, but for some unfathomable reason it did. He’d think about it later. Along with what he had to tell her about Jamie, because no way could he ask his brother to keep quiet when he had his own issues with their father. It would be impossible anyway. Some time in the next few days someone would mention them being brothers. It was time to put it out there without explaining why he hadn’t told her four years ago. He wasn’t going to give her all the details, just the basics.

			‘Thank you, Pepe.’ Lyssa took the glass in a shaky hand. Turning back to Leighton, she frowned. ‘So you’re here for Jamie’s wedding?’

			‘I’ll be at the wedding, yes.’ He wouldn’t say he was the groomsman in case she already knew that was the role of Jamie’s brother. A memory struck. Jamie saying, ‘There’s a nurse coming to the wedding on her own. You two will hit it off perfectly. She’s just your type.’

			Great. He ground his teeth in frustration. That nurse had to be this one, his ex. He just knew it. He needed to talk to Jamie fast, and then Lyssa first thing in the morning. He was putting off the inevitable, but it was late and she looked shattered. She didn’t do empathetic when she was overtired. Or she didn’t used to. Nor had she stood so straight before. Something to be aware of. She’d changed and he had no idea who she was any more. They’d both have grown up a bit, having been quite young when they married.

			‘Alyssa, you finally made it.’ Jamie joined them.

			‘It’s been the day from hell but I’m here and all’s good.’ She gave his brother a brief hug. ‘Where’re the girls?’

			‘Collette’s hit the sack. Says she needs her beauty sleep to look good for the wedding, though why she thinks that when she’s beautiful I don’t know. Some of the others are on the party bus that goes to various bars in town every night. They can’t be far away.’ Jamie was looking at him with a grin.

			Leighton shook his head. It was not happening. ‘Got a minute before I head home?’

			Jamie frowned. ‘I guess. Alyssa, those of us in the bar are about to head to our rooms but if you want company while you down that drink I’ll be with you after I’ve heard whatever Leighton’s got on his mind.’

			At least he hadn’t said ‘my brother’, Leighton thought with relief.

			‘Home?’ Alyssa asked. She was quick. Again, no surprise.

			‘I’ll be over with the others.’ Jamie stepped away.

			Leighton wasn’t sure whether to be pleased or not. ‘I’ve been here for five months working as a locum at one of the general practices.’ She wouldn’t know he’d left the medical centre he’d joined when they were together, and opted to work as a locum in general practices up and down New Zealand. There were lots of things she wouldn’t know, and no doubt wouldn’t want to. For her, finished had meant exactly that. It had for him too, though there’d been plenty of days he’d struggled to believe it because she’d always wanted so much of him. When he hadn’t been trying to deny it, he’d missed her so much it hurt. Now the past had come back to bite him on the backside and he had to talk to her sooner rather than later. Maybe he should dive into it tonight, get it out of the way.

			Alyssa’s eyes had widened. ‘You didn’t keep the partnership in Remuera Medical Centre?’

			‘No. I’m working all over the place and enjoying it.’

			Her smile was disarming. ‘Go you.’

			A fraction of the tension eased. ‘It was a good decision.’ He didn’t have to get to know people too well and learn later he’d got them wrong.

			A racket of laughter and music drowned out her reply.

			‘That’s the party bus pulling in,’ he said. The rest of the wedding party returning gave him the excuse he needed to escape. Now that his ex-wife had turned up he wasn’t in the mood to sit around casually chatting. He’d be constantly on alert for anything Lyssa said. Alyssa, not Lyssa. That was in the past along with everything else.

			Except technically they were still married as neither of them had filed for divorce. A kernel of hope for the future he’d deny if anyone asked kept him from finalising it. Why Lyssa hadn’t done something the moment the two years required before a divorce could go through were up was beyond him. It had to be because she was busy and didn’t need it, not because she was waiting around for a second shot at them getting together. Presumably she hadn’t met someone else she wanted to marry. Hope rose, then disappeared. What was he thinking? They were finished. Over. But—she was beautiful and filled him with happy memories. There were plenty of those as well as the others.

			‘I was meant to be on that bus with the others,’ she said. ‘Never mind. We can party now.’ Then she yawned and grimaced. ‘Maybe not so much. It’s been quite the day. With a double shift beforehand.’

			The urge to wrap her in his arms was so strong he spun around and charged back to where he’d left his beer at the table Jamie was sitting at. He was not touching her. No hugs. No idle chit-chat. Nothing. They were long done for. She hadn’t stayed around to support him when he needed it. Now he wanted to hug her? Get real, man. She should’ve known him well enough to understand something was wrong and that he needed her. He’d loved her, but had he really known her? Do it again and he’d lose his mind. She’d only let him down again and there was no way he’d manage the pain of that.

			His gut cramped. So much for being over her. Of course he was. It was the shock at seeing her walk in catching up. Strange how he still felt that instant attraction to her after all that had gone down between them when they broke up. She’d stolen his heart the moment he’d set eyes on her five and a half years ago, sitting on a stool in the cafeteria, talking and laughing with other trainee nurses as though she hadn’t a worry in the world. Which was untrue, as he’d come to find out over the next few months as they’d got to know each other. She had a lot of insecurities after losing her mother while still at school. There’d never been much money to go round and Lyssa had struggled financially. Naturally he’d helped out when they’d got together and she’d been studying to become a nurse.

			Aren’t you forgetting something?

			Forgetting how at first she had tried to find out what his problem was and support him, but he wouldn’t tell her what was going on, wouldn’t share his pain and refused to let her in, no doubt making her feel worthless. He’d grappled with what he’d learned about his father and that had devastated him further. He’d told her he couldn’t take any more. What he should’ve said was that he’d learned his parents weren’t the people he’d believed them to be. But he was still trying to come to terms with that. The man he’d done so much with as a child and enjoyed fishing and hiking with in his teens was an out and out bastard.

			Alyssa had never asked for a share of their matrimonial property when he’d sold it, or any of the possessions, all of which he’d bought because she hadn’t had a dollar to her name. His family were wealthy, and he earned a good income that he’d happily shared with her. When he’d tried to deposit her share of the property finance into her bank account he’d learned she’d closed it. He mightn’t love Alyssa now, but he certainly admired her for her fairness.

			The beer suddenly tasted sour. Of course he hadn’t forgotten any of what went down back then. Nor had he forgotten how much it had hurt when she left. He’d loved her with all he had, and still kept her at arm’s length.

			‘So you already know Alyssa?’ Jamie asked when he joined him.

			‘She’s my ex-wife.’

			Jamie stared at him. ‘Hell. I knew you were married when we met but as I returned to the UK shortly after I never met your wife. Nor have you ever talked about her.’ Now he was looking thoughtful. ‘Wish I’d known.’

			‘What does it matter?’ They still struggled talking to one another about anything that had gone on in their lives before they’d learned the other existed. Opening up about his family life when Jamie had missed out on knowing his father was difficult because he had been so happy growing up. It was just as difficult to talk about Alyssa.

			Jamie crossed his legs, uncrossed them again, picked up his empty glass. ‘Unfortunately there’ll be no avoiding each other at the various evening events leading up to the wedding. We haven’t got such a huge crowd of guests for you to hide amongst,’ he added.

			‘Don’t worry, we’ll cope. We’re adults.’

			‘What were the odds?’ Jamie shook his head. ‘I did think you two would get on great, but I’m a few years too late.’

			‘Ironic, huh?’ Sadness filled him. He had loved Alyssa so much. Just seeing her brought back a load of memories and until those final months they were all good ones. Better than good. Wonderful. Sexy and caring. Sharing and fun. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ he said. ‘I need to hit the sack.’ He needed fresh air and quiet time to think about what Lyssa’s appearance meant. ‘I’ve got an early start tomorrow.’

			Early in the Cook Islands meant any time after a late breakfast, though he was usually at the medical centre by eight. Mainly because there was nowhere else he had to be, or anyone to be with. Now he sounded sorry for himself. Better keep a straight face though. He couldn’t have Alyssa seeing he wasn’t totally engaged in the life he’d worked so hard to achieve. Bet she was wondering why he’d sold out of the medical practice he’d busted his gut to get into.

			‘We’re meeting at the wharf at eleven,’ Jamie reminded him.

			Not that he needed it. The guys’ fishing trip would be fun. He’d been out fishing once since arriving here and thoroughly enjoyed the experience. It was great how most of this week one of the other doctors was covering for him so he could spend time with Jamie. It had been perfect and then Lyssa had walked through the door. Now he was hurting when he had no reason to. So much for being over her. But he was. Wasn’t he? Better be. He wasn’t going through that pain again.

			‘See you at the wedding,’ Lyssa said as he walked past her.

			His head spun. She had no idea. ‘I guess so.’ There’d be no getting away from her over the coming days. Tomorrow the women were going out to the reef in a glass-bottomed boat while the men were fishing, but there was a barbecue arranged for everyone here at the resort, hopefully with the chef cooking any fish the guys caught.

			‘Leighton.’ She had followed him.

			He paused, needing to know what she might say, yet wishing she weren’t here. After all this time the fear of rejection still nagged.

			‘You’re looking good. I’m glad you’re happy with your work choice.’ Then she walked away, leaving him startled and with too much to think about. Which he didn’t need right now, or ever.

			Yet he couldn’t take his eyes off her as she strode out of the bar, head high, shoulders tight, and that sassy ass as curvy as ever, and making his body tight. Then she was gone, and he could inhale some air. Alyssa had come back into his world. However temporarily, it was going to be awkward. Might be interesting. No doubt about it. She’d changed. The new confidence suited her and made him want to learn more about who she’d become.

			A man appeared in front of him. ‘Dr Leighton, can you come? A lady fell off the bus and is bleeding.’

			‘Sure, Amiri.’ Nothing like a bit of medicine to distract the mind. ‘Is this woman a guest at the resort?’ Hopefully not one of the wedding party. Thankfully Collette had opted to stay in for the night.

			‘No, she’s not,’ Amiri said as they headed outside. ‘Here’s the doctor. Let him through.’

			Leighton reached the woman sprawled over the tarmac and winced. Alyssa was ahead of him, already dropping to her knees and taking a wad of tissues from someone to press onto what must be a head wound causing the bleeding. ‘How bad?’

			Alyssa’s eyes widened, but all she said was, ‘The bone’s exposed.’

			Crouching down, he tapped the woman’s shoulder. ‘Hello, I’m Leighton, a doctor. Can you tell me what happened?’

			‘I was pushed off the step by someone trying to get back on the bus after realising he was at the wrong hotel.’

			‘What’s your name?’ Alyssa asked.

			‘Michelle.’ The woman blinked, looking confused.

			A man crouched down beside them. ‘She’s Michelle Hopkins. We’re staying at the family resort near the airport. She’s my sister,’ he added softly. ‘I’m Andrew.’

			Concussion was top of the list for injuries given she’d slammed her head onto something hard resulting in the injury. ‘I’m going to do a quick look over her before driving her to the medical centre where I can fix her up.’

			Alyssa shot him a startled look. ‘No ambulance? She’s not going to the hospital?’

			‘Things are done a little differently here.’ He wasn’t explaining the health system in front of the crowd of onlookers, but sometimes seeing a patient who was a visitor to the island in the medical centre saved hassles with insurance and the airline if the patient needed to return home in a hurry. Unless they were in a serious way, that was.

			‘I need some more tissues or paper towels.’ Alyssa looked around and her eyes lit up. ‘Pepe, can you get me some?’

			‘I’ll be right back.’

			‘Is she going to be all right?’ the brother asked. ‘Wouldn’t she be better going to the hospital?’

			‘I work at the local medical centre and we have all the equipment necessary to look after her.’ As up to date as any in the hospital anyway. ‘Your ankle’s twisted, Michelle.’

			‘Leighton,’ Alyssa said quietly. ‘Her ear?’

			It was torn away from the side of Michelle’s face where more bleeding was going on. ‘Are you on any medications?’

			‘Blood thinners,’ Andrew answered for his sister.

			That made perfect sense. It was going to take more than tissues to slow the bleeding. ‘You’ll need to stop taking them for the next two days so that the wound can start healing.’

			‘Is it safe to do that?’ Michelle asked. Her thinking seemed to be getting clearer.

			‘Yes. It’s no different than if you were to have surgery. The doctors would get you to stop taking the thinners to prevent haemorrhaging. Right, let’s get moving. Alyssa, are you okay here while I get my car?’ At least he’d called her Alyssa. Surprising when one look at her evoked so many Lyssa memories.

			‘Of course.’

			Silly question, but he was being practical, not denigrating her medical abilities. ‘I’ll be right back.’

			Their patient pushed up onto her elbows. ‘Let me go. I want to get back on the bus.’

			Alyssa gently pressed her down. ‘I wouldn’t recommend it. You’ve got a serious cut on your head that needs stitching.’

			‘You can’t stop me going on the bus.’

			Andrew leaned in. ‘Sis, calm down. The bus is leaving and the driver doesn’t want you on board like this.’

			‘I’ll only be a minute,’ Leighton said to anyone who was listening. His car was parked on the road outside the main entrance.

			‘I’m coming to the centre with you,’ the brother called after him.

			‘No problem.’ It’d be good having another pair of strong hands to lift the woman if she struggled to walk to the car.

			It was also handy having Alyssa around. She was competent and unflappable, which always made things easier with difficult patients.

			Fifteen minutes later they were at the medical centre and Michelle had become very subdued.

			‘Are you all right?’ Alyssa asked her.

			‘Yes.’ She nodded. ‘Feeling stupid though. I’ve had a bit to drink.’

			‘That’s the nature of a party bus.’ Alyssa smiled. ‘Now we have to get you fixed up. Leighton’s got some sewing to do.’

			He nodded. ‘Take her through that door on your left while I get the equipment I need.’

			‘I’ll wait out here,’ Andrew told them. ‘You don’t want another patient on your hands if I faint.’

			‘You’ve done all right so far.’

			‘I wasn’t looking.’

			Lyssa laughed, sending inappropriate ripples of longing down Leighton’s spine. He headed to the equipment room, glad of some space for a moment. Being around Lyssa wasn’t easy, though he couldn’t think of a better nurse to have at his side in this situation.

			You have no idea what she’s like when it comes to nursing.

			He’d never worked with her, but she’d handled Michelle calmly.

			Thirty minutes later the taxi he called drove away with Michelle and Andrew and his phone number, along with a list of instructions about taking care of the wound and ankle and signs of concussion to look out for, and Leighton sighed. ‘I’ll give you a ride back to Seaview, Lyssa.’ Alyssa, not Lyssa, he reminded himself. Old habits.

			‘Thanks. I’ve got a rental car booked but the office was closed when I arrived. I’ll deal with it in the morning.’ She headed outside without waiting for him.

			‘Big day?’ he asked once they were on the road.

			‘Very. At least I’ll be able to sleep in.’ She tipped her head back and closed her eyes. Conversation over.

			He’d go along with that. There wasn’t anything to talk about anyway. Other than his brother. But he wasn’t doing that when she was half asleep. He needed to be sitting down looking at Alyssa with his wits about him when he told her about Jamie. Right now he was more in need of sleep than an argument or trying to explain himself. As if sleep would be possible. His body was firing up on all cylinders with Alyssa this close.
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			Of course, sleep wasn’t an option when he got home. Alyssa’s sudden reappearance in his world wound him up tighter than a coil so he took a mug of tea out onto his deck and sat staring into the distance, hearing the waves crashing on the reef as he fought the picture of his wife now front and foremost in his mind. Thinking about making love to her. How she’d cry out his name as she came. One touch from her light fingers and he’d be gone. Yeah, his body could remember those touches. Her heat. Her body accepting his.

			Jamie had hoped they’d naturally gravitate towards each other because he was into matchmaking and thought everyone should be as happy as he and Collette, but to believe Alyssa would be right for him made Leighton shiver.

			He’d laugh, only it was painful even thinking about her.

			Because unfortunately his brother was right. He and Alyssa had been made for each other, until reality had got in the way.

			Reality as in learning that he had a brother he’d never known about. More reality had come to the fore as he’d found out how his father had paid Jamie’s mother to keep quiet about his role in bringing Jamie into the world. His father had had an affair with his wife’s best friend and Jamie was the result. He’d become the financial provider for Jamie as long as the boy never learned his identity. Jamie’s mother had gone along with the deal because she’d wanted Jamie to have every opportunity possible in life, but she’d left a letter to be given to him on her death that named his father and why she’d sworn to keep his name a secret.

			When he’d found all that out Leighton had been stunned, and hurt. He had a brother he hadn’t known existed. It had explained the state of his parents’ marriage and the sometimes awkward atmosphere between them.

			But it was no excuse for not being open with Alyssa so that she could’ve had the opportunity to support him. He hadn’t made it easy for her to stay. He’d been hoping she’d understand he needed her without being told, which was ridiculous really. By not talking he’d done what he’d most wanted to avoid—become secretive like his parents.

			It was that more than the hurtful things she’d said that had kept him from asking her for a second chance. She hadn’t known his true family. If she’d found out about Jamie and his father’s affair, would she have believed him to be like his father in every respect? He couldn’t face finding out. After she’d gone, the first bombshell about Jamie had been followed by another when he’d learned his father had also treated Alyssa appallingly and he’d been ashamed to be the son of a man who hurt women. Worse, by refusing to talk to her he’d done much the same. He could still see the anguish in her face when she’d packed her belongings and left, accusing him of shutting her out of his life. What cut deep was that she’d been right.

			Now she appeared to have moved on with her career and made new friends along the way. From what he’d observed while helping Michelle she was different: stronger, self-assured, focused. It could be a front to keep him at arm’s length, but he doubted it.

			He’d left the medical centre to take on locum jobs, moving all over the country, unable to settle anywhere for long. His own ambitions had gone down the drain along with his belief in his family. Not only his father’s appalling behaviour but his mother’s acceptance of it had riled him.

			Where had Alyssa been over the past four years? In the beginning he’d heard she moved to Perth, Australia, but after that her whereabouts were unknown to him. There was nothing he could have done for her, other than tell her the truth and he hadn’t been prepared to do that for fear she’d despise him by association with his father.

			But the time had arrived when there was no avoiding the truth, which just made it clear he should’ve got it out of the way right back when it mattered the most, because once Lyssa heard what he had to say she’d be even more glad she’d left him.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			ALYSSA OPENED HER eyes and rolled over to look around the bungalow. Sun streamed in around the edges of the blinds and the temperature was toasty. She’d been so exhausted she couldn’t remember getting into bed last night and had no memory of taking a shower but the damp-looking towel on the rail indicated she had. Not even Leighton running around in her head had kept her awake. Unbelievable because his presence last night had shocked her to pieces.

			Loud knocking on the door grabbed her attention. Was that what woke her?

			Go away. I’m on holiday.

			But she scrambled out of bed and snatched the resort bathrobe off the back of the door because it had to be one of her friends. She tripped. Or Leighton. She so wasn’t ready to see him. Anyway, why would he be here?

			‘About time.’ Collette laughed when she opened the door. ‘We gave up waiting for you to join us for breakfast by the pool, but you can’t sleep the whole day away. We’ve got a boat trip starting in under two hours.’

			‘What’s the time?’

			‘Ten fifteen.’ Collette stepped around her to gaze at the accommodation. ‘I heard you got an upgrade. Well done.’

			‘Is coffee supplied? Or do I need to ring for some?’ Coffee was the only thing that would get her moving. Her body felt like concrete.

			‘It should be here any second.’ Collette’s smile slipped. ‘I’m here before the others gatecrash your peace and quiet because I’ve got a confession to make.’

			A chill touched her warm skin. She had no idea what Collette was talking about but something about her stance suggested she wasn’t going to be happy. ‘Let’s sit on the deck in the sun.’

			‘Here’s the coffee.’ Collette took the mugs Pepe held out. Did he work everywhere, every hour? ‘Thank you.’

			‘Did you sleep well, Alyssa?’ Pepe asked.

			‘I was unconscious all night.’

			‘That’s got to be good in the circumstances,’ Collette murmured as she headed for the deck and Pepe left them alone.

			The first two mouthfuls of coffee went down fast and Alyssa started to come alive. ‘Come on, spill. You look like you’ve swallowed a lemon.’

			‘You’re not going to be pleased with us.’

			Us? ‘You and Jamie?’ The picture was becoming clearer. ‘This is to do with Leighton, isn’t it?’

			‘The thing is we didn’t know you used to be married to him.’

			So Leighton had told Jamie. No surprise. It had to come out some time. ‘Why would you? I didn’t know Leighton and Jamie knew each other, and even if I had I wouldn’t have mentioned him. We’re finished, been separated for years.’ The second man to abandon her, even if she had been the one who’d left.

			She’d never known her father. He did a runner before she was born and apparently died in a boating accident when she was about eight. She’d clung to her mother even more after that. Despite the lack of money everything had been fun if her mother was involved. Except cancer stole her mum away when Alyssa was seventeen, leaving her with a burning desire to become a nurse after caring for her mother over the last months of her life.

			Words poured out of Collette. ‘Jamie’s been up to his old matchmaking tricks. We arranged for you two to sit together at the wedding dinner. He really thought you’d hit it off.’

			She’d have laughed, except it wasn’t funny. ‘He’s a bit late for that.’ More coffee went down her throat. Great. Her ex would be beside her at the wedding. They could be civil to each other. They’d managed with looking after Michelle last night without getting in each other’s face. They’d do it again, and this time there would be lots of laughter and fun going on around them to make it easier. ‘It’s all right. Honestly.’ She’d do her darnedest to make sure it was.

			‘Thanks.’ Collette stared over the pool. ‘You never talk about your past relationships.’

			‘What’s there to say? We were happily married, then it went belly up and I’m running solo.’

			‘You don’t think you’ll try again?’

			‘With Leighton? No, I won’t.’ Once hurt was more than enough.

			‘There are other good men out there.’

			‘Alyssa?’ Leighton stood with a woman beside the deck. ‘Kara’s from the car rental company. Can she come through?’

			‘Of course.’ The coffee regurgitated in her stomach. What was he doing here?

			‘I brought coffee but I see Collette beat me to it.’ Worry filled Leighton’s eyes as he glanced at her friend. Wondering what Lyssa’s reaction was to learning they had to share a table?

			‘Think I need to get dressed.’ A shower would have to wait. ‘I’ll be quick.’ Alyssa headed inside without waiting for anyone’s comment. So much for a slow get-up on the first morning of her holiday. There was a crowd out there. One person in particular was very attractive and disconcerting.

			Damn you, Leighton. We’re long finished. I shouldn’t feel anything for you.

			When she returned outside, Kara held out a set of keys. ‘Hello, Alyssa. I’m sorry we were closed when you arrived last night, but Dr Leighton told us you’re staying here. Your car’s now parked outside the resort.’ The young woman looked uncomfortable. ‘I just need to get you to sign some paperwork and show me your licence.’

			Leighton organised this? Why? They weren’t a couple, not even friends. ‘That’s kind of you to bring the car here. I could’ve gone in and got it. Please don’t worry about last night. It was probably better I wasn’t driving anyway. I was very tired.’

			‘Thank you.’ Kara smiled softly.

			Leighton looked relieved. Did he think she’d give Kara a telling off for not waiting for her to arrive? If so, he didn’t know her very well. Then again, he’d probably forgotten more about her than he remembered. If only she could do the same, but it seemed there were a lot of things she was suddenly remembering. Like how a kiss could turn her into jelly. Or the way he’d generously make sure she always had enough money in her account not to have to go without anything, because sharing was his nature. The times he’d helped her with her study leading up to the nursing finals. His hands on her hips as he pulled her over him to make love.

			Her body slumped. He had been perfect. Until it all went wrong. She reached for the paperwork. Time to stop thinking about the past. She no longer needed propping up on the difficult days. Having grown a backbone, she did that all by herself. Having to totally rely on herself for decisions about everyday things had strengthened her resilience big time.

			Ten minutes later she’d signed the rental papers and was looking over the yellow sporty-looking car with its top down. Swinging the keys in her fingers, she grinned. ‘Awesome. I’ll take it for a spin shortly.’ The air blowing through her messy hair and over her face would clear the cobwebs from her mind. And the heat brought on by Leighton from her body.

			Collette appeared beside her. ‘Don’t go without me. I’ll be by the pool with the others. They’ll want to come too.’

			‘Let’s go now.’ So much for thinking they’d have a chinwag.

			‘Leighton’s waiting to talk to you.’ Collette looked everywhere but at her.

			Dread filled her. ‘What’s going on?’

			‘Nothing. I’ll see you later if we don’t have time for a car ride. We’re meeting out here at midday for the van that’s picking us up to go along to Muri for the boat trip.’ Her friend headed into the resort’s main building at a fast clip.

			The dread increased as she returned to the bungalow. ‘Leighton, why are you here?’ she demanded the moment she stepped onto the deck. ‘I need a shower and then want to take the car for a spin before going out with the girls.’ Being sidetracked by Leighton’s good looks and gorgeous eyes wasn’t an excuse for sitting around. ‘I don’t have time to chew things over with you.’ They didn’t have anything to talk about. They were history.

			Then she recalled the look on Collette’s face and knew she was wrong. ‘What’s going on?’

			‘Here’s another coffee if you want it.’ He handed her the paper cup he’d brought with him and went to stand by the railing, staring out over the beach beyond the pool area.

			He was so still and quiet, she was puzzled. And worried. This was nothing like the man she’d known, who was always under control, taking charge. He looked uncertain. Definitely not her Leighton. Worry bells began ringing. What had happened? Did he need her support about something? Could she give it to him after what went down years ago? Yes, absolutely. There was no way she wouldn’t. No matter what they’d said to each other back then, she still cared enough to want to be there for him if needed. He was the only man she’d ever loved. There’d always be a place in her heart for him, no matter how awful their break-up was. She sank onto a chair, not taking her eyes off him for a moment. ‘Leighton?’

			He turned to face her. ‘Jamie’s my brother.’

			That wasn’t a problem between her and Leighton that needed sorting. Phew. Then what he’d said hit her. ‘Jamie and you are brothers? But—’ She stopped before she said something inept and stupid. There hadn’t been a brother in sight when she knew him. There had to be more to this. ‘Go on.’

			He drank some coffee and stared at the deck between them. Then he crossed to sit beside her. ‘We’re half-brothers. My father had an affair with my mother’s best friend and Jamie’s the result. I never knew until Jamie turned up on our doorstep.’

			The coffee was warm on her tongue, but what Leighton said made her blood boil. She’d loathed John Harrison for how he’d treated her, he’d never felt she was good enough for Leighton or their family, but this was far worse. For Leighton and Jamie. ‘What happened for Jamie to come and tell you?’

			‘His mother died. That’s when he learned who his father was, and, after some research, found me. He came from the UK where he was specialising to tell me the sordid details, even brought DNA results as proof. All those years as kids that we missed out on.’ Leighton drained his cup before turning to her with such despair in his eyes that the urge to hug him swamped her.

			She held her cup tight in both hands. She was not hugging Leighton. She’d never let him go. Not a good idea. ‘Continue.’

			Drawing a deep breath, he rushed on. ‘You were at work the day he turned up at home. It was a deliberate move as he didn’t want anyone else to know until he’d talked to me. I think he was afraid I’d send him packing, and if you were there you might have stood up for me and undermined everything he had to say.’

			Quite likely. She wouldn’t have accepted the news without digging into the proof first. ‘You never mentioned any of this.’

			‘No. I am so very sorry I didn’t.’

			The
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