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Could he slay all her dragons?

After years of watching her mother's gullible hehrve her from one
man to the next, Laurel had decided to marry, énsgle reasons.
She didn't believe in fairy tales, knights in shopiarmor and happy
endings.

Still, she discovered a champion the night herciabroke their

engagement. She was grateful when her stepbrotRegece,

announced to the party of well-wishers, "Laurel fesdized she can't
marry Giles, because she loves me."

In private, however, Reece became a threat. "lokihg for love.
You're avoiding it," he accused - as if he'd siglaehbtagon, after all.



CHAPTER ONE

LAUREL placed the last paperback book on the displayrbetefully
draping the glittering length of silver and greers¢l so that it didn't
obscure the front cover of the new blockbustehefreigning king of
adventure stories. How could you make a bookstarglaw look
Christmassy anyway? She had tried several weekgoagive the
window some of the festive appearance of the atheps along the
street, but she had to admit it hadn't been vecgessful, a few
strategically sprayed bursts of artificial snow—ttieas going to be
hell to get off when the time came!—a few decoratiand sprigs of
holly, did not make a Christmas display. Luckilyole sold this time
of year without that added incentive, and this yedhpaperback
would quickly be sold out before Christmas.

She sat back to admire the display, the personlisigion the other
side of the glass catching her gaze. Catching bee® Polly, her
assistant, was leaping up and down in an effontytand attract her
attention!

Laurel frowned at her as Polly kept talking andfigally pointing,
colour entering her cheeks as she saw they weactitiy quite a
crowd by their antics. She gave an embarrassed simuotioning to
Polly to come inside and explain to her. She waptample to look in
the window, but not at her!

She crawled backwards on her hands and knees sntak door at
the back of the window, ignoring the people wht gawked at her
as she tried to manoeuvre out of the small spaeehsld left for
herself when she arranged the displays.

‘Laurel, your brother is here to see you," Pollg teer breathlessly.

She narrowly avoided the display of hardbacks atlick of the
window, cursing the publishing company for thisldistribution of



the paperback that had necessitated her distuthmgvindow. ‘It
can't be my brother,' she dismissed curtly asalhé&te floor beneath
her foot, easing down on to its firmness with asgeof relief, closing
the door behind her, feeling hot and bothered asssiaightened the
black skirt she wore, brushing off the thick madktine fluff from the
lemon window bedding she had been kneeling on.

‘Laurel, hesayshe's your brother," her assistant insisted ae litt
desperately.

‘And | told you—Oh!" She broke off abruptly as sta@v her 'brother’
standing beside the flushed-faced Polly. She shbale known it
washim!

'Steady,' Reece put out strong hands to grasphoedders as she
swayed precariously, slightly dizzy from her ex@ms in the window.
'‘Here,' he neatly plucked a piece of green tineghther blonde hair
and held it out to her.

Laurel snatched it from his hand, at last knowihg teason for

Polly's antics outside the window; obviously theigg girl had been

trying to tell her about the tinsel in her haire&ge,-' she greeted
tightly, blue eyes flashing as she turned to herstant. 'Shouldn't

one of us be seeing to the customers?' she saitepbyi.

Polly looked more flushed than ever, hastily makweg excuses.
Laurel turned angrily back to Reece. 'Why are yarefl' she
demanded icily. 'As you can see, I'm very busyg¢ sdded
impatiently.

He nodded, looking around the crowded shop. 'Bssit@ks brisk.'

'It is,' she acknowledged tersely. 'So | really 'tlbave any time to
waste . ..?'



‘We can't talk here --'
Her gaze sharpened. 'ls it Amanda?’

'‘Would you really care?' Reece drawled derisively. 'Whes the
last time you saw your mother? Two months ago, wath He
arched a dark brow.

Her mouth tightened. 'l don't believe my relatidpshkith Amanda is
any of your business,' she told him coldly.

'Or lack of it,’ he mocked, his firmly chiselled otb twisting
scornfully. 'But, Laurel, | am your brother.’

'You --'

'‘Could we get out of here?' His terse request stdveehad tired of
the game, scowling as a customer pushed past himeroway to the
till. 'l don't want to discuss personal family mess in this crowd. It's
almost one-thirty, don't you have a lunch-break iognup?'

She gave him a contemptuous look. 'It's only a vie€kristmas, our
busiest time of the yeano onein a shop takes lunch-breaks," sh
derided. 'Not if they want to take the money.'

‘And is that so important to you?' His golden- brayes narrowed.

She gave a harsh laugh.bankerasks me that? Without monggu
wouldn't be in business.’

'‘But the making of it isn't more important to manhmy family,' he
told her hardly. 'And whether you like it or notwyare part of that
family.'

Laurel stiffened. 'l don't have a family,' she dssed harshly. 'Now
if you'll excuse me,' she frowned worriedly as fPdiegan to look



very harassed as she continued to take money &tlthlereally do
have to get back to work.'

Reece grasped her arm as she would have walked fasrayhim
without a second glance. 'Anddally have to talk to you,' he bit out.
'I'l come back once you're closed this evening.'

It was a statement, not a request, and with atdigsted shrug Laurel
walked away to take over from Polly. By the time $tad the chance
to glance up again Reece had gone.

Why had he come? She could easily have found ttaif she had
given him a few minutes of her time. But she hai@ttinclined to do
that. Reece was a man who told people to jJumptaddt even take
the time to see if they did so; he knew that theyhd! But this was
her shop, her living, and she didn't ‘jump’ for @ms.

'See you later tonight,' Polly came into the officesay good night
once the shop had closed for the day, Laurel gitiirher desk doing
the books, the other woman lingering in the doorway

And Laurel knew why she was lingering. The yourggeman had
been giving her curious looks all afternoon, obsgigwvaiting for an
explanation about Reece's claim of being her brotheurel hadn't
given her one, and she didn't give her one noveeith

'Fine,' she gave a bright smile. 'About eight.'
‘Yes,' Polly confirmed absently. 'Er --'

'I'd better get finished here if | want to be readytime,’ Laurel cut in
firmly. 'l have to go home and take a shower befget ready for the

party.'

Polly nodded, her disappointment showing in hepda®wn eyes.
'See you later, then.'



Laurel was vaguely aware of the bell on the daaging as the other
woman let herself out, a smile curving her lipshs thought of the
dress she was going to wear that evening. It'sl+dytae colour
deepened her eyes, made her short blonde hairlikelgold, the
straightness of the gown's style emphasising heallsoptilted
breasts, narrow waist and hips. At only five feeheight she had
always considered her figure too Slender to béyraduring, but the
silky dress showed what curves she did have tordadga. There
wasn't a lot she could do to enhance her gamimurest her face
dominated by big blue eyes, her nose short anditstignub, her
mouth curving, her chin small and pointed. But dness definitely
made her look sexy. Giles was going to love it!

‘Very seasonal.’

She turned sharply to the door at the sound ofrttatking drawl,
frowning at Reece as he leant against the door-fratasv did you
get in?' she snapped.

He shrugged, strolling into the room. 'Your assistat me in on her
way out.'

Laurel bristled resentfully, as she always did abthis man. 'I'm
glad you approve of the decorations we have umeéenshop,' she
answered his opening comment.

He picked up a book on French artists from her desk began to
flick through it. 'l wasn't referring to the decboas, | was talking
about the way you were smiling gleefully as yourded the money
you had made today.' He paused at one of the paghs book. 'l
prefer my women a little slimmer than this, but shgainly is a sexy
lady.'

Laurel snatched the book out of his hands, lookioggn at the page
he had lingered over; the black-eyed gypsy-lookingnao stood



naked in front of a mirror, her well-endowed bodijyfwpstanding.
‘This has been put by for a customer," she explaisepresence on
her desk, closing the book with a firm snap.

‘Your Scrooge act is getting even more realidegce mocked as he
sat on the side of her desk, still wearing the dardiness suit of this
afternoon.

‘You have nothing to worry about,' Laurel scori¥adu aren't in the
least like kind, affable Bob Cratchit. And | wasibng just now
because | was thinking about my party tonight, thet money I've
taken today.'

'‘Ah yes, the party,' Reece sobered. 'That's wivanted to talk to you
about.’

Laurel stiffened warily. "You weren't invited.'

'‘No,' he acknowledged raspingly. 'But Amanda andfaiyer were.
Eventually.'

Her head went back challengingly at the rebuke s@#msed in his
words. 'Yes?'

‘To your engagement party.' His eyes were narroWeda man they
haven't even met.'

'I'm over the age of consent,' she snapped.

‘Well over," he agreed harshly. 'But all the sameuld have thought
courtesy would have meant you gave your own madhgatle more
notice of your engagement than this morning!'

She became flushed at the condemnation, still amgabiecause he
had implied that she was old at only twenty-sipdeéht the invitation



four days ago,’ she bit out. 'l can't be held rasfibe for the
Christmas post delaying its arrival.'

'Four days," Reece repeated icily. 'And how longehgou been
planning the party?’

‘A couple of months. But --'

'‘And when did the other invitations go out?' hesggted harshly.
'Six weeks ago. But, Reece, | don't think any «f th——

'‘And when did Gilbraith's family receive their itations?'

‘They didn't,’ she was able to tell him with satttion. 'All of Giles's
family live in Scotland, and will be coming downrfthe wedding
next summer. Which was the reason Giles and | dddilinvite only
friends to our engagement party. But then --'

‘Then you were belatedly attacked by feelings akt,§iReece said
with disgust. 'And at the last minute decided tata your mother
after all.'

'l didn't feel in the least guilty,' Laurel denibdatedly. 'lt must be
obvious by now that my mother and | lead our owompgletely
different, lives. Giles and | just decided it midgbk a little odd if my
mother weren't there when everyone knows she ilivesndon, too.'

'‘God, I'm glad Amanda doesn't realise she was oniyed so that
you and your fiance shouldn't be asked any emlmangsguestions!
Anger made his eyes gleam more golden than brdhe's really
excited about the invitation, thinks that the tiftat has grown
between the two of you is finally to be mended."

He was even more handsome than usual when blazamggy, his
eyes like molten gold, his harsh features takinghensharpness of a



hawk; a long straight nose, high cheekbones, a firouth, and a
square determined chin. But his anger didn't ombwsin his face, his
six foot plus frame was tense with anger too, thisctes in his chest
and arms rigid. And with his dark, almost blackpitstyled hair he
looked as fierce as the devil himself.

But he didn't frighten Laurel, very little did angme. 'The
relationship between Amanda and me is the santsdseen for the
last fifteen years; tense.'

'Since she divorced your father. Divorce is alwagsgh on the
children involved, Laurel,’ he accepted gently.t'Budoubt they
would be any happier holding together two people wiould rather
be apart.'

'‘And what would you know about it?' she scornedufyparents were
happy together, your father was devastated whenrother died.’

‘Yes, he was,' he watched her with narrowed eyesl how he's
found happiness again with Amanda.'

'It won't last,' she scorned. 'It never does.' &imer mother's divorce
from her father there had been another marriage ramderous
relationships; Amanda had found happiness in ndrikem. There
was no reason to suppose this latest marriage ¢oeRefather, not
quite a year in duration, would be any differentitem.

'It doesn't seem to have soured you to the idesaofiage,' Reece bit
out.

Not marriage, perhaps, but to the idea of childyas. She never
intended to have any.

Her mother had married John Matthews twenty-sevesrsy ago,
Laurel born only a year later. And for eleven yesdrs had been at the
centre of that family, had adored her father. Amehthad come her



parents' divorce, her mother the one to tell hat the two of them
had talked and decided Laurel should be left inrhether's care.
From being a happy, well-adjusted child she hadlsnly been alone
with Amanda, occasionally going to stay at herdathflat. But it was
never the same, a strain between them now thatdnael been there
before. Then her father had been transferred tori&méy his firm,

and even her occasional visits to him had stoppadrel had hated
her father as much for that as she blamed her mfithéhe divorce.

Maybe if Dan hadn't been taken from her, too, slg hmave been
able to cope with the trauma, but he had gonepbkadme a stranger
to her, no longer her adored Dan. He had visitedéeeral years ago
on his holiday from the oil rig he was working antlae time, but
Laurel was sure the relief when the visit endedideh mutual. They
stil sent each other birthday and Christmas carost the
spontaneous affection they had known was gone.

Giles respected her decision not to have childdes't want any
himself, the two of them agreeing they didn't néleelm in their
marriage. She doubted she would have agreed toyrharr if he
hadn't felt that way.

*You know nothing of my engagement or what reaipened in the
past,’ she told Reece coldly. 'So please don't Hav@arrogance to
assume you know anything about me.’

'‘But | know quite a lot about you," he said softAmanda is very
proud of you.'

'‘Amanda doesn't really know me, either,' she srmppe
‘She would like to.'

Laurel sighed. 'This isn't some old black-and- white, and I'm too
old for the happy ending. Amanda and | grew apesry ago, and |
prefer it that way,' she added hardly.



'Scrooge is coming back,' he gently mocked. 'Dgmt know that
Christmas is the time for forgiving and making up?'

'Reece, what's your purpose for coming here?' skedawearily. 'l
can't believe you just wanted to reprimand me fot sending
Amanda her invitation earlier.'

'‘No,' he straightened. 'My father is in New Yottkette's no way he
can get back in time for your party tonight. I'feeced to accompany
Amanda in his place, but | wanted to make surewere agreeable to
the idea first.' He watched her with narrowed dayés. Devil's eyes,
one minute dark and brooding, the next shining dj&kel.

'l wouldn't have caused a scene, Reece, if thate ywou thought.'
Her mouth twisted derisively. 'When | was a chilshdver knew
which "uncle" would be at my birthday party!

His mouth thinned disapprovingly. 'If you're hopit shock me,
Laurel,’ he rasped, 'l wouldn't even bother to Asnanda has been
perfectly frank with us about her past relationstip

'‘And you and your father have forgiven her," sherrsed bitterly.
'‘Having lived through it all | don't feel the sagenerosity!

‘You're a woman yourself now, Laurel," he spokelgofCan't you
see how anyone could have made the mistakes yainemadid?"

'‘Anyone as selfish as Amanda, yes,' she acknowiedmpddly.
'‘Anyone who didn't mind taking their happinessta expense of
innocent children!" There were two bright red spaftgolour in her
cheeks.

Reece looked at her silently for several minutes, then he gave a
slight shake of his head. 'Does Gilbraith know heesrying a block
of ice?' he finally asked contemptuously.



She met his gaze defiantly. 'Giles knows exacthatwie's getting
when he marries me!'

‘Your mother said you always used to feel so passaty about
things, that you were a very intense little gidé sounded as if he
couldn't believe that description had ever fitted. h

'‘Everything | felt intensely about she took awaynfrme.' Fire made
her eyes glitter angrily. 'After she divorced myhier we moved so
many times that even my toys got left behind mdsthe time.
Amanda said there wasn't room for them." She remesabthe hurt
of often finding, after the latest move, that salenore of her
treasured toys had disappeared. In the end it Bednle so that she
stopped becoming attached to anything.

‘Do you have any idea how hard things were forafier the divorce
from your father?' Reece asked impatiently. 'ltmtasasy for her --'

'I'm sure that whatever Amanda has told you abdmttttme sounded
convincing,' Laurel cut in dismissively. '‘But | wdgere, and know
what happened.’ She glanced down at the plain watdh on her
slender wrist. 'By all means bring Amanda to theyptonight,' she
told him impatiently. 'She looks young enough to \jmeur wife

anyway!'

'‘She should, she's only twelve years older than' me;rasped
reprovingly.

'‘And instead of looking the forty-nine that shehs $00ks at least ten
years younger!

'‘Don't tell me you resent her because of that,'tRe@ce scorned. 'ls
that why you haven't introduced Gilbraith to yousthrer, because he
might have found her the more attractive of the ofvgou?'

‘Why, you --'



'‘Swine? Bastard?' Reece easily caught her arnr&shd arced up to
make contact with one lean cheek, using that holgull her up

against the rigid hardness of his body. 'You cawshire when you

want to, can't you?' he grated as he looked intdureus face. 'ls

that the only fire you have, | wonder?' he muselisa$iead lowered
to hers.

Laurel was too stunned by the action to stop higtmolaiming hers.
She was going to be an engaged woman in a few hthag both
knew it, and yet Reece held nothing back from trss,khis lips
moving gently over hers, temptingly, eroticallyaatgst her soft flesh,
enticing her to respond as he sucked her bottonfullp into his

mouth.

She was shaking in reaction, leaning heavily into, laware of the
hard thud of his heart beneath her hand, the henglen his thighs as
he stirred in arousal. She moved up into him, ipardlinging to his
now, his tongue moving gently along them but nattweng into the
moist cavern beneath.

‘Show me you want me, Laurel,’ he urged raggedtylips on her
throat now.

The mad trembling stopped as she looked up inte&El@rrington's
face. This wasn't Giles, the man she was going doryn'You're
wrong," she pushed away from him. 'l don't want.you

He released her slowly, the gold in his eyes jastlawly changing
back to a dark brooding brown. 'Are you sure alibat?' he asked
huskily. 'Maybe you should think again before comtimy yourself

to an engagement.’

Her mouth twisted, fully in control of her emotiomsw. 'l don't need
to think about anything, Giles is the man | intéadnarry.'

‘Do you love him?'



'l don't have to --'

'‘How can you love him and yet still kiss anothenrttze way you did
me?' he derided hardly.

'You kissedme' she corrected abruptly. 'And one kiss from aaoth
man, expert as it may have been, doesn't chandadhthat Giles is
the right man for me.' Ieveryway. Giles was handsome, charmincg
in love with her, and best of all, not interestedecoming a father.

Reece gave a terse inclination of his head. &8lywou tonight at your
engagement party, then. And | won't bother toAetlanda she only
got an invitation to stop there being any gossipuatiamily rifts," he
added contemptuously.

‘Tell her whatever you please,' Laurel invited dgsively. 'lI've never
held back from telling her the truth in the past.'

‘Then | think maybe a few of those times you shdade done!

She looked at him scornfully. "The way that youteco my mother is
touching. Perhaps if you had been the first to rheeit might have
been you that she married!" she added challengingly

He gave her a quelling look of disgust before tngrand leaving, the
tinkle of the bell over the door preceding its sldraurel sat down
shakily, the scene much more traumatic than shédiexer have let
Reece Harrington guess, not the least of it bénegunexpectedness
of the kiss he had given her.

It had been because of her and Reece that theingsarad met at all.
Driving home from a friend's one evening last winter car had
skidded on the wet road and she had smashed mtwattk of the car
in front of her. Reece Harrington had been theairof that car.



Reece had been uninjured but her legs and armbdetdcut by the
glass from the broken windscreen, and Reece hadtadson

accompanying her to the hospital in the ambulaNo@&e of her cuts
were too serious, but the doctors decided to keemhhospital for a
couple of days in case of concussion or delayedkshgeece had
been marvellous, going to her flat to pick up sahleer nightclothes
and toiletries, telephoning her mother to let haow what had
happened once he had established she was hertrretatige.

When he came to see her the next day he had mmsseting her
mother by only a few minutes, and knowing Amandavab as she
did she had been glad of that. Once her mothehgotlaws into a
man he didn't usually escape until she wanted dim t

Reece had telephoned the next morning, explainengvduldn't be
able to get in to see her that afternoon becauaéatiness meeting,
but he had asked his father to come instead antbveome himself
that evening. She had protested against the nedasféather to visit
her when he was probably as busy a man as Reeselhivas. But
Reece had been adamant. The gentleness and warm sha had
associated with Reece had revealed a will of itdha moment.

Robert Harrington was an older, just as charming, jast as steely,
version of his son. She had known by the expressioner mother's
face when he entered the hospital room that his daya single man
were numbered. They were married within the moatig Reece
Harrington had become her stepbrother. Laurel haddead all of
them during the following year whenever she could.

The small band played in one corner of the roomdlicious buffet
was arranged in another; the private reception raothis leading
hotel filled with friends of Laurel and Giles. Te Ibruthful most of
them were Laurel's friends, the people Giles hadtdad only



acquaintances from the firm he worked for. He haty ®een in
London for about eighteen months and so had notenaatbt of
friends of his own. But he got on with most of Lallg friends, and
had made them his own.

He was late. One of the people he worked with luddi her they
thought he might still be working, that he had badren she left.
Laurel had tried calling, but as most of the bugdihad already
closed down for the night the switchboard was a&lesed down.
Still, she wasn't too concerned just yet; the pasdgn't really due to
start until eight o'clock, although almost every@semed to have
arrived already.

The management of the hotel had made a nice jaleadrating the
room, and a lovely iced cake stood in the middléhefbuffet table,
'Happy Engagement' written on it's top. She evehtha ring in her
handbag, having picked it up from the jewellershen way to work
this morning, it having needed to be made smaltewas Giles'
grandmother's ring, a ruby surrounded by large drads, and
although Laurel found the setting a little old-fested she had been
honoured when Giles told .her it had belonged sagnandmother.

But where was he? It was getting dangerously dostght o'clock,
and he still hadn't arrived.

‘You look lovely, darling.'

She turned in time to be enveloped in the headfuper her mother
wore, receiving a brief hug. If she looked lovelyen her mother
looked radiantly beautiful! Amanda was as petitesias, her golden
hair slightly longer and softer in style, the makeperfect on her
beautiful face, the black dress she wore clingmnger slightly fuller

curves. They could have been mistaken for sistetis Amanda only

the slightly older, much more glamorously beautifné.



'You do look lovely, Laurel." A hint of spicy colog pervaded her
nostrils as Reece, his black evening suit tailboddm perfectly, bent
to lightly brush her lips with his. 'Where is yoelusive fiance?' he
drawled, brows arched.

Her mouth still tingled from the contact with hirer cheeks flushed,
a feverish glitter to her eyes. 'l hope you enjbg party,’ she
murmured politely. 'Please go and get yourselfiakdrShe vaguely
pointed in the direction of the bar behind them.

Broodingly dark eyes studied her for long timelesautes before
Reece calmly interrupted Amanda'’s light chatteartivii?' He took
her arm and led her over to the bar, both quickigilewed up in the
crowd, although Reece stood slightly taller tharstad the men in
the room.

Laurel was getting irritated now. WhenasGiles? Surely he didn't
have to work this late, tonight, of all nights? Témenouncement of
their engagement was due to be made at eight-fifieénles didn't
arrive soon she was going to have to delay it.

'Miss Matthews?"

She turned sharply to the waiter that hovered ael®w. 'Yes?' she
invited worriedly.

‘This note has just been delivered for you." Haughrthe small
envelope into her hand before hastily making his ex

Laurel frowned as she slit open the envelope. itk Giles had
received many cards of congratulations since shedid people of
their forthcoming engagement; but this didn't Itikk one of them.

All colour drained from her cheeks as she readsti@mt message
written inside, her hands shaking so badly thatdila't have the



strength to protest when the note was taken obeohands, Reece
reading it quickly.

‘The bastard! He looked up at her anxiously, his going about her
waist as she would have swayed.

'He gave no indication,’ she mumbled into Reechisstc 'Said

nothing when | saw him two days ago. Oh God!' $lo&éd up at him

with pained eyes. 'What am | going to do with a##ite people? And
then there's the presents and cards that will kabe returned,’ she
groaned. 'l --'

‘Laurel, do you trust me?' he prompted intently.

She looked up into the golden-brown eyes, unabld& away.
'Yes,' she answered dazedly, knowing gtatrust him.

"Then let me handle this," he told her.
'But --'
‘Laurel, let me,' he insisted tersely.

She searched the harshness of his face, the detgioni of his
mouth and chin. 'Yes,' she accepted dully. "Youmiat you think
best.

He squeezed her arm reassuringly before turningraatang his way
to the microphone, silencing the music as he stégpewvard to

speak. 'Ladies and gentlemen," he greeted waiimiyglad you could
all make it tonight. | hope none of you will be tdisappointed when
| tell you there has been one little change ingheceedings.' The
silence in the room was deathly now as everyon&edaxpectantly.

Laurel groaned with humiliation, dropping down irgahair as her
guests remained mesmerised by what Reece was sdyitiigtle



change', he called it; she would have describe@sGilefection
completely differently! He had changed his mind, Hasl written.
Couldn't go through with it, he had added. And jast an
afterthought, Could he have his grandmother's lvack!

As soon as Reece had told everyone the engagerasrifivshe was
going to hide herself in her flat for the next tweelhours until
necessity meant she had to come out to open tlpaishioe morning!

'‘With the fascinating enchantment of all women, lehhas changed
her mind,’ Reece continued amiably.

She appreciated his help, but as she was the ahe aiarty it was
obviousshewasn't the one to have changed her mind!

‘Much as she likes and respects Giles she hasatkdm the sake of
their happiness, that she can't marry him," Reeund on.

She could sense the pitying looks directed at %en @s she bent her
head so that she shouldn't actually see them, lev@myone must
have guessed at the truth by now.

'l hope you'll all understand when | tell you thaturel has realised
she can't marry Giles because it she loves, and that she ha
accepted my request that she becomewife,’ Reece announced
proudly.

Laurel's head shot back disbelievingly. He couldgelly have said
that!



CHAPTER TWO

She knew he had as people surged forward to offeir t
congratulations.

'He's beautiful, darling." Heather, one of her morgrageously
outspoken friends, eyed Reece covetously as hékefnicrophone
to cross the room to Laurel's side. 'I'd changennmd, too, if he
asked me.' She gave the man who had accompaniéal therparty a
disparaging look before walking off.

‘Gorgeous,' Polly agreed as she bent to kiss leskchAnd | fell for
the "brother" routine this afternoon,' she grimaced

'He's a lucky man.' David, Polly's husband, hudgadwarmly.

'‘Behave yourself,' Polly glared at him. 'If | ddmit you Reece might,
and he looks a powerful man to me.'

'‘Darling!" her mother kissed her, smiling happiWwhat a lovely
surprise.’

It was a surprise, but she doubted she would &gk of it as lovely!
Why on earth had Reece told these people suctaadi¢ganded them
in this mess?

He was in front of her now, his arm about her wasshe pulled her to
her feet and held her at his side, the heat ahdmsl seeming to burn
through the silky material. Laurel stood by him rolynas he
charmingly accepted the congratulations still cagriimeir way.

She felt devastated by Giles's betrayal, knew dddeealise what an
embarrassing position he would put her in by natitg up at the
party they had been arranging for months. Sheat&dtrnately like

sitting down and crying like a hurt child or punagpihim in the face!
If she ever saw him again. Oh yes, she would seealgain; he had



said he would call around tomorrow once the shagp ¢lased to
collect the ring. If he thought she was handing cvar to him as well
he was in for a shock!

'‘Darling?’

She looked up at Reece with blank eyes, too Iastanghts of what a
fool she had been to have kept up with the contiersa

He frowned as he saw the bewilderment in her elgssmouth
firming before he bent his head to quickly claint hps with his.
Laurel gasped as she realised what he was abdat teer parted lips
seeming like an invitation to the people watchingm. It wasn't an
exploratory kiss like the one he had given heneaalt the shop; this
time he demanded, and took when she didn't freed glis arrogant
demand made her even more angry than she alreajkissing him
back as roughly, her mouth swollen and bruised wigeinally drew
back, her eyes bright and feverish.

'When two combustible substances meet ...'" Davidnmred
admiringly.

The indulgently amused laughter of their onlookeke the tension,
Laurel turning hastily away from the humour Reetedtto share
with her. 'Please, everyone, there's plenty of faod drink," she
invited. 'We're here to have a good time."'

'‘We'll start the dancing off.' Reece pulled herkdiato his arms as the
band began to play a slow haunting melody, movnagefully to the
music as he moulded Laurel to him from breast ighthHis face
nuzzled in her hair as he bent down to her. 'Arealbright now?' he
finally asked softly.

'You said you would handle it," she choked.



'‘And you told me to do what | thought best,’ he irelad huskily,
giving every impression of a newly engaged manylsi@aressing
her as they danced. 'If | had told them the truti ywould now know
the pity and embarrassment of having to returrr thés to them.’

'‘And instead I'm now the envy of several of myrds,' she said
disgustedly, knowing that as far as Heather wascamed her
boyfriend of the last few months came a very p@aosd to Reece.

He looked down at her with amused eyes. 'Which Briesteased.

Her nails dug into his neck where he had put hersagbout him.
‘Behave yourself.' she frowned.

'I'd rather have you fighting me than see that atef# look in your
eyes when you read Gilbraith's letter," he saimgsly.

'l wasn't defeated,' she told him stiffly. 'l wagay. | still am.’
'‘Good,' Reece nodded admiringly.

‘At you, too.' She glared at him. 'You --'

Reece stopped her tirade by once again puttingnbigh on hers.
'‘Will you stop doing that!" She wrenched away friom.

‘Careful." The warmth of his smile didn't waver for instant. ‘We
have an audience,' he added pleasantly, once lagiding her lightly

against him.

Laurel turned sharply to look about them, feelihg tolour darken
her cheeks as she realised they were the only éa@ple dancing, her
friends standing around the dance floor watchirerthndulgently.

She quickly turned back to Reece. 'Oh God," shargg. This is
awful!’



'‘Smile when you say that.' His lips moved lightty@ss her cheek to
the edge of her mouth.

'Reece, | feel as if I'm caught in a nightmare ezt wake up!" She
trembled.

He laughed softly as he straightened. 'That'sitbitime any woman
has described kissing me as a nightmare! I'm olsiyooot finding
the experience of being your fiance as unsettiswgoa are.'

'‘Why did you do it?' she groaned.
‘Cheer up,' he told her lightly. 'It will only berfa few weeks.'
‘A few weeks!' she repeated aghast. 'Reece, wepmssibly --'

'Of course we can,' he dismissed her objectioins.quite enjoying
myself, actually," he grinned.

Anger darkened her eyes, making them look biggan #wver. 'I'm
not!' she snapped.

'l can see that,' he said amiably. 'l don't havbeadhe consolation
prize, you know.'

She frowned. 'What on earth do you mean?'

He shrugged broad shoulders. ‘Well, we are engdgselems a pity
to waste the opportunity --'

‘The opportunity doesn't arise," she told him fynabruptly ending
the dance. 'Ask my mother to dance, Polly is ggtarittle frantic,’
she added scornfully, several other couples daneitigthem now,
David and Amanda one of them, David obviously ealted by her
mother.



Reece frowned down at her. 'Amanda can't help leauty and
warmth.'

‘Can't she?' Laurel said brittlely. 'Don't tell y@u are another one,
Reece?' she derided the fallibility of men falliog a beautiful face
and sexy body, oblivious of the woman inside thdybo

'l like your mother very much," he told her firmlin fact, sometimes
| wonder how she couldeyour mother!" he reproved.

She drew in an angry breath. 'Believe me, theretbonbt about that,
| checked it out myself years ago!

'Laurel—'

1 have to go and powder my nose!" She walked aveay him, her
head held high, looking at no one, although shevkpeople were
watching her. My God, no one believed for a minthat this
engagement to Reece was a real one!

That wasn't so surprising. She had made no sefctiee dact that she
was marrying Giles for anything but love. She wasdf of him, he
was charming and pleasant to be around, made nardisron her
that she wasn't prepared to give.

None of the people that really knew her would éwareve she had
chosen arrogant, sensually attractive Reece Haonng his place!

Then she would just have to make them believeakarthem think
she had been so overwhelmed with love for Reededh@ance she
had thrown caution to the wind and given in to epulse, that of
marrying Reece. When the engagement was brokenvthdt only

reaffirm the claim she had always made that aioglighip should be
founded on liking and respect rather than the paerhotion of love.



But that would never be with Giles now. Even ifst®uld get over
his attack of nerves and change his mind and askrn®e back she
would never let him. He had forfeited any righhtr affection by the
humiliating blow he had dealt her tonight. If itdmet been for Reece ..

Reece. She had known from the moment he helpedrdwr her
wrecked car that he was a dangerous man to be dyrdlgt any
woman that became involved with him would haveive d¢per soul as
well as her heart and body.

But she had no intention of becoming involved witin, merely of
letting him continue to pretend to be her flancedAhe was about to
start pretending to bieis fiancee.

He was standing near the bar talking to AmandalyRwid David
when she entered the room, setting her shouldézsdi@edly as she
walked over to his side. 'l hope | wasn't goneltom, darling.' She
stretched up to kiss him, even the high heels arshees meaning
she still had to go a long way to reach his libsiissed you,'

she told him throatily.

Humour glinted in his eyes as he quickly maskedsbrprise at this
sudden change in her. 'l missed you too, darlkg.teased her lips
with his own as he curved her body up into histéfminutes is too
long to be apart,’ he murmured mockingly.

'‘Wait until you've been married almost five yeaBRavid derided.
‘Then you would be glad of fiveinutesto yourself!"

‘That's all the thanks | get after becoming hiddehride at only
nineteen, giving him all of my youth!" Polly gavierha playful punch
on the arm, the couple more in love now than treeyéver been, and
looking it.



'‘What about my youth?' he teasingly complainedvéHdau seen how
many grey hairs | have on my chest now?'

'Six," his wife taunted. 'l counted them last nigkfterwards.'

David gave Laurel and Reece an abashed smile oilidreats me
this way because she knows | lust after her body!

Reece laughed softly. 'l know the feeling!" He ledkvarmly down at
Laurel.

And she had thought her acting was good! If onktightly slimmer
version of the woman he had looked at in the bdo&tration earlier
this evening was his taste for a bed-partner thenfall far short of
the required inches. What she had was all in ptapgrbut those
proportions were minimum. Nevertheless, Reece nahaglook as
if he really couldn't wait to get her into bed witim later this
evening.

And secure in the knowledge that it wasn't goindpappen Laurel

played the part of besotted fiancee for the regt®tvening. She was
S0 convincing that as she and Reece languorousigedathe night

away she could feel the hard desire of his taghthiagainst her
stomach!

But none of her friends looked at her curiously amyre, and even
Giles's work-mates looked convinced by her act, éalmaving
assured them they had no need to leave, most of ¢bavinced that
Giles had been working this evening as a way ofpmmation for his
broken engagement. They had assured Laurel het dahK too
broken-hearted, and that they were sure he woulckigurecover
from his disappointment. Somehow that didn't maleairel feel
better at all!

But her friends seemed to accept that, like theatthem, she had
fallen into the love-trap, that all her avowalshe past that it would



never happen to her had fallen by the wayside woafronted with
Reece Harrington. She was content to let them tthak knew it
would only make her opinion more right when her aggment to
Reece floundered.

'l can't tell you how happy | am for you both," Imother told them
warmly, Reece insisting on driving them both horfterahe party
had broken up after one o'clock in the morningyidg Amanda
home first, even though Laurel had argued thatdw@davwonly have to
drive back again after taking her home. Reece lesh lmdamant.
'Robert is going to be so surprised when he getseitomorrow,' she
added lightly. "You could have let me in on thersebefore the party,
Reece,' she chided her stepson indulgently.

'Amanda --' -

'‘Laurel had to talk to Giles first." Reece's wagniook in the driving
mirror as Laurel sat in the back of the car efiesdti silenced her, her
mother sitting beside Reece in the sleek silvertspoodel Jaguar. 'It
wouldn't have been fair for us to tell anyone eisél she had had a
chance to explain to him.’

'‘No,' her mother conceded, turning to smile at EauwWhen is the
wedding to be, darling?’

'‘Give us time to catch our breaths, Amanda,' Releceled lightly.
'‘We only realised this evening that we're in love.'

Amanda's eyes widened in the semi-light of the S8&eyed streets.
'When you went to the shop to see Laurel aboutnwmyation?

'Yes,' he nodded.

'‘Goodness, Reece, you're an even faster worker yan father,'
Amanda chuckled. 'At least he waited a week aftermet before
proposing.'



‘But I've already known Laurel for a year," Reemainded.

'‘And suddenly realised you were in love with heewlyou knew she
was going to marry another man! That's so romaitrnanda sighed
happily. ‘Do you realise that once you and Reeeerarried, Laurel,
that our last names will once again be the same?’

This time she ignored the warning look in the mirdoer mouth
twisting derisively. 'And it's certainly been a tptime since that
happened,' she rasped.

'Has it?' Amanda frowned. 'Yes, | suppose it st 'nodded slowly.
*You could have taken Frank's name --'

'l didn't want it,' she dismissed sharply, havingliked her mother's
second husband intensely.

'‘No," Amanda grimaced. '"You and Frank never didoget

She had never felt the need to tell her motherd¢hson she disliked
Frank Shepherd so much, of the advances he alwage o her
whenever she came home from the expensive boarsihgol they
had sent her to after their marriage. She had lbeethe edge of
sixteen at the time, just budding into womanhoothta developer
physically, and Frank had obviously found the whgttshe was
developing extremely erotic.

'Frank was a --'

'‘We'll get straight off if you don't mind, AmandRgece cut in tightly
as he stopped the Jaguar outside the impressivengtan home,
several lights glowing welcomingly inside the hautaurel has to
open the shop in the morning.'



'Of course, darling." Amanda got out of the caRagce opened the
door for her, turning to push the seat forwardnst Laurel could get
out. 'I'm sure you want to sit next to Reece,'sdid knowingly.

As Laurel had been the one to insist her mothéhd&®ne to sit next
to him on the drive here that assumption was cotelyierroneous.
She reluctantly climbed out of the back of the caceiving a hug
from her mother before getting into the front pagse seat.

‘The two of you must come to dinner tomorrow evgpihmanda
invited eagerly. 'Robert will insist,’ she addedmly as Laurel
seemed about to refuse.

'‘And as Dad's even more arrogant than | am we naigtell give in
gracefully,’ Reece accepted lightly. 'About sevamyt, okay,
Laurel?'

'Fine,' she agreed drily, staring out the frontdew as Reece walked
her mother into the house.

‘What did he do to you?'

Laurel turned to give Reece a startled look, thestjan coming out
of the blue after they had driven in silence fag thst ten minutes.
'Giles?' she frowned her puzzlement. "You readetter --'

‘Not Gilbraith," Reece dismissed harshly. 'Frang@ierd!"

Her breathing suddenly became ragged. 'l rarelylsayl was away
at school a lot.'

‘And when you weren't?' he persisted grimly.

She shrugged. 'l don't know --'



'‘Laurel, don't lie to me; | could clearly see yoface in the
driving-mirror." His hands tightly gripped the stegrwheel, his
body rigid. 'What did the bastard do to you?' Heedsagain .

She swallowed hard, moistening stiff lips. 'Amamges only married
to him for a year --'

‘Laurel,' Reece cut in with controlled violencezduld see the disgust
in your face, a remembered fear in your eyes. Bgrliell me," he
encouraged throatily. 'It will be all right.'

She sighed. 'He didn't really do anything,' sheokhweer head. 'Not
really.’

"Then tell me!'

'He ... it was just talk, mainly! About my bodyhé&looked down at
her hands. 'l was just developing breasts.' Shémswed again. 'And
he—he was offensive, Reece, that's all,' she dssdignpatiently.

'‘Did he touch you?'

She gasped at the bluntness of the query, gldteaf@mi-darkness to
hide her flushed cheeks. 'Only once or twice, astraitted in a pained
voice. 'Look, Reece, | don't --'

‘Do you know why Amanda divorced him?' Reece askadhly.

Laurel shrugged uninterestedly. 'She told me thay realised they
weren't suited to each other.'

He nodded. 'That was part of it. She stayed with o try and give
you a stable life, the education you deservedstline that if she had
any idea what he was doing to you --'



'l didn't tell her then, and | don't want her takinnow,' Laurel gave
him a warning glare. 'l don't blame her for it, ftawas careful
always to be the loving stepfather whenever my emotras. around.’

'‘She had quite an unhappy time with him too, algjoi isn't up to
me to discuss that with you. What a damned messgjround out.
'Has —did the experience put you off making love?'

'‘No,' she answered abruptly. How could she be fisomething she
had never been on! She had been prepared to lfe eovBiles, but he
hadn't been all that interested in the physica sittheir relationship
either, had never tried to make love to her fully.nhad been
something else about him that she liked and approfe

‘Thank God,' Reece sighed his relief at her answer.

'‘Why didn't you let me tell Amanda the engagemeasnit a real
one?' she abruptly changed the subject.

'l didn't think you would want to be the objecthddr pity any more
than you did anyone else's,' he rasped. 'Lessasoiost!"

She blushed at the truth of that. "'Thank you. |—'tlitink | said this
earlier, but ---'

‘You didn't,’ he mocked.
Laurel glared at him. "You have no idea what I'rmgdo say!

'l don't?' He raised innocent brows. 'l thought wauwe going to thank
me for becoming your fiance and so rescuing yomfam awkward
situation.’

'l was,' she snapped.

‘Well?' he prompted as no gratitude was forthcoming



'l said Iwas | changed my mind!'

Reece began to laugh softly. 'Laurel, has anyddeytmu that you're
adorable?'

No one ever had. She hadn't been a pretty childieadeveloping
adolescent, was now a capable lady rather tharnxy @ee. 'Not
lately,’ she drawled. 'Although I'm glad you fin@ 150 amusing,' she
added with obvious sarcasm.

He sobered instantly. 'I'm not laughingyati, Laurel, I'm laughing at
your humour.l like it.'

'It isn't something I'm renowned for," she scordely.

‘That's why it's all the more refreshing when ieslcsurface.' He
began to frown. 'What are you going to do aboue$A

She managed to keep up with his change of thobghtitne, glad the
subject of her unhappy experience with Frank Shephad been
forgotten. She had never forgotten it, was surdrisee had told
Reece about it. But then he seemed to bring aitat feactions from
her that weren't strictly normal for Laurel Matthewl don't think |
have to do anything about Giles; he seems to hasady done it.'

'So it's over between the two of you, just like tthahe said
disbelievingly.

'It would seem so,' she nodded abruptly, still femn the betrayal.
'‘No loose ends to tie up? No broken heart to bedei

'‘My heart is my affair,' she snapped. 'And theendrany loose ends
that | can see,' she frowned.

'‘What about the ring he asked for?'



'If he wants it he'll have to come and get it,’ $heout tightly,
thinking of the unfinished business with Giles thla¢ didn't want to
discuss with Reece.

‘Tomorrow evening,' Reece nodded slowly. 'I'll makee I'm there.'
'‘Why?' Her eyes widened indignantly.
'‘Because | don't think you should be alone with!him

She gave a scornful laugh. 'Reece, until a fewdago | was going
to marry the man; he won't harm me,' she dismiassdredly.

‘That isn't the reason | don't want you to be aleitle him." He shook
his head, his mouth firm.

‘Then why——=She paled at the look in his eyes as he parkedah
outside her home before turning in his seat to lmahker. 'Reece, this
engagement isn't real! It's just a face-saver ferumtil we can break
off our engagement.’

'l know that," he nodded. 'And so will Gilbraithliin not with you
tomorrow.’

‘He won't know we're even engaged,’ she protested.

'‘Some of the people there tonight wdnes colleagues,” Reece
reminded tautly. 'One of them is probably telephgriiim right now
with the news that you announced your engagemenétdohe whole
charade will have been a waste of time if he disce\t isn't real.
And then we're both going to look twice as foolish.

He was right, of course, it didn't take a geniugook it out. And why
not let Giles think his defection had affected kerlittle she had
immediately become engaged to a man who was twieenan he



would ever be? If Reece were agreeable, and hewdlyiwas, why
not?

'He said he would be over once I've closed the sbophe night,
that's about six-thirty," she told Reece abruptly.

'Fine,' he nodded. 'I'll be there."

And Laurel knew that Giles would be at the shosixyso that gave
her half an hour to talk to him alone!

Reece got out of the car to open the door for'Héwalk you inside.'

She didn't argue, knowing that it would have nceedffif she did;
Reece would do exactly what he wanted to do. He het elbow on
the way up in the lift, taking the key from her Han unlock the door
to go in and switch on the lights before she entere

'How do you think | manage every other evening@' silocked his
protective action, throwing her bag down into aicha

‘Alone,' he bit out grimly. 'Why didn't you accepie invitation to
move in with us?'

Her mouth twisted. 'Because I'm a grown woman,anchild. | run
my own business and my own life. | have no intentd moving
back in with mymother' she derided.

'If that's a dig at me | have my own wing of theub®,' he drawled.

You still live with your father and my mother, t&alour meals with
them,' she dismissed.

He looked at her unblinkingly. 'I'm not about tstjfy myself to you,’
he told her coldly. 'l live there because it's ngme. Now come
here --'



'‘What...'

‘You deliberately moved provocatively against melmndance floor
tonight.' His arms, moved about her tightly asfifi@tessly moulded
her body to his. 'Now it's time to pay up on thpsemises.'

'Reece...'

'I've discovered the fire in you, Laurel,’ he gdaté&nd | intend to
burn in it!"

His words madéer feel on fire, never having been the recipient ¢
such earthy compliments before. He had kissed Hisr évening
several times, with varying degrees of emotion,&hddn't help but
feel curious now about how it would be to be kisbgdhim with
sensual intensity.

"The kiss began as a slow exploration, but as taemth spread
through her body and she moved searchingly againstthe kiss
became subtly different, demanding, arousing; Uaur@ands
moving restlessly over the warmth of his back b#néae evening
jacket.

She had never felt in the least curious about aay'srbody, found
Giles's light lovemaking only mildly interestinguBshe was more
than just curious about Reece's body, could imagowe magnificent
he would look naked, her senses heightened becatisker
Imaginings.

She gasped as the warmth of his hand closed osendlterial of her
dress, on the mound of her breast. 'No, I --'

‘Small, but perfect,' he told her huskily.

‘Small is right,' she agreed bitterly, pushinghlasd away.



He looked down at her with honey-warm eyes. 'Butfqoef he
insisted gruffly. '‘Don't you have any idea how sggy are?'

She avoided his eyes. 'Frank said --'

'Forget that bastard!" he grated. 'What did Githraiay?' His eyes
were narrowed.

Laurel shrugged evasively. 'He isn't—wasn't, a gernysual man,' she
dismissed.

'l am,"' Reece told her softly. 'Very sensual. Amd ivanted you from
the moment | first saw you, in every way therend aver has been.'

'‘When you first saw me | was slumped over the stgexheel of my
car covered in blood,' she scorned the claim.

His steady gaze held hers. 'And | wanted you.'

‘That sort of want is just a bodily function. Ardhinot into theKama
Sutra,'she scorned.

'l said in every way there is,' he insisted interiflot every position.
It isn't just sex | want from you. Laurel, I; --'

‘Would you please go now?' She turned away, hedshatasped
tightly together in front of her. 'It's been a tnaatic evening; I'd like
to be alone now.'

‘Laurel --'
'Please go, Reece,' she sighed wearily.

'‘Okay," he rasped. 'l will. It's too soon for ybuealise that, but you
didn't love Gilbraith, Laurel. It's only your pridleat has been injured,
and once you get over that | --'



'‘Our engagement will be broken and we can get on wiih C
respective lives,' she interrupted curtly. 'I'mtgfal for your help,
and a few moments ago | may even have felt a sttbaual curiosity
concerning you, but that's all it was.'

'‘Was it?' His eyes were narrowed.
‘Yes, it was," she answered calmly.

He looked at her silently for several seconds, @n@h he slowly
nodded. 'I'll be there about six-thirty tomorrow.'

‘Yes.' She accompanied him towards the door.

'l don't ... Good God, what do you have all thesi$ for?' He eyed
the four locks on the inside of her door disbehgly. 'This isn't New
‘York, you know!

Laurel shrugged. 'There have been several burglarithe building
the last few months; these locks are just a premaut

Reece frowned darkly. 'Burglaries? | don't like sloeind --'

'No one asked you to like or dislike it," she sreppritably. 'I've
taken care of myself since | was sixteen years loteértainly don't
need some strong arrogant man trying to throw mdoubtable
weight about in my life now!"

'l hope you weren't implying that I'm fat," he saidignantly.

He was a big man, about two hundred pounds, pgsaibttle less,
but he was in no way fat, just pure muscle andvsiaed deep
copper-tone flesh. 'Maybe a little," she mocked yihayou don't get
enough exercise.'



His eyes widened, gold flames in the dark browrtliegl'm hoping
to improve that in the near future.’

Laurel couldn't prevent the blush coming to heretiseat the
intended innuendo. 'Reece,' she began warninglgodcerted by the
sudden grin he gave, deep grooves etched besidehith and eyes,
an endearing dimple appearing in one cheek. 'Whait? she
demanded suspiciously.

'‘Am | really strong and arrogant?'
She frowned. 'It's nothing to feel proud of, armggisn't a virtue.'
'It is when it's combined with strength," he saithwgatisfaction.

Laurel was about to argue with him, and then thobelter of it; she
wanted him to leave tonight, not get into an arguimeout his
virtues—or lack of them. 'lf you say so,' she caletkabruptly.

He raised dark brows, grimacing. 'You want me &vég right?’

‘That is the general idea.' She stood her groundyfias she waited at
the door.

'‘Don't forget to fasten the lock—all of them!— aftéeave.' His hand
gently cupped one side of her face. 'l don't lik¢hink of you alone
here when someone is known to be burglarising ldeep

'It's a wicked world we live in,' she taunted drily

His mouth quirked. 'Just tell me if I'm being toeeo-protective,' he
mocked.

She knew he was teasing, but she gave him a senmsyger. 'l don't
want, or need, anyone to protect me.'



‘You were going to marry Gilbraith," he pointed cegisoningly.

‘It would have been a partnership, not the usude{teminated
marriage,' she dismissed.

It was to have been much more than just a marpagemership, she
and Giles had been going to be business partrwershad already
started to do so after Giles had questioned hst itnthim to help her.
A couple of months ago, since they had begun amgntheir
engagement party, she had agreed to let him handie of 'the bills,
had even made arrangements at the bank so thaiute sign the
cheques for those bills. Two days ago she had wedeanother
reminder for one of those bills. She hadn't beertemed at the time,
had put the confusion down to the Christmas positv Bhe wasn't so
sure.



CHAPTER THREE

SHE didn't know how she could have fallen for suchiekt She had
grown up around the users her mother seemed taarulysbe
involved with, had always been amazed when her enatlun't see
through them, most of them staying around for gptof months,
taking what they could, before moving on to anotbeely woman in
need of friendship and a little love.

She had been in need of companionship herselftifave, but she
had approached her relationship with Giles withdbel practicality
she did everything else. And she had been foolgdilag easy-going
nature, his unassuming manner, she knew it novhasosked into
his calculating blue eyes.

They had met six months ago when he came in ta @demputer
book she didn't have in stock, tentatively askimeg dur when he
came back to collect the book. Of course, she baded; she knew
nothing about him except his name, and that hewesashandsome
with his blond;-blue-eyed good looks.

During the summer she sat outside on a bench thezdtinch, the
square where the shop was having several placedgthe bushes
and flowers. Giles had begun to join her on thechdnor lunch, and
as she did know him as a customer it would have loberlish to
ignore him when he made conversation with her.&tkfound that
she liked talking to him, that they both had a degrest in books.
She enjoyed her lunch- breaks with him, had acdejbte next time
he asked her out and, over the next few months ftvald him to be
undemanding and comfortable to be with. Maybe uradetimg and
comfortable weren't qualities most women looked for a
relationship, but they had suited her. And she c@de now that
Giles had realised that and played his part.

He was still playing that part, but Laurel was ander fooled by it.



'l do love you, Laurel," he told her pleadinglyjust—the idea of
marriage frightens me.'

‘And when did you make that startling discoveryf® gerided, the
two of them facing each other across her officégesGhaving arrived
at six o'clock, as she had known he would.

'‘Don't be hard, Laurel,' he chided in his soft 8sbtbrogue. 'l don't
like it when you're hard.'

'I'm so sorry,' she said with sarcasm. 'I'm usutdliy way when the
man | intended marrying doesn't show up at our gagent party!

'I'm trying to explain --'

'‘Explain!" Her eyes glowed angrily. "You could hassplained last
night instead of sending me this note!" She thteagrioss the room at
him. 'If it hadn't been for Reece --'

'You didn't tell me your stepbrother was Reece iHgton,' he
accused.

'l didn't know it would interest you—then,' she adgointedly.
He flushed resentfully. 'What do you mean?

‘Campbells wrote to me on Wednesday,' she bit'dbey haven't
received the cheque for next year's rent money. yetdit's been
debited from the account; | checked” this mornirtder eyes
narrowed on him. 'l also made sure you can't caghrare cheques
from that account,' she told him hardly.

'Laurel --'



'‘What did you do with the money, Giles?' she asiaddly. 'l suppose
it's too much to hope you haven't spent it?' sloengd her own
stupidity in even asking such a question; of colséad spent it!

'If you're really Robert Harrington's stepdaughtieat are you doing
trying to eke out a living in this dead-end shop?'

Her mouth twisted. 'Last week this dead-end shop avasttle
gold-mine"," she reminded derisively, seated beh&ddesk as she
eyed him scathingly. It had been another long datha end of
another long week; she just wanted her money baghaforget she

had ever known Giles Gilbraith!

"You don't have to work at all now that your mothas married into
that family!"

Laurel looked at him as if he were a stranger—hasad a feeling he
was! 'l told you, my mother and | don't get on."

He gave a scornful laugh. 'I'd get on with the dbimself for that
sort of money!

Thank God he hadn't known about the Harringtonanhg actually
have gone through with marrying her if he had knowfnher
connection to them! "You'll probably have to ong-da@et on with
the devil, | mean,' she said coldly. 'Now what hgee done with my
money?'

'l haven't done anything --'

'‘Don't even try to lie any more, Giles,' she tala kiredly. "You took
the money, we both know that.'

His facade dropped completely as he confidentlgdduer across the
room. 'l didn't take the moneypu authorised it for me to sigh that



cheque. No one is going to believe you were mad#otthat under
duress,' he sneered. 'l had bills to pay, so | freth.’

‘Thousands of pounds worth?' she scorned. Tendhdysounds?'

'Yes,' he rasped. 'After all, | have a very extgard wife to support,’
he added tauntingly.

Laurel could feel the colour drain from her cheek@u—you're
married?'

‘Very,' he grimaced. 'Pamela needs a lot of suppriAnd then
there's Kevin.'

She swallowed hard. "Your son?' she guessed raggedl|
‘Yes,' Giles rasped. 'Our son.'

It had never occurred to her that Giles could alydzave a wife. He
had always seemed to have plenty of evenings te¢he two of
them to meet.

'‘Pamela thinks I'm working," Giles read her thosgho keep her and
Kevin in the manner to which they're accustomezldérided.

Laurel swallowed down the nausea. 'Do you love'hedidn't sound
as if he could!

'‘Obsessively,’ he bit out grimly. 'Why else do wibink | whore
myself for her?’

She stiffened. 'We didn't make love!

'‘Because | couldn't," he rasped.



'l wasn't aware that | had ever given you the irsgin that | wanted
you to!" she snapped. 'l want my money back, Gis® told him
icily.

He shrugged. 'l told you, | don't have it any more.

‘Then you had better find it—and quickly," she veatisoftly.
An unpleasant smile curved his lips. 'Or?' he emgléd.

'Or find yourself charged with theft," she bit dightly.

"And what would the Harringtons think of that? Tétepdaughter
duped out of a measly few thousand pounds!'

'It wasn't measly to me,' she rasped. 'And | walnack.'

'l can't give you what | don't have.' He shruggegdim, dismissively
this time.

She didn't have the money to replace what shedwishly let Giles
take from her, and if she didn't pay the money oluder lease she
could lose the shop. "You can't have spent itales, you must have
some of it left,' she encouraged desperately.

'l spent the last of it on a fur coat for PamelaGaristmas.' He shook
his head. 'By the way, the ring is hers too, sdikd it back.' He
looked at her expectantly.

His audacity left her speechless. He had made laofoleer, stolen
from her, actually given her a ring that belongedis wife agheir
engagement ring, and now he had the nerve to askifack!

‘Your wife's taste in jewellery seems to be asdmber taste in men!'
she bit out harshly.



Fury glittered in pale blue eyes. 'You seemed dusiigpy with both
until today!'

'l thought you were something you weren't --'

‘A pet you could order about and stroke when ydulike it!"" he
scoffed.

'‘No!" Her eyes widened angrily.

‘A damned eunuch who was occasionally allowed tinalgge of
kissing those puritan lips." He looked at her walislike. “Your
engagement to Harrington is as phoney as you are!'

'l want that ring back, Laurel." His voice was damgisly soft. 'l
would have had-it yesterday if you hadn't got @ jwellers first!'

She drew in an angry breath. 'I'll return the rivigen | get my money
back and not before,’ she announced challengingly.

‘Now!" he grated.

She slowly shook her head. 'Not until | have my eyorAnd just out
of interest, where does your wife think the ring is

‘At the jewellers being made smaller, of course darided hardly.

'Of course,' she smiled humourlessly. 'Then yogdieg to find it a
little awkward explaining it's non-appearance to laeen't you?' she
mocked.

'l want the ring, Laurel,’ he ground out threatghin

‘And you can have it,' she paused. 'As soon asrhgenoney.'



'‘Why you --' He broke off, looking round as thereaswa loud
knocking on the shop door. '‘Can't he read the '®losign?' Giles
scowled as the knocking continued.

Laurel stood up. 'It's Reece,' she told him abyupittioubt you would
want him to hear this conversation any more thaodld,' she spoke
softly. 'So we'll accept that we're at stalemate tfee moment,
agreed? | said, agreed, Giles?' she repeated hasdhe made no

reply.
'I'm not giving up, Laurel," he told her betweeritgd teeth.
'‘Don't worry," she gave a harsh laugh. '‘Neithet!am

She moved to unlock the door, could see Reece smpwat Giles
even as she opened the door to him.

'‘Am | late or is he early?' he demanded withouaprele as Laurel
relocked the door behind him.

He had brought the cold in with him, although hekied nice and
warm in snug-fitting denims, a thick green sweatad dlack

body-warmer. Laurel had rarely seen him in anyttinoga business
or evening suit, and his informal clothing todaynehow lent truth to
their engagement. She hoped so, because shettidik'tshe could
take any more humiliation today.

'He's early,' she told him softly, watching astive men faced each
other across the room, disliking each other ontsigbuld Reece see
what she hadn't, that Giles was weak and mercetiaay,he had

pretended to love her, to plan their engagemethache could steal
her money from her? Did Reece pity her even more that he had

seen the man she had contemplated marrying? Ilfchkedgave no

sign of it as he put his arm about her shouldedsheid her against
his side.



'‘No hard feelings, | hope, Gilbraith?' He watcheel other man with
narrowed eyes. 'l took advantage of your attacoaimitment jitters
and claimed Laurel for my own.’

He made it sound as if Giles were the one who lead et down, and
Laurel waited to see how Giles was going to read¢hat. She was
depending on the fact that Giles would no more ViRegce to know
he had tricked her out of thousands of pounds shardid, and at the
moment Giles seemed to be fighting an inner baglteveen calling

Reece a damned liar and taking the easy way ouhderepting what
the other man said at face value. She hoped hd tmtéhe latter!

'‘As long as Laurel is happy with the decision,fihally rasped.

'Oh, she is," Reece nodded confidently. 'And ldkensure she stays
that way.'

Laurel wondered if she had imagined the threatrizktiiose innocent
words, but one glance at Giles's face told herhsttn't; anger was
darkening his eyes.'I'm sure | will." She made ansbf snuggling
into the side of Reece's body. 'With you.'

His arms tightened about her. 'If you've got whati ycame for,
Gilbraith?' he challenged the other man.

For a moment Laurel thought Giles was going toutisphat, and she
stiffened watrily.

Then he gave a barely perceptive shrug. 'For thment' he gave a
cold smile.

'‘What's that supposed to mean?' Reece demandéyg Satiink |

should warn you that | won't take kindly to anydngng to take
something | consider mine.' This time there wasmstaking the
threat.



'l know the feeling.' Giles widened deceptivelyooent blue eyes as
Laurel gasped. 'l wish you both long life and hapgs,' he added
lightly. 'I'll be seeing you,' he spoke directlyltaurel before letting
himself out with a slam of the shop door.

A hushed silence followed his departure, and finBdurel glanced
up tentatively at Reece. He looked very dark andbidaling
today—until his eyes turned to meet hers. They ghbygold with
desire!

'‘How about cuddling up to me like that again?' inated gruffly.
'‘Now that we're alone and | can do something aibout

'Don't you ever think of anything else?' She turaed walked back
into her office.

Reece followed her, as she had known he wouldsthaes long and
relaxed. 'Around you? No," he drawled.

Laurel sat down behind the desk once more. 'Hove yau managed
to keep your hands off me this last year?' shalddri

'It hasn't been easy,' he answered seriously.

She looked up at him sharply. 'But somehow you meaddo resist,
right?' she scorned disbelievingly.

‘Somehow,' he acknowledged with a soft sigh. 'Ismtabecause |
wanted to.'

‘Then what was it?' she taunted.
‘The disillusionment in deep blue eyes.' He heldgaze steadily.

The colour came and went in her already pale ché&kd now I'm
even more disillusioned," she rasped. 'Broken exmgagts tend to do



that to you." Pride wouldn't let her admit her otlieolishness
concerning Giles.

'‘What happened between the two of you before vedft' Reece
watched her closely.

'‘Not a lot,' she evaded. 'There isn't a lot lefsay when one of you
changes your mind about getting married.’

'‘Are you—friends again?' he probed softly.

'‘No!" she denied harshly, and then willed herseltalm down, to

relax. Reece was too astute, too interested in Wwhdttaken place
between her and Giles to be fooled for long if diu't get a grip of

herself. "We never will be,' she added abruptlizaik you for your

offer of help, Reece, but as | told you, it was ptetely unnecessary,’
she told him dismissively, wanting him to go.

‘That wasn't the reason | wanted to be here,'idehsakily. 'l wanted
to make sure he hadn't changed his mind and wipdrsuade you to
take him back.’

'l wouldn't do that,' she assured him stiffly.
'l wanted to be sure.’

'Reece, will you stop this!" she groaned tiredbying had little sleep
the night before, worried about her unpaid leasal dhe
consequences of that. From Giles's attitude torsghtwas going to
have a lot more sleepless nights before it wakedett don't need my
confidence restoring— or whatever it is you'rerigyto do!'

‘Maybe | do,’ he said drily.

Once again she looked at him sharply. 'Reece, whay@u're doing,
stop it,' she ordered coldly.



'Did Gilbraith have this much trouble?' He huncldedvn dejectedly
in his body-warmer.

‘Trouble with what?' she asked suspiciously.

'‘Never mind," Reece shook his head dismissivelye You about
finished here?"

'I've hardly started,' she grimaced. 'l have tdh#obooks for the end
of the week yet.'

He glanced at his wrist-watch. 'lt's almost seved, \&e're expected
for dinner at seven- thirty; how about if | help Yoie raised dark
brows.

She bristled resentfully. 'I'm perfectly capable®~—

'l know that," he humoured. "You wouldn't have $thyn business
five years if you weren't.'

'‘How do you know how long I've had this shop?' ®yed him
guardedly.

'‘Amanda,' he drawled. 'Is my capabilities you doubt?' he quirkec
one brow.

She smiled openly for the first time that day. tHg¥
'Private business, hmm?' he made a face.
‘Yes,' she answered bluntly.

'In that case I'll go home and change, come badkake you back to
your flat and then we can be off,' he organised.

'l usually walk home; it isn't far.'



"It will be quicker if | call back for you," he irsged. 'I'll leave you to
count your money now," he teased.

She was a little surprised he had accepted hesidacso easily, he
didn't come over as the sort of man who readilyeptad opposition
to his plans. But he had agreed, and she was stuyie. Maybe he
wasn't as arrogant as she had always thought heYeas he was!
She was sure it had taken tremendous will-powerhfor not to
iImpose his will on her. Although she ignored it foe most part she
was well aware of his method of seduction this tast days, and if
he thought she was going to fall into his arms &kgpe plum for the
picking he was mistaken! She was grateful to himwbat he had
done, but not that grateful. She had heard all abw parade of
women in the life of the Harrington heir, and shaswt about to
become one of their number.

'‘Why so pensive?'

Her head ached where she had been bent over ldrocks the last
twenty minutes, all the time, at the back of hendanithe knowledge
that she had nowhere near enough money left inaghk to renew her
lease for the next year. Shedidn't feel at all goéng out to dinner,
especially with her mother and Robert. The lastglshe needed for
the next few hours was the company of this devagfigt attractive
man, she thought, as he came inside the shop dabéaold. While
she closed up behind him again, she found hersilhing the
chocolate-brown velvet jacket weren't quite so waillored to the
width of his shoulders, or the brown trousers srfarrow thighs and
long legs. As raw as she felt emotionally she foay do something
silly before the night was over! And none of heswias man's for the
taking, not her body, her heart, nor her soul. Ahd knew he would
demand all three as his by right if he chose to.



'Gilbraith didn't come back, did he?' Reece frownad the
apprehension in her eyes.

'Of course not,' she denied in a puzzled voice.

‘Then are you finished here?' He rubbed his haogsther to get
them warm. 'It's starting to snow.'

'Really?' She moved to the door once again, opeaniadet in a blast
of icy cold air—and several flakes of snow. It veéarting to settle on
the ground, already leaving a thin layer of whitereverything. 'l

love the snow.' She grinned her pleasure as sefyrned back to
Reece, twisting her head back to lift her faceahat several of the
fluffy flakes landed on her warm skin.

'l give you a snowball fight later if it settlesReece told her
indulgently as he came to stand beside her indloevhy.

Her eyes sparkled with mischief as she looked upirat '"You're
talking to the fifth-year snowball champion,' sharned.

‘God, Laurel, you're beautiful when you let go!'rhattered before
taking her into his arms to claim her mouth in assal caress,
slowly, erotically, drawing her into him.

Reece's brand of lovemaking was an unknown qudotter, always
catching her unawares— and vulnerable. He slowhessed her
back as the kiss deepened and lengthened, hendiriydtering
nervously either side of his face as she trie@s$ust the urge to touch
him—and failed. Her fingertips brailled the hardheshis cheek, his
high bones, and that delightful dimple. It was awslof mischief in
an otherwise harshly defined face, and she loved it

'‘Can | have a go after you, mate?' A raucous mailee\cut into the
heady delight.



They broke apart abruptly, Reece light- heartediyrreng the boy's
banter while Laurel went hastily back inside thesha hand up to
her temple as she realised she had once agairildst¢o the sensual
pleasure of being in Reece Harrington's arms.

'He meant no harm, Laurel,' he spoke gruffly asfdiewed her
through to the office, the boy having gone on hég\@gain now.

'l know that," she sighed. 'l ... it just shouldvdive happened.’
'‘Why shouldn't it?"

'‘God, Reece, | was going to become engaged to enathn last
night!" she groaned.

'‘But it didn't happen.’

'It was going to," she insisted.

*You didn't love Gilbraith, Laurel,' he told herrdaently.

'l don't love you either!

'It was only a kiss, Laurel,' he reasoned.

‘There seem to have been too many of them!" Smedy&t him.

'l enjoy kissing you. And don't say you don't lik¢ he warned
abruptly. 'Or I'd have to prove you wrong," he atldath relish.
'‘Besides, didn't you know your nose will "grow agrdw" if you tell a
lie?'

The sense of the ridiculous he occasionally disaagtidn't fit the
Image of the sober banker he was during the day,tamas all the
more disconcerting because of that.



'‘Maybe that wouldn't be such a bad thing in my ¢ades ruefully
acknowledged her snub of a nose.

'l think your nose is adorable just as it is,' Rettd her as she locked
up and pulled on her coat in preparation for legvilt's the one thing
that makes me hold out hope for you.'

She looked up at him slowly as she slid the stfdpeobag over her
shoulder. 'Hope for what?' she asked warily.

‘The little girl inside you trying to get out frobehind all that logic

and practicality.' He took hold of her arm as te®pped out into the
freezing cold wind, snow still lightly falling, thgavement

treacherous beneath their feet. 'She pops up ex@wmyand again.

She's the one that wants to play snowballs latetr,timee one that
coldly assessed every facet of Gilbraith's natefere she decided to
marry him. You slipped up badly that time, Laurel.’

She looked up at him sharply. 'What do you mean?"'

He held the door open as she climbed inside the thar wind
threatening to whip it out of his hand to land agaiher legs if he
didn't hold it tightly. 'That assessment didn'o@allfor the fact thahe
might decide he didn't want that sort of marriage.'

'l wouldn't even have considered marrying Gile$ fadn't—been
fond of him,' she stiltedly defended as he gohadar beside her.

*You wouldn't?' he mocked.
'‘No!" She deeply resented the sarcasm in his voice.

'In that case you've made a miraculous recovem te rejection,’
Reece drawled.

'Like you, | am not about to justify my actiong)esbit out tautly.



Because she couldn't. After years of watching hether's gullible

heart drive her from one man to the next, oneigglahip to another,
she had decided to marry only for reasons that'tdidciude love.

She was twenty-six years old, had a successful éssjrplenty of
friends, but her private life was still an emptyeoA husband, a
suitable husband who wouldn't make too many demamdser,

emotionally or physically, had seemed like the ¢agjstep to take to
erase her feelings of loneliness. She wasn't abfaitken or a physical
relationship with them, she just had no intentibfetiing her life be

ruled by passion and love for a man who could neleserve or
cherish it.

But Reece was right, she had slipped up badlywliEles was
concerned, the added shock of finding he was alreadrried
showing her just how badly she had misjudged Hueat, he had never
intended going through with marrying her, that lael lonly dangled
the idea of marriage between them in front of begpdrsuade her to
give him the opportunity to take the money that hmekn his
objective all the time. For all of her practicalishe had been taken
for as much of a fool as her mother had ever been!

Reece sat in her lounge while she went throughetobledroom to
shower and change. No doubt the restful green seahtdecor she
had throughout the apartment was too practicaloaddred for him,
too!

She was getting a little tired of his derision ef lorderly existence,
taking out a deep purple evening dress, its flakad smooth over the
gentle sway of her hips and down to the floor dleeveless, strapless
bodice moulded to her curves. She had seen that sétfashion,
Diana, Princess of Wales, in a black dress like that had caused
furore during her engagement to Prince Charlessaerdlecided she
loved the dress and had to have one as like ibssilge. Its style was
ageless, could have been worn a hundred years ragioyaime in
between, would never cease taipstyle. It left her creamy shoulders



and arms bare, the tightness of the bodice revge#ia gentle swell
of her breasts above the purple silk, She stylechae softly about
her face, adding little make-up, knowing her eyad taken on the
purple colour of the dress, her mouth glistening ianiting.

'I'll call the parents and tell them we can't m@ékeReece stood up
slowly as she entered the lounge, looking hypndtiseher beauty as
he couldn't tear his gaze away from her. 'I'd radtay here alone
with you,' he added huskily, his hungry gaze dewmuher. 'And
have the pleasure sfowlyremoving that dress.'

‘You don't like it?' Laurel deliberately teased hitme gown giving
her a reckless feeling, as if she truly were a wofmam another age
and Reece were her beau.

'l love it," he breathed raggedly.

'l had it made exactly like the original,’ she saith satisfaction.
'‘Except for the colour. Black is a little stark .’

'l saw the original," Reece told her absently. riaidgooked no more
lovely than you.'

'‘As she has once again been voted the most bdautifuaan in the
world, | thank you.' Laurel gave a graceful inctina of her head.

‘There's no chance of my seeing if you look asljowathout it?'
Reece prompted hopefully.

She looked at him unblinkingly. 'What do you think?

He grimaced. 'l think we had better get back tdhitwese before I'm in
Amanda and Dad's bad books, too. Speaking of bdukslraped the
velvet wrap about her shoulders, 'while you weranging—and
what a change!—I took a look at yours.'



'‘Not a torrid romance amongst them!" she teasétkegsvent down to
his car. She knew there weren't any romance bookbebookcase
in the lounge because she kept her private cadleatf them in her
bedroom, and no man had ever been invited in there.

'l did find something interesting, though,' he amkledged the
absence of the romances.

'‘Oh yes?' It was still quite warm in the car froheit drive here
earlier, but Laurel was still chilled, snugglingwdo in the white
velvet wrap.

He gave her a mischievous look. 'A well-read copydThristmas
Carol by Charles Dickens.'

'It is a classic,' she pointed out without embamaent. 'It's also one
of my favourite stories.'

‘And mine," he admitted surprisingly.

'In that case | hope you take back what you sanditaimy being in the
least like Scrooge,' she said sternly.

'It's true, I've never heard you say "Bah" or "Hwiglh' he taunted.
'I'm not mean with my money either,' she flared.

‘Not with money, no," he accepted. 'The dinneriseryou bought my
father and Amanda as a wedding present was vemytihda—and
expensive.'

'‘But?' she prompted sharply.

‘There was something else, much more important,3beooge was
mean with,' Reece murmured regretfully.



'His affection!" she scorned.
'‘Now you do sound like him,' Reece frowned.
'Reece, if this is about my relationship with Amane'

'‘Only partly,' he sighed. 'It's about Gilbraithptd could tell he was
all wrong for you the moment | met him. There wasdepth to him,
no --'

'I'l bear your opinion in mind," she snapped tighBut considering
your own failed relationships | don't think --'

'‘Who says they were failed?' he frowned.

She shrugged beneath the velvet wrap. "You aremtied either.’
‘Through choice.'

''ve stayed single through choice, too.'

‘A different sort of choice,’ he shook his headh boking for love,
you'reavoidingit.'

She didn't like this man's perception, or his camistomparisons
between her and a man who, until visited by thedlspirits who
showed him the error of his ways, had been witredtéction or
charity for anyone. She wasn't like that, sfaesn't!

'If this dinner party is going to be in the leastgsant | think you had
better stop right there,' she advised abruptly.

'‘Scrooge wouldn't listen either until it was almosb late,” Reece
reminded softly.



She reached out and touched his arm as his hastdsdl fghtly on the
steering wheel, a derisive twist to her lips asuneed to look at her.
‘Just making sure you aren't a spirit,’ she mocked.

‘Very funny,' he smiled without rancour. 'But | éakour point; who
am | to tell you how to run your life?'

Who, indeed? He was the first man to ever kissaner succeed in
blocking everything else from her mind, the palsé present, the
future, seeing only Reece as he drew her into s¢pblivion. Maybe
hewasthe Ghost of Christmas Present; her life hadhlibe same
since he had literally taken over last night. Bina were the 'Present
he certainly wasn't the 'Yet-to-come' in her life!

Her mother looked beautiful in a simple, but eldgtastyled white
gown, Robert as handsome as ever as he stood aiféis side to
welcome their guests. For that was how Laurel abifait when she
occasionally joined them for dinner, never feelpagt of the family,
although the two Harrington men always tried to enalkr feel so,
Reece always present when she agreed to thesatrar&te dinners.
They had always been strictly family dinners, Reeeeer bringing
any of his many girlfriends, Laurel feeling no ineltion to bring
along Giles or any of her other male acquaintances.

'‘Well, at last the two of you have seen some sandegot engaged,’
Robert greeted them, obviously happy with the nevlationship
between them. 'l always thought the two of you weeant for each
other. Took another man to make you realise itigho hmm, son?'
he teased Reece.

'l got her in the end.' He shook his father's haadnly. 'And that's
the important thing!

As these family dinners had gone in the past tlais a’good one, all
of them very relaxed, Reece a little too much soedomes, as far as



Laurel was concerned, constantly touching her aaréssing her,
occasionally kissing her lingeringly on the lips.

Amanda and Robert were obviously delighted witrs¢hshows of
affection between their offspring, smiling at therdulgently. Laurel
thought she even saw tears in her mother's eyes, @m then
dismissed the idea as being ridiculous; Amandata@aself-centred
to cry because she believed her daughter had foappiness.

'Is there another reason, besides her divorce yaamfather, and the
difficult years afterwards, that you hate AmandB®ece probed
softly on the drive back to her home.

Her face flushed fiery red. 'l don't hate --'

'Oh yes, you do," he insisted quietly. 'l nevelised just how deep it
went before, but tonight—tonight, | saw it.' He ked as if it hadn't
been a very pleasant sight either.

‘Weren't those things enough?' She gave up dehgindislike of her
own mother, faced with a man who seemed to knowahmost as
well as she knew herself. She had often sensdatigling gaze on
her in the past, but' she hadn't realised she av&sissparent to him.

He shrugged. 'Perhaps at first a little naturaémésent on your part,
but after that the circumstances should have bitoygh closer
together rather than pushed you further apadkig two to decide to
end a marriages Laurel, but | don't hear any of tieisentment
directed towards your father.’

'He's dead,' she said flatly, not having seen d&idef again after he
had gone to America, informed of his death by tett® late even to
go to his funeral.



'l know that," Reece told her gently. 'But befdratt didn't you hate
him then?'

'He didn't want the marriage to end, it was Amandacision,' she
recalled in a pained voice.

"When you no longer love someone it's usually tlsest thing to do,'
Reece sympathised huskily.

'| forgave her for not loving my father any moreays ago,' Laurel
assured him tautly. ‘It was—I can't forgive thetftltat she also
separated Dan and me!' She was angry, with Reedéeréing her to
relive that painful time, and with herself for teenotional way her
voice broke. 'It was cruel,’ she rasped, once agagontrol of her
emotions. 'And not only that, completely selfish.’

'‘Dan was—your lover?' The words seemed to be foocedf him.

It came as no surprise to her to know that Amaraitint told Reece
and his father about Dan; the whole thing showetl ww selfish
Amanda was! But much as she despised her mothéndoray Dan
had been taken from her she wasn't about to békaycruelty to
Reece, either.

'l loved him," She avoided directly answering hiestion.

'You sound as if you still do?' Reece frowned apaked the car
outside her home.

‘Yes,'- she confirmed abruptly, knowing that no eratiow badly
things had gone between herself and Dan when hed/iser that she
would always love him; that the bond between themald never be
broken.

'Is it too late, or is he married or something now?



'‘No, he isn't married, but it is too late,’ she kepalully as she
remembered the awkwardness there had been betwaenabd
herself five years ago. Yes, it was much too latdliem to find that
easy affection and companionship they had once know

'Is that why you were willing to settle for thakkwarm relationship
with Gilbraith?' Reece rasped.

Talking of Giles reminded her of the terrible dilea he had put her
in, and just for a few minutes she didn't wantiak about it. Getting
out of the car, she waited until Reece walked adoiin before

hurtling the powdery snow she had gathered upgstrat his head.
She giggled at the comical expression on his fexdha snow
splattered in his hair and down over his face ac#qt.

He recovered quickly from his stunned surprise doemnto pick up
some snow in retaliation. 'So you want to play gaméle
straightened and sent the snowball in her direction

She was too quick for him, ducking so that the dvadivilanded

harmlessly behind her, picking up more snow as lsm@ down,

throwing it up at Reece from her crouching positi®he hit her target
a second time, getting him on the chest this tinie creamy-white
shirt sticking to him wetly as the snow melted agathe heat of his
body.

'‘Why you little --'

'‘Champion,’ she substituted smugly as she once agaided being
hit.

'‘We'll see about that!" He began hurtling snowbatlder fast and
furiously, some of them hitting their target. Thegre both cold,
wet— and glowing, after a few minutes. 'Uncle! UicReece finally
cried, his hair so wet he looked as if he had giispped out from
under a shower. 'You are the champion!" He grirasethey fell into



each other's arms. 'But I'm the winner!" he annednas he
triumphantly dropped a load of snow down her exdadeavage.

'‘And I'm the victor!" Laurel told him mockingly b@fe pushing a
handful of slushy snow down the waistband of lesigers, standing
back to laugh as he gave a shocked cry and begag to get the

snow out again! 'Please, darling,' she tauntechaisdle-aged couple
gave him a strange look on their way past. 'Attleast until we get

upstairs,' she chided huskily.

He looked up in surprise, dark colour flooding tieeks as he saw
they had an audience, giving up the idea of ratriggany of the snow
to grasp her arm and march her inside the buildimyu little devil!
he muttered between clenched teeth, obviously wagpmfortable
as they travelled up in the lift.

She looked up at him with widely innocent eyes:db have a
cleavage full of wet snow," she reminded him treahhd started it.

He looked down at her, a rueful smdarving his lips as he saw the
mischief in her expression. 'I'll tell you what,e hsaid in a
conspiratorial whisper. 'I'll get your snow out j@u if you get mine.'

She burst out laughing. 'l thought "frozen assetsuld have
dampened your desire,' she teased.

'‘Mine are a little more than frozen,' he grimacedt a little tender
loving care should take care of that!

'‘Ever the optimist—or do | mean opportunist?' sheemked as she
preceded him out of the lift, laughing softly a® ftaw the way he
was having to walk so that he didn't feel too unimtable. 'Really,

Reece, you—My God!" she came to an abrupt halinggde her flat,

hardly able to believe the sight that met her eyes.



It was no longer the soothing haven she had mabdeaks, furniture,
clothes, all scattered about the floor, nothingarmplace, no furniture
left standing.

This couldn't bdner home, she must have the wrong flat. But her ke
had fitted the lock, and the things strewn aboa tbom were
definitely hers!

She felt frightened, invaded, and sick, in thateordshe felt as if
someone had probed into her private self, expdsangstripping her
bare and leaving her naked to face the world. $th@tcknow if she
was going to be able to keep the nausea down!

‘Laurel, what is it?' Reece had finally caught ughviner, stopping
beside her. 'My God ..." he groaned disbelievinglg,arm coming
instinctively about her shoulders as she beganrdmble. "Who
would do such a thing?' He shook his head dazedly.

It was no good, she couldn't hold back the nausgdoager. 'Excuse
me,' she managed to gasp in a strangulated vofoesh@inning into
the bathroom, tears streaming down her cheekseasrelaight up her
dinner.

Strong hands held her shoulders as Reece suppgatetlirning her
into his arms to bury her face against his cheslijng her
movements as she protested.

'I'll ruin your jacket,' she groaned.

He gave her a gentle smile. "You think a littlenthiike that would put
me off at last holding you in my arms?' he attempftetease.

She knew he was trying to make her feel better handid a little, but
she still had to go out of this room and face tl®h of her world
thrown on the carpet like so much rubbish. Godndwer pot-plants



had been emptied all over the floor, the pots tlewves following
behind!

She pulled out of Reece's arms, moving to thetsimikise her face in
cold water, feeling no better, but knowing she teaictgain control of
herself. But they had had such fun downstairsptoeftp here and
face this horror seemed almost blasphemous.

'‘Don't touch anything,” Reece warned gently as \sbald have
picked up a broken figurine.

She looked up at him hesitantly, blinking dazedly.

'‘We have to call the police,' he explained sofflynere might be
fingerprints.'

She didn't need fingerprints to tell her who hadealohis. It was
obvious Reece believed it to be the burglar wholbiraten into the
other flats in the building, but she knew bettenafTburglar hadn't
destroyed other homes the way hers had been toh@thtcarried out
a cursory search, taken what he wanted, and le# pErson who had
been in here had been looking for something smediike a ring.

Giles ...



CHAPTER FOUR

SHE knew it was him as surely as if he had left aimgltard. And it

had all been for nothing, the ring had been indhetch-bag at her
side all evening. She had decided that as he puiusb value on the
ring that she had better take good care of it,latbitaken it out with
her. It was nestled in her purse even now. She'hddught Giles

was desperate enough for its return to do sometikaghis.

She sat down numbly in the window-seat as Reecedctik police,
letting him take charge, still sitting in the windavhen the police
arrived a short time later, shakily answering thgiestions. Once
they gave her permission to look round she dis@m/¢hat a few
pieces of inexpensive jewellery had been taken,tamly
congratulating Giles on his ingenuity. If nothingohbeen missing the
finger would have pointed firmly at him. As it was was relying on
her pride in not wanting to admit she had been dum® giving him
money like some love-hungry idiot, to keep her silémd he was
right, she couldn't tell anyone of the absolutd &w had been over
him.

‘You're coming home with me," Reece told her firmhce the police
had gone.

She looked defeatedly at the chaos of her flatatWébout all this?'
she groaned.

'‘We'll come back together tomorrow and clear it bp,promised.

She shook her head. 'l don't think | can face Amaadd Robert
again tonight.’

'l said with me, Laurel.' He firmly wrapped the wéhvelvet around
her again. 'l told you, my wing of the house is ptetely separate
from theirs.'



She knew she couldn't stay here tonight, and sth&tdivant to be
alone either. 'Thank you,"' she accepted huskigtedul for the way
he had taken control of everything, knowing shentithave the
strength right now.

‘That's what fiances are for. Hey,' he chided asflaiched, 'I'm not
going to hurt you.'

He hadn't been the fiance she had been thinkimdhef she couldn't
hold back that involuntary shudder. She had toGi&es again, and
soon, but she couldn't do it just yet, needed timerecover
from—this.

'Let's go.' She stood up jerkily. ‘No,' she refuskedrply as he would
have picked up one of her nightgowns from the fldarouldn't bear
to wear that now he—they, have touched it.' Shevegad in

revulsion at the thought that Giles may have todcher more
intimate clothing. She couldn't bear them nextépskin now.

‘You're right," Reece dropped the silky articleet's just get out of
here. | can always go and borrow one of Amanda'gda.’

She swallowed hard. 'lI'd rather you didn't. Theghhiask questions,
and—and | couldn't talk about this tonight.'

His hand was protective at the back of her wdin't worry, we'll
sort something out later.'

She trusted him, going with him docilely, the wanmt the car not
touching her. It had all taken on much more thm@ate overtones
than just the stealing of her money, and the faat she still had
Pamela Gilbraith's gaudy ring. Maybe she shouldl t
someone—Reece? No, she shuddered, least of all shaladmit to
him how utterly stupid she had been.



'It's all right, darling,’" Reece misunderstood Bkeudder as one of
reaction to the destruction of her home. 'l wogttdnyone hurt you
ever again.'

It was a nice thought, but she wasn't foolish ehotaybelieve it
would happen. Giles hadn't succeeded in gettingt \Wwkawanted
tonight and so he would be back. If the ring waggaortant to him
maybe she should just give it back to him; she digulbear
something like this happening again. But her momndyat of her
money? Without the ring she stood no chance ofrgathiat returned,
and she needed it desperately.

It was almost two o'clock in the morning by the d@ishe had
showered and gone back into the adjoining bedrocmme, of the
guest-rooms in Reece's wing of the house. Shedmadl®ow felt as if
she were tainted by Giles's touch, had felt un¢lead despite the
lateness of the hour had needed to cleanse heribody her heart
and soul; she could have only black thoughts aGades.

Reece had 'sorted her out' something to wear, Aedwas just
fastening the last button of his white silk shitiem a soft knock on
the bedroom door preceded his entrance. 'l do®t pgamas, so I'm
afraid one of my shirts was all | could think dfiis honey gaze
moved over her slowly. 'l like it," he said huskily

The shirt reached her knees, the shoulder seams toler elbows,
the sleeves themselves turned back until her harads visible,
meaning there was hardly any sleeve left showinge $vas
shapeless, looked as big as a house, and Reedatlike

‘Thanks,' she said drily. 'l could have saved niykelexpense of the
purple gown and just worn this instead!

'‘Or nothing,” he smiled. 'I'm sure that would beerevmore
sensational.’



'‘Causeda sensation,' she corrected.

'l know what | mean,' Reece drawled, his arms gaingut her waist
to draw her against him. 'l think you have a bdalody, Laurel --'

'Please!" she gasped, turning away. 'l—I want talbee now.’

'Of course.'" He instantly released her, his smiee @f warm
friendliness. 'I'm only just down the hall, and/dfu need anything, a
glass of water, someone to talk to, anything, I—egusweetheart,
don't!" he groaned as her face crumpled and tears bedwtdher
body wracked by sobs.

She offered no resistance when Reece took hesiarms. She had
tried to put such a brave face on things, but—Ghbd,wadrightened
by what had happened tonight. It was a weaknesksla@ despised
any sign of weakness within herself, but Reece seastrong, his
arms so reassuring, that for the first time sirfeee\was eleven years
old she leant on a man for emotional support.

I feel like it wasme he—that was violated,' she buried her fac
against Reece's chest, safe in the warm darkridsg's how | feel,
Reece,' she shuddered. 'Violated!"

'l know, Laurel." He stroked her hair with soothingpvements. I
could see it in your face when | walked in and isesl what had
happened. | was only trying to divert you just nbw-—'

‘You don't really think my body is beautiful?' dhied to tease.

'I'm sure itis," he spoke gently, seeming to ghesgnear to cracking
she was. 'But I'm also sure that tonight isn'trtgbt time for me to
find out.'



She looked up at him with tear-wet eyes, even tb&pce at levity
gone now. 'l can't be alone tonight," she told biomtly. 'l need—
someone.’

A nerve pulsed in the rigidity of his cheek. "Yoeed the reassurance
of someone else's presence,' he acknowledged.cGithe me a few
minutes to shower and I'll be that someone.’

She swallowed hard. '"You'll use my bathroom?' thestthought of
being alone filled her with panic. She knew thamdorow she would
feel embarrassed about this dependence, but amtment she
needed him.

"'l use your bathroom,' he nodded, smiling. 'Bboave to go and get
Fred first; he doesn't like to be alone at nigthesi.'

'Fred?' she frowned at the name. 'l didn't regieehad any pets. Is
he a dog or a cat?'

‘A rather tattered teddy-bear," he admitted ruefully

Her eyes widened at the thought of this man posstill taking a
teddy-bear to bed with him, the idea so novel sitsl forgot about
the break-in at her flat tonight. Then she realided was exactly
what she was supposed to do. 'You're teasing hee¢laded.

‘Scouts honour,' he denied indignantly, makinggihy@ropriate salute.

Her mouth twisted. "They didn't allow rogues likeuyin the Boy
Scouts.'

'l bribed my way in with a gift of a tent for thield-trips.'

‘Somehow Ido believe that," she nodded slowly. 'There reallg is
teddy-bear called Fred?' she grimaced.



'Yes,' Reece grinned, looking very rakish. 'Bush®en stuck in a
storage box at the bottom of my bed for the lagntwy-five years,

since | discovered girls are much more interestmguddle. My

mother insisted | keep him, said | might like tegyhim to my own

son one day. | thought | might need him tonightdootection. After

all, you might have designs on my body while I'mmeging.'" He

looked at her with widely innocent eyes. 'Fred ke sure you
stay over your own side of the bed.'

She knew he was telling her that she could sle¢puehed On her
side of the bed if she wanted to, and she was fgtater his
consideration. '"Your honour will be perfectly saf#h me," she
assured him drily. 'But you can get Fred anyway.'

She got into bed once he had gone to his own reoogntrol again

now, although her skin still crawled when she thHaugf the

destruction of her flat. What would Giles's nextv&de now that he
hadn't managed to find the ring? He could only k&aping his wife

for so long.

Wife. All the months she had known him she hadwineguessed.
And a child, too. What sort of a father was he?hdd claimed he
didn't like children, had sounded convincing inttiislike, too. But
everything he had told her during their relatiopshad sounded
convincing!

'‘Cuddle Fred until | get back," Reece thrust tlielyebear in front of
her face where she sat up in bed, her arms abouede over the
covers, her chin resting on her knees.

He hadn't been joking when he described the betattesed'; one ear
looked as if it had been sewn on several timegnligth was slightly

lop-sided where the stitching had come out, thé&obutose hanging
on by a few threads, what had once been smootis\gtpsiden fur

now matted and slightly the worse for wear.



Laurel gently took the bear in her hands. '"You ninaste loved him
very much,' she said huskily.

He nodded. 'Thinking about it now | feel a littleiky about the speed
with which he was dispatched to the storage bexgrimaced. 'After
years of loving me faithfully, too.’

Laurel couldn't help smiling at the almost boyisbl to his regretful
expression. He was a man of contradictions, had demapproving
and reproving at the shop yesterday evening, leat te her defence
with this bogus engagement when Giles let her daeased her
unmercifully during this evening while still managi to convey
desire, had taken control Of the situation whely thet to her flat,
had been gently supportive since that time, hdh@h suggestive or
asked a lot of stupid questions when she askeddspend the night
with her as a lot of other men would have dondedircumstances.
He was many men rolled into one, the friend, thetHhmr, the
lover—no, not the lover!

‘Maybe Fred will be enough company for me aftef she avoided
looking directly at Reece. 'He looks die sort ofibthat would fight
my dragons for me,' she murmured softly, gentlydimg) the ragged
bear.

'He is,' Reece agreed softly. 'But he isn't toodgatocuddling.'

She laughed brittlely. 'That's okay, neither arHér lids flew back as
her confused gaze clashed with him. 'l meant --'

‘That's okay, Laurel,’ Reece smiled gently. 'Buistfay I'm not going
to force myself on you,' he promised huskily. 'y avay.'

It wasn't him she was worried about, and they lkotaw it. Shewas
the vulnerable one tonight, daren't take the rikhose feelings
leading her into a relationship that she would@btvn the sane light
of day.



'Fred will be fine with me,' she deliberately aveddthe question in
his eyes. 'l promise not to try and play on hisaloyto you,' she
teased.

Reece nodded abruptly. 'If you need me you knoweham.'

Laurel stared at the closed door once he hadNsftGod, she had
actually hurt him by refusing his offer of comfdmgd seen the pain in
his eyes. He gave the impression of being impregnals a banker
had power over a lot of other people's lives, agtdsipe had hurt him
by refusing his offer of help. He was more than anmof
contradictions, he was complex!

Regret for having wounded him after his kindnestdo made her
want to run after him and tell him how much shedseehim. But the
last time she had told someone she needed him eggkt him to
stay, he had gone anyway. Dan. And her father bdfon. She could
manage without anyone's help, least of all Reecérighon's!

But she didn't sleep ... couldn't .. . still félteatened. She got up tc
wander about the bedroom, tried to interest hems@lfoook from the

bookcase and failed, finally taking the ring outhar purse that

seemed to be the cause of this recent shock. h'iva@gen a pretty

ring by today's fashions, the ruby and surroundirmgnonds heavy

for the thin gold band.

'l thought | told you to call me if you needed niRg'ece stood in the
doorway, his hair slightly tousled where he hadiobsty been lying
in bed, the dark brown robe he wore belted at listyhis legs strong
and tanned, covered in a fine dark hair.

Laurel gave a guilty start, her fingers closing w@ttbe ring she still
held. 'l don't need you,' she dismissed lightlgai't sleep, that's all.'

His eyes narrowed. 'What were you doing when | came the
room?'



'‘Doing?' she delayed, brows arched enquiringly.

'Yes.! He walked across the room, his hands coromigof the
pockets of his robe to clasp hers, gently openargihgers to reveal
the ring. 'Gilbraith's," he rasped.

She watched as he picked the ring up to examin&'és,' she
confirmed huskily.

'l thought you gave it back to him?' He looked at Wwith narrowed
eyes.

'l—he forgot all about it when you arrived," helicequivered at the
lie.

His eyes gleamed golden as he looked at her fierté isn't worth
it, Laurel,' he snapped.

Her eyes widened. 'l don't --'

'l know you don't think it's any of my busines® 'dropped the ring in
his pocket, his arms going about her. 'But | desiht you breaking
your heart over him when you think no one is arotmdee it. He
wasn't half good enough for you.'

She bristled angrily. 'What do you --'

'‘Know about it?' Reece finished tautly. 'l knowo& hore than you
think. For instance, | know you never slept withb@&ith --'

She gave an angry gasp. 'Whether | did or not b#sng to do with
you!'

'Of course it does,' he reasoned calmly. 'If youehd slept with
Gilbraith, and you've been seeing him for six menthen it tells me



| haveto be very gentle with you when we make lovemight rush
you when you need a long, slow loving.'

'‘As we aren'goingto make love ...' she began coldly.

'Oh but we are, Laurel,' he told her confidenWe' most certainly
are,' he murmured.

'‘No!'
‘You can't sleep and neither can | --'
‘That's no reason to casually jump into bed togétsiee flared.

Reece smiled. 'We wouldn't be "jumping"." Just éondnstrate his
point he swung her up in his arms and laid her dgently on the bed
before coming down next to her. 'And there won't dmything
"casual" about it either.' He began to undo théomston the shirt she
wore. 'l intend to make love to you regularly fravow on, at least
once or twice a night, and again in the mornings.’

'Reece!' she gasped as the warmth of his hand nasred the partly
unbuttoned shirt to cup the rise of her exposeadiréReece, you
can't --'

'Of course | can,' he soothed. 'Of coussmimight need to rest every
now and again, being out of condition, but | casuas you | have
enough desire in me for you to last a lifetime.’

‘That wasn't what | meant.' She frantically shoeklead:Wecan't.'

'Of course we can,' he soothed again, pushinghtinedown off one
shoulder as his mouth made-a slow determined pdtartbreast.

'Re—eece!'she gasped as the hot moistness of his mouthexiar
nipple, his tongue moving rhythmically against tapidly hardening



nub. 'You said you wouldn't force yourself on nshé reminded
heatedly.

He looked down at her with brooding eyes. 'I'm tdtnever force
myself on any woman just because I'm stronger shans.'

‘Then...'

‘You're ready for this, darling,’ he insisted fignmunbuttoning the
shirt all the way down now, his eyes deeply golth@sooked his fill
of her. "Youare beautiful, Laurel,' he told her almost reverently.

As she looked into his eyes sledt beautiful, every nerve, every inch
of her body, coming alive at the touch of his g&ee knew what he

would see when he looked at her: small pert breastlender waist,

narrow hips, legs tapered and long. Her breastsdcaahd the female
core of her instantly became moist and heated.

'Reece!" she cried her confusion with the new emnatisweeping
through her.

'l won't hurt you, Laurel," he urged gruffly. 'febver hurt you. | just
want to love you; you can stop me if | do anythyog don't like.'

She knew he was thinking of what she had gone ¢irauth Frank
Shepherd, and she told herself she would stop Hter a few
minutes, that she just wanted to lose herselfsmiarmth for a while,
to feel his desire. But as his mouth once agaimeld her breast, her
thighs arching up invitingly, the 'few minutes' & away and
became unimportant.

Her shirt was gone now. Sitting up she helped Himvah his robe,
the tug of his mouth on her breasts making the tak& twice as
long,as it should have done, falling weakly dowrt@his chest once
he was as naked as she, their mouths fusing moistly



His nipples reacted as strongly as hers as sheser¢he hard brown
nubs with her lips and tongue, kissing her way dowsnchest to his

waist, lingering there to delve the warm cavermisfnavel with her

tongue, loving the way his body jerked in reactionhe caress. She
could feel the hardness of his desire against heasts, feel him

pulsating, ached to capture him into her throblwagmth, aching for

him.'Reece, | need --'

'l know.' He smoothed her hair back from her faclok deeply into
her eyes. 'l wanted to take this nice and slowyélawant to make it
so good for you that next time you want it as masH do, but you
need this now.' He pulled her above him, probingrheistly. '‘And

God knows I've needed you long enough!’

'Reece?' She barely had time to question beforpok#ioned her
astride him, surging into her completely, tearihgotigh the thin

barrier on his way. She couldn't bear the paine# io his eyes as he
realised what had happened. 'lt feels good, ReBbe.'covered his
face with kisses. 'Make it feel even better,’ sheted huskily,

knowing he could, knowing at this moment that hel@¢@o anything

he wanted to do.

He didn't question or probe why she had still beenirgin at
twenty-six, he just gently pulled her down to himsg kiss filled with
such sweet intensity that it made her feel likengyThen he began
to move inside her, gently at first so as not te@dier any more pain,
and then stronger and harder as she encouraged dionso, holding
the softness of her bottom to help her maintainrtiy¢ghm they had
set, looking directly into her eyes as she felt stbimg warm and
exciting about to burst from within her, her heladbtvn back now as
the force of the explosion, within and around Inegide her back and
neck arch out of control. At the same time shedh&aece's groan as
he spilled himself hotly inside her, his body shewldy again and
again as the pleasure seemed never-ending.



Laurel fell weakly against his shoulder, her bodiiag in a strange
and wonderful way, the lethargy that came ovewoherof exhaustion
rather than just tiredness. She fell asleep gtillg on top of him.

Fred was tucked next to her cheek when she wokangpfor several
minutes she forgot where she was, smiling at hdaxeel her body
felt. Then she remembered what had taken placeilgist

She sat up with a jerk, Fred tumbling to the floldrere was no sign
of Reece in the room, not even the robe that shdetlirawn to the
floor so heatedly the night before, no sound comiram the

adjoining bathroom either.

But she knew she hadn't imagined or dreamt—dreamcould be
that vivid!—his presence with her last night. Anldeshad fallen
asleep in his arms.God, she remembered it all memembered
being woken by him again just as dawn was breakihgjr

lovemaking slow and languid, arousing her to hegtite hadn't
thought existed. She had reached that peak of skepleasure twice
more, once at the touch of his mouth and the nékt the powerful
thrusts of his body. And now she wanted him again.

It was beyond her comprehension that she shoutd seavolatilely
to such a man. No doubt he found her inexperietaddof control

heightened his own pleasure; she had heard merd faguaery

exciting to be a woman's first lover, and consetjydrer teacher in
the art of sensual delight.

Then why had he left her like this? If he had folned that exciting
surely he would have still been at her side thismmg?

Uncertainty marred her brow. Perhaps he had foued do
inexperienced he had wanted to be gone before shke wp? The
thought that that might be the reason irritatedihir anger. It was



one thing for her to know it had been a mistakd¢lfem to make love,
guite something else for Reece to come to the samelusion. He
had a damned nerve seducing her and then leavingeldge had to
tell her what a disappointment she had been to HAims only

enhanced her view that sex was a very minor paat reéfationship,
that once sexual curiosity had been satisfied ther® nothing else
left. She could at least thank Reece for showinghed, even -If she
deplored his way of showing her.

She turned to the door as it was quietly openesictitious face of
one of the maids looking in at her.

'l hope | didn't wake you?' The young girl lookedmed that she
might have done so.

A blush darkened her cheeks; she felt like a worRaece had
casually brought home for the night! 'No, | wasafty awake,' she
answered sharply, wishing she could get out of batitoo aware of
her nakedness to do so.

The maid smiled her relief. 'Mr Reece told me tefkehecking up on
you so that | could bring your breakfast as sooypoaswoke up, but
he said | wasn't to disturb you.'

‘And you didn't,’ Laurel assured her briskly. 'Er-h&¥e is Reece?"
She deliberately kept her gaze steady.

'He had to go out,' the young girl told her lightiyow what can | get
you for breakfast? Eggs and bacon? Mushrooms? §es@aShe
looked at Laurel enquiringly.

It was all she could do not to shudder at the thowj a cooked
breakfast! 'Toast and coffee will be fine,' sheegted faintly.

‘Are you sure?' The maid looked worried again.



No doubt Reece had eaten a hearty breakfast bgfong out, and
had instructed this young girl to make sure shelidelvise! Freed
her before he got rid of her! ‘Very sure,' she matddDid Reece say
when he would be back?' she asked lightly.

'‘No. But he did say you were to wait for him. Ib# back shortly with
your breakfast,’ she smiled.

‘Thank you.' Laurel dropped back down on to thiows as the door
closed softly. Reece was coming back then. Mayleehsiuin't been
such a disappointment to him after all!

Shehadn't been disappointed, she would be lyingefsdid she had.
After Frank's perversion she had avoided all plasivolvement
with men, had found no difficulty in doing so, unéist night. Reece
didn't evoke the same coldness within her thatelhevith other men
at the thought of a physical relationship. Othenrhad tried to fight
that uninterest, and they had all failed, her rasps to Giles made
mechanically, not even touching her. Then why sthdRgece be so
different? Maybe it was because he had refusedke ho for an
answer. But that greedy sort of approach had aledy$er cold in
the past, so that couldn't be it. So what was diffe about Reece
Harrington? She had no doubt what a psychiatasssver would be,
but she denied that with everything in her. She m@sn love with
Reece Harrington.

It wasn't until she stood under the shower's sphavater cascading
like diamonds, that she remembered Reece had gatkskes's ring

last night. Wrapping a towel about her wet haitfdning on the shirt

Reece had lent her, she made a hurried searchr dedeoom. The

ring wasnYthere. Just down the hall, Reece had Isisidedroom

was. She found it on opening the second door.

It was a warm attractive room, browns, oranges, fd cream in
decor, the furniture not too austere and mascukime, the wide



double bed looked more than capable of taking Reeire and
height; they had been a little cramped last nighthe normal-size
double bed in her bedroom.

The room was spotlessly clean but not tidy, seversitles of

clothing dropped over a chair, an open book onbidside table,
several pairs of shoes kicked under the dresshig.t®bviously the
staff had been told to clean the room but notdy i, the bed already
made after Reece's brief rest in it the night eftaurel's fingers
itched to tidy the place up, meticulously tidy ledfs

But she hadn't come here to take care of Reeceingss. The robe
he had worn the night before was one of the astide clothing
thrown across the chair. Searching through sometses pockets
wasn't something she would normally have donesbetneeded that
ring if she were to have any sort of leverage v@ites at all. The
pockets in the robe were empty.

Maybe Reece had forgotten the ring this morningatad it had fallen
out when he took off the robe? She threw the raw blown on the
chair, falling to her knees to begin searchingabach-carpeted floor.
The maid had obviously already cleaned in herehmre was always
the chance it had fallen under the bed. It haceteonewhere!

'l know | asked you to wait for me,' an amused @grmirmured from
somewhere behind her, 'but | didn't, even in mylest fantasy, think
you would be waiting in my bedroom for me."'

Laurel straightened guiltily, still on her kneebke ttowel removed
from her hair a long time ago as it kept fallingwhoover her eyes, her
short blonde hair drying in the deep waves she auletiisly
straightened each time she styled it. She lookeg y@ung, almost
childish, and her voice was all the sharper becabee&new exactly
how she looked. 'Where have you been?' she snagta@ding up to
face him.



Reece shrugged, coming fully into the room to ckbedoor behind
him. 'To buy a copy of thkama Sutra,he teased. 'After last night |
think you're ready for it!'

She blushed as she too recalled her enthusiasnmedon new
pleasurable act Reece had introduced her to. 'Ruinob ideas
already?' she challenged harshly.

He smiled, his eyes tender with emotion. "The wkael when | look
at you | could invent a few thekama Sutranever heard of.’

She avoided his heated gaze. 'Where have you Beste?' The
huskiness of her voice gave lie to her outward calm

‘To your flat,' he revealed softly.

Her panicked gaze flew to his face. 'Whatever fel® demanded
sharply.

'‘Laurel --'

'Did you go into my bag to get the key?' she redli;dignantly.
'‘How dare you go through my personal things?'

He raised mocking brows, looking at their surroaggi pointedly,
reminding her thashehad been the one caught snooping about |
bedroom. 'Don't worry,' he drawled at the blushdocheeks. 'l don't
have anything to hide.’

'‘Neither do I!" she claimed indignantly.
'‘No?' he queried softly.

Laurel looked at him searchingly, knowing thia¢ had found
something. But what? She hadn't left any incrimintatecords lying
about, and the letter from Campbells was in hedhag,



SO --
'l found the books, Laurel," Reece told her huskily

She shook her head. 'l don't keep my cash bookiseaflat,’ she
denied confidently.

‘Not cash books,' he laughed dismissively. 'Doatli gver think of
anything else but work?'

As she had spent the majority of the morning tmgkabout him she
ignored that question! 'Why have you been snoomhgut my
home?' she demanded harshly.

Reece shook his head. 'l wasn't "snooping", | ieaning the place
up --'

‘Cleaning it up?' she frowned.

'‘As in putting things back in their proper plades' explained more
fully. 'As you seem to be a person that likes ®ih bed in the

morning and | like to get up | decided that one®might as well be
putting your flat back to some normality.'

'You," she acknowledged slowly.

'‘Mm," he nodded. 'Of course | haven't puerythingback where it
was, mainly because | don't know where they alByd.even if | say
so myself I've done quite a good job of clearing up

" Youhave been tidying my flat?' She looked about teos of his
own bedroom pointedly.

Reece gave a rueful grimace. 'Just because I'fMinbeat——

‘You certainly aren't,’ she scorned.



'‘Don't try and change the subject with my liking ofdered
untidiness.' He looked at her challengingly as laglenthe claim. It
won't make me forget the books," he added entiging|

'‘What books?' she demanded impatiently.

'‘Big, romantic Justy, bestsellers,' he revealed with satisfaction.yThi
appeared to have come out of a cupboard in youobed'

"You had no right,' Laurel accused heatedly. 'Ppkind prying --'

‘Laurel, | only put the books back in the cupbddnd, reasoned. 'l
could tell by the covers what sort of books theyave

Her mouth tightened as she thought of Giles alsgingethose
romantic tales of pirates and rogues who alwaysagea to tame the
fiesty heroine enough by the last page to marry 8be had learnt
over the years that looking at a person's prefe®imcbooks was like
looking at the person themself. Reece obviousludgho so, too!

‘Darling, don't look so stricken," he encouragetligently. 'It's nice
to know you're a romantic, because | am, too.'

'You?' she scorned.

"Il forgive you your scepticism because you rgalbn't know me
very well yet," he said in a hurt voice. 'But | amomantic. | knew |
wanted you --'

'‘From the moment we met,’ she finished with weaypiagsm.
'Please, Reece, spare me that. Just give me thanah!'ll leave.’

‘Gilbraith's ring?' he frowned darkly.

‘Well, of course, Giles's ring,' she dismissed itigpely. 'You have
got it, haven't you?' she frowned.



‘Yes. But—'
"Then I'll take it and be on my way.' She lookedhiat expectantly.

‘The ring will be quite safe with me until you'veranged another
time for Gilbraith to come and collect it,’ Reeotdther arrogantly.

'l want it back, Reece. Now,' Laurel snapped hgrshl

‘You can't have it,' he shrugged. 'lI've lockednag in the safe. You
won't need to keep worrying about the damned tifings safely
locked away.'

'It's my ring, and --'

‘Correction, it's Gilbraith's ring," Reece cut iengly. 'Calm down,
Laurel,' he advised softly as she seemed aboutpiode. 'l bought
you a replacement.’

'A what?' she demanded with controlled violence.

He grinned, reaching into the pocket of his taitbjecket to take out
a ring box and flick open the lid. 'l think it's amprovement on
Gilbraith's ring," he said smugly.

Any woman who didn't think so had to be insanelm@e gold band

supported the most perfect diamond Laurel had seen, its many
facets winking and glinting in the winter morningnéight. She

looked up at Reece's expectant face. 'You argpéatixg me to wear
that, are you?' she dismissed.

He shrugged, looking down at the ring with regilethought it was
rather magnificent myself, but if you don't like-t



'Of course | like it. But | am not wearing it jusa that people will be
convinced of our engagement,’ she said disgusté&ulyit back in the
safe with the other family heirlooms.’

It isn't a family heirloom," he frowned. 'l wenttoyesterday and
bought this just for you.'

'I'm sure the jeweller will be only too glad to ¢aik back,' she bit out.
‘At least try it on,’' he encouraged. 'Just to ébad the right size.'
'‘Reece --'

'Please.’

He had used exactly that pleading tone at the hexdhtheir
lovemaking the night before, and she wordlesslygotither hand for
him to slide the ring on to her finger.

'‘Perfect,’ he smiled as she twisted the ring arammber finger. 'No,
don't take it off," he said sharply as she woulkh@turned it to him.

Laurel looked puzzled by his vehemence, but sheefio the action
anyway. 'Why not?' she frowned.

'It's a suspicion | have,' he shrugged. 'l donhtwau to take it off
now that I've put it on your finger.'

‘You said | only had to try it on --'

'Stop being so argumentative, Laurel,’ he chidedle're
engaged—and staying that way,' he announced detediyi

'Reece --'



'l have my reasons for wanting this engagementta keal one,' he
told her challengingly. 'So it will be.’

Laurel glared at him. 'I'd be interested to heaatthey are!’

He smiled. 'l felt sure that you would be," he deav'And my first
reason is very simple, someone broke into yourddksttnight --'

'‘And as a result we spent the night together," eskessperatedly
guessed the reason he had mentioned the burdlaryndt about to
pretend that last night didn't happen ...’

'l think | know you a little better than to thinké&t you would,' Reece
said gently.

She gave him a scornful look. 'l was about to aslik' continued
pointedly, 'that while neither of us can just fdrigest night happened
it in no way places any feelings of responsibildywards me on your
part. It happened,’ she stated firmly. 'And thiésend of it.'

'No, itisn't," he told her confidently.

She looked at him with narrowed eyes. 'The chawofeay being
pregnant --'

'‘Are not enough for me to insist the engagementineca real one,’
he finished patiently.

‘Thai why-—'

'You haven't heard my second reason for contintiegengagement
yet,' he pointed out mildly.

Laurel eyed him warily. 'What is it?"

'l like being engaged to you.'



'‘What?'She stared at him disbelievingly.

'l like being engaged to you,' he repeated firilyike being with
you, talking to you, | like the two of us belongitmyeach other.'

'Reece, | don't want to be engaged to you!

‘There's another reason | want us to continuerigagement,' he told
her gravely. 'l have to make you see how wrongwere to settle for
Gilbraith, for second best, for looking for compamship instead of
love.'

‘And I'll learn that with you, will 1?' she derided

‘You're already learning it... you were a warm &iftant woman in
my bed last night.’

Colour warmed her cheeks. 'That was --'

‘Laurel, | desire you, very much. And I'm goingstiow you just how
much you would have been missing by marrying Githrar any

man like him. Don't look so worried,' he chidechéTromantic | know
IS in you is going to love the romantic in me.'

'Reece, | can't --'

'‘Don't even try to fight it, Laurel,’ he advisechjg. 'Last night you
gave yourself to me, and if nothing else it gives the right to
continue this engagement until you can accept howngvit would
have been to marry Gilbraith.’

'l was upset last night --'

Reece shook his head. '"You've been upset befdrasiitt made you
go to bed with another man, to give yourself the wau did. You
belong to me now, Laurel. Until | say otherwise.'






CHAPTER FIVE

HE was insaneA few screws had come loose, probably when s|
pelted him with snowballs!

Then why, two hours later, was she still wearing ¢ineat rock on her
finger?

She had refused Reece's invitation to spend thewity him,
Insisting he take her home and leave her thereaddlously he had
done so without argument.

Why was this diamond ring still on her finger? Whais his damned
superstition anyway, would they both drop down déatle took the
ring off? The truth of it was she was afraid taifiout!

Since arriving back at her apartment it was thigedion that had
kept her calm. Reece had been very good at puttings back where
they belonged, almost everything back in it's prqgace. And yet
she couldfeel Giles's touch on everything, felt as if all hents,
everything, had an unseen dirt on them, and thetaeftouched them
she would feel dirty, too. It was as if a ravagofdher inner self had
taken place.

But the puzzle Reece was turning out to be contirtaeoccupy her

thoughts. A romantic, he called himself, and yesaiebehind a desk
all day in the family-run bank, being anything boat! But a staid

banker couldn't have had the fun they had throwmmvballs at each
other. Although she was aware that he often hichisgance behind
teasing, and yet no matter how he did things th&sys came out the
way he wanted them to. He would protect what heebed to be his,

and at the moment he considered her part of ithgistedshe be part
of it. And if she were to stand any chance of ggttier money back
from Giles she had to stop things between herself Reece right
now, needed to be completely accessible if Gilesec#o see her



again. If only Reece weren't as- insensitive asra+hkwith a skin as
thick!

No matter how many times she had told him on tihheedvack to her
flat that she wouldn't allow him to treat this eggment as a real one
he had still told her just before he drove away bteawould pick her
up at seven-thirty the following night for dinnéte was worse than
Insensitive, he was bloody-minded! She was an iedépnt woman,
it seemed she had always been that way, she dided some
know-it-all male messing up her life! The damnedgance of him
to tell her he intended treating their engagement ad ameauntil he
decided otherwise. One night together and he thdwgghad the right
to try and straighten out her life to his satisfattto be the white
knight of every woman's dreams. He should realisé, her family
history, that the dragon always destroyed the knighere she was
concerned!

But she couldn't avoid seeing him until he gaveldaek the ring; she
needed that back in her possession again beforspsike to Giles,
had no leverage without the ring he so badly wargadned.

Last night with Reece ...

She sprang impatiently to her feet, needing tovireygrom this flat
and sitting here was giving her the time to quastivactly what had
happened with Reece last night. The shop. Thereavasys plenty
to do there, especially after a busy week; she dvgalin and tidy up,
dust the place down, and generally clean up thasigbm the week.

Everything there looked so normal, untouched byewents of the
last two days, that she quickly lost herself amibregthings she loved
most in the world: her books. She had discoverad Ego that she
could lose herself among the covers of any boak, ttie reality of
her own disordered world soon ceased to exist. Aladrad quickly
realised that a book would hold Laurel enraptuoedburs at a time,



and had supplied her with an endless amount of tipamticularly

when she got older and was home from school. Laadknown the
books were a way of keeping her out of Amanda's, way as she
loved to read them she hadn't cared why they wigsndo her.

That love of books had followed her into adult lif@d provided the
ideal career for her when she received some mondyeo father's
death eight years ago. She hadn't regretted tipemetbility of her
own shop one moment since she had made the decision

It wasn't a big shop by any standards, but it wel fitted out, had a
constant supply of popular books, her contactshi& Ibusiness
meaning she was able to order almost any book stegleShe had
acquired a loyal clientele the last few years, stmelcouldn't imagine
doing anything else but running her bookshop. Tdw that, if she
didn't get her money returned she wouldn't havedmyce, sent a
shiver down her spine. She would stay here tonightre she felt
comfortable and at home. Besides, the thought mfggback to her
flat still made her nervous.

The leather sofa along one wall of her small officasn't the most
comfortable piece of furniture she had ever triedleep on, being
too short, and very hard, the heating in the staying gone off long
ago too, the coat she had pulled over her provitieigwith little
warmth. But she felt safe and unthreatened, herflidtering closed
as she finally drifted into sleep.

'‘Where the hell have you been all night?'

Laurel's mouth quirked at Reece's impatient aregesily discernible
over the telephone when he called her at the d®pext morning.
She had briefly returned to her flat earlier towwaoand change her
clothes, had ten minutes until opening time; Reetéphone call



certainly hadn't come as a surprise to her. Aflletree romantic he
assured her was in him would have checked thatdwsfiancee was
well after the ordeal she had gone through yesyerda

'‘Reece, how nice of you to call so bright and gadie returned
lightly.

It isn't "nice" at all,' he grated with controlletblence. 'Where have
you been?’

Some knight he was turning out to be! '‘Been, Réeste?pretended
ignorance.

His muttered expletives came clearly down the tedege. 'Stop
acting so blase, Laurel," he rasped. 'l telephgoedeveral times last
night --'

'l didn't receive any calls,' she denied in a pedzloice.
'Of course you didn'tyou weren't thereVie shouted impatiently.
'l wasn't?'

'You know damn wel-Laurel, where were you?' he demande
furiously.

'l haven't been anywhere, Reece,' she assuredistiamily.

'‘Don't lie to me,' he snapped. 'When you didn'temsny calls | went
around to your flat.'

‘You did?' She was wary now.

'l banged on the door until one of your neighbaase out and told
me it had to be damned obvious you weren't at Hameegave an
angry growl. 'l felt a damned fool.’



Laurel could believe that. It might even have besnusing to
witness!

‘Especially when the woman also informed me you le&dover an
hour ago and hadn't come back,' he continued regshy.

She bristled angrily. 'l wasn't aware my movemené&se being
monitored by my neighbours! Maybe | should thinknadving.' She
frowned her displeasure with the idea that the |@empthe building
where she had lived the past five years should ksmwuch about
her movements.

'You should think about telling me where you wellanght!" Reece
bit out viciously. 'Did you go to Gilbraith?' herdanded furiously.

She drew in a choked breath, her hand tremblirghaggrasped the
receiver. 'Youhaveto know he's the last person | want to see rig
now!" she snapped bitterly.

‘The last person?' Reece queried softly, suspi@bbsr vehemence.

Laurel frowned her irritation as she realised she tevealed more of
her venom for Giles in that icy statement than Isqg meant to. 'He
did jilt me," she pointed out harshly.

'l thought it was only called that when you werft \eaiting at the
church?’

'‘Our marriage plans were being arranged. We—I deattt to talk
about Giles Gilbraith or any of the plans we madgether,’ she
dismissed impatiently. 'l did not see him last high

‘Then who did you see?' Reece questioned withignt.

'‘No one,' she answered bluntly. ‘Now | have to dpershop --'



'l haven't finished talking to you yet --'

'‘We're meeting tonight at seven-thirty,' she remthdWe can talk
about this then. If we must,' she muttered.

'‘Oh—we must," he assured her grimly. 'This contensas far from
atan end.'

'Reece,' she spoke softly before he could slartetephone down on
her, as his aggression promised he would. 'Besiigefsict that you're
untidy and I'm not, you like to get up early amdbh't, J think there's
something else you should know about us.'

For a moment there was silence, then came a Wag?"

‘You have a lousy temper and | dislike being shibatt' she bit out
tautly. 'But there does appear to be one thingaveasye in common,'
she rasped rigidly. 'We both like the last word—é dhis time the
victory is mine!" She slammed the phone down on Iéfore he had
a chance to say anything more, half expecting lnoall straight
back, surprised when he didn't; after all, tlokg both like the last
word. The telephone remained silent.

The morning began busily and remained that way, rélau
breathlessly answering the telephone just afteveeleo'clock,
mechanically reciting the shop's number.

‘Just remember, Laurel, I'm the one trying to lyelp!' Reece rasped
before ringing off abruptly.

She stared at the receiver in outraged sileidedping her! He called
taking over her life, acting like a possessive dgielpingher? He
wasinsane!

‘Laurel," Polly gained her attention as she stafetto space. 'This
gentleman is calling about the book he ordered.’



She put down the telephone receiver in controllesvements,
composing the smile of confidence on her lips ketfarning to face
the customer, knowing that for Polly to have brdaugm over to her
over a simple ordering of a book meant they hasktbaving trouble
getting it. She was right, and it took several n@suto soothe the
customer's ruffled indignation.As soon as the mad gQone she
picked up the receiver, dialling with abruptly peecmovements. ‘Do
something for me, Reece,' she rasped betweendgtdtth as she
recognised his voiceDon't help me!" She slammed the receive
down for the second time that day, hoping the nlois¢ his ears.

'l didn't think he was that angry,' Polly remarkadfully.
Laurel spun around, her expression still fiercenG®/

Her assistant frowned her puzzlement at Lauretemess. 'The man
who just left...'

Her brow cleared as she made an effort to compessel. 'He
wasn't,' she assured the other woman calmly. 'No¢ ¢d explained
the difficulty we're having.'

‘Then why --' Polly shook her head, realising byiledls expression
that the reason for her anger had nothing to dio thiZ customer and
that it was none of her business. 'Reece is cértamaking his
ownership known, isn't he?' she said with relish.

The dark scowl reappeared over her eyes. 'What?asiped.

Your ring,' Polly looked at it admiringly. 'Therts are all agog with
the size of the diamond,' she added by way of &gbi@an. 'lt must
have cost a fortune. | --'

'I'm sure it did.' She thrust the hand wearingihg into the pocket of
her tailored skirt. 'But the size and impressivengsthe ring a man
gives .you doesn't mean he's as big!



'l didn't mean --'

'l know you didn't,’ she groaned self- disgustedhgry with herself
for taking out her frustration with Reece on paamacent Polly; it
was only natural to show interest in such a congpis ring. 'I'm
just—a little tense,' she excused.

'‘Pre-wedding jitters," Polly nodded understanding”is an awful
time, isn't it?'

‘Awful,’ she agreed vehemently as she remembered difficult
Reece was now choosing to be.

'l should imagine Reece's sudden engagement has @em@ bit of a
shock to some people,’ Polly mused.

She was suddenly tense. 'Oh?’

‘At the bank,' Polly nodded. 'After all, bankere @upposed to be
staid, lacking in impulsiveness.'

Why hadn't she thought of that? After announcirsgdmigagement so
suddenly Reece would look very stupid if it ended@addenly! There
might even be a woman in his life he was tryindaio off. No, that
wasn't Reece's style at all; he would tell a wonfidme no longer
wanted her. But she could see now how he wouldafitio look
iImpulsively irresponsible twice in such a shortgimof time. But he
should have trusted her with his dilemma insteadw#nting all that
nonsense about showing her the error of her ways!

‘Thank you for the roses.’

Laurel turned to look at Reece, admiring the was/ dinner jacket
fitted his broad shoulders and tapered waist, tinelms dark hair just



brushed the snowy white collar of his plain silkrshHe always
dressed in taste and style, no one could dispate th

He grinned across the table at her as they sdteatlinner table
together. 'Although | thought | was supposed tthigeromantic one,’'
he added with amusement.

One dark blonde brow arched. "You don't like whitees?'

'l love them. But it certainly made the senior fs&af up and take
notice when the young woman walked into my offiagghvh”m!’

‘Do you have any idea how difficult it was to gdkomist to deliver on
the same day this close to Christmas?' Laurel mdhuk

His hand covered hers as it rested on the table- 'ton more
interested irvhyyou had them delivered,' he told her intently.

She shrugged. 'l didn't have the time to leavestigp and come
myself.’

‘Laurel!" he reproved.

She sighed, having regretted the impulse that hedkrher send the
roses half a dozen times since making the calhéoflorists. 'l just
realised that perhaps | haven't been completely téaiyou,' she
admitted grudgingly. 'After all, yoare helping me out. It can't be
easy for you being engaged to me.'

‘No, it isn't,’ he agreed gravely, the twinkle is Byes belying his
serious tone.

'Reece, I'm being serious,' she admonished.

He sobered, frowning. 'l can see that you are. @gal mind telling
me what isn't fair and can't be easy for me?'



‘The predicament you put yourself in at the bankenvhyou
announced our engagement to save my humiliatiard' vhile she
was grateful to him, had sent the roses as an gydior her
unreasonable behaviour, she had to admit she kaddahe it in a
way that would appeal to his sense of the ridicsidbe sending of
the roses having nothing to do with being a rontastie had guessed
that he had never had a woman send him flowergdefo

Dark brows rose. 'Predicament?’

‘A sudden engagement followed by an even quicke&ingrof it could
be very awkward for you,' she explained impatiently

His expression cleared. 'How and when | choose ife/lvas nothing
to do with anyone but myself and her. It was nitgau to think of
me, Laurel,’ he said lightly. 'But if you think I'continuing this
engagement under my terms because | fear any emsbarent to
myself then forget it; | told you, | want to be eggd to you.'

‘You're really serious about it being a real onsf?e gasped
disbelievingly.

‘Yes. I've already sent the announcement to thespapers.'
‘You'vewhat?'

'I'm sure you heard what | said,' he derided.

*You had no right!'

'Of course | did.' He was unperturbed by her uraikesble anger. 'I'm
your fiance.'

'Reece --'



'‘Another fault of mine | forgot to mention,' he daleasantly. 'I'm
stubborn!'

‘And | don't like having someone trying toarrangelifie for me.' She
stood up in controlled movements.

'‘Where do you think you're going?' Reece's indulgeanner was
gone, his tone steely.

She looked down at him scornfully. 'Home."

He stood up too, throwing some money down on thketéor their
dinner as the waiter approached with their bile giance at Reece's
face enough to stop him in his tracks. 'Not withmetyou aren't.' He
helped Laurel on with her wrap. 'We're a couple noaurel.'

She was tight-lipped as they left the restauraniggling down in the
warmth of the Jaguar as Reece drove her home.t'Dotiier,' she
told him as he would have got out of the car wién. hYou aren't
coming in.' Flames gleamed in her eyes as shedumi®ok at him.
‘At least, not with me. As for the roses, | hopeytre the sort with
huge thorns.' She got out of the car.

Reece uncoiled himself at a more leisurely pa@iteg on the roof
of the car to watch her as she approached theifgild'll pick you
up again at seven-thirty tomorrow night," he dralvle

She stiffened in the act of opening the door, tgralowly. 'l don't
seem to be making myself clear --'

‘You're making yourself very clear.' He looked vedtwrk and
confident in the light given off from the streetdps. 'But I'm still
going to remain in your life until I've made yowalise what a lucky
escape you've had from Gilbraith and any othetiogiship like that
one.’



Her mouth twisted. 'You could put me off marriagenpletely!"

He smiled. 'l won't do that," he assured her bafeeeloor swung shut
behind her.

He sounded so confident, was so determined. Gazlhatedthe
helpless feminine feelings he induced in her!

'Where is it, Laurel?"

Her hand shook as she made herself continue inattien of
switching on the lights, before slowly turning tmk at Giles. He was
lounging in one of her armchairs in the sitting-rodooked as if he
had been doing so for some time. Just looking mtrhade her feel
nauseous as she relived his violation of her hdeas,engulfing her
as she took in the knowledge that he had donaihggst by being in
here. And she knew by the derision in his eyes ligatould tell
exactly how she felt.

She stiffened her shoulders, taking off her velwaap with
controlled movements. 'l won't ask how you gotsheg finally spoke
coldly. 'Because I'm sure it's the same way yourgtto nights ago.’

“Two nights ago?' He looked at her enquiringly.

She gave him a disgusted look. 'Don't try and pceiewasn't you
that broke in here then.’

‘You were burgled?' He feigned surprise.

The police seemed happy to think that was all is,wwhe jewellery
that was missing evidence of the crime—but sheazdytwasn't!

'‘No,' she snapped.



'You mean someone just broke in here for the futPohe taunted.

She was more convinced than ever that it had bieemhat wrecked

her home! 'That was part of it, I'm sure,' sheagaat him. "You do

realise that Reece could have come up with menust' She dreaded
to think what would have happened if he had!

'l checked out the window," Giles shrugged.

‘You .. . What are you doing?' she gasped as he mdahge for her
arm,

‘Very nice,’ he murmured as he looked down admlyirag the
diamond ring she wore, arching mocking brows at htarrington
really is serious about this engagement, thergehnieled.

Laurel snatched her arm away. 'Very serious," slek him with
satisfaction, knowing it was true, but not in theywsiles believed.

‘Then you no longer need my ring,' he ground out.

She gave him a pitying glance. 'You know the coodg for its
return.’

'‘And you know | don't have the money,"' Giles snapipepatiently,
standing up.

'l know youhad it—just as | know you were the one who broke i
here two days ago.' She looked at him accusindlyou had taken
the trouble to ask | could have told you the ringsp/-t-here," she
derided. 'As it isn't here now,' she added softly.

Fury glittered in his pale blue eyes. 'Then whaeehell is it?'

She., looked at him coldly. 'Where you can't toiich



He gave a scornful laugh. "You're way out of yaague, Laurel,' he
warned softly. 'Give me the ring back and I'll jgst out of your life.’

She shook her head. 'l can't do that.'

His eyes iced over. 'Would you like me to talk tarkhgton about
you?' he asked pleasantly.

Laurel stiffened. 'Concerning what?'
‘The amount of nights | stayed here with you foe ¢mng.’

They both knew he had never stayed anywhere withamel after
their night together so did Reece! She gave a figtile. 'l somehow
don't think he would believe you,' she drawled.

'Oh, | think he might be persuaded --' Giles broKet her confident
expression. '‘My God,' he said slowly, wonderingiye's had you
himself, hasn't he?'

She winced at the crudity of the statement, noddiogfly. 'Reece
and | are lovers, yes,' she confirmed haughtily.

Giles gave a mocking laugh. 'And the two of you stik engaged?’
he taunted.

Her head whipped back at the derision in his vo@eviously he
believed her incapable of a hot-blooded responaayanan. She had
thought so herself until her night with Reece! Bathad brought out
responses in her that were totally new and ovemwing).

'What's the matter, Giles?' she came back ha@in't you accept
the fact that Reece is a better man than you'll lee@'

'He's certainly a braver one!" he scorned. 'I'ttightened of freezing
to death in your arms!'



‘Get out of here,' she said dully.

‘Don't worry, I'm going.' He walked leisurely overthe door. 'l have
a warm and willing wife waiting for me at home."

‘She's welcome to you!'

He smiled. 'Next time | come back you had betteetthe ring where
you can get it," he warned.

‘Next time you come back use the doorbell,’ shetltoh coldly.

‘The single lock you put on your door while yowdre isn't enough to
keep me out,' he scoffed. 'And if | don't get timg mext time | may
just decide to take that ice cube you're wearingxichange; it looks
as if it might be worth a few thousand."

'‘Reece would find you if you did that," she clainoedfidently.

He paused at the open door. '‘Considering how detedryou are
that he shouldn't know how stupid you've been.ryvauch doubt
that you would ever tell him you gave it to me!'

Laurel was shaking badly by the time he left. FiRR¢ece's
bloody-mindedness, and now this! How much moreaashke take?
And what was the point of it when all said and dbiieGiles no
longer had the money then he didn't have it, teraad warnings
weren't going to make it suddenly appear. She wagygo lose the
only good. thing left in her life, and she couldiftta finger to stop it.
Unless ... No, there was no way she could go teeeiRobert or
Reece and ask them to lend her money. She hadad asyone for
anything in so long she didn't even think she wduidw how to go
about it!

And she couldn't stay here for the night eithere $hanged into
warm denims and a thick high- necked sweater the ddue as her



eyes, packed some clothes for the morning in al$wainight case,
knowing she wasn't going to be able to stay in dipiartment again,
intending to look for somewhere else to live assa® she could.

The sofa seemed even more uncomfortable tonightplrablems
going round and round in her head. She almosttdethe floor in
fright as a knock sounded on the door. It was twabook in the
morning, who could be knocking on a shop door tima¢ of night?
God, not another burglar! Burglars didn't knockipst,, she chastised
herself, staring apprehensively at the door avhiéimelle was turned.

'l know you're in there, Laurel,' Reece's voicepeasthrough the
glass. 'And you had better open this door beforeally lose my
temper!



CHAPTER SIX

SHE could see him through the glass now as she appeddbe door,
and what she saw didn't encourage her to operottke It had been
snowing for some time now, everywhere gleaming eyhéind the
black-clothed man looked all the more ominous agjairts
brightness. Black cords moulded to his long legslagk cable-knit
sweater beneath the familiar black body-warmerptiig light in his
harsh face the angry glitter of his golden eyes.

'‘Open the damned door, Laurel,' he ordered agampsng his cold
feet in the snow, rubbing his chilled hands togethe

She clicked the lock, stepping back as he pusheddy inside.

'‘God, itisn't much warmer in here,' he glared.a\the hell happened
to the heating?'

Obviously being a 'morning man' didn't extend te trery early
hours, Reece's mood terse and impatient. 'lt gtiest might,’ she
shrugged dismissively.

He strode through to the office, looking down dsgdly at the
blanket she had thrown back before getting offatvach. 'And you
were going to sleep here,' he accused, sparks ieyiess.

It isn't that bad --'

‘The Antarctic is warmer!" he grated.

'‘Reece --'

'Is this where you were last night, too?' he deradrfdrcefully.

'If you will just calm down --'



'‘Calm down!" he repeated furiously. 'When | got leointelephoned
your flat to see if you were all right, when | gat answer | thought,
"she's sulking" --'

'l do not sulk,' she snapped.
‘You sulk," he stated flatly. 'So | tried againteour later ---'
'l could have been asleep!" she accused.

'‘Not in your own flat you couldn't,’ he glared. ddeise you haven't
been there the last two nights! Your neighbour tole, the same
neighbour as last night,' he pointed out aggrelsive

'Oh dear,' she grimaced.

'‘She certainly didn't take kindly to being woken atpalmost two
o'clock in the morning!" he snapped.

'Who would?'

'Indeed,' Reece bit out harshly. 'She told me yalilbft a couple of
hours before with a man.' He watched her with veeeyes.

Her cheeks flamed bright red. 'That's a lie," sistantly denied. 'l left
alone. Good God, what does the woman do, standangthss against
my wall?'

'l wouldn't know," he dismissed curtly. 'I'm mongéarested in who the
man was you didn't leave with.’

Laurel's gaze was suddenly evasive. 'There wasmtra——

'It was Gilbraith," he instantly guessed. 'Whatligdwant?'



She contemplated denying he had ever been theteghéumood
Reece was in he was likely to turn violent if shied to avoid
answering him again. And he already looked as daike devil! 'His
ring, of course,' she admitted with a sigh.

Golden eyes narrowed. 'Did you tell him | have it?"
'‘No,' she answered harshly.
'‘Why not?'

She moistened dry lips. 'lI—I didn't want to involyeu,' she said
lamely.

'‘Not involve me!' he predictably scorned. "You'reanng my ring
now, Laurel, and | want Gilbraith out of your lidmce and for all.’

He wanted, did he! 'And what about what | want?' deenanded
angrily.

'I'm going to take care of that, too," he gratbdjsting her coat at her,
taking a quick inventory of the room before strigliover to pick up
her overnight case. 'Is this all you have?' headsp

'Yes. But-—'

'I-would-advise-you,' he spoke in a controlled volméndling her out
of the shop and across the pavement to the siageral, 'not-to-say-
anything-more.' He threw her case into the backhefdar before
pushing her into the passenger seat. 'Not unlassvant to be made
love to in the front seat of a Jaguar,' he threateangrily as he
climbed in beside her.

'l ..." The glittering intent in his eyes as bmed to glare at her was
enough to instantly silence her. He really mednt it



'You can talk now," he told her harshly once he ttadwn her
suitcase down on the bed in his spare bedroom,irgo&t her
challengingly, his chin thrust out determinedly.

How she wished she dare lash out and punch hinmatnchin, but
somehow she had a feeling that the mood he was might react in
kind— and she would definitely come out the wanghiat encounter!

She looked at him steadily. 'You aren't sharing thed with me
tonight,' she told him abruptly.

He relaxed slightly. 'I'm not?' he drawled.

That helpless feeling was washing over her aghia!' 'she insisted
aggressively.

'Fred missed you last night,' he told her huskily.
That piqued her. 'Only Fred?'
'l might have missed you—oh, a little bit, too,'dismissed.

Her eyes darkened. 'Strange, | didn't miss eitimer af you,' she
shapped.

‘That's because you haven't spent enough time weithHis- good
humour was returning, the dangerous glitter tcelgiss fading. 'Yet,'
he added softly.

Laurel could feel herself tensing. 'Reece --'

'‘Go and take a shower,' he cut in briskly. '‘Othsemiou're likely to
catch pneumonia. It wdeeezingin that shop!

'‘Rubbish,' she dismissed, having been more accestdémthe cold
there tonight. 'And | don't want to take a shovwdrad one earlier.’



'‘Okay,' Reece shrugged. 'I'll just go and taketongarm up myself
and then I'll be back.’

‘You- --'
'Yes?' he queried softly.

Colour darkened her cheeks at the unmistakablé @flidesire in his
eyes. 'I'm not going to sleep with you,' she toid raggedly.

‘Neither of us is going to sleep tonight,' he asdurer. 'You're my
woman, and tonight you're going to realise that!"

She felt a shiver of apprehension run down heresgier eyes dark
with fear.

‘Laurel, I'm not going to hurt you,' Reece chideatty. 'l thought |
proved that the other night.'

He had also proved that she couldn't say no toAnd.she knew that
tonight was going to be no exception.

She unpacked her case while he was gone. Theraavaigihtgown
again, but she knew tonight she wasn't going tal me®. She was
already between the silken sheets when Reece caohkeitto the
room, her breath catching in her throat as he thriswobe aside and
came to her. He was magnificent, beautifully sleike a fine
sculpture.

She turned into his arms with an eagerness thatkeldoand
dismayed her. Had she already become his sexwvatsla

'"You think too much, Laurel,' he murmured agaihst; parted lips.
‘And about the wrong things. This is what matté#s'thumb grazed
her nipple and he felt her shudder in reactiond'#ns.' He claimed



her lips. 'And this." His hand curved about the mtar of her
womanhood now, feeling her trembling increase.

'You and | are all that matters.' He took her maotighly.

Just a physical thing. Could she handle that? Cshetot handle it?

It was easier than trying to find the impossiblejan she could love,
and as she didn't have the strength to fight tttirecion towards
Reece it would probably be more sensible if shegase in to the
feeling. It would be over soon enough, with no boe.

Tonight he wasn't asking for or giving gentlenelesnanding, taking,
inviting, inciting, until she pleaded for his poss®n, arching
beneath him as she drove him deeper and deepahafathomless
web of desire. The pinnacle climbed and reachey thié back to
earth.

But Reece gave them no respite, kissing her, dage$er, taking
them both back into that shower of sunlight timd ame again, until
amazingly it was morning, no time seeming to haagspd at all.

Reece languorously caressed her breast as hecttagtl@gainst his
shoulder. 'Now do | have to put a brand on you ...?

'l thought you already had,' she mocked, too dmisly tired to want
to move, even though she knew she had to.

' meant a visible one,' he teased.

She looked up at him with the knowledge of thefieefon each other
in her eyes. 'This isn't visible?'

He laughed softly. 'l wasn't sure if | would hawefight down your
resistance all over again this morning; I'm gladh't.'She grimaced.
'l don't have the strength,’ she told him truthyfull



‘And you'll come back here tonight?' He frowned.

'Reece, | only stayed at the shop because | fouedflat too
oppressive after what had happened. It—I felt—urfoot@ble there,’
she understated.

His arms tightened about her understandingly. 'Maowsith me," he
encouraged.

'l can't,’ she told him simply. 'This is one thibgf actually moving in
Is something else. | like my independence too mugaid last night it
had taken a serious beating!

'You want me to go grey before my time worrying @agou?' he
grimaced.

'l won't be living at the flat any more——
'‘All the more reason to move in with me!'

She shook her head. 'l don't want to." She coutdl ttee way he
flinched at her brutality, but she couldn't infadinesty take back the
statement. Moving in with him was too—definite, oalled no
freedom of choice in what was happening, betweemth

‘Until you find somewhere else?' he pursued.

In the light of the fact that she had nowhere &g just yet it would
be churlish to refuse that offer, and as a commerntiwasn't a bad
one. "She readily accepted.

By the time she had been at the shop a couplewshshe had had
time to regret her decision. She had never beliévgdelf to be the
type of woman to be taken in by charm and a blaphgsical

attraction. Although there had been no charm tacRé&sst night, and



she had still gone to bed with him. She must beerfike her mother
than she had realised. God, it --

'‘Parcel, Laurel,’ Polly interrupted her wanderingés marked
"Personal".’

Laurel glared at the small, brown-paper wrapped agelPolly had

placed on her desk, having been taking a shorklrefore she fell

asleep on her feet. A personal parcel had to meaxod? and ... Or did
it? It couldn't be some other sick act on Gileat,xould it? She was
reluctant to open it and see what lay inside— wéneln man it had
come from.

A key! What on earth ...! A frown marred her brosvsine picked up
the card lying in the lid of the small box, it re&tease use it, Reece'
It was the key to his wing of the house!

'‘Okay?' Polly appeared in the doorway again.

She hastily placed the lid back on the box, pusthiegard inside her
bag. 'Fine,' she answered briskly. 'Are you busytloere?’

The other woman shook her head. 'lt's gone sunghisguiet.’

'Lull before the storm,' she predicted, knowing i€linnas could be a
strange time of year for business.

Polly frowned. 'You don't look well," she soundezhcerned. 'Are
you coming down with something?'

Yes—it was called Reecitous! She had been thin&baut him most

of the morning, and the conclusions she had corhadall crumbled

into the dust with the delivery of the key, knowithgt it was meant
to tell her she would still have her freedom, thatmade no ties on
her. And she would put a sure bet on him knowirardy what effect

that would have on her!



Living with a man she barely knew had more problé¢mas she had
ever guessed, Reece's untidiness something sheigareafter two
days of trying to pick up after him, his habit atiag at irregular, and
often very late, times, something she found strataye not being a
nibbler herself. And then there was the way hedliteebounce out of
bed in the mornings while she just wanted to sreigglvn under the
covers and go back to sleep. He sang in the showenatter what
time of night or day it was, was an avid vieweraoly and all quiz
programmes on the television. And he bought hewdls, and
chocolates, and cascaded her with compliments about and
everything!

Laurel felt disorientated, tried to keep their telaship to the
physical arrangement they had made when she hagtadchis offer
to stay here for a few days until she found a nlatv But that was a
little difficult to do when he insisted on treatirger with all the
consideration and care of a new bride, telephohergeveral times a
day just to talk to her, buying her gifts, alwaygger to fall in with
whatever plans she had for the evening. And therethvere the
nights. Despite her lack of experience in suchtimahips she knew
that no casual lover could ever talk to her the Wwayid when they
made love, could be so concerned about her pleaduaé times,
could be so naturally intimate with her. All heeponceived ideas of
what a relationship based purely on the physicaukhbe were
completely crushed by Reece as he wouldn't allavtdeat him in
a detached and practical way. After only three adiyising with him
she was ready to admit she was totally confusedherself, anyway.
To Reece she remained outwardly cool—even whemsistéd on
walking about stark naked for hours at a time,roffeeming to forget
the need for clothes at all. He had no inhibitiangyed or out of it,
and to her surprise she was learning not to hayeimer.



She wasn't in love with him she was sure of thanfident in her
decision not to allow herself to love any man. Baysically ...! Oh
God, physically she couldn't refuse him. She lookedit as a
sickness, and every sickness came to an end, gnenaaother. She
wouldget over this weakness she had for Reece's lassksaresses.
She, Laurel Matthews, was not fatally ill, jusittd sick.

'‘Laurel?’

She looked up at the man at her side, her headgest his shoulder

as they lay in bed together. She had arrived hafeah hour ago to

be met with a glass of the hot lemon tea she fadafter a hard day,
the shower already running hot, her favourite longgobe laid out

on the bed. Only she hadn't got as far as puttmthe robe yet. She
had drunk the lemon tea, stepped into the showdyr to have Reece
join her there, initiating the lovemaking that leadtled in the bed they
now relaxed in.

‘What is it, darling?' he frowned. 'l've been tatkio you the last few
minutes,' he explained at her questioning looku'Ylaven't heard a
word I've said.’

She hadn't even been aware that he was talkingkdtry,' she was
instantly contrite, her fingertips running lighthyer his chest.

'Hectic day?' he sympathised.

It had been hectic, only two shopping days leftilu@hristmas,
people suddenly seeming to realise how close itamaspanicking
because they had nowhere near finished their shgpji always
seemed to be this way, and she could only hopetahgough the
next two days without collapsing from exhaustioleepless nights
and busy days just didn't mix!

‘Very,"' she nodded. 'l—What on earth was that?'sahap in bed as a
loud ringing noise filled the room.



'‘Dinner,' Reece said with satisfaction.

Her eyes widened. This wing of the house was caomigle
self-sufficient, as Reece had claimed it was, a-steltked kitchen in
the lower floor. But they hadn't bothered to useitany more than
toast and coffee for breakfast, and it unnervedibeealise Reece
had bothered to cook them dinner himself rathen thave it sent
from his father's kitchen as he usually did.

'‘What is it?' she asked warily.

‘A sort of stew," he announced confidently, asdiethe bedroom.
She hurriedly put on her robe and followed himhe dining area of
the lounge.

He seemed to have thrown in a little bit of everyge could find in
the least suitable from the kitchen cupboards, thodgh it was a
little strange to come across strings of spaghbtipverall taste was
good. It was also a little too domesticated for lteng. They had
spent the last few evenings alone through choitieough she felt
sure their parents were aware of her car parkesldmuthe last three
nights, of the fact that dinner had been suppleedwo rather than
the usual one of those same three evenings. Buidspme the
evenings alone and having what really amounteddmrservice was
one thing, sharing a cosy dinner for two prepang&eece put it all
on a more intimate footing. And she didn't feel éomable with it.

‘You're wandering again,' Reece softly interrugtedthoughts. 'Tell
me what's bothering you.' He reached across thetabake her hand
in both of his.

‘The spaghetti mainly," she deliberately misundecdthim. 'It's a
little disconcerting to be calmly eating and thermdenly have a
string of it hit you on the chin!" She raised hapkin to the corner of



her mouth where the sauce had once again escapéwhat made
you put spaghetti in it anyway?"

‘Well the recipe said baked beans.' He lookedla §heepish. 'And as
| can't stand the things and won't have them inhithwese | decided
that spaghetti would be a good replacement.’

'It's a—novel idea,’ she said drily. 'Do you codien?'
"You know | don't,’ he drawled. 'l just ...

tonight | just wanted to be alone with you, withaumy interruptions
at all.'

She was instantly wary. 'Oh?"
He frowned. 'Laurel, when are you going to talkte?'

'l thought | did.' Her surprise was genuine, havopgned up more to
him than she had really wanted, or expected to.

He sighed. 'Not about anything that's really imaotto you.'
She shrugged. 'There's only the shop --'
'‘Exactly,' he looked at her expectantly.

'‘What do you mean "exactly"?' Her eyes were nardoas she
released her hand from his, pushing her plate awexygppetite gone.

He drew in a ragged breath. 'You aren't going ltorte, are you?'
She retreated even further from him. 'Tell you Whahe avoided.

Reece stood up noisily, moving to the lounge argeur them both a
brandy. He put the brandy glasses down on the eaffiele, going to
stand beside the fireplace, staring down broodimgly the flames



the wood fire was giving out. He turned as she sidallowed him.
‘Do you trust me, Laurel?' he prompted.

'In what context?' she returned guardedly.

His mouth twisted. 'Not as your lover," he rasped. well aware of
the fact that I'm still only the man who surpriges out of your mind
each time we make love by being able to tempt yda giving
yourself to me!'

She winced at the pained accusation, althoughalld see the truth
of it, suspected in her moments alone that Reed@libsome sort of
spell on her. In her more lucid moments she kneevlsd merely
fallen prey to physical infatuation.

'In what way then?' she prompted coldly.

'‘As a friend, as someone who cares about you.' &teh&d her with
narrowed eyes. 'Who would do his best to help ybe icould.’'

She turned away, unable to meet that fierce geeece, | don't...'
‘Are you willing to lose it all for a little falspride?' he rasped.
Her stricken gaze returned to his face. 'What atetglking about?'

He shook his head, as if he couldn't believe the egay she was
behaving. 'I've tried to get you to talk to me,gneaned. "To open up.
But you won't, and so --'

'Reece.' Her voice was slightly shrill noiWWhat are you talking
about?'

He swallowed down the brandy. 'lI've waited, I'veegi you every
opportunity --'



'Reece!

The glittering gold of his eyes as he glared atvi@s enough to tell
her he was furiously angry with her. She knew srg mood now
from those expressive eyes, the gold of anger,alisiand physical
arousal, the warm brown of pleasure, amusementilgedce. He
certainly wasn't physically aroused, but has very angry and
dismayed.

He marched over to the bureau in the corner ofdben, impatiently
flicking back the lid to take an envelope from afi¢he cubby-holes.
‘This fell out of your handbag the other day.' Hieetv it down on the
coffee-table between them. 'lI've been waiting fou yo talk to me
about it." He looked at her challengingly.

Laurel stared down at the envelope with it's dddive business
stamp at the top. She had searched everywherbdbletter the last
few days, the possibility that Reece might haveihalll the time not

even occurring to her. "It just "fell out" of mydpadid it?' she derided
disbelievingly.

'Yes,' he bit out. 'You think | took it?' he accdigearshly at her
sceptical expression. 'Damn it, Laurel, you weeedhe that dropped
your handbag in the bedroom the other day, spilimggcontents all
over the place.’

She remembered the occasion, the fluffy white rugha foot of

Reece's bed the scene of their lovemaking thatimyemher bag

getting knocked out of the way in the process. &k thought she
had put everything back into it.

'It was under the bed,' Reece read her accusinghite. 'The maid
handed it to me when | got home from work last high

'‘And you read it,' she scorned icily.



He ran a hand over his temple. 'l didn't mean'to;not into reading
other people's mail. But | couldn't stop staringt,akept getting the
strongest feeling of foreboding, and --'

‘Then you read it,' she snapped.

'Yes,' he confirmed irritably. 'What does it mekaurel? | thought

you were doing well, so why haven't you paid yaase money for
next year?'

Of all the things for Reece to have been givenraad it had to be

Campbells' letter explaining that her yearly leaseey was very
overdue!

It was still overdue, and likely to remain that wé&yles telephoning
her only today to tell her he wouldn't even talkaitthe return of her
money until she gave him his ring back. And as Wad in Reece's
possession she wasn't able to do that.



CHAPTER SEVEN

'FORGETI said that,' he sighed at the icy closed- in looker eyes. 'l
shouldn't have asked, it's none of my businessl. ilhlly wanted to
do was offer to help you, to give you --'

‘Money!" she cut in tautly. "You want to give meney}'

Puzzlement flickered in his eyes at her vehemeteairel, | just
want to help --'

‘Thendon'toffer me money," she rasped.

‘But --'

'I'm not for sale, Reece,' she scorned contemplyious

'‘What did you say?he icy softness of his voice was a warning.

She braced her shoulders, facing him unflinchinglgu give money
to your mistresses, I'm not your mistress. | glogd with you because
I've found | don't have too much choice aboutShé hated making
the admission, but she had to make him understeactig where he
stood in her life. 'But | don't have to accept airyg else from you.'

'‘No? you don't, do you,' he accepted disgustetllgt ‘even my
company when we aren't in bed—so I'll take mysetffor the rest of
the evening!'

'It's your home,' she bit out. 'I'll leave. If idat you want.'

'‘No—it isn't what | want," he snapped. 'After alg'll be going to bed
together later!" He strode angrily from the roote tfront door
banging seconds later.



Laurel turned shakily, instinctively moving to taendow, wincing
as the Jaguar kicked up stones from the driveway @ss over-
accelerated. She had never seen Reece that angrg-bée had
looked capable of strangling her before he lefalsuptly.

But she didn't want the close intimacy he was grymsurround them
with, wanted, as much as possible, to keep thmggrsonal between
them. She had never realised how emotionally ciase felt to
someone once they became your lover. And aftedavgpemotion in
her life for fifteen years she didn't want it irdrag- into her life now.
But she did want Reece in her life, needed toHee&rms about her
in the night, to know the possession that nevéeddo make her peak
in sexual pleasure.

So what did that make her? What sort of woman wees \8ho
required a man to make love to her every night leave her
completely alone at all other times? Obviously soet of woman
Reece had decided he could no longer tolerate!

'l did knock, but you didn't seem to hear me," Adaspoke lightly
from the doorway.

She turned sharply, instantly on her guard. 'Yes® prompted
abruptly.

'‘Everything all right, love?'

Amanda and Robert had seen the way Reece leftraswl they had
argued! 'Everything is fine,' she dismissed codRgece—had to go
out, that's all.' The steadiness of her gaze daeeanother to doubt
that or to probe further.

Amanda came fully into the room. 'Robert and | wered if the two
of you would like to dine with us tomorrow eveninghe invited
warmly.



They wanted to check that their offspring wereiggtalong okay!
'l have to ask Reece, of course,' she answarexbthly. 'But I'm
sure it will be all right with him.’

'‘Good,' her mother smiled her satisfaction. 'Welyeshould all sit
down together and try to sort out the arrangemfentthe wedding.'

‘There's no rush,’ she bit out tautly.

'‘Well, of course there isn't, darling," Amanda aglremoothly. 'But as
you're already living here.. .’

Her cheeks blushed fiery red. She had persuadedeReet to
mention the break-in at her flat to their paremtsisting there was no
point in worrying them. Obviously Amanda and Rol®at drawn
their own conclusions about their living arrangetsewhen no
explanation had been forthcoming! 'If you or Robkave any
objections,' she began tightly.

'Of course we haven't, Laurel,’ her mother insyad#énied. '‘Good

heavens, neither of you are children for us to gremorals to.

However,' she added firmly, 'there really doeszeins to be any point
in your waiting now. I'm sure you're both too sefesito make any
silly mistakes, but even so . ..'

She nodded curtly. 'I'll tell Reece about your éinmvitation,' she
said stiltedly. 'I'm sure he will want to come,eséffectively made
known her own reluctance.

Her mother frowned. 'Darling, | know we've had adlifferences in
the past, but are you sure everything is all rigétween you and
Reece? You seem very tense. You can talk to mekygow,' she
encouraged.

She would have laughed if it wouldn't genuinely éngurprised her
mother that she should be so bitter about the gasanda had



selfishly lived her life the way she wanted, carmgthing for the
happiness of the child she carried along in herew&he could no
more talk to Amanda, about anything, than she cdaildin love,
knowing it had been her mother's search for theiet perfect love
that had given Laurel all of her own unhappiness.

‘There's nothing to talk about,' she shrugged disely. 'Now if
you will excuse me, | have some accounts to dorigehhad been so
hectic at the shop today, clearing away so latg, she had brought
her books home with her. Now that Reece was awateegroblem
she was having paying her lease she would haakéogreat care in
locking the books away in her briefcase tonighttdA shouldn't
worry about our living arrangements ---'

‘Laurel, we aren't worried," Amanda protested. jlist excited at the
prospect of helping you with the wedding arrangeisién

She stiffened. 'l think you're being a little preora.’

Her mother looked surprised. 'Reece gave me theegswn that he
doesn't approve of long engagements.'

'‘When?' she demanded icily.

Amanda blinked. 'l—Well—Maybe | got the wrong ideahe
shrugged lightly.

She was sure her mother had taken a generalisatidteece's part
and applied it specifically to them. For all of thlkysical attraction
between them Reece had agreed with her that tagoreship would

end one day. 'I'm sure you did." She gave a cabhation of her

head. 'Is seven-thirty all right for tomorrow?' shediberately put an
end to the conversation.

Her mother looked disappointed. 'Seven-thirty wal lovely," she
nodded, leaving, as there seemed nothing elseg/to sa



As far as Laurel was concerned she and Amanda badr rhad
anything to say to each other, and she cursec#imds of guilt that
attacked her once her mother had left. Amanda hadenher life,
without thought for anyone but herself; it was late for feelings of
remorse or forgiveness.

She had done her cash books, tidied away from dirave was
sitting up in bed reading a book when she hearc®sear outside.
She made no effort to pretend to be asleep as ime dato the
bedroom.

‘The two of you look comfortable,' he remarked Igoft

She glanced down indulgently at the bear that &t to her in the
bed, Fred's coat cleaner and glossies from thdegestsh she had
given him, his ear and nose sewn on securely, titehiag of his
mouth replaced. She usually sat him on the dredsiolg at night,
although he lay between the pillows during the &he had become
fond of the tattered bear, she, who never becataehsd to anything.

She turned back to Reece; he looked tired as heaan in the
bedroom chair to slip off his shoes and straigideneull off his tie.
She wondered where he had spent the evening, batagain pride
wouldn't let her show any sign of weakness in @ityo

‘Would you like some coffee?' she offered distantly

'‘No, I..." His gaze clashed with hers. 'Yes,' h@vgl changed his
mind, 'l think | would.’

She climbed out of bed, wearing one of the newtgiglvns she had
purchased, all of her more intimate clothing repthsince Giles had
broken into her flat and touched them all. She 'tidother with her
slippers or the robe that matched the gown, neitkeessary in the
fully carpeted, centrally heated home.



Reece followed her as she padded down to the kicher
movements sure and quick as she made the coffd¢lee dime aware
of a brooding gold gaze on her.

'It was the meal that started it, wasn't it?' inalfy burst out.
She gave him a surprised look. 'It wasn't that'bad.

He gave the ghost of a smile at her attempt of humbm talking
about the existence of it, not its culinary worth.’

'‘We have to eat.' She shrugged, carrying the trapftee back up to
the bedroom as he would have taken it from her.

'In a restaurant, or meals cooked by other pedmegcknowledged,
just behind her. 'But when | cooked the meal it wast too
domesticated.’

'Is that what it was?' She deliberately kept heodngyht. 'l thought it
was a stew.'

‘Laurel --'
‘Cream and sugar?' she asked briskly.
Reece scowled. 'You know | don't take either!'

She gave another shrug, handing him a steamingo€upack,
unsweetened coffee. 'Careful,' she warned. 'lIthalhot.’

‘I know that! Look, Laurel --'

'Yes?' She sat down on the side of the bed to dramkown coffee,
crossing one knee over the other, knowing thatptie lilac gown

suited her colouring perfectly. If Reece had expédtb come home
to an emotionally wrought woman he was disappointed



His expression softened as he looked down at\Werhave to talk,’'
he told her softly.

‘That seems to be everyone's interest this everiiay. voice was
brittle.

His gaze sharpened with interest. 'Who else has e tonight?' he
asked suspiciously.

‘Not Giles, if that's what you're thinking," shepad. 'l wouldn't invite
him into your home.'

He relaxed slightly. 'Then who?'

'‘Amanda,’' she told him flatly. ‘She and your fativant us to go over
for dinner tomorrow.'

He nodded. 'And what else did she want to talk gbdwe probed.

‘Our living arrangements. The wedding,' she annedraarily. ‘Like
when it's going to be!'

Reece's mouth tightened. 'And what about our ‘'tjvir
arrangements"?' he grated.

‘Although Amanda denied it, | think she and youthéa are a
little—worried, about them."

'Why?'

‘You'll have to ask them.' She replaced her cughertray. 'I'm going
back to bed now,' she informed him distantly. 'Gaaht.’

‘Laurel, we haven't finished talking,' he protestagatiently.



'‘We don't have anything else to say.' She pundiegitlow to make
it more comfortable. 'Unless you want to apologise your
behaviour earlier?' She arched blonde brows at him.

'‘Apologise?’ he repeated furiously. 'You're the trad's using me,
damn it!'

Her eyes frosted over. 'Would you mind sleepingdar own room
tonight?' she requested with chilly calm. 'I'll reomy things out
tomorrow.'

'You aren't leaving me just because I've taken gae to being
used,' he warned.

'l thought what we were doing was mutually usingheather,' she
said icily.
‘You know it's more to me than that." He shookhaad.

'You wanted me, Reece,' she sighed. 'And now ydw#deme. | have
no intention of there ever being any more betweethan that.'

‘But | have,' His voice was dangerously soft. 'dem#he engagement
a real one, | can just as easily make it into ariage.'

Her mouth twisted. 'Not unless you intend to cang kicking and
screaming into church!

'‘No," he sighed wearily. 'l don't intend doing thiaurel, | only
offered to help you earlier, you didn't have toctahe way that you
did," he reasoned.

'l am not about to accept monetary help from th@ mvdo is my
lover!" Her hands clutched the covers tightly to. he



Reece's eyes softened at the description. 'l jasited to take that
worried look out of your eyes,' he explained sofflydidn't intend
any insult behind the offer."

‘Well, | took one,' she said adamantly. 'l am pslfecapable of
taking care of myself—and my business.'

'‘Darling, | don't want to argue with you again,'dremaced, as that
seemed to be what they were about to do. 'I'vesjusiit a miserable
evening propping up a bar wondering where | wenbngr
wondering whether or not you were going to be kdren | got back,
and if you were whether or not you would refuséatk to me or just
hit me over the head with the stew-pot!

Relief flooded through her as he revealed wheréhd been all
evening. She had thought . . . she had wondere®dd;-she hadn't
dared to think how she would feel if he had reveéle had spent the
evening with another woman! And she deliberatetindidwell on it
Now.

'‘As you can see,' she replied in a controlled valt@am here. | am
talking to you. And | don't have the stew-pot in hand. However, |
do want you to sleep in your own room tonight, amall be moving
out tomorrow.’

'Where?'

'l haven't found another flat yet." To be truthrdbke had forgotten to
look for one! '‘But | can always move into a hotetiul have.'

'‘No,' Reece stated firmly.
Her eyes widened. 'What do you mean, no?'

‘Christmas is in two days time, and | have no itienof letting you
spend it in aotel!



‘You --'

'Please don't lose your temper with me again,'utencpleadingly.
'I'll accept that you no longer want me to sleethwou, I'll even go
back to my own bedroom like a good little boy,'drenaced. 'But |
want you to spend Christmas here. With me.’

She didn't really want to go to a hotel either. Bla¢ didn't know if
she could stay here, either.

'l won't try to pry again,' Reece sensed her weaierBut if you do
need someone to talk to I'll be here.’

She chewed on her bottom lip, tempted, and yet atioigether
trusting his easy acceptance of the terminatiorthefr sleeping
together. But he looked earnest enough, and becheseally didn't
want to spend the holiday in a hotel she decidedvehs justtoo
suspicious. Reece was a gentleman, he wouldrahtiyforce himself
on her. 'If you're sure that arrangement can wark' ghe agreed
hesitantly.

‘Laurel, I'm not going to come creeping back inehesthen you're
asleep,' he chided her reluctance. 'l do have somieol.'

If he did she hadn't seen any evidence of it teeflawv days—and
nights. It seemed the merest glance could induee®® carry her
off to bed, and she couldn't help wondering if hauld be able to
keep his promise.

It hadn't occurred to her that she would be thevame would find it
difficult! But after two hours of turning about reisably in the bed
trying to get comfortable she had to accept that slissed their
making love, missed falling asleep in Reece's aAnsl she had a
feeling Reece had known exactly how she would f&eit if he
expectedcherto be 'creeping intbis bed while he was asleep' he wa
in for a disappointment. In fact she was grateduhim for showing



her how dependent she was becoming on him, hashlised just
how deeply she was becoming involved. She fellegskafe in the
knowledge that she had ended the affair before bdwame too
enmeshed to escape.

Reece didn't look as if he had slept at all thet n@rning, his eyes
dark, his face pale, having no appetite for thettaad coffee she had
prepared for him, giving her a terse goodbye bdtaeing for work.

He looked even worse by the time they joined tharents for dinner,
and his mood was volcanic, ready to erupt at thstlprovocation.
That provocation came from an unexpected quarter...

He had scowled and glowered at Amanda and Robelth&gs

constantly touched and smiled at each other dulimger, and he sat
in brooding silence as they all drank their coffeethe lounge

afterwards. Laurel would probably have found hidhunny if she

weren't feeling so tense herself! If this .was sgxension then she
had been better off before she experienced lovergaki the terrible

withdrawal symptoms!

‘Laurel,"” Amanda spoke lightly. 'l know you saiduydidn't want to
discuss the wedding, but there is one thing | wdiklelto say about
it.'

She had stiffened warily, and she could see Reeuelgh had
tightened when she glanced at him. 'Yes?' she gezimp

'‘Don't you think it would be nice if Dan could cote

The question, after years of not even mentioning'©aame, came as
something of a shock to Laurel, and she staredratlother as if she
had never seen her before. Then she turned gquhbok at Reece,

the furious glitter in his eyes telling her he didppreciate Amanda's
mention of Dan either!



‘Dan?' she guardedly repeated.

‘Yes," Amanda went on determinedly, not immuneh® $udden
tension in the room, but seeming intent on sayihgtwghe wanted to
anyway. 'The letter he put in with his Christmasdcsaid he had
some holiday time coming up in February, and tieghdd thought of
spending it in England.'

Laurel swallowed hard. 'Danrote—to you?' She didn't even try to
hide her incomprehension at him doing such a thing.

A shadow passed over her mother's eyes. 'He's sawatten to me,
Laurel,’ she said softly. 'Just as I've alwaystemitback.'

She couldn't believe it. Dan, her darling Dan,

writing to the woman who had destroyed them, whab fiygped them
apart. It couldn't be true!



CHAPTER EIGHT

'l wantto know how Dan figures in your life." Reece deneahas
soon as they were alone, back in his wing of thesbaow.

Laurel felt so weary and let down she could hardilk. She had
managed to gloss over the awkwardness of the ceat@n about
Dan by a non-committal answer, but had been gratdien Robert
changed the subject completely, leaving her to demfusion and
Reece to his brooding anger.

She was still trying to take in the fact that hestiner and Dan had
kept in touch all these years. She hadn't beliemach a thing
possible, but how else could Amanda know of his\gleo have a
holiday over here?

‘Laurel.’" Reece was more in control now as he mgbthhem both a
drink, had refused a brandy at his father's orfgwaminutes earlier,
in his impatience to leave. 'l want to know exaatligat this Dan
means to you.' He faced her across the room asigped at the
reviving alcohol.

Dan. Dan, with the wavy black hair and laughingebkyes. Dan,
whom she had always worshipped.

'‘Who the hell is he that my father calmly sat thaamd took Amanda's
interest in him?' he continued harshly. "Tévein her voice when she
spoke his name?' he added disgustedly.

Laurel chose to ignore the latter, although shenkihevas true, had

heard that same emotion in her mother's voice asadked of Dan.

But that Robert knew all about Dan she didn't dphbtv else could

there have been compassion rather than anger @yéssas he looked
at his wife?



'If mywife had spoken of another man in that same weguld have
killed him—and then her,' he grated.

The savage couldn't be denied in him now, and LLdoo&ed at him
unflinchingly. "Would you expect your father to jgalous of you?'
she murmured.

His eyes widened. 'Of course not; What sort of joess that?'

She shrugged, tired beyond imagining, not undedstgnthe way
Dan had kept in touch with her mother and not Wweh 'A valid one,'
she said flatly.

‘Valid? But --' His eyes narrowed now. 'Who is baurel?' he asked
in a hushed voice.

She drew in a ragged breath. 'When my mother ahdrfgot married
it was his second marriage.. .'

'He had a son from his previous marriage?' Reeabsed in a
strangulated voice.

She nodded wordlessly. For eleven years Dan had lheeadored
older brother, not seeming to mind when she tagd@ag with him
and his friends when they went out, that he wasnoéixpected to
baby-sit for her when he got older. And then hadedne divorce.
Laurel hadn't been able to believe it when hermqiar®ld her she was
to stay with her mother and Dan was to go withf&ler. A brother
and sister couldn't be parted in that cruel waw, Isid screamed at
them. But Dan wasn't really her brother, only hef-brother, and the
law said he had to go to his father. She had pteadd begged to go
with them but it had got her nowhere, and whenfégrer moved to
America a year later he had taken Dan with himesayg all contact
between them except the letters that had becoitedsand finally
stopped altogether. Laurel had run away from heherdhalf a dozen



times after that and had to be brought back eamb;thating her
mother so much she could barely speak to her. Radsll hated her.

'‘Dan is your brother,' Reece said incredulously.

'Half-brother," she corrected bitterly. 'That distian made all the
difference at the divorce.'

He swallowed hard, refilling her glass with branaty she held it
between numb fingers. 'He went with your father?'

'Of course he went with my father,' she snappetirgl at him.
‘Darling --'

'‘Don't!" She stood up, avoiding his hands as heldvbave reached
for her. 'l don't like to be touched!" she spat out

Reece became suddenly still, his eyes deeply golderurel,
Amanda had no claim on him --'

'‘She didn't want him anyway,"' her voice rose hdwatedlist as she
didn't want me!'

He shook his head. 'If that were true the courtcteasily have given
you to your father.'

'‘Keeping me was a way of getting back at him fogirtHailed
marriage,' Laurel insisted.

'You don't know that --'

'l know that she never once cuddied me or told Imed@ved me after
Daddy and Dan left, that she kept moving me froomédo home,
that somehow it was always my toys that got "lasthose moves. |
know that she was relieved when Daddy and Dan teefsinerica so



that | couldn't see them any more.' Her voice brek®tionally,
never having forgotten how her mother had sasl far the best',
when Laurel had told her of her father's transfer.

‘Then why did Dan keep in touch with her?' Reeesaaed.

She didn't know, felt betrayed by the act. How ddwe have so easily
forgiven Amanda for what she had done to them!

‘Laurel,’ Reece spoke softly as he saw the angungter face. "You
were a child at the time, you don't know exactlyatvhappened.'

'I know my mother has never cared for anyone othang else but
herself --'

‘She loves you --'

'‘No,' she scorned. 'Parting me from my father aad Was not an act
of love!'

"You don't know all the details --'

'l don't need to," he snapped. 'And if Amanda thieke can make
everything right by inviting Dan to our wedding thehe's mistaken!'

'Is there going to be a wedding?' he prompted huski

She turned blazing violet eyes on him. 'You knoer¢hisn't!" she
dismissed impatiently.

'It might be nice if Dan gave you away,' he sugegsoftly.
'l said no, Reece,’ she grated.
'Of course February is a long way off --'

'l won't change my mind,' she said firmly.



'‘No, | meant it might be too - far," Reece frowné&th not sure | can
wait six or seven weeks to make you my wife.'

‘You would have to wait six or sevéifetimesfor me to marry you!'
She put her glass down with a solid thud. "You waght, Reece,
being engaged to you has shown me how wrong | evémsrik | could

be content with the sort of marriage | would hamewn with Giles,
how wrong | was to think | could be content withrmege toany

man,' she added hardly. 'l realise now | don't warlie married to
anyone.'

'Laurel --'

'It's been a long day, Reece,' she told him fldttiaink | would like to
go to bed now.’

‘Laurel, | won't let you do this,' he warned as slaked out of the
room.

She knew once and for all that she was destinedetber life alone.
Living with a man, with all the intimacy that imptl, was not for her.
She didn't want to rely on anyone, to have herrifieelings probed
and analysed. And after the physical perfectionheiteknown with
Reece she didn't want any other man that way,reithe

She took off Reece's ring once she got to her loedrtaid it down in
the dressing table,waited for the world to collapsd the sky to fall
in. Nothing happened.

It was over, the madness with Reece was finally.ove

'‘Where are you going with that suitcase?'



Laurel looked up slowly. She had wanted to leaviety without

any fuss or argument, but she knew as she lookeHdeatury in

Reece's face that wasn't going to be possibleink that's obvious,
don't you?' she replied calmly.

He was dressed for work in one of the formal thpese suits that
could make him into a stranger from the insatiddoer of the night.
He looked as if his night had once again been Eespand Laurel
was grateful for the makeup that camouflaged her siadows.

'It's Christmas Eve,' he protested.
'S0?" she shrugged.
'You can't go to a hotel on Christmas Eve!

She knew that if Reece had his way he wouldnhéetgo at all, and
that was the reason she knew she couldn't stayceR®sd stopped
playing games, and the emotion in his eyes frigidemer.

‘A hotel is exactly what | need,' she told him digueThe lack of
intrusion, and the formality, are exactly what Inta

He "flinched, a pulse beating at the side of hisitho'Don't do this to
me, Laurel.’

Her hand tightened on the handle of her suitcds®i're a grown
man, Reece, you knew my feelings concerning oaticgiship, and
you walked into it with your eyes open.’

'‘Because I'm not a coward,' he rasped.
Her mouth twisted. 'Neither am |, she drawledh Jlist a realist.’

‘You're hard, and ... Where's your ring?' He frosvdewn at her bare
left hand.



'l left it in the bedroom,' she told him flatly.
'‘Our engagement --

'Is at an end,' she bit out tautly. 'Don't worlytéll everyone that you
were the one to realise you had made a mistaletasimted, knowing
this last was an injustice to him. And yet she madepology for
saying it; it was exactly what she intended tellipgpple if they
asked.

'l don't want you to go, Laurel --'

'l know," she accepted gruffly. 'Despite it all,takt you know | am,
and can never be, you still want me.' She had gseeemotion in his
eyes last night, just as she could see it in hessayow. 'You've
become too involved, Reece; can't you see thattedtsoned. 'From
being a caring and helpful stepbrother you've taken the
possessiveness of --'

‘A husband?' he finished harshly. 'Maybe that'sabse it's what |
always wanted to be to you, from the moment | Besw you.'

This was what she had hoped to avoid by leavingowmit seeing him!
'Reece, please don't --'

'l looked at you and | wanted you,' he continuadaeselessly. 'But
as soon as Amanda began seeing my father youdreegtas if | had

the plague. And because you had already gone thringgtrauma of
your mother's two broken marriages | decided te givu time to get
used to this third family. But you never changealclictime we had a
family dinner | expected you to have mellowed, ot never did,

treated me as frostily as you did our parents. Wyam mother

received that invitation to your engagement partyas like a fist

between my eyes,' he recalled raggedly.

'Please, Reece,' she trembled. 'l don't want todrgaof this.’



'‘Why not?' His eyes were unusually bright. '‘Becatiseakesyou
responsible for someone else's emotions for a @varge rasped.
‘You are responsible, Laurel, you're responsible for myrgwyou,
for my wanting you, for my not being able to livéhout you.'

She swallowed hard. 'You'll live,' she assured sinakily.
‘No, | won't,’ he told her flatly.

Her gaze searched his face desperately, frantidathking for
something that would tell her he didn't mean i tie was just trying
to frighten her. He was shockingly serious.

‘This is blackmail, Reece,' she shook her headd 'Anvon't be
blackmailed.'

His mouth twisted. 'I'm not talking about suicitlaurel, I'm talking
about the inner me,' he bit out. 'The me that lgwas——

‘You don'tlove me!' she snapped.

'Oh, yes, | do," he nodded, sighing heavily. 'Aadd few days you
were mine.'

‘You'll get over it --'

His scornful laugh interrupted her. 'l won't dotthaither. But if it
makes you feel better to believe that then doH®turned away, his
back rigid with control. 'But while you're livindpat cold and lonely
life you have mapped out for yourself | want yoktmw that | love
you, that I've loved you for the past year, and tilago on loving
you. The fact that you refuse to let yourself lowe in return isn't
going to change that, nothing will change that. ISwish you
happiness in the life you've chosen for yoursie#f,fasped.



It was a hollow wish after what he had just saidi baurel didn't stay
to dispute it, letting herself out of the housesihg left him the key to
the door with her ring on the dressing table, tiek Iclicking shut

with finality behind her.



CHAPTER NINE

LovE. She had known Reece loved her even before hétsawlords,
had guessed—and that had been the reason she nvasgraway.
The love of a man like Reece would consume, dewand, she had
already lost too much to the emotion, she daresk'tany more.

Reece was a braver person than she, wasn't afragové his love

even though he knew it wasn't returned or wantede $ad

relentlessly ignored the love in his eyes these fias days, had
chosen to believe he wanted the brief relationghdb she did, but
finally she had known she couldn't pretend any mé&eece no
longer willing to accept the casual relationshigween them that
was all she would ever want. She had known whestdrened out of

the house after their argument the other eveniaigt loved her, had
seen the pain in his eyes as he flung those ntienls at her. But she
had forced that knowledge from her mind when heddier to stay
on in separate bedrooms, hadn't wanted to adrtttthis morning

she had once again seen that love, and known Reedenger

intended to hide what he felt for her, no matteatyressure it put on
her or how hurt he got in the process.

And-she had hurt him, could do no other when sda'diove him in
return.

He was a good man, a kind man, and she knew tlia¢ aoment he
loved her beyond reason, that he had stooped tsubtgrfuge to get
her to accept him in the relationship he really w®dnthat he had
announced their own engagement at her party inhtb@es of
eventually persuading her to make it a real onat tle was now
willing to risk his pride to let her know of hise and encourage her
to love him.

She couldn't.



‘Telephone call for you, Laurel." Polly looked infwe staff-room
where Laurel was supposed to be taking her mowroffge-break; in
reality she had been staring off into space.

Her startled gaze flew to her assistant. ‘Who...?'
"Your mother,' Polly told her ruefully.

She moistened suddenly dry lips, following the otheman down to
her office. 'Er—did she say what she wanted?'

'‘No,' Polly shrugged. 'Just that she wanted tottajou.’
Dan. It had to be about Dan. God, she hoped sheeady for this!

'Yes?' Her voice was unnaturally sharp as she adkadged her
mother's call.

‘Shall we meet for lunch?' her mother returned euthpreamble.

She drew in a ragged breath. 'l can't, I'm afraldg refused with
genuine regret. 'lI've just taken the only bredkbH having today.'
And she had only taken that one because she ¢sk ¢b collapsing,
not even having had a cup of coffee this morningrafer sleepless
night. 'It isn't that | don't want to meet you,edimastened to explain.
'‘We're just very busy.' She had intended callingrhether herself
later to arrange a meeting, had known it was iablet

‘You do realise we have to talk?' her mother probed
'Oh yes,' she agreed with feeling.
'l mean really talk, Laurel,' she spoke firmly.

‘Yes,' she acknowledged hardly.



'How about this evening?' her mother suggestedotBeyou and
Reece have dinner? | could come over, and --'

'l won't be at Reece's tonight,' she interruptear . 'Perhaps |
could drive over and see you?'

'‘Well, of course, Laurel." Her mother's puzzlemeas evident in her
voice. 'Look, if you and Reece are dining in townight we could --'

'Reece and | aren't eating in town tonight,’ shénccoolly. 'We aren't
having dinner at all. At least, not together," aded brittlely.

‘You've argued?' Amanda realised in dismay.

'We've realised we aren't suited after all,' sheected. 'We have
nothing in common --'

'‘But you love each other --'
'‘No,' she denied harshly.
'‘Reece loves you,' her mother insisted.

God, did he go around telling everyone! No, shentdseing fair to
him; Reece wasn't the sort of man who would puplebclaim his
love to all and sundry. But if she had seen hieléwr her why
shouldn't other people see it, too?

'You would have to discuss Reece's feelings with,'hshe said
stiffly. 'But | am not in love with him. Our engagent is at an end.’

'I'm so sorry,"” Amanda's regret sounded genuirfeer&'s no hope
of --'

'‘No,' she dismissed abruptly.



'l see," Amanda sighed. 'In that case Robert amduld like you to
spend Christmas with us.'

'I—That isn't necessary.' Her suitcase in the aooh¢he room was
evidence of the fact that she hadn't yet bookeal anhotel, but she
hadn't spent Christmas with her mother in years, stme had no
intention of spending this one with her, either.

'I'd really like it if you would, Laurel," Amandaneouraged.

She wasn't exactly pleading, but it was there irtdree of voice none
the less. And Laurel didn-'t like the guilt it mauer feel. Her mother
had made her choices, had sacrificed the happofessr child for
what she wanted, why should Laurel feel in thetleasity about
makingherown choices.

'l have other plans,' she dismissed coldly.

'Oh ..." Amanda gave a disappointed sigh. 'Dintim. Surely that
isn't asking too much?’

Was it? She didn't know. As long as she didn't haveee Reece,
perhaps not. 'Will Reece be there?'

‘Well, | haven't invited him, but | can't answer fos father," Amanda
answered honestly. 'But the two of us have todalk | don't think it
should wait until after Christmas.'

Considering the fact, Laurel thought bitterly, thathad taken
Amanda fifteen years to get around to this talk dign't think

another few days would make much difference. Batdtin't want to
wait either, and although she didn't relish theutiia of possibly
running into Reece again just yet she knew shedvaave to see him
some time, that their family ties dictated she must



'‘Dinner tonight will be fine," she accepted stilyedAlthough for
everyone's sake | would like you to call me if Reeefinitely is
going to be there; it could only be embarrassiaghward for us all.'

'Laurel --'

'Yes?' she prompted hardly as her mother brokeheffitantly.
‘Laurel, I—I --'

She could feel the same sense of panic she hadkwidtvReece this
morning, her palms becoming clammy.

'l love you, Laurel," her mother told her softlyfdre@ ringing off.

Pain ripped across her chest, pain such as shenéaal known
before.Amandaloved her? Shevouldn'tbelieve that! Because if she
did it made a mockery of the decisions she had madeerning her
own life, and it was those decisions that keptdveay from the pain
of loving.

The pain in her chest continued.

'l realise I'm probably the last person you wandde,' Reece spoke
softly. 'But | have some things | have to talk tmyabout.'

She had stiffened at the sound of his voice, lapkip slowly from
her sitting position at her desk, the day overydlly left in the
shop now as she tidied away the books left outhencbunter; she
must have let Reece in.

He looked even more tired than he had this morrand,Laurel knew
she was to blame for that. She didn't flinch, logkat him steadily.

'l have something to give you, too,' he added Hyski



Her mouth twisted. 'Isn't exchanging Christmas sgift little
inappropriate now?’

He shook his head. 'This isn't strictly a Christmgéis'

'Oh?' She was wary, turning briefly to Polly as sb@od behind
Reece.

'‘Have a good Christmas,' her friend told her. "Yam Reece.'
‘Thank you.' The smile he gave didn't quite redsleiies.

Laurel walked past him to go to the door with Palhe two of them
having exchanged gifts earlier in the day. Her egpion was pensive
as she came back into the office, not having exgeReece to just
come to the shop and see her like this.

She made no effort to sit down, eyeing him quesigly as he sat on
the side of her desk. 'What can | do for you?'

He gave a rueful smile. 'Make the sun come ouhe rhiddle of
winter, the flowers bloom, the --'

'Reece!" she snapped.

'Sorry,' he said without regret. 'l forgot you ddike to hear things
like that.'

'You didn't forget,' she said dully, knowing he waiing out at her
because she had hurt him.

'‘No,' he acknowledged tautly. 'l hoped you mightehielt differently
since this morning."'

She looked at him guardedly. 'Why should | haveediwat?'



He shrugged. '‘Because you know | love you, andusscgou don't
really like hurting people.'

She had wondered if he had spoken to her mothehidexplanation
told her he hadn't. 'Why are you here?' she prainggeain.

‘To give you this.' He reached into his breast pbekd pulled out an
envelope. 'And before you look at it | want youkteow that there's
nothing you can do to stop it now.' He held outeheelope to her.

Inside she found a receipt, from Campbells, foregkact amount of
her lease, and it was made out to her.

‘Another thing you should know is that | don't widrg money back.'
He held her gaze remorselessly.

Her mouth opened and closed without a sound comitgHe had
calmly paid her lease for the next year and nowlaened he didn't
want reimbursement!

She had spent most of the day in a fog of misepndering how
much longer she would be allowed to stay open. Aowl this. For all
that she had said about not taking money from lmenvgas tempted
to accept thigait accompliBut she couldn't; she paid her own way i
life or not at all.

‘You can hardly accuse me of trying to buy you wivefre no longer
together,' he added tautly. 'l did it because Ite@ito, Laurel,' he told
her softly. ‘Not for any ulterior motive.'

'It was very nice of you, but --'

‘Before you refuse there are a few other thingssloauld know,' he
put in firmly.



She swallowed hard, watching him warily.
'l've returned Gilbraith's ring,' Reece told heaitlil.

Laurel gasped, her face paling, her hands shakilog--!' she gave a
strangulated cry.

His mouth tightened. 'Yes,' he nodded confirmatiédrhy didn't you
tell me he was married?"

... You ... you met his wife?' she choked, tesirdssed by what he
had done to think straight.

He gave an abrupt inclination of his head. 'Giltbrarasn't there, so |
gave the ring back to her.' His mouth twisted. 'friwest | can say for
her is that she seems to care about their soraSped.

'So now she knows about Giles and me?' Laurel gubaat this
further humiliation.

'‘No," he sighed. 'She thought | was from the potegirning her
stolen ring, and | didn't disillusion her once &lised who she was.'

‘Giles told her the ring was at the jewellers,' Bbe/ned.

Reece nodded. 'And then when he didn't get it bégkou he told her
the jewellery shop had been broken into and hegraire of the things
stolen. You have to give him ten out of ten foreangity,’ Reece
scorned.

"You shouldn't have returned the ring, Reece,taldehim brokenly.
'‘Now | have nothing!'His eyes glowed golden. 'Yam't want a ring
that belongs to Gilbraith's wife just because heegtto you!'

'l neededhat ring,' she cried, crumpling the envelope thredreceipt
in her hand.



'‘Why?' Reece asked softly.

She looked at him accusingly. 'You had no rightnterfere.' Her
voice broke as she dropped down on to the sofaigkd’ Her voice
grew shrill.

‘Tell me, Laurel,' he encouraged harshly. "Tell'me!

She looked up at him with tear-filled eyes. 'I'vstlib all now, Reece,'
she sobbed. 'lt's all gone! | won't take your moaey now | have no
way of --'

'Of what, Laurel?' Reece urged forcefully as slukd®off.

He knew. She was sure he knew without her havinglitdim!



CHAPTER TEN
'How much did he take, Laurel?'

She breathed raggedly, her head down as she d#yeateepted the
fact that she had lost everything. How much had<zihken? All that
she was.

You could start again, a voice told her. With wiséie mocked back.
You're bright, that inward voice told her againuyaow your stuff,
you can make it. But she knew she couldn't.

‘Laurel?' Reece prompted again.

She looked down at the crumpled receipt in her sam@ding out the
amount from the bottom, to the last penny.

'Laurel --'

'‘Please don't touch me.' She cringed as he wouklieached for her,
her head going back proudly. "Thank you for doihg tfor me,
Reece, but no thank you.'

'‘Why not?' he ground out. 'lf you insist on it yoauld always pay me
back.'

'Oh, I'd insist,' she choked. 'But it wouldn't doyagood. | make a
living, | don't have enough spare cash at the drtleoyear to pay
you.'

‘Then take ten yearsyenty!
She gave a wan smile at his vehemence. 'No,"' Singecedully.

'‘Why the hell not?' he rasped.



She shook her head. 'Mainly because I'm not alwidgttsomeone
else pay for my stupidity. | thought Giles wasthlt | wanted in a
husband, that we would have a good marriage patiper She
challenged him to question that description. HendidSo | let him
sign a few cheques for some of the bills, afteit &dloked as if | didn't
trust him if | said no.' She bitterly recalled thay Giles had bristled
indignantly when she had hesitated about agreeihgstoffer to take
some of the menial work off her hands before Cimast.

'He's a professional, Laurel,' Reece told her gelidarling, he does
this sort of thing all the time."

Her head went back sharplWhat?'

Reece nodded reluctantly. 'l had my suspicions taihewring he had
given you; it looked like a genuine antique. SodK it to a jeweller
before going to Gilbraith's, he valued it at abdwe thousand
pounds. That seemed a little excessive for a coangarbgrammer,’
he grimaced.

'Giles steals for &ving}' Laurel gasped disbelievingly.

'‘Not all die time," Reece sighed. 'He does actuslye a legitimate
job as a computer programmer. But he makes it & kalprey on
single women --'

'‘Gullible women," she put in self-disgustedly.
‘Vulnerable ones,' he amended firmly.

Laurel frowned. 'Are you just guessing or do yotualty know all
this for a fact?'

'l spoke to the police about the ring, and theyenaary interested in
the fact that several of the flats in your buildiraye been broken into
lately --'



'‘Oh no!" she groaned protestingly.

‘They have Gilbraith in for questioning now, budrfr what | can tell,
"oh yes",' he sighed. 'Your neighbour, the curioos,' he derided,
‘has already confirmed that he came to your flat iight it was
burgled.' His eyes narrowed as she blushed prgfudtu already

knew that, didn't you?' he said in a puzzled voice.

She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongifaat was the point
of denying it now, Reece already knew so muchwids looking for
the ring," she revealed dully. 'The other inexpenspieces of
jewellery were taken to allay suspicion.'

Reece frowned. 'But if you knew it was him why didrou tell the
police? Me?' he added in a hurt voice.

She shook her head. 'Does anyone really like aidigiithey've been
taken for a fool?'

'‘But it became so much more than that, Laurelrasped. 'Conning
you out of money is one thing," he continued, eéhengh she winced
at the word 'conning'. 'Breaking into your home --'

‘Twice,' she put in softly. 'He was there whentligdwo nights after
the burglary, when you found me at the shop at detock in the
morning,' she explained at his questioning look.

‘Laurel, didn't it occur to you to be frightenedthy things that were
happening?' he snapped disgustedly.

'Of course it occurred to me!" she glared at hilthy do you think |
moved in here?'

'S0 you could be closer to the only thing you caveut,’ he bit out
harshly. "The police will probably want to talkou some time, but |



told them they could probably find you here," hersed. "You do
intend spending Christmas with your books, donitd/dne derided.

'l haven't made any plans yet,' she muttered.

'l have,' he drawled. 'But | don't have the womait to share them
with.' He turned away. 'In the meantime it looksfdwn the lease
on a bookshop; do you know anyone who would likeutoone?' he
said bitterly.

'Reece --'

'If you do decide you would like the lease aftéf Bk picked up the
receipt and put it back in his pocket, 'then | khirshould warn you
that it's an inclusive deal—I come along with ioWw'see, I'm not
proud, Laurel,' he rasped. 'l can take whatevembgruyou give out.
While you're thinking about it | would suggest ymatch notes with
Amanda; | have a feeling some of your ideas abweipiast will be
completely demolished!" He walked to the door, fugnto see her
surrounded by her cash books and the day's taKifgs.seems to be
where | came in," he sighed, the bell over the debing of his
departure seconds later.

No, it wasn't where he had come in, that had beea weacherous
night just over a year ago, and she had been fiiglter feelings for
him ever since. She had been instantly attractediphad known he
felt the same way, and she had used the excuskeofgarents'
relationship to alienate herself from him. She hseen his

puzzlement in her sudden cooling towards him, ahd bad

congratulated herself for stopping what could hadeeeloped into a
relationship that would ultimately cause her pain.

As it was now.



She could deny it all she wanted, but leaving Rél@isemorning had
been the hardest thing she had ever done. Or wadikely to do.
Losing the shop was easy in comparison.

Dinner was a strained meal, with Robert makingetisuses shortly
afterwards, going to his study and leaving the waonen alone.

Amanda smiled. 'He thinks | don't, know he goethare to have a
cigar after dinner.'

Laurel accepted her cup of coffee. 'l didn't reahe smoked.’

‘Just a cigar after dinner,' her mother said ineloily. 'He goes into
his study because he knows | can't stand the smell.

‘Daddy smoked,' she spoke without thinking, lookipgawkwardly.

‘Yes, he did," her mother nodded sadly. 'It wastwhigd him in the
end. His health had deteriorated very badly beliedad the heart-
attack.'

Laurel's fingers tightened about her saucer. "Ye=nsto know a lot
about it?'

'‘Dan,’ Amanda supplied simply. 'He always kept nfermed about
your father.'

‘Why?'
She sighed. 'l lived with him for twelve years,
Laurel, | still cared about the man.’

'You divorced him,' she accused.



‘Yes,' she acknowledged sadly. 'lt wasn't easy.'
‘They why did you do it?' she scorned.

'‘Our love had—become something of the past, amalgity keep the
relationship going was killing your father --'

'‘Not you?' she accused.

‘Your father was not a man who liked to be tiedotee woman,'
Amanda carried on firmly. 'His first marriage endedhe same way,
but to give him credit he stayed with me for twepears. It was more
than | had hoped for.’

'You were the one that asked for the divorce,' eb@minded hardly.
'l don't regret that decision for a moment, Lauv®hnanda held her
gaze steadily. "The only thing | do regret is thatt and Dan were
hurt in the process.’

‘You divided us down the middle just like you dickeything else in
the settlement,' Laurel bit out hardly.

'Do you really believe that?' her mother frownedinpin her deep
blue eyes.

'l knowl went with you and Dan went with Daddy!'

Her mother shook her head. 'lt didn't have to laéway --'

'It wasthat way!'

'Yes,' she sighed. 'But that was because it wasdlyedDan wanted it.'

'‘Dan?' she questioned sceptically. "What choicéndilave, either?’



'He was sixteen, old enough to decide where heaglantgowhohe
wanted to go with," her mother stated flatly. 'He$e your father.’

'‘Over me?' Laurel cried disbelievingly.
‘Over both of us," Amanda said in a pained voice.
'l don't believe it,' she shook her head.

'He'll be here for a visit soon, you can ask hinurgelf,’ Amanda
shrugged.

She frowned, puzzlement darkening her eyes. Daidebuhave
chosento leave her. They had been so close, Dan always
champion, he couldn't actually have chosen théwefaover her.

‘Laurel,’ her mother spoke gently. 'He did whathwaight best.’
'‘Forwhom}'she disclaimed.

'For your father.’

She shook her head. 'Then why couldn't | have gotehim, too?'

‘Try to understand, Laurel,' her mother encouratéulr father was
never a man who liked responsibilities, and whemet him he had
already been alone with Dan for six months, he eledply needed
someone to take care of them both --'

‘He loved you!'

'Yes, he did," her mother agreed gently. 'Butdften wondered if we
would have married at all if it hadn't been for Dale couldn't cope
with him on his own, and his ex-wife wasn't consadka fit mother,
and so we were married only three weeks after we Tien we had
you, and everything seemed to be going well. Buiryather began



to feel trapped by all the domesticity. He was anmao really
needed to be free, and by that time Dan was oldginto give him
that freedom without leaving him completely on dven. Dan knew
that. And, although | felt by that time as if Daren& my own
child—he did call me Mum --' she reminded, 'l hadet him go.'

'‘But what about me?' It was a cry she had mentadlgle to herself a
thousand times as a child, feeling unloved and ubedh by
everyone.

‘Darling, | would have let you go to them if | hdmbught your father
could cope, even though it would have meant | loagive you up,'
she added emotionally.

'I wanted to be with them!" she cried.

‘Do you think | didn't know that?' her mother smich choked voice.
‘You withdrew from me, shut me out, flinched frone nvhenever |
tried to cuddle you, until in the end | became idfta reach out and
touch you.'

'‘Afraid?' she scorned.

Anger flared briefly in the tear-wet eyes. 'Parerda be hurt too,
Laurel," she reproved huskily. 'l even asked yaitidr if he would
take you, explained to him that the strain of th@ite was having
too adverse an effect on you. He thought it woddsbtter if he got
out of your life completely.’

'‘America,' she realised faintly.

Amanda nodded. 'l pleaded with him to reconsidet,ibwas no
good. After he and Dan had gone you got worse.ofething that
made you in the least happy was books. So | botlgmh for you,

hundreds of them, just so that | could occasionsdlg you happy
once again.'



'It also kept me out of your way,' Laurel accusatshly.

'l didn't want you out of my way!" Her eyes flashéavanted back the
warm, loving child | had always known. But she lgashe—and she
never came back.'

'‘What did you expect?' she derided. 'You draggedabwt from
place to place like a sack of potatoes!

Pain once again darkened her mother's eyes. 'Argeaxly to hear
this, | wonder?' she sighed.

'I'm ready,' she nodded grimly.

‘All right," Amanda nodded. 'Did you notice anytipielse about those
moves we made?'

She frowned. 'What sort of anything else?"

‘Just—anything.'

'‘My toys disappeared,' she bit out.

'Yes,' her mother sighed. 'And each flat got smailiel smaller.’
'l don't remember.' She shook her head.

'l sold your toys, Laurel, just as | sold anythofgmine that | could,
too," her mother told her in a rush. 'l neededtleey, you see.'

'Why?' Uncertainty flickered in her eyes now.

She wet her dry lips. 'Once your father went to Aoz the
allowance he had agreed to pay us stopped conshg.'gave a
ragged sigh. 'l kept writing to him, but—I think Iest forgot we
existed!



‘No!'
'‘Maybe he didn't." Her mother shook her head.

‘All 1 know is that the money stopped coming. Anftea being
married and out of work for twelve years the ordyt ®f job | could
get didn't pay all that well. Once Dan was old egtoto get a job he
used to send us a few dollars every month --'

"You took money off Dan?' she said disbelievingly.

'l didn't want to,' she choked. 'But what little mey we had seemed to
go nowhere --'

"You still kept buying me books!

'l went without lunches for those,' her mother saigatiently. "They
were the only thing that made you happy!" she défdragain.

Years of building a wall about her emotions didgndke it easy for
her to accept what Amanda was telling her, eveanghdier mother
had an explanation or reason for everything thdthagppened.

'Frank Shepherd used to—touch me,' she announcshliya

Her mother paled, her eyes very dark. 'Oh no,gsle a strangulated
cry. 'Oh God, no,' she choked, the tears stararfglt

Laurel watched her with detachment, still unabledaiease all the
pent-up hatred she had for her mother. 'Reeceaneltb ask you why
you divorced him?' she stated flatly.

Amanda bit her bottom lip. 'He—he was brutal with,hshe finally

revealed raggedly. 'He was rich, and—and | wantadtg have the
best again. He gave me money to buy you pretthe#stto send you
to a private school, and because | learnt of huslty as early as our



honeymoon | decided a boarding-school would be &%t looked at
Laurel with beseeching eyes. 'He didn't—didn't --'

'‘No, he didn't do that. He talked mainly, but sames—sometimes
he touched me, too." And for years he made heeumkhe wanted
only a coldly dispassionate, physical relationshiih a man?

'‘No wonder you hate me,' Amanda said brokenlyigtitso hard to do
what was best, but it just didn't seem to worktbat way.' She shook
her head. 'l took you away from the brother antidatyou loved

above everything else, introduced you to the pé&edegropings of

another man. I think | would hate me, too, if | lthmhe all that!'

It had to be like a sudden thaw after a severe faibwhis sudden
rush of emotion, the tears that fell and could®tdhecked, the
wonderful warmth of being held in her mother's grwisfeeling

cherished and loved by the soothing murmur of logres

She couldn't remember the last time she had alldveednother to
hold her like this, the two of them sobbing at timelerstanding they
had unexpectedly found.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

'IF we don't stop now," her mother attempted lightie re both going
to look a soggy mess by the time Robert comes back.

Laurel sat back, wiping the tears away with hegédinips, a little shy
about looking at her mother again after their slebwmotion.

'‘Look at me, Laurel,' her mother invited, smilirfgyly when Laurel
reluctantly did so. 'Maybe we should have done ye&rs ago,' she
said ruefully, dabbing at her cheeks with a tidsom the box on the
table. 'Maybe | should have insisted that yourdatiake you, even
though it would have been like cutting off a linsimd maybe | should
have tried harder to persuade Dan to stay with'us -

'‘No,' Laurel cut in firmly. 'l agree we should haegked earlier, but
the fact that we didn't is probably more my falirt yours. I've been
pretty unapproachable all these years, and | pighabuld have
resented you just as much if you had let me goaddy. You were in
a no- win situation.'

'‘Don't resent Dan for what he did either,' her mot#ncouraged. 'It
broke his heart to be separated from you, but de'tdknow how to
explain.’

'l don't resent him. I—I just wish I'd knowwmhy he did what he did.
We were like strangers when we met again,' shdleedarokenly.

Her mother nodded. 'He told me all about it, shat he didn't feel he
could relax with you, that he could see how he Imad you and he
didn't know how to reach you any more. | think regsing over in
February to try again. And remember, Laurel, ittechnharder for a
person to let you go when they love you thanibikang on.'



That was what Reece had been telling her when plaeted. He
wanted her but he knew he couldn't keep her whemsisn't willing
to meet him halfway.

'‘How about you and Reece?' Her mother seemed &sgueere her
thoughts had gone. 'Is that an unsolvable situation

She stiffened, and then forced herself to relaxs Was her mother,
and after the years of conflict maybe they wouldende really close,
but she knew sheouldtalk to her.

‘Not if | love him," she replied tautly.
‘And do you?'

'l don't know! Laurel shook her head. 'l didninthl was capable of
loving anyone, but—nbut | love you.' She made thaiadion huskily,
so long since she had used the words to anyone.

‘Thank you, darling." Her mother squeezed her hdrkhow how
difficult that was for you to say. And feel,’ sheidad ruefully.

'I've always loved you.' She frowned at the re@ibsa 'l just didn't
understand, why you did the things you did.'

'I'm not sure explaining would have helped theadian at the time,’
her mother grimaced. 'But | think we understancheatber a little
better now, and—and maybe we can build on that.'

'l hope so,' she said—and meant it.
‘What will you do about Reece?’

‘Nothing,' she swallowed. 'For the moment. | havihink, find out if
I'm worthy of giving him what he deserves.'



Her mother smiled. 'I'm sure you are.'
‘But I'm not," Laurel grimaced. 'And until | am. ..

'l understand,' her mother nodded. 'And now thahaxee all that out
of the way | insist that you stay for Christmas --'

'l couldn't --'

‘Maybe | didn't say it firmly enough, Laurel,' haother cut in firmly.
'l insistthat you stay with us for Christmas.'

Blue eyes warred with blue until finally Laurel wéx® one to give a
rueful shrug. 'lIf you had been as strict with nfeeén years ago |
probably wouldn't have dared behave- in the wayl di

Her mother gave a bright smile. 'Does that mearilysiay?'
'If you're sure . . .'

'I'm sure,' her mother said briskly. 'I'll just god make sure your
room is prepared.’

Laurel knew that her mother was also giving heew minutes to
herself, sure that the efficient staff here wouldags have the guest
rooms made up. But they were both aware that stiddumnd their
conversation more traumatic than anything she kadated before
coming here tonight.

As a child it had been so easy to blame her mdtreall that had
happened, but as an adult she should have seg¢hdhatvere always
two sides to any story. If her father had reallyntea to be with her
then no inducement on earth would have got himakanhe move to
America, certainly her mother would never have baigle to make
him go, as she had always accused her of doing.



And Dan. Poor Dan. No wonder they had been strangben they
last met, she had always secretly blamed him &g her, too. His
holiday here in February promised to be a very enat one!

But what of Reece? He must have known quite aflatteat had
really happened in the past, of the wrong way @tkihterpreted it,
and yet he had still been able to love her in sgfiteer bitterness and
coldness.

But accepting that her mother loved her was onegthallowing
Reece into her life, her heart, was something etgeely. Having
just had her heart and soul restored to one pieeevasn't sure she
was ready to give them away again; her body hadysween his for
the taking! And she knew, no matter what he sattiéacontrary, that
Reece would want them all or nothing at all.

‘Can | offer you a brandy?"

She looked up into Robert's kind, concerned fanewkng he had
been told what had just occurred between Amanda reardelf.
Amanda. Even that had been a form of defence tngetars, a way
of forcing Amanda out of the mother role. Considgrihe bitch she
had been she was lucky her mother and Robertgtrited anything
to do with her! What had her mother said, it's katd give up than
hang on? The whole of her cried out in agreement.

'l think he's at home if you want to go over . ..’

She blushed as she looked shyly at Robert. ‘Amatldbvious?' she
grimaced, wondering just how long she had beeova ith Reece
Harrington; probably from the moment he had pulied out of her
wrecked car! But she had been denying love inifeefdr so long that
it had been easy to deny her love for him, too.

'‘Only to the people that love you.' Robert handedthe glass of
brandy.



'Robert,' she chewed on her inner lip, 'Robert, Iw possible to
love a person when you— when you get no positiedld@ack, when
that person is totally cold and logical?' She lab&ehim intently.

'‘Don't be so hard on yourself, Laurel,' he saidlgeanderstanding
her completely. 'You aren't cold and logical, yeulst wary. You're
also very much in love with my son.’

'Yes,' she acknowledged dazedly.

'‘And he's always been in love with you.' He gaveieful smile. 'l
knew it from the moment he came home from the halsaiter your
accident. I've even managed to get some work ottirofthe last
year,' he derided. 'He's been at the bank all hamd his social life
has been nonexistent—except for those family dmherwas always
pressing me to arrange.'

Half of which she had avoided coming tot Reece rigdg, he wasn't
too proud to show her his love, and he deserve@ than the crumbs
she had been giving him. 'No women?' she frownedwing what a
sensual man he was.

'‘No," Robert confirmed. 'My son is a one- woman-mlare been
worried for him, but I'm relieved to see that islanger necessary.'

The last was added enquiringly, and she put hesglawn with firm
determination. 'Would you tell—tell Mummy that | wbbe staying
the night after all." It felt strange to call heotiner by that intimacy
again, but she had a feeling a lot of things weiagto seem strange
in her life from now on, not least of them beingving Reece
Harrington as a husband.

'‘Can | also tell her that you and Reece will berof@ lunch
tomorrow?'

She turned at the door. 'Keep your fingers crofseahe.’



He smiled. 'l won't need to,' he replied confidgntl

Laurel wished she had the same confidence, bufphkns were
damp, her legs feeling weak by the time she hadgoathrough the
doorway that linked Reece's wing to the main hasshe went in
search of him. Robert was wrong, Reece wasn'traeho

She turned to rejoin her mother and Robert, stappimefore
determinedly going into Reece's bedroom and clagiagloor.

She was sitting up in bed when he opened the a@oonjng to an
abrupt halt as soon as he saw her. Laurel was avake of the
picture she made, her bared breasts pert andngyitne rest of her
body smooth and creamy. Reece looked as if someadejust
punched him!

‘You know,' she put her book down to remark coratgaally, 'lI've
been giving some thought to your predicament, aredclome up with
the ideal person to run your shop for you.'

Reece stiffened, a resigned look coming over hig,féhe golden
blaze of his eyes dulling to brown. 'Oh yes?' hempted
uninterestedly, turning to close the door behimd.hi

God, he looked tired, so very weary, still wearthg business suit
from earlier, pulling off the tie now, a defeatedap to his shoulders
as he turned away to begin undressing. How shel lthis man!

She resisted the impulse to run to him. 'Yes,'nstgled. 'She's very
capable, has a lot of experience, | think she wbelddeal.’

He looked sad as he turned to face her. 'You dave to do this,
Laurel." He made a gesture towards her nakedidmsléase and the
shop are yours, | don't want them.’



'Oh, | wasn't talking about me." She shook her regdads stunned
look. 'Polly would love the opportunity to be inagcge, and | think
she would be perfect.'

Reece- looked as if someone had taken another @icin! ‘Polly?
But | thought --'

'Oh, I couldn't do it, Reece,' she dismissed hgldk if the very idea
were ridiculous.

'‘Why-the hell not?' he rasped. 'If you --'
'‘My husband wouldn't like it,' she cut in.
'Husband?' he frowned darkly. '"What husband? Lawel

'‘And then there's the children,’ she continuedf ®ldozen of them at
least. We could even have started on the firstatready,' she added
softly. 'l know it's supposed to be modern but #fmaid | don't
approve of working mothers, riot when it isn't nesagry financially. |
intend to spend a lot of time with our childrenpgimg them they're
loved, and telling them how wonderful you are.' fBeglistened in
her eyes.

‘Laurel, | don't have any idea what's going on—'

'l know." She moved up on to her knees, the beaetotalling off her
completely. 'Isn't it wonderful?' she smiled.

His hungry gaze feasted on her. '‘Beautiful. But- --'

'‘Not me, Reece,' she chided indulgently. 'I'm tajkabout the fact
that it's finally you that has no idea what's happg. For so long it's
been me," she told him huskily, all teasing gone.

Hope began to shine in his eyes. 'But now it—tt¥



She shook her head. 'l spoke to my mother, madpaage with her,
and now I'd like to do the same with you.'

He swallowed. 'So—do it,' he invited gruffly.

She laughed nervously. 'I'm not sure | know how nbg/time has
come,' she admitted ruefully. 'l never wanted t@lanyone the way |
love you.' She stopped him as he would have takemnhhis arms.
'‘But from the night of that awful engagement paty've managed
to repel all my dragons one by one.' She lookddmatwith her love
shining out of her eyes. 'l always believed tha kkhgends about
knights and dragons were a myth, but you are myt&vKnight,
Reece. And | need you so much.' She gave a waa sinincertainty.
'If | promise never to say "Bah" or "Humbug" do yibink you could
bring yourself to marry me?'

He sat down on the bed beside her. 'l don't know hoould ever
have likened you to Scrooge,' he groaned, cuppandpfeast.

'‘Because | was as repressed as he was.' She fiblad against her.
'l doubt if I'll be able to change overnight --'

'‘Depends what sort of night it is,' Reece put iokedly.
'‘What a terrible pun!" she winced.

He laughed softly. ‘A man in love is allowed a figtle foibles, such
as bad puns. Better get used to them,' he advised.

'‘Does that mean you accept my proposal?’ She lo@kedim
intensely.

'‘No."' He lay her down on the bed beside him. 'lanseyou accept
mine! Let's start the way we mean to go on.'



'‘Does that mean you're going to totally dominat@'rabe teased, her
arms up about his neck.

His leg moved sensually over both of hers. 'Whendvget the
chance,' he growled.

'‘We're expected for lunch with our parents tomorrelwe warned at
the glitter of intent in his eyes.

'We might make it—but then again we might not,jhaned.

She didn't care if she never left this room agiishe just stayed in
Reece's arms for ever. 'Have your wicked way wightinen, sir,' she
invited in the coyly apprehensive voice of a histarheroine.

'‘Does the hero then proceed to ravage the fair en&dReece
prompted with relish.

'‘Unless she ravages him first!" Laurel laughed iat $urprised
expression. 'Historical novels -have changed dwveryears. Could |
ravage you?'

‘Every time,' he admitted gruffly. 'Does this méla@ romantic books
are going to come out of the cupboard?’

She nodded. 'l might even have a go at writingragself. After all,
I'm living with a real live knight.'

‘Are you really serious about giving up the shdp®'frowned. 'l
thought it was your life?’

'‘Maybe Polly wouldn't mind a part-time assistant &while,' she
shrugged. 'But other than that | have other plangiy life.’

'Half-a-dozen children,' he recalled in mock horror.



'‘Not until you're ready for them." She lightly cesed the hair at his
temple. 'l meant | shall be too busy loving my rargibto want to go
out to work. Will you mind having an old-fashionsthy-at-home
wife? Maybe I'm a throwback but | can imagine naghimore
fulfilling than being your wife and the mother afwyr children.'

His eyes glowed like pure gold. "You can be whatgoea want to be,
my darling, as long as | "can always be sure of yowe.'

‘There will never be any doubt about that," sharasshim, and meant
it, intending showing him for the rest of theirdsr how much she
loved him, knew that one day there would be anditikr boy with
dark hair and golden-brown eyes to love and cuddkgtered teddy
bear called Fred, that that little boy would love tman at her side
almost as much as she did. Almost. Because noarid love him as
much, or more, wanting it all with him, knowing Wweuld never hurt
her or let her down, thaheir children would never know the traume
that she had.

She thankfully gave him her heart, her body, arrdsbal.



