






Welcome to Penhally Bay!



Nestled on the rugged Cornish coast in England is the picturesque town of Penhally—a warm, bustling community with sandy beaches and breathtaking landscapes. It is the lucky tourist who stumbles upon this little haven.


But now Harlequin® Medical Romance™ is giving readers the unique opportunity to visit this fictional coastal town through our brand-new sixteen-book continuity. Welcome to a town where the fishing boats bob in the bay, surfers wait expectantly for the waves, friendly faces line the cobbled streets and romance flutters on the Cornish sea breeze.


We introduce you to Penhally Bay Surgery, where you can meet the team led by caring and commanding Dr. Nick Tremayne. Each book will bring you an emotional, tempting romance—from Mediterranean heroes to a sheikh with a guarded heart. There’s royal scandal that leads to marriage for a baby’s sake, and handsome playboys are tamed by their blushing brides. Top-notch city surgeons win adoring smiles from the community, and little miracle babies will warm your hearts. But that’s not all….


With Penhally Bay you get double the reading pleasure—each book also follows the life of damaged hero Dr. Nick Tremayne. His story, a tale of lost love and the torment of forbidden romance, will pierce your heart. Dr. Nick’s unquestionable, unrelenting skill would leave any patient happy in the knowledge that she’s in safe hands, and is a testament to the ability and dedication of all the staff at Penhally Bay Surgery. Come in and meet them for yourself….











Dear Reader,


I was thrilled to be asked to take part in the Brides of Penhally Bay series because one of our best ever family holidays was spent in Cornwall, and I have fantastic memories of the area. And I’ve wanted to write a vet book with a vet heroine for ages. (I wanted to be a vet when I was little.) So when my editor talked to me about the book, I was delighted!


I love that my heroine is a princess in disguise. I love that Dragan, my hero, is incredibly brave and private, and I love his dog (who’s based on fellow author Margaret McDonagh’s flat-coated retriever, Bramble). I love the warmth of the community in Penhally. And I loved chatting with other Penhally authors about secondary characters.


You’ll probably want a box of tissues handy for this read, but I guarantee you’ll be smiling at the end. (And watch out for the parrot—I borrowed it from author Maggie Kingsley!)


I’m always delighted to hear from readers, so do come and visit me at www.katehardy.com.


With love,


Kate Hardy
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THE DOCTOR’S ROYAL LOVE-CHILD





BRIDES OF PENHALLY BAY



Devoted doctors, single fathers, a sheikh surgeon,
 royalty, miracle babies and more…


Hearts made whole in an idyllic Cornish community


Single dad Jack Tremayne found a mother
 for his little boy—and a bride for
 himself in March
 The Surgeon’s Fatherhood Surprise
 by Jennifer Taylor


There’s a princess in Penhally!
 HRH Melinda Fortesque comes to the
 Bay this month
 The Doctor’s Royal Love-Child by Kate Hardy


Edward Tremayne finds the woman of his
 dreams in May 
Nurse Bride, Bayside Wedding
 by Gill Sanderson


A collection to treasure forever!
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CHAPTER ONE



‘FANCY seeing you here, Dr Lovak,’ Melinda said with a grin as Dragan wound down the window of his car. ‘Anyone would think I had matched my call lists to yours.’

Knowing that she’d done exactly that when she’d phoned him after her morning’s surgery—except his first call had taken a little longer than he’d expected, which was why he was arriving at the boarding kennels just as she was leaving— Dragan smiled back. ‘Tut-tut, Ms Fortesque. Suggest things like that and people might start to talk.’

‘If they do, I’ll just tell them I wanted to check on my favourite patient and see how her leg’s doing. Isn’t that right, Bramble?’ Melinda looked over Dragan’s shoulder at the flat-coat retriever they’d rescued a few months before, who was lying on a blanket in the back of his car.

The dog’s tail thumped loudly, and she gave a soft answering woof.

‘Hear that? Bramble says she’ll be my alibi.’ Melinda leaned in through the open window and stole a kiss from Dragan. ‘Though I think people might have already started to guess, amore mio. Do you know how many people this last month have told me what a wonderful doctor you are?’

‘Funny, that. People have been singing your praises to me, too.’ He stole a kiss right back. ‘But that’s the thing about living in a place like Penhally. Everybody knows everything about everyone.’ Or nearly everything. So, despite the fact that they’d kept their relationship low-key, he was pretty sure that everybody in Penhally knew that the vet and the doctor were an item.

For a moment, he could’ve sworn that worry flashed into Melinda’s gorgeous blue eyes. But then the expression was gone again. No, he must be imagining things. What did Melinda have to hide, anyway? She’d come to England on holiday years ago, had fallen in love with the country and decided to settle here and train to be a vet.

Not so very different from himself. Although holidays had been the last thing on his mind when he’d walked off that boat seventeen years ago, he too had fallen in love with England. And he was as settled here in Cornwall as he’d ever be anywhere. The wild Atlantic wasn’t quite the same as the Adriatic, but at least the sound of the sea could still lull him to sleep at night.

‘Do you have time for lunch?’ she asked.

He shook his head. ‘Sorry. I’m already behind schedule. And I really can’t keep my patients waiting.’

‘Of course you can’t.’ She stroked his cheek. ‘I’ll cook for us tonight, then. Your place.’

He turned his head to press a kiss into her palm. ‘That would be lovely. Though you don’t have to cook for me, Melinda. I’m perfectly capable of doing it.’

She scoffed and put her hands on her hips, shaking her head at him as he got out of the car. ‘Dragan Lovak, you know as well as I do that you never cook. That if I let you, you’d live on bread and cheese and cold meats and salad—even in the middle of winter.’

He flapped a dismissive hand. ‘Well. Food doesn’t have to be hot. It’s fuel.’

‘It’s much more than that,’ she told him. ‘You don’t just shovel down calories like a Ferrari taking on petrol at a pit stop. Food is a pleasure. Something to be enjoyed.’

Since Melinda had been in his life, Dragan was beginning to appreciate that. Not only because she was a fantastic cook: her enjoyment of food had taught him to notice flavour. Texture. Aroma. Things he’d blocked out in the dark days and that he’d more or less trained himself to ignore since then. ‘Are you on call tonight?’ he asked.

‘No. It’s the turn of the other practice to cover tonight. What about you?’

‘No. And I’m not on late surgery, either.’

‘So we have the whole evening to our selves. Bene.’ Her eyes sparkled. ‘I’ll pick up something at the Trevellyans’ farm shop and bring it over to cook when I’ve finished surgery, yes?’

Recently she’d spent more nights at his little terraced cottage in Fisherman’s Row than at her own flat above the veterinary surgery, just round the corner. Maybe, Dragan thought, it was time that he gave Melinda her own key. Time that they took their relationship to the next level. Time that he asked her to move in with him.

Though it was taking one hell of a risk. Since his family had been killed during the war in Croatia, he’d kept people at a distance—just close enough to be polite and pleasant and easy to work with, but far enough away to keep his heart safe. He reasoned that if he didn’t let people too close, he wouldn’t get hurt if he lost them, or if they walked away.

He’d kept his private life extremely private—until Melinda Fortesque had entered his life. With just one smile, the Italian vet had cracked the fortress round his heart wide open, and she’d walked straight in.

But although part of him wanted it so badly—to ask her to live with him, be his love, make a new family with him—the fear flooded in and stopped the words before he could say them. What if it all went wrong? What if he lost her? He didn’t think he’d be able to pick up the pieces again. Not this time.

He shivered.

‘Dragan? You are cold?’


On a sunny spring day like this? Hardly. He summoned a smile. ‘No. I’m…’ No. This wasn’t the right time or the right place for that particular discussion. ‘Late for my appointment,’ he finished wryly. ‘I’ll see you later.’

‘OK. Ciao.’ She blew him a kiss. ‘Zlato.’

His mouth must have dropped open, because she laughed. ‘You’re not the only one who can speak several languages, you know.’

Italian was Melinda’s native tongue and he knew she also spoke French and Spanish as well as English, albeit with a slight Italian accent.

But she’d just called him ‘darling’ in his own tongue.

Croatian.

How many years had it been since he’d heard that word spoken?

‘Dragan?’ She was looking worried. ‘What’s the matter? I said it wrong—it doesn’t mean what I think it means and I’ve just mortally insulted you?’

‘No.’ He forced himself to smile. ‘You said it perfectly. I wasn’t expecting it, that’s all.’ And it had brought back memories he usually kept locked away.

She shook her head. ‘I can see it in your eyes. I hurt you. I didn’t mean to—’

‘Hey.’ He got out of the car and slid his arms round her, held her close. Rested his cheek against her soft, silky hair and breathed in the sweet scent he always associated with her. ‘I know you didn’t, piccola mia. It’s all right.’

‘I looked it up on the internet. How to say “amore mio” in Croatian. I just wanted to…well, to please you,’ she said softly.

‘You did. You do.’ He was so close to telling her how much she meant to him. How he really felt about her. Just how much he loved her. But the first time he said those words, he wanted it to be perfect. Romantic. At the top of the cliffs, with moonlight shining over the Atlantic—or maybe at sunrise. A new dawn, a new beginning. He hadn’t quite worked out the details. But the middle of the car park of the local boarding kennels really wasn’t the right place for a declaration of love.

Especially when he was supposed to be working. And so was she.

He let her go. ‘I’ll see you later. Have a nice afternoon.’

She lifted herself on tiptoe and kissed him. ‘You, too.’

The touch of her mouth against his made him forget his good intentions. He wrapped his arms round her again, let the kiss deepen. Lost himself in the warmth and sweetness of her mouth.

Until a polite cough interrupted them.

‘My apologies,’ he said to Lizzie Chamberlain, the owner of the boarding kennels. ‘I, um…’ What could he say? He was meant to be here to check on her mother and talk about the consultant’s report she’d just received. Yet here he was, kissing the vet stupid in the middle of the car park.

Lizzie just smiled. ‘It’s nice to see you both looking so happy.’

Melinda’s face was bright red and his felt as if it were a matching shade. And he couldn’t think of a single word to say.

Luckily Melinda’s brain cells seemed to snap in a little more quickly than his. ‘Grazie,’ she said.

‘We’ve thought for a while that you two were more than just good friends,’ Lizzie commented. ‘But you kept everyone guessing.’

Melinda’s fingers twined around Dragan’s. ‘It’s very new,’ she said softly. ‘Dragan and I…we both like a quiet life.’

‘And you want time to get to know each other properly without the village grape vine interfering and people asking you when we’re going to hear the bells at St Mark’s,’ Lizzie guessed.

‘Essattamente.’ Melinda beamed at her. ‘I knew you would understand. Thank you, Lizzie. We appreciate your kindness in keeping it to yourself.’ Her fingers tightened briefly round Dragan’s, and then she let his hand go. ‘I need to go and see a man about a dog.’

She meant it literally as well, Dragan knew; he liked her sense of humour.

Melinda smiled. ‘Ciao.’ And then she was gone.

‘She’s such a lovely girl,’ Lizzie said as Melinda drove out of the car park. ‘And a brilliant vet. She’s got such an affinity with animals.’

‘So she was here because you’re worried about one of your rescue dogs?’ Dragan asked.

‘A kitten, actually.’

He blinked. ‘A kitten—here?’

‘You know Polly, who helps me in the mornings? Her son Jamie was out with his friends last night when he heard this tiny mewing sound at the side of the road. They spent half an hour searching with the lights from their bikes and their mobile phones, and they found the kitten. Tiny little thing—about three weeks old, Melinda reckons. It was dehydrated, had a terrible cut on its head and its nose was rubbed raw. Jamie didn’t think the vet would come out at that time of night, so he brought it over to me.’ She smiled. ‘Melinda said I did the right thing. Washed the cut out, fed the kitten with a dropper and nursed it for most of last night.’

‘And Melinda thinks the kitten will pull through?’

‘With good nursing and a bit of luck, yes.’

‘Jamie brought the kitten to the right place, then,’ Dragan said. Lizzie’s work with rescue dogs was legendary in the area, and he was sure she’d give the kitten the attention it needed. And Melinda, no doubt, would find the kitten a home.

Just as she’d done when they’d rescued Bramble, just before Christmas. Despite being bitten, Melinda had made a fuss of the dog, calmed her down and then taken her into Theatre and set to work fixing the dog’s broken leg.

Lizzie smiled. ‘Your Melinda’s wonderful, you know. She’s so good with people. Since she’s let Tina help her out on Saturday mornings, there’s been a world of difference in her attitude—I don’t get those surly teenage grunts and glares any more, and she does her homework without complaining. Your Melinda’s taught her a lot—she’s given Tina the time the teachers just can’t nowadays and answered all her questions. And she’s lent Tina some books about poultry since Turbo Chick arrived.’ The chick had got its name because it was enormous and nobody believed it could possibly have come out of an ordinary chicken’s egg—except Tina had been videoing the eggs as part of a school project and had actually filmed the chick bursting out. ‘She’s a gem.’

His Melinda.

Funny how that phrase made him feel all warm and fuzzy inside. A feeling he’d never thought to have again. Dragan smiled. ‘I don’t suppose I could persuade you that we’re just good friends.’

‘After seeing you kiss her like that?’ Lizzie teased. ‘And you’ve changed, too. You’ve smiled a lot more since she came to the village.’

Dragan raised an eyebrow. ‘My name’s pronounced Dra-gahn, not Dragon.’

Lizzie laughed. ‘You know what I mean. Mum adores you but she worries that you’re a little too quiet. Too serious.’

‘But if I started roaring around on a motorbike or bought a Maserati like Marco had, or wore trendy clothes and had my ear pierced, everyone would say I was having a midlife crisis,’ Dragan said with a smile.

‘I think,’ Lizzie said, ‘if you started roaring round on a motorbike, you’d have all the teenage girls in the village mooning over you.’

He laughed it off. ‘Flattery. At thirty-five, I’m practically double their age. Much too old.’ Then he sobered. ‘Before we go in to see Stella—how is she really, Lizzie?’

Lizzie grimaced. ‘Up and down. Sometimes she’s bright and interested in what’s going on. Other days, it takes her an hour to get dressed, she can barely walk from the sitting room to the kitchen, and you can hardly understand a word she says.’

Dragan nodded. ‘I had the consultant’s report through yesterday.’ It was the reason he was doing a house call today—to discuss it with Lizzie and Stella, knowing that Stella would find it hard to get down into the village and Lizzie simply couldn’t drop everything and ferry her mother about. ‘It annoys me when these consultants think they have to write in medical jargon all the time. Especially when they’re sending their report to a patient. I know they have to be accurate because they worry about lawsuits, but this is ridiculous.’ He shook his head in exasperation. ‘I swear they’d call a spade “an implement for displacing an ad mixture of organic remains”.’

‘I did look some of it up,’ Lizzie admitted. ‘But “hypophonia” was beyond me.’

‘It means the voice is very quiet—“phonia” refers to the voice and “hypo” means “under”. Literally, under-voicing. Stella’s pronouncing her words properly, not slurring them, or they would have called it “dysphonia”. It’s the volume that’s the problem,’ Dragan explained.

‘And “retropulsion”?’

‘Movement back wards. They’re concerned about how easy Stella finds it to walk or move about. That was the test where they asked her to walk forwards and back wards along a line, yes?’

Lizzie nodded, looking worried. ‘The consultant said that I should think about Mum’s care needs. But we’ve had the occupational therapy team out and they said there wasn’t much more that they could do. They’ve put grab rails in her bedroom and the bathroom and a seat on the bath, and they’ve raised the level of her chair so she can get out of it more easily.’ She bit her lip. ‘I don’t want her going into a home. She’s my mum and I want to look after her.’

‘Nobody’s saying she has to go into a home,’ Dragan said gently. ‘But I did notice what the psychologist said in the report about the mood swings—as you know, depression’s common in Parkinson’s.’

‘But she’s not going mad.’

‘Of course she’s not,’ Dragan said. ‘That bit about perceptual problems means she doesn’t necessarily see things how they really are. Which can be a strain on you.’

‘I’m fine,’ Lizzie said.

He wasn’t so sure. Lizzie’s smile was a little too bright for his liking. ‘I think that the odd bit of respite care might help you both. A morning at a day centre once a week, where Stella would get a chance to make some new friends and have some outside interests and have some fun—and it would give you a break, too, a few hours where you don’t have to worry about your mum as well as everything else.’

‘I’m fine,’ Lizzie repeated, shaking her head. ‘No need to worry about me.’

‘You’ve got a lot on your plate, Lizzie—and, yes, you do it brilliantly, but even Wonder Woman would have days when she struggled with your workload,’ Dragan said softly. ‘Running a business—and not just any old business either, because you do the rescue work with the dogs as well as the boarding kennels—plus bringing up Tina on your own and being a full-time carer to your mum…It’s an awful lot to ask of someone.’

‘I manage.’

‘I know. You more than manage. But I also want you to know that you don’t have to do it all on your own. The help’s there whenever you need it. I’m not going to push you into something you don’t want, but I also don’t want to see you struggle when you don’t have to.’ He squeezed her shoulder. ‘Don’t be too proud.’

‘Are you bringing Bramble in? Mum’d like to see her.’

He noticed the change of subject, but he realised that now wasn’t the right time to push Lizzie. He’d deliberately parked in the shade—as he always did when he took Bramble on house calls—but some of his patients liked to see the dog, including Stella Chamberlain. And there was evidence that petting an animal helped to lower blood pressure and increase the general well-being of patients. His ready agreement to Lizzie’s suggestion had nothing to do with the fact that he loved having a dog again and hated being parted from Bramble.

Much.

‘Come on, girl.’ He opened the boot of his estate car, and lifted the dog out so she wouldn’t bang her injured leg. He knew he was being overprotective, but the leg had been slow to heal and he didn’t want to take any risks.

Stella was delighted to see Bramble and made a huge fuss of her. Though Dragan could see that she was having one of her ‘off’ days—she was definitely struggling to get out of the chair, despite the fact the legs had been raised, and by the end of every sentence her voice was so soft that he could barely hear her. She listened intently to what he had to say about the consultant’s report and the changes in her medication to help with the stiffness in her gait and her memory lapses, but Stella, like Lizzie, completely rejected the idea of day care.

‘I’m not spending my days stuck in a home with a load of daft old bats. This is where I live, and this is where I’m staying,’ Stella said, lifting her chin.

‘You won’t be stuck anywhere. It’s a…’ He struggled to think of something that might entice Stella. ‘A bit like a coffee morning where you sit and chat, or you have someone to give a demonstration of something and you all have a go afterwards.’

‘I don’t want to sit and chat with people I don’t know,’ Stella insisted.

Time to back off. ‘It’s just a suggestion. Nobody’s going to force you to do anything you don’t want to do,’ Dragan reassured her.

‘Good. Because I’m not going.’


Maybe he’d talk to Melinda, Dragan thought. Not about Stella’s condition—he would never break patient confidentiality—but she was good with people. She’d got Tina to open up to her, confide her dreams of becoming a vet, and had then talked to George about giving the teenager some work experience at the practice. Perhaps Melinda would have some ideas about how to persuade Stella and Lizzie that a weekly session of day care could help them both. Because, the way things were going here, he could see Lizzie ending up having a breakdown.

‘Remember, call me any time you need to,’ he said to Lizzie as he lifted Bramble back into the car. ‘That’s what I’m here for.’

‘I will.’

Though he knew she wouldn’t. She’d straighten her backbone and just carry on.

He took his leave, then headed out to see his next patient.








CHAPTER TWO



DRAGAN had been home half an hour when the doorbell rang. Bramble barked—just in case he’d missed the fact someone was on the doorstep—and pattered behind him as he opened the door.

‘Dinner will be approximately thirty minutes,’ Melinda announced, holding up two brown paper bags.

Not take-away food either, Dragan knew as he followed her into his kitchen. Melinda liked to cook from scratch.

‘First of all, this needs to go into the freezer.’ She retrieved a tub of ice cream from one of the bags and put it in the coldest part of the freezer. ‘And next, for you, because you’re beautiful.’ She bent down and made a fuss of the dog, then took a handful of treats from her pocket and fed them to Bramble one by one.

From the blur of her wagging tail, Dragan knew that the dog loved having Melinda around as much as he did. ‘You spoil that dog,’ he remarked.

‘And you don’t?’ she teased.

‘Never,’ he dead panned. ‘So where’s my treat, then?’

She grinned, reached up and slid her arms round his neck, then kissed him thoroughly. ‘Better?’

He smiled. ‘Much better. Want a hand making dinner?’

‘Absolutely not.’ She shook her head. ‘It’s wonderful being able to work in a proper kitchen. The one in the flat over the surgery isn’t even big enough for a hamster wheel.’

And she looked good in his kitchen, he thought. At home. So much so that she didn’t hesitate to switch on his iPod and pick out some of the tracks she liked, by an opera-pop crossover artist that she’d down loaded for him the previous week. He’d never heard of the singer before, but he liked it, especially when she was singing along to it, half humming and half singing the lyrics. She was as good with the Spanish lyrics as she was with the Italian ones, and he loved the sweetness of her voice.

It wasn’t just the music. He loved having her around, full stop.

Because she made his house feel like home. She had done ever since her second visit to the cottage, when she’d brought him the iPod, complete with a set of speakers for his kitchen, and insisted that he accepted the gift. ‘You can’t cook properly without music, Dragan. You can’t live without music.’

Melinda was always singing. And she always took over the CD player in his car. Since she’d been around, there had been a lot more music in his life.

A lot more everything.

Maybe he’d ask her tonight. Maybe he’d take her for a walk on the beach and kiss her under the stars and ask her to stay. For always.

He enjoyed just watching her as she chopped and stirred and tasted and stirred a bit more.

Then she looked over at him and the corners of her eyes crinkled. ‘You can lay the table, if you like.’

The small bistro table was set in front of the French doors that over looked the garden; although it wasn’t like the huge rambling garden he’d grown up with, he enjoyed his little patch of green. Right now it was full of spring flowers, with a carpet of blue squill underneath the apple tree. He set the table, took a bottle of white wine from the fridge, poured two glasses, and sat down as she brought over two plates.


Bramble immediately settled on the floor between the two of them, and Melinda laughed. ‘Ah, no, you can’t have any of this, bellissima. The chilli sauce won’t be kind to your stomach.’

‘And she’s already wolfed down half a dozen prawns while you were preparing this,’ Dragan pointed out.

‘Of course. She’s my official tester.’ Melinda waited until he’d taken his first mouthful of the avocado with prawns and chilli sauce. ‘So do you like it?’

‘It’s fabulous,’ he said honestly. Trust Melinda to come up with a combination he would never have thought of.

The lemon chicken with broccoli, carrots and new potatoes was equally good. And although he didn’t have a sweet tooth, he was content to watch her eat the hazelnut meringue ice cream that was a speciality of the Trevellyans’ farm shop and which she absolutely adored.

‘So you admit now that food is not just fuel?’ Melinda demanded when they cleared the table together.

‘Yes, I admit it. You are right and I am wrong, carissima.’

She laughed. ‘And there fore you owe me a forfeit.’

He laughed back. ‘Indeed. It’s in the cupboard next to the fridge.’ He never ate chocolate, but Melinda loved it, so he’d taken to buying some just for her. Rich, dark chocolate flavoured with spices and a hint of orange.

She found the bar of chocolate within seconds. ‘For someone who never touches the stuff, you have amazingly good taste, Dr Lovak.’

Her little ‘oh’ of pleasure as she snapped off the first square and slid it into her mouth sent desire flickering down his spine. A desire he could see matched in her beautiful blue eyes.

He made them both coffee, strong and dark, and placed the mugs on his low coffee-table before sitting on the sofa and pulling her onto his lap. He loved having her near. And he loved it even more when she kissed him spontaneously, cupping his face and nibbling at his lower lip to deepen the kiss. He loved the silky feel of her hair against his skin, her sweet floral scent, the warmth of her body against his.

He tipped her back on the sofa and was halfway through undoing her shirt when she groaned. ‘Dragan. You should’ve been born in Sparta.’

‘What?’ He frowned. ‘I’m not with you.’

‘Your sofa. It’s like a bed of nails.’

It wasn’t the most comfortable in the world, true, but it did him. He didn’t actually spend much time on it anyway—he was either out walking with the dog or somewhere with Melinda or sitting at the little table, working on some notes on his laptop. He smiled and stroked her hair back from her face. ‘Don’t be such a princess.’

She stiffened, then pushed him away and sat up, buttoning her shirt again.

He frowned. ‘Melinda? What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing.’ Her face shuttered. ‘I ought to be going.’

What? A few seconds ago they’d been kissing. Undressing each other—she’d completely unbuttoned his own shirt. And now she’d gone all frosty on him. He couldn’t think of anything he’d done wrong. ‘What? Why? Neither of us is on call. I thought we were spending time together?’ Then the penny dropped. He’d accused her of being princessy. ‘This princess business—I was teasing, tesoro. You know the story of the princess who can still feel the tiny pea through fifty mat tresses—that’s like the way you complain about my sofa.’

‘Uh-huh.’

He didn’t understand why she was reacting so badly— Melinda had a great sense of humour usually, and it was rare for her not to have a smile on her face—but he hated the idea of her being hurt and him being the cause. He slid his arm round her and hugged her. ‘You’re not like that at all—you don’t have any airs and graces, and your four-by-four isn’t like that dreadful woman’s next door.’


‘What woman?’

‘I didn’t catch her name—I wasn’t paying attention,’ he admitted. ‘Natalie or Natasha or Na…I don’t know. It’s not important.’ He flapped a dismissive hand. ‘She’s staying next door in the holiday cottage. Hopefully not for too long. Now, she’s the princessy type. Hair cut in the latest fashion, designer clothes and shoes, a four-by-four that’s probably never been within a mile of an untarmacked track in its life. Whereas yours is covered in mud outside and animal hair inside.’

Her mouth tightened. ‘So now you’re saying I look a mess.’

‘No. I’m saying you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met, you don’t need make-up to emphasise how lovely you are and you’d manage to look stylish in a…oh, in a potato sack.’ He made an impatient gesture with his hand. ‘I don’t have a clue why we’re fighting—I don’t want to argue with you, Melinda.’ He sighed. ‘Actually, I wanted to talk to you about something tonight.’

‘What?’

‘When you look as if you want to slap me?’ He shook his head. ‘No way.’ There was no point in asking her. She’d reject him straight out, and then their relationship would slowly start to fall apart.

‘I don’t want to slap you. But I don’t like what you said.’

‘Then I apologise. Without reservation.’ Clearly he’d touched a raw nerve. He had no idea why his throw-away comment had upset her so badly; or maybe he’d accidentally repeated something that an ex had once said to hurt her. ‘I really didn’t mean to hurt you, Melinda. I’d never do that. You mean too much to me.’

She remained perfectly still for a moment, then she nodded, as if reassured, slid her arm round his waist and leaned into him. ‘Apology accepted. So what did you want to talk about?’

‘The idea was to go for a walk. Up on the cliffs, or barefoot on the sand. In the moon light or maybe watching the sunrise.’

She pulled a face. ‘You want me to get up before dawn?’

‘Yes— No.’ He raked a hand through his hair distractedly. ‘Melinda. Today, when you called me zlato—did you mean it?’

She frowned. ‘Why?’

‘I asked first.’

‘Yes. And it upset you.’

‘Only because it’s been a long, long time since anyone used that word to me. Remember, I’ve lived in England for half my life now.’

‘Didn’t you ever want to go back to Croatia?’

‘There’s nothing there for me any more.’

His face and voice were both expressionless. And Melinda knew without a doubt that this was what haunted Dragan. What caused the shadows in his eyes. And that night she’d stayed here last month and had woken up in the middle of the night to find him standing by the window, staring out at the sea with such a bleak expression that it had almost broken her heart… He’d refused to talk about it, but she had a feeling this was to do with the same thing.

And she also had the feeling that this was the last tiny barrier between them.

Ha. As if she had the right to push him to talk, when she never talked about what had driven her to England. But how could she talk about it? She knew from experience that the minute people knew about her family, they started treating her differently. Either they withdrew from her because they secretly thought that she was just slumming it and didn’t really want their friend ship, or they started seeing her as a passport to high society.

Except she didn’t hang out with high society. She’d never fitted in—and although her parents hadn’t actually taken the step of disowning her, they didn’t approve of her life here. On the rare occasions she went back to Contarini they never talked about her job, almost as if ignoring it meant that it wasn’t really happening. To listen to her parents, anyone would think that she was merely living abroad for a while to broaden her life experience, and spent her days shopping and sight seeing.

Most of the time Melinda managed to put it to the back of her mind and get on with her life. And she was happy: she’d never been particularly close to her parents, she loathed her brother Raffi’s playboy friends, and she had nothing in common with her sister Serena’s Sloaney mates, so it didn’t worry her that she was pretty much on her own here.

Whereas Dragan, she thought, was different. Like her, he felt there was nothing for him in his old home but, unlike her, he missed it and it hurt so much that it was like a fracture right across his heart—a fracture she wanted to heal.

She took his hand and pressed a kiss into it. ‘Why not?’

‘I’d rather not talk about it.’

‘Keeping things bottled up inside isn’t good for you,’ she said quietly. Even though she knew she was being a hypocrite. The longer she went without telling him the secret she’d been keeping ever since she’d first come to England, the harder it was to bring up the subject—and the more scared she was about his reaction. He wasn’t the social-climber type, but she really didn’t want him to reject her—to see her as Princess Melinda, second in line to the throne of Contarini, instead of the girl practically next door who’d fallen in love with him.

But this wasn’t about her. She pushed the thoughts away and squeezed his hand. ‘You need to talk.’

‘Whatever.’ The flippant, dismissive drawl did nothing to disguise his pain.

‘Dragan, I mean it. Talk to me.’

‘There isn’t much to tell.’

‘Then tell me anyway.’ She tightened her fingers round his. ‘You trust me, don’t you?’ Even as she said it, she winced inwardly. A trust she hadn’t given to him. But this was different. She could live with her secret because it didn’t hurt her; whatever he was keeping locked inside was slowly eating him away.

‘Ye-es.’

‘Then tell me,’ she insisted softly.

He was silent for such a long time that she didn’t think he was going to talk. And then finally he spoke, his voice very low.

‘We lived in a little village on the Adriatic coast. My family had a boatyard.’

She could see it in his eyes—there was more to it than that. Much more. And she guessed that the only way she’d get him to tell her was to ask questions.

‘So you weren’t always going to be a doctor?’

He shook his head. ‘I was going into the family business when I’d finished my education.’

‘Sailing boats?’

‘In my spare time. My elder brother studied marine engineering and he was good with his hands—he designed and built the boats, just like my father. And I was the one who was good at languages and figures.’

She knew about the languages and could’ve guessed about the maths. Dragan was bright—in her view, he’d be good at absolutely anything he chose to do. ‘So you would be the finance director?’

‘For a while, then the idea was that I should take over from my father as managing director. He was going to retire and spend more time with my mother while he was still young enough to go out and about and enjoy their leisure time.’

She knew all about parents wanting to retire and expecting their children to take over. And she thanked God every day that she wasn’t the one who’d have to take over from her father. Being a girl and being second-born meant that she’d been able to choose her life—to do the job she loved instead of one that would have stifled her. ‘It sounds a good plan,’ she said. Even though she had doubts about the way it would work in her own family. She’d always thought Serena, her baby sister, would make a better job of ruling than her older brother. Rafael had too much of a wild streak.

‘So you were going to study economics?’ she guessed.

‘International law,’ he said. ‘In Zagreb—but I planned to spend the holidays at home in the boatyard.’

Clearly he’d loved the family business, had wanted to be part of it. He’d fitted in. Had been happy.

So what had gone wrong?

There was another long pause.

‘And then the war happened.’

Five tiny words. Spoken so quietly that she could almost hear his heart breaking in the silence that followed. And all she could do was hold him. ‘I’m here, amore mio,’ she said softly.

‘It wasn’t just our village. It was all over the country. The fighting, the bombs, the bullets. Such a mess. Such a waste. Dad and I had gone to Split for a couple of days on business. Everything was fine at home when we left. And we came back to…’ His breath shuddered and his jaw tightened.

She stroked his face, willing the tension to ease. Wanting him to speak. Let out the pain that was eating him away from the inside.

‘Everything was gone,’ he said finally, his voice flat. ‘The boatyard was in ruins. My brother had been killed, my mother, the people who worked for us. All dead. And others, too, in the village. Smashed glass everywhere from the bullets. Holes ripped in buildings by bombs. And…’ He swallowed. ‘It’s something I hope to God I never have to live through again. I know I should be working for Doctors Without Borders. Helping people, the way I wish my own people had been helped when we needed it most. But, God help me, I just couldn’t do it.’ He closed his eyes. ‘I’m such a selfish bastard. I couldn’t bear to go back into a war zone. There are too many memories.’

‘There’s no “should” about it, and you’re not selfish,’ she told him fiercely. ‘Some people want to do it—they have their own reasons for doing it. Just as you have a very good reason for not doing it. And you do help people, Dragan. You help them here. Where they need you just as much.’

‘I still feel guilty.’

She kissed him gently. ‘What happened wasn’t your fault.’

‘Not the war. But my father…’ His voice trailed off. ‘What happened?’

He dragged in a breath. ‘The shock was too much. He collapsed. I know now it was probably a stroke, but back then my first aid was pretty basic. I could do mouth to mouth and I knew what to do if someone was drowning, but I really didn’t know what to do with a heart attack or a stroke. The phones lines were out so I couldn’t call an ambulance.’ Back then, mobile phones hadn’t been wide spread, Melinda knew—that wouldn’t have been an option. ‘I managed to find someone with a car that could still be driven, borrowed it and took him to hospital.’

She knew from the bleakness in Dragan’s eyes that his father hadn’t made it.

‘He died in the queue for the emergency department. And I vowed then that I’d get the medical skills. It was too late for my family, but I could stop other people losing what I’d lost.’

‘Dragan, if it was a stroke, you probably couldn’t have done anything for him anyway.’

His jaw tightened. ‘I could’ve done more than I did.’

It wasn’t true, but she knew that this was an argument she wasn’t going to win. And she didn’t want to hurt him even more by pushing the issue and forcing him to confront it. Instead, she asked softly, ‘So you went back to university, switched your course from law to medicine?’


‘My father’s last words to me—he told me to go to England. Where I would be safe. Where I could carry on and know my family would be proud of me, whatever I chose to do.’

‘They’re proud of you,’ she said softly. ‘I believe people still look out for you when they’ve passed on. Like my nonna—my father’s mother. She supported me when I said I wanted to be a vet.’ The only one of Melinda’s family who’d accepted her choice of career. The only one who’d admitted that Melinda just wasn’t princess material and was far happier—not to mention better at—treating sick animals than she was schmoozing with foreign dignitaries and trying to remember the finer points of etiquette. ‘She died before I graduated, but I knew she was there on the day, applauding as I stepped onto the stage and accepted my degree from the chancellor of the university. And you—look at you. The village doctor. Everyone looks up to you because you’re a good man and you’re really good at your job. Your family are proud of you, Dragan.’

‘I hope so.’

‘They are.’ She hugged him. ‘So then you came here?’

‘Eventually. I needed to sort out the business first.’ He sighed. ‘The insurance didn’t cover acts of war. And there was nothing left of the boatyard. But I wasn’t going to let my family name be blackened, for people to say that Lovak Marine was bankrupt and defaulted on its debts.’

She could understand that. Honour was important to Dragan. And duty.

The thought pricked her conscience: she hadn’t exactly been a dutiful daughter, had she? Melinda Fortesque, MRCVS, had chosen the much lighter responsibilities of a village vet rather than helping to shoulder the burden of running the kingdom of Contarini. Some people would see that as absconding, avoiding what she’d been born to do. ‘So what did you do?’

‘I sold the land. Used the proceeds to settle the mortgage and the outstanding debts.’


‘And then you bought a ticket to England?’

He shook his head. ‘I didn’t have enough money after I’d paid the creditors, and our debtors were never going to be able to pay me what they owed. The debts had to be written off.’

Though he’d refused to let his family’s debts be written off. It wasn’t fair, Melinda thought. ‘So how did you get here?’

‘I bartered my way onto a ship—I would crew for them in exchange for my passage to England. And this country has been good to me, Melinda. The authorities let me stay. I had nothing—no proof of who I was, no proof that I had any qualifications in my homeland. I spent a year working as a waiter by day and studying for exams at night, until I had the qualifications I needed to study medicine.’

He’d worked his way up from nothing. Worked longer and harder than anyone else she knew. And her heart ached with pride in him. ‘You’re amazing,’ she said softly, stroking his face. ‘I don’t know anyone else who would have had the strength to do all that.’

He shrugged it off. ‘It wasn’t that big a deal.’

Yes, it was. ‘Some people, in your shoes, would be hard and bitter and never give anybody an inch. But you…you understand people. You care. Your family would be so proud of you. I’m proud of you.’

His dark eyes glittered, and he said nothing.

The strong, silent type. That was her Dragan. But now he’d opened up to her, she didn’t want him to close in on himself again. ‘So when you qualified, you came here?’ she asked.

‘I worked in London for a while. But I missed the sea. And then some friends brought me to Cornwall for the weekend. I fell in love with the area.’

‘Me, too.’

‘And I’m very, very glad I decided to stay. That I met you.’ He rested his forehead against hers. ‘I am sorry, piccola. I didn’t mean it to get this heavy. It’s not something I talk about.’


She could tell that. And how much it had stirred up his emotions. It was rare that his English slid from being perfectly accentless to having a strong Croatian accent. ‘But I hope talking to me helped,’ she said softly.

He brushed his mouth against hers. ‘So, zlato. You looked up Croatian phrases on the Internet, then?’

‘How else was I going to learn?’

‘You could have asked me.’

‘And you would have told me?’

He smiled. ‘Let me teach you something now. Volim te.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘The same as ti amo.’ He paused. ‘And I do. I love you, Melinda.’

It felt as if the room were full of butterflies, the sunlight dancing on their wings. Dragan loved her. And he loved her for who she was: Melinda Fortesque, country vet.

Then the butterflies went straight into her stomach. She really ought to tell him the rest of it. He’d told her everything, and she was holding out on him. But now really wasn’t the time or the place. And if she told him…would he stop loving her? Would he back away, feeling that she’d look down on him—even though she didn’t?

‘There was something else I wanted to say. But it’s too late for sunrise.’

‘Tell me anyway.’

‘I’ve never said this to anyone else. Ever.’

‘Now you’re worrying me.’ She kept her tone light, but fear flickered through her anyway. Had he found out about her family?

No, of course not. How could he possibly know?

But he looked so serious, so intense, that it scared her.

‘I wondered…’ And he tailed off.

No, no, no. She had to keep this light. Tease him out of seriousness. ‘Dragan Lovak, your English is perfect—if I didn’t know you came from Croatia, I’d think you were English. Please, don’t tell me you’re turning completely English on me and developing a stiff upper lip.’ She fiddled with his short dark hair. ‘And then this is going to go floppy and fall in your eyes. And you’re going to start saying “um” a lot.’

To her relief, he smiled. And the haunted look in his eyes lessened. ‘Hardly. And I’m never going to be posh anyway.’

Oh, Dio.

‘Nothing wrong with that. I like you just how you are.’ Now was definitely not the moment to tell him. Because if he was even the slightest bit worried about his background…the last thing she wanted was for him to think she was slumming it.

She’d have to work out the right way to tell him. But there was something else important he needed to know, something far more important than who she was: how she really felt about him. ‘Actually, “like” is probably the wrong word.’ She traced his lower lip with the pad of her forefinger. ‘Volim te, zlato. Ti amo, amore mio,’ she added in her own language.

‘Melinda…’ He paused. ‘No. It sounds wrong.’

‘Try me.’

He took a deep breath. ‘Move in with me.’

‘Move in with you?’ Now, that she hadn’t been expecting.

His eyes were very dark. ‘I told you it sounded wrong. Wrong time, wrong place.’ He grimaced. ‘I wanted to ask you somewhere romantic. “Come live with me and be my love”,’ that sort of thing.’

‘You want me to live with you.’

‘Not just live with me. I thought maybe we could go and talk to Reverend Kenner.’.

She blinked as what he’d just said sank in. ‘You’re asking me to marry you?’

‘If we’d done this my way,’ he pointed out, ‘it’d be somewhere romantic. Not on my bed-of-nails sofa.’

‘If we’d done this your way, it’d be at the crack of dawn and I wouldn’t have had enough coffee to be awake enough to answer you.’

‘So that’s a no, then.’

‘You really want to marry me?’ A man who loved her for herself. A man she loved all the way back.

‘Why are you so surprised? Melinda, you’re like sunlight. You make everything around you seem better. And you make me a better man.’

How, when he was already a better man than she could ever wish for? ‘I… Dragan, I don’t know what to say.’

‘I’m sorry. Forget I said anything. I’ll take you home.’

‘Take me home?’ She stared at him, not following his logic. ‘Why?’

‘Because I’ve upset you.’

‘Upset me?’ She shook her head. ‘How could asking me to marry you upset me? I said yes!’

‘No, you didn’t,’ he pointed out.

‘I didn’t?’ She stared at him. ‘But I…’ Then the penny dropped and she smiled. ‘Ask me again. Properly.’

He stood up and pulled her to her feet, then dropped to one knee in front of her. ‘Take the sunrise as read. We’re on a cliff over looking the sea and it’s a bright new day ahead.’ He smiled. ‘Melinda Fortesque, I love you. Will you do me the honour of becoming my wife?’

‘Yes. Yes, please.’

He whooped, stood up, then picked her up and spun her round. And then kissed her, hot and sweet and slow. Telling her with his body as well as his mouth that he loved her. ‘I did this all the wrong way round. I should’ve bought you a ring.’ He dropped a kiss on the ring finger of her left hand.

‘It doesn’t matter. We can choose one together.’ She blinked back the tears. ‘Dragan. You really want to marry me?’

He nodded. ‘Though I really should have asked your father for his permission first.’


Her father. Oh, lord. How could she tell Dragan that he’d have to ask the king of Contarini for his permission?

And would he even want to ask her father once she told him who she was? That thing he’d said about being a better man… Would knowing the truth about her background make him want to walk away?

This was getting messier and messier. She didn’t want to lose the man she loved. She couldn’t keep lying to him, but how could she tell him the truth? ‘No need,’ she said quickly.

He frowned slightly, and she flinched inwardly. How tactless could she get? He’d just told her that he’d lost his family—and it would sound to him as if she was dismissing hers. Which she wasn’t… But her family came with complications. Major complications. ‘It’s the twenty-first century and I’m a modern woman,’ she said softly. ‘I can make my own decisions. And I choose to accept your proposal.’ She stroked his face. ‘I would be honoured to be your wife, Dragan.’

‘Then we’ll talk to Reverend Kenner,’ he said. ‘Unless you’d prefer something less traditional?’

‘No. I’d like nothing more than to marry you at St Mark’s.’ The beautiful little parish church with its lych-gate—so different from her own parish church and all that heavy, over powering gilding. Tourists loved her family church in Contarini, whereas Melinda had always found it oppressive. She much preferred small, quiet, simple English country churches like the one here in Penhally. ‘With all the spring blossom around. Like confetti falling on us—but we can’t have confetti.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because foil isn’t biodegradable and it can choke birds, and the paper sort contains dyes and bleach.’

He smiled. ‘Trust you to know that sort of thing.’

‘I’m a vet. Of course I know that sort of thing.’ She thought for a moment. ‘Dried flower petals are fine. Or the stuff that contains seeds for the birds.’

‘Whatever you want, carissima. So when do you want to get married? Summer?’

‘Spring,’ she said, stroking his face. ‘This spring. Because I can’t wait to be your wife.’ She reached up to kiss him. ‘I love you, Dragan. I really, really love you. I hope you know that.’

‘I do. And I love you, too.’ He held her close. ‘But I do need to buy you a proper ring. I was going to suggest going shopping this weekend, but I’m doing Saturday morning surgery.’

‘Me, too—but I’m not on call in the afternoon. Are you?’

‘No. OK, we’ll go and choose a ring together then. And move your stuff across from the flat to here. If you want to, that is,’ he added diffidently.

‘Of course I want to.’

He smiled. ‘I never knew life could be so perfect.’

‘Me, too.’ There was a definite storm cloud ahead, in the shape of her family—but then again, they’d had to accept that she had the right to choose her job. They’d have to accept that she had the right to choose her own life partner, too. That she’d chosen the man she loved—and that he loved her right back.

As long as Dragan knew she loved him, that who she was really didn’t matter, everything was going to be just fine.

She’d find the right words to explain.

Soon.
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