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      They’re just friends… until they end up vacationing in a hotel room with only one bed.

      When Lawrence Jennings agreed to participate in a bachelor auction for charity, he didn’t realize it would involve whisking away his date for Christmas in Gstaad, Switzerland. Spending the festive season with a stranger isn’t this silver fox’s idea of a good time, so he asks his friend Corinne—who he’s always secretly admired—to bid on him.

      Corinne Pride loves the idea of a white Christmas so going along with Lawrence’s plan is a no-brainer. That is, until she realizes their hotel room is a couple’s suite, complete with a shared cozy bed and a hot tub. Corinne has been happily single for years, but suddenly, she’s seeing Lawrence in a new light, and he seems to be looking at her differently too.

      Will Corinne and Lawrence take a risk and explore the sparks between them before their luxury vacation is over?

      Click here to get your free copy of All I Want For Christmas: https://bookhip.com/LDMVSPT
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      Five years ago, she left her ex and gave birth in secret. Now her ex's sexy brother has moved to town, and he wants answers. But he might just steal her heart, too.

      Single mother Bex Cane doesn’t have time for love. It’s hard enough managing three jobs and her precocious daughter Izzy. Fortunately, she has all the support she needs from her friends and family in Haven Bay. A man would only complicate things. But when her ex’s brother moves to the area and discovers the truth about Izzy, he throws Bex’s life into a tailspin.

      Michael Briggston never thought he’d see Bex again. Not after she dumped his brother and walked out of their lives. Considering how close he’d come to making a fool of himself by proclaiming his love for her when she was unavailable, he’d been happy to see the end of temptation. But now she’s back in his life, and he can’t help noticing that her daughter looks an awful lot like his brother. He’ll get to the bottom of the mystery—even if it stirs feelings he’d thought long dead.

      Despite their history, Bex and Michael can’t resist the spark between them. But when Michael’s brother arrives in the bay, can their unexpected passion survive as they figure out what it means to be a family?
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      Michael Briggston’s heart hammered in his throat as he tucked a bouquet of wildflowers—Bex’s favorite—under his arm and approached the door to the home she shared with his brother Wesley. For two years, he’d done his best to ignore the way he felt about Wesley’s girlfriend, and instead be satisfied with her friendship, but he couldn’t do it anymore. He was in love with her. Completely. Irrevocably. And he couldn’t help thinking that if she’d met him first, she’d have been his from the beginning. They fit together so much better than she did with Wesley. They were even closer in age, with him being thirty-one to her twenty-three, versus the full ten years between she and his brother.

      He’d intentionally come by on an evening when he knew Wesley would be out. His brother’s position as an up-and-coming politician meant he attended meetings and community events many nights of the week. Bex, an artist, wasn’t a fan of the political scene and didn’t always join him. He stopped at the door and knocked.

      “Hang on a moment,” she called from within. He hadn’t told her he was coming over, so she wasn’t expecting him. He’d been afraid he’d lose his nerve and not show up. After all, what he was about to do could ruin his relationship with his older brother and their parents, and Bex might not feel the same way. There were no guarantees. They were close, and he knew she saw him as an ally inside a family where neither of them truly belonged, but that didn’t necessarily mean much. She was a good person. Loyal to Wesley. She’d never given him any indication that she thought of him as anything other than a friend, but that hadn’t stopped him from dreaming.

      The door swung open, and Bex greeted him with a vibrant smile.

      “Michael! It’s such a surprise to see you.” She threw her arms open and he caught her just as she launched herself at him, a floral scent from her hair tickling his nose as one of his arms enclosed around her while he held the flowers to the side so they wouldn’t be crushed. For the briefest of moments, he allowed himself to envision this as his future. Coming home to a warm greeting from her every night. It would be a dream.

      She stepped back, and flicked her dark hair over her shoulders, and her gaze latched onto the bouquet. “Are those for me?” She beamed. Joy radiated from her every pore.

      Michael smiled tentatively. Things were looking good. Perhaps he had a chance.

      She took the bouquet and inhaled deeply. “So good. I can’t believe you remembered my favorite.”

      “I remember everything about you.”

      “Oh, I get it.” Her eyes lit up. “Wesley told you. I didn’t realize he’d spoken to any of his family yet.”

      “Told me what?” he asked, his heart sinking.

      “I’m pregnant.” She hugged the flowers to her chest. “We’re having a baby.”

      “Oh.” Michael’s world crashed down. All of his hopes evaporated in an instant. If Bex was pregnant, he couldn’t ask her to leave Wesley for him. He wasn’t a monster. Especially not when she was so clearly thrilled about it. “Congratulations.”

      Her brows knitted together. “You didn’t know? Then what were the flowers for?”

      “Don’t worry.” His fingernails dug into his palms as a sense of loss threatened to swallow him whole. “Was it planned?”

      Her face fell momentarily. “No, and Wesley was a bit shocked, but I know he’ll come around.”

      For her sake, he hoped so. But despite that, Michael wasn’t sure he could handle seeing her at every family event for the rest of his life without being able to touch her. He supposed he’d just have to suck it up and suffer in silence. There would be no happily ever after for him and Bex.

      “I’m sure he will.” He kissed her cheek, determined that it would be the only time he’d ever allow his lips to brush her skin. “He’d be a fool not to.”

      His brother was many things. Opinionated. Arrogant. Self-centered. But not a fool.

      “Thank you.” She took his hand and squeezed. “I’m so glad you’re the first to know.”

      Gently, he disentangled himself from her. Even though he knew she didn’t mean anything by it, all physical contact between them needed to stop. It fed the tangle of tender emotion knotted in his chest.

      “Me, too,” he lied. The first blatant lie he’d ever told her. The heaviness in his heart said it wouldn’t be the last.
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      “Is she dead?” The question filtered through a curtain of sleep and pierced Bex Cane’s consciousness. She really ought to lift her head and dispel the notion, but she was so damned tired. Izzy hadn’t settled down until late last night, and she was behind on a commissioned painting so she’d stayed awake into the wee hours of the morning playing catch-up.

      “She’s not dead.” This statement came from a different source and was delivered with authority. “Just sleeping.”

      “Are you sure? ’Cause she hasn’t moved in ages.”

      Bex’s lips twitched. She recognized that plaintive tone, and knew she should assure her daughter she was alive, but leaving the cocoon of warmth and peacefulness hardly appealed.

      “I’m sure, Iz. She just shifted her foot.”

      “Huh.” Izzy sounded petulant. “Well, I didn’t see.”

      “Is she breathing?” This person was young, male, and on the verge of tears. Hunter.

      “Yes.” The voice of authority was exasperated now. A hand touched Bex’s shoulder. “Ms. Cane?” It shook her slightly. “Ms. Cane, wake up. We need to get to school.”

      Bex tried to speak, but got a face full of pillow. “Hunh.”

      “She’s alive!” Izzy cried. “I told you, Hunter.”

      She hadn’t, but no one contradicted her.

      “Ms. Cane.” The shaking persisted. “We need to go in ten minutes or we’ll be late.”

      What?

      With a gargantuan effort, she roused herself, rolled onto her back, and blinked, the mural of sunset over the bay coming into focus on the ceiling. After pausing to appreciate the art for a scant second, she flopped her legs over the side of the bed and faced an audience of three. Dylan—her friend Shane’s oldest son—was dressed in his school uniform, watching her impatiently. His brother, Hunter, still wore his Spiderman pajamas, with a yellow stain of God-only-knew-what down the front, and Izzy, her precious little angel, boasted a halo of unbrushed brown-black hair, and a scowl.

      Bex collected herself. “What do you mean we only have ten minutes?” She glanced around for her phone, which served double duty as an alarm clock, but it was gone. “What’s the time?”

      “It’s eight o’clock,” Dylan told her.

      “What? But my alarm…” She trailed off, because clearly something had happened to her alarm, and she had a sneaking suspicion that “something” was named Isobel Cane.

      “We took it away,” Hunter declared, then glanced at Izzy, seeking approval. The two were close in age, only eighteen months apart, but Izzy was very much the leader.

      Bex begged the universe for patience. A throbbing at her temples had already begun. “You did what?”

      “You looked tired, Mummy.” Izzy rocked back and forward on her toes, clutching a plush teddy—her second favorite toy—to her chest. “So we let you sleep.”

      Bex sighed. If it wasn’t the sweetest thing she’d ever heard, she’d have grounded Izzy for a week. She had a staff meeting to attend at 8.15 a.m., and she needed to drop Hunter off at kindergarten first. Not to mention that neither of the younger children were dressed to leave the house.

      “Okay.” She wasn’t sure if she was speaking to them, or herself. “We’ve got this. Izzy, I need you to put on your school uniform—”

      “But Mum—”

      “No buts. You can’t wear a onesie to school. Dylan, can you help Hunter change?” The older boy nodded. “Good. I’ll be out in two minutes.”

      The children hurried away, and Bex shucked her pajamas, grabbed fresh underwear, and scanned the floor for something work-appropriate. She hadn’t done the laundry in nearly a week—no surprise—and came up empty. She searched the far reaches of her closet and yanked out a black pencil skirt she hadn’t worn since her job interview, and a hideously ugly mustard-colored blouse her mother had given her with the best of intentions. They’d have to do.

      As fast as she could, she tugged the skirt on, slipped the blouse over her head, sprayed liberally with perfume to disguise the fact she hadn’t had time to shower, and gathered her hair into a messy bun. She slung her handbag over her shoulder and strode to the kitchen, where she splashed her face with water and wondered what on earth she was going to put in Izzy’s lunch box. A quick glance in the cupboards revealed nothing helpful, and when she tried the fridge, all she got for her troubles was a sinking sense of inadequacy at the sight of Dylan and Hunter’s lunches in neatly labeled paper bags. Shane never let his boys be unprepared. He’d dropped off the lunches and their school uniforms after they’d asked to extend their sleepover to a second night. Hunter and Izzy were close, and while Dylan was much older, he was protective of his brother, and—Bex secretly thought—liked to have space from his dad sometimes.

      Aha! There, in the back, was a carton of rice pudding she’d bought and forgotten about. She checked the expiry date. Still good. Pairing the pudding with a banana and an apple, she packed them into Izzy’s backpack.

      “Mummy!”

      She turned at the sound of her daughter’s voice. “What’s up, Iz?”

      Izzy brandished a creased sheet of paper bearing the Haven Bay school logo. “Persian slip.”

      She frowned. “A permission slip? What for?”

      “Mini golf.”

      Bex took the paper and scanned it. The form had been due back last Friday. She groaned. Now she’d have to sweet-talk Janet, the no-nonsense school administrator, into making an exception. She could play the single mum card, but she preferred to save that for dire situations. Besides, she didn’t think Janet would buy it for a moment. She scrawled her signature and stuffed it into her pocket.

      “All sorted. Are you ready to go?”

      Izzy pouted, her big brown eyes widening. “But what about breakfast?”

      “You haven’t eaten?”

      “I made her toast,” Dylan said, coming through the doorway with Hunter in tow. “She didn’t want it.”

      “Thanks, Dylan.” Damn. A ten-year-old boy was more on top of things than she was. She tossed him the keys. “Your lunches are in the fridge. Hop in the car and start it up. We’ll be there in a sec.”

      “Really?” He beamed. “You’re so much cooler than Dad.”

      While the boys gathered their lunches and headed out, Bex leveled Izzy with a look. “You like toast.”

      She fidgeted, but didn’t break eye contact. “Not when Dylan makes it. His toast is yuck.”

      “You’ve got to eat something, baby. We don’t have time for more toast. How about cocoa pops?”

      “Okay.”

      The way she acquiesced made Bex wonder if that’s what she’d been aiming for all along, but she didn’t have time for a lecture on the evils of sugary cereal, so she poured a mound into a bowl, topped it with milk, and handed the bowl to her daughter.

      “You can eat in the car.” No doubt she’d have another stain on the seat covers before they reached the end of the block, but that’s what they were there for.

      She grabbed Izzy’s backpack and they locked up and raced outside, where her van idled by the curb. Bex climbed into the front seat, opposite Dylan, and jolted the vehicle into motion. Their first stop was the kindergarten, where she shepherded Hunter into the care of a teacher. Finally, at 8.15 a.m. exactly, they screeched to a halt outside the primary school. Dylan took off with some friends, and Bex saw Izzy to her classroom, then jogged to the staffroom.
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      If any of the staff assembled at the school resented Michael Briggston’s presence, they hid it well. The group numbered fifteen in total, from administrators to math teachers. He scanned the faces again, wondering if he’d missed something. It wasn’t the first time he’d come on as principal of a new school, and usually at least one person believed he’d usurped their rightful place—theirs, or someone else’s. The hostility was something he’d grown accustomed to. An unfortunate side effect of building a reputation as the guy who could get stiff cogs turning again before passing the reins to someone else.

      The man at his side, deputy principal Hollister, gestured for a teacher in the back to close the door. Then he whistled, gaining everyone’s attention.

      “Thank you all for coming today,” he said in a deep baritone. “I’m pleased to announce that the board of trustees has finally filled the role of principal. I know it’s been a long time coming, so thanks for your patience. I’d like to introduce—”

      At that moment, the door creaked open again, and a woman scuttled through, her head down. A very familiar woman. Though he couldn’t see her face, Michael knew that elegant neck and mass of ebony hair immediately. Emotion punched him in the gut, and his traitorous heart gave an extra thump. Unreliable organ. But what the hell was Bex Cane doing at a small school in a tiny town on the western coast of New Zealand’s North Island?

      Hollister sighed. “Rebecca, thank you for joining us.”

      She glanced up, already apologizing, but the words died on her lips when she caught sight of him. She stared, slack-jawed. Michael didn’t look away, even though his throat constricted, making it difficult to breathe. He wouldn’t be the first to flinch. If anyone deserved to feel uncomfortable in this situation, it was her. Once upon a time, he’d been willing to risk his relationship with his family to have her, but now he knew her for what she was: a sell-out. Someone whose morals could be bought. Thank God he’d never gotten the chance to tell her how he felt. Her chest jerked with a sharp inhale that was audible across the room, and his heart sped up. Moisture coated his palms. Why did she still have this effect on him?

      “As I was saying,” Hollister continued, oblivious to the tension zinging between Michael and Bex, “this is Michael Briggston, our new principal. Michael, would you care to say a few words?”

      Clapping ensued, but Michael’s attention didn’t waver from Bex, whose usually dark complexion had paled, her hand clapped to her mouth. The man beside her jostled her with his elbow, then raised a brow, and she seemed to pull herself together. Michael struggled to remain impassive in the face of her horror. Of all the rotten luck. He’d given plenty of introductory speeches before, but how could he be expected to remember the right words when the only woman he’d ever loved—even though she’d never belonged to him—looked like she’d rather have the floor open up beneath her feet and suck her into hell than be in the same room as him?

      Shit. He’d known that Haven Bay was Bex’s hometown, but he hadn’t realized she’d moved back here. He’d assumed the chance of running into her was slim, especially when all he did with his time was work, exercise, and muck around the house. Yet here she was, a member of the staff under his management. Despite his shock, a smile teased the corners of his lips. Oh, she’d hate this turn of events.

      “Michael?” Hollister prompted.

      He forced himself to take a breath, and stepped forward. “Hello everyone, it’s a pleasure to be here. I expect this week to be a quiet one while I get to know how things are done in the bay. I look forward to working with you all.” He’d learned it was best to allay the staff’s fears first and foremost. Many people thought a new boss meant their lives would be shaken up, and not in a good way. He didn’t mind shaking things up when warranted, but preferred to take the time to decide on his own whether change was necessary.

      A bell rang, and with a wave of his hand, Hollister dismissed the group. Michael exhaled in relief that he wouldn’t have to come up with anything more eloquent to say. His eyes remained glued to Bex Cane, but she was gone like a flash, vanishing through the exit and into the school beyond. He wanted to race after her. To demand to know the answers to the questions that had plagued him over the years. But he managed to stay where he was.

      “Come with me,” Hollister said as the room emptied. “I’ll give you the grand tour.”

      “Thanks, I appreciate that.” It would give him time to gather his thoughts, and to focus on what was really important: his job.

      Haven Bay Primary School consisted of three blocks of buildings that ran parallel to each other, with a sports field at the end. The row of buildings nearest the field contained the Year 7 and 8 classes, the next row back housed the Year 4 to 6 classes, and the one at the rear was for the newest students. The entire area was fenced off, which Hollister explained was to stop the younger kids from wandering over to the beach. There were 250 students enrolled, and the men paused outside each classroom while Hollister explained which class was inside, and who taught them. By the time they returned to his office, Michael had forgotten all of them except for Room Four, where Bex Cane taught art to the older students three times a week.

      She was an art teacher, and a part-time one at that. When he’d known her, she’d been an ambitious artist intent on getting her paintings into the most exclusive galleries, and he’d assumed she used the payout she took from his parents to fund her dream. He hadn’t looked her up in the intervening years because frankly, he didn’t want to see more evidence of how he’d misjudged her.

      But still, an art teacher? How had she been relegated to teaching eleven- and twelve-year-olds to mix colors and change brush strokes?

      “I’ll leave you here to get settled,” Hollister said from the doorway. “We have school assembly in two hours to introduce you to the students.”

      “Sounds great.”

      Sitting behind the solid oak desk that now belonged to him, Michael rested his palms on the cool wood and closed his eyes. He took a deep breath, and released it.

      Bex Cane was his colleague. So what?

      There was no reason for him to even talk to her, except for their biannual performance reviews. He smirked. He was her boss. Opening his eyes, he scanned the desk for the login details for his computer, booted it up, and entered them when requested. He clicked the icon for email, but while that was loading, he couldn’t resist reaching for the staff list beside the phone and scrolling until he found “Rebecca Cane” printed beside an extension number. He noted the last name with satisfaction. Hollister had only referred to her as “Rebecca,” leaving him to wonder if she’d ever married. Now he had his answer. Rebecca Cane was an unmarried art teacher living in the town where she’d grown up.

      Things hadn’t gone according to plan.

      It served her right. People like Bex didn’t deserve success, and he’d make sure she knew it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Michael freaking Briggston.

      If Bex didn’t have a class to teach, she’d have been gone the minute Andy Hollister released them from the staff meeting. Her friend Shane, also a teacher, had cast concerned glances at her during the meeting, noting her tension, but she hadn’t been able to bring herself to acknowledge him. She’d been too terrified. Every part of her was rigid, and the voice in her head screamed to pull Izzy from class, take her home, lock the door, and hold her close. Or to run and never look back.

      Had the Briggstons finally discovered the truth?

      No. She shook her head. She was being crazy. If they had, Wesley or his mother, Imogen, would be here rather than Michael. Her hands trembled as she sifted through the papers on her desk, trying to recall what she’d planned for this morning. Her students would be arriving any minute now. God, she could hardly gather her scattered thoughts together, how was she going to make it through?

      Michael was here. He was her boss.

      He’d be living in Haven Bay, shopping at the minimart, walking on her favorite beach. What if he saw Izzy? If he put two and two together and alerted his family, the Briggstons would descend on the town in force. She shuddered, her mouth going dry at the thought of seeing Imogen again. That old witch-with-a-B had always put the fear of God into her, even if she’d never allowed it to show.

      The door swung open and she jumped, a hand to her chest as kids began to wander in and claim seats.

      Take it down a notch, Bex.

      First things first. She needed to survive the morning, and then she’d figure out what to do. She laughed mirthlessly, drawing stares from some of the students. Yeah, that was likely. Somehow, in between training her clients at the gym, finishing her commissioned painting, finding the plush kiwi her daughter had lost, doing a week’s worth of laundry, and visiting the grocery store, she’d find time to sit down with a glass of wine and think through the implications of Michael Briggston being in Haven Bay.

      Time was one thing she didn’t have.

      A second bell rang, signaling the beginning of class, and she smoothed her hands down her skirt, straightened her shoulders, and plastered a smile on her face.

      “Hi everyone! I hope you all had lots of fun over the weekend. Now, for today, you’ll need to get yourself a smock from the corner because we’re going to be working with clay.”

      The toothy grins from twenty-five ten-year-olds made up for the extra time it would take to put their creations through the kiln. She didn’t let them use clay often, but when she did, it was the most excited she ever saw them. Unfortunately, their obvious pleasure couldn’t erase the events of the morning from her mind, and by the time they were tidying up, she’d glanced out the window on no less than twenty occasions and was itching to get the hell out of there.

      When class ended, she ushered them out, hung the discarded smocks up, and wiped down the benches. She had just slung her handbag over her shoulder to leave—with half a mind to take Izzy with her—when the door opened, and Michael Briggston walked in.
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      Michael had thought he’d lost his misguided romantic notion of Bex Cane when she took money from his mother to have an abortion, but he’d been kidding himself. Nothing could have prepared him for seeing her up close. She was as stunning as ever, with her golden brown skin, expressive eyes, and the proud set of her jaw. She was tall for a woman, although he was taller, and her leanness served to emphasize her height.

      When her dark eyes alighted on him, the air vacated his lungs, and he stilled, the speech he’d prepared on the way over completely forgotten. His tongue felt thick and clumsy in his mouth, the same as it used to around her in those first days when he realized he had a hopeless crush on his brother’s girlfriend. He feared that if he tried to speak, the noises wouldn’t make any sense.

      Her gaze shuttered, and her posture stiffened. “Hello, Michael.”

      He settled for a nod, so he wouldn’t risk embarrassing himself. Her free hand went to the strap of her bag, wrapping around it. He remembered how she used to hold onto things when she was nervous so she wouldn’t fidget.

      “Well, this is awkward,” she said.

      His lips twitched. She’d never been one to beat around the bush, a quality he’d appreciated about her, having come from a family of politicians and diplomats.

      “Yes,” he agreed. “It certainly is.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      Hadn’t she heard the official introduction? Or had she been as off-balance as he was, and somehow missed it? “I’m the new principal.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I got that part. What I meant is, why Haven Bay? It’s not exactly your scene.”

      He was torn between the urge to tell her she knew nothing about him, and concern she was laboring under the false impression he’d come here because of her. He’d done his damnedest to keep his feelings for her under wraps—up until that last day, when he’d been ready to take a leap of faith for love, only to have the ground fall away beneath him.

      “I didn’t know you’d be here, if that’s what you’re thinking.” He really didn’t have to explain himself to anyone, least of all her.

      She released her death grip on the bag and crossed her arms. “It’s my hometown. Where else would I be?”

      “Auckland,” he suggested. “Wellington… heck, out of the country, for all I knew. You always wanted to move to the Mediterranean.”

      Her scowl deepened. “If you’d looked me up, you’d have known.”

      He sighed, and mirrored her pose, folding his arms over his chest. “And why would I look you up?”

      She shrugged one shoulder. “How should I know? No one ever knows why you do anything, Michael.”

      His brow shot up. If he’d been the sensitive type, that barb would have stung. Especially when he used to consider her one of his best friends. “Look,” he ground out. “I wasn’t expecting to see you here, but there’s no reason for the past to get in the way of us having a decent working relationship. You do your job, I’ll do mine, and we can get on with it.”

      Dropping her arms, Bex nodded. “You’re right. This doesn’t have to be the end of the world. We should both just keep out of each other’s way.”

      Her easy agreement grated on him. He’d made the suggestion, so why did it disappoint him when she didn’t protest? Had he secretly wanted her to demand they clear up the murky past? Did his foolish heart still yearn for her after all these years, despite how disillusioned he’d become?

      What an idiot.

      He forced himself to say, “That’s probably for the best.” He shifted on his feet, weighing his next words carefully. “We may not be friends anymore, but we’re professionals and we can be civil, can’t we?”

      Bex’s perfectly formed lips parted, then pressed back together as if she’d thought better of whatever she was about to say. Or perhaps she just didn’t know what to say at all. He couldn’t read her, and a familiar sense of helplessness threatened to drown him. In the final days before she’d agreed to his family’s plan, and crushed him in the process, every time he was near her, he’d felt like an actor in a movie for which the director had forgotten to give the script. After all, what was he supposed to say when he’d finally worked up the courage to ask his brother’s girlfriend to choose him, only to discover she was pregnant with his niece or nephew?

      Eventually, she nodded. “Of course. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a million and one things to do.” With that, she brushed past him. He didn’t turn, but heard the tread of her shoes as she exited the room and went down the corridor outside.

      For a long moment, he just stood there, unable to move. He’d imagined encountering Bex hundreds of times over the past six years. Had written their conversations in his mind. Pictured her being wowed by him, saying how much she’d missed him, confessing her undying love—even if he couldn’t return the sentiment. Compared to those fantasies, the reality had been underwhelming. She’d been no less beautiful though. Twinkling eyes, a dramatically bowed mouth like something from a renaissance painting, and those long, long legs.

      She’d changed in other ways. The Bex from his memory was passionate and spontaneous, with a thirst for life. She’d never have been cool and sensible about seeing him. She’d have yelled and sworn, or laughed and embraced him like he was the first person she’d seen after leaving a desert island. He didn’t know how to reconcile that woman with the one he’d just met.

      Shaking his head, he turned on his heel and headed back to his office. Perhaps Bex’s decision all those years ago weighed more heavily on her than he’d imagined.
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      If Bex had considered pulling Izzy from class when she first saw Michael Briggston, that was nothing compared to the instinct that now blared in her head, telling her to pack up her daughter and run. The deeply urge-based lizard part of her brain wanted her to take Izzy and hide forever, somewhere no one could find them. If she pulled her daughter out of class, they could stay in her apartment—beneath the aptly named The Hideaway, the combined gym and art studio she owned—until she figured out what to do next. Where to go. How to react. The Briggstons could not discover Izzy.

      She reached Izzy’s classroom door, yanked it open, and stepped inside. Twenty children turned to stare at her. Izzy cocked her head. Her teacher hurried over.

      “Is there a problem, Ms. Cane?” the teacher asked.

      What am I doing?

      Holy crap, she needed to get a hold of herself. Izzy was safe in class. Michael had no idea she existed. The only thing she’d achieve by pulling her out of class for the day would be to attract unwanted attention. Izzy would be fine if Bex took a few hours to come up with a game plan, right?

      Besides, she didn’t have time for a mental breakdown. She needed to sit down with someone and figure this out. But who? If she told her parents that Izzy’s uncle was in town, they’d freak out, and rightly so, but their panicking wouldn’t do anything to help the situation. There was no point in alarming them.

      The only other person who knew the truth was her friend Kat. Bex had confessed the whole sordid story to her after a few glasses of wine, back in the days when Kat was stuck in a wheelchair and had a massive chip on her shoulder. Compared to Kat, Bex’s problems hadn’t seemed so bad. Now, Kat had her shit together, and Bex’s life was balanced precariously on the edge of chaos.

      “Ms. Cane?” the teacher repeated.

      “It’s nothing,” she replied, backing away. “Sorry. I’ve, uh, got to go.”

      Making it to her car, she flopped in the driver’s seat and sighed, then took two minutes to collect her thoughts. Then she grabbed her phone from her bag and called Kat.

      “Kia ora,” Kat answered, sounding out of breath. Despite the efforts of her boyfriend, Sterling, she was constantly on the go.

      “Hey, girlfriend.” Bex tilted her seat back and stared at the roof. “You busy tonight?”

      “Nothing major. What’s up?”

      How on earth could she begin to describe the turbulence of arriving at work to see Michael Briggston’s distant yet handsome face at the front of the room, like a ghost from another life? “Something has come up. Something big.” She squeezed her eyes shut and took a long, slow breath to ease the pounding of her heart, but it only made her feel starved for air. “It has to do with Izzy’s dad.”

      “Oh, wow. I can be at your place in five minutes.”

      Bex shook her head, then remembered that Kat couldn’t see. “I have a client in half an hour, and it’ll take more time than that.” Although it warmed her to know that her friend would drop everything to be there the moment she needed it. “Can you come over for dinner?”

      “Of course, and don’t worry about cooking a thing. I’ll get Tione to make a little extra and bring it over.”

      Bex’s shoulders relaxed into the seat. “You’re a life saver. Thanks, Kitty-Kat.”

      “I’ll also bring wine.”

      Despite herself, she laughed. “The biggest bottle you can find.”

      “Done. See you later, honey.”

      The call ended and Bex righted herself, drove home, changed into yoga pants and a tank top, and turned Izzy’s bedroom upside down looking for her damned kiwi. As she searched, her thoughts circled around to Michael. Once upon a time, they’d been good friends. When they first met, she’d made some lame-ass joke and he’d laughed even though the rest of the family had stared at her like she’d grown antlers. They’d chatted on and off for the rest of the night, and after that, he’d become her safe harbor within the Briggston family. The one she could count on to be kind and respectful regardless of the million ways his parents considered her inadequate for their favorite son. Even Wesley had said she disappointed him at times, but Michael never had. She’d been sure she could rely on him—at least, she had until he’d turned stone cold when she confessed her pregnancy.

      Having no luck with the plush kiwi, she tried her own room, and finally the living room, finding Mr. Snuggles tucked under a couch cushion. She raised him triumphantly, then carted him back to Izzy’s room and left him on the pillow.

      “Confused” pretty much described her state of mind around Michael after things started to go downhill. She’d gone from knowing she had at least one ally inside the Briggston clan—and even, on occasion, wondering if she was dating the wrong brother—to being brushed off by him with a coolness that left her reeling. His attitude had morphed into outright hostility when she agreed to get an abortion at Imogen’s request.

      She shook her head to dispel the memory. There was no point in tormenting herself over the past. She headed out to the foyer and up the stairs to the gym, then grabbed the exercise plan she’d written yesterday for her first client of the day. Her sessions passed in a blur and she delivered instructions and encouragement on autopilot. Finally, at 2.30 p.m., her last client mopped her forehead with a towel and waddled out the door on stiff legs.

      Bex sat behind her desk and rested her face in her palms. It was nearly time to pick up Izzy, but she was afraid of Michael seeing them together. She’d have a lot of explaining to do, and whatever story she wove, she doubted he’d buy it. He was quick-witted and as stubborn as a bulldog at times. Rubbing her temples, she wondered what to do.

      “Hey Bex, are you all right?”

      She glanced up and met Brooke’s eyes. Her friend had arrived in the midst of Bex’s session with her last client and had been exercising quietly since. Bex scanned her. Brooke had been coming regularly for a few months now, and she looked good. Really good.

      “Yeah, just tired,” she said, waving off her concern. Brooke didn’t know anything about Izzy’s father, and she planned to keep it that way. Not that she thought her friend would gossip or judge her, but she preferred to keep the truth to as small of a group of people as possible. “Try lifting your feet a bit higher when you run, and keep your arms swinging forward rather than across your body.” She winked. “You do that and it might shave another couple of minutes off your 10-k time.”

      “Okay, I’ll try.” Brooke turned away, but then paused. “I’m here if you ever need.”

      Bex smiled. “Thanks, sweetie.”

      When Brooke crossed the room and started adding weight plates to a squat rack, Bex went to the other end of the open space, to the area set aside for painting. She glanced at the clock to see that school would have just let out, and dialed Shane’s number, hoping to catch him before he left his classroom.

      “Hi,” he answered in his smooth voice. “How are you doing? I was worried about you after the meeting this morning.”

      “I’m okay.” She spoke quickly, not wasting any time. “But I need a favor.” She twiddled the zip of her activewear hoodie. “Can you bring Izzy home?”

      “Of course.” He didn’t hesitate, and that was what she loved about her relationship with Shane. As a single father, he was always happy to help her out, no questions asked, and she did the same for him. “I’ll be there in an hour or so. I have gate duty this afternoon.”

      Gratitude swelled within her chest, and she thanked God—not for the first time—for putting Shane Walker in her life. “See you then.”

      An hour and five minutes later, light footsteps flew down the hall that connected The Hideaway’s foyer to Bex’s living quarters. The moment Izzy pushed the door open, Bex swept her little girl into a hug and squeezed her tight.

      “Mummy!” Izzy protested. “Can’t breathe.”

      Bex eased up, but didn’t let her go. She burrowed her face into Izzy’s shoulder and breathed in the scent of strawberry shampoo, bubblegum, and a hint of sweat. Izzy giggled and returned the hug. For a few seconds, all was right with the world.
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        * * *

      

      When the clock struck five, Michael set his pen down and stretched the kinks out of his back. As far as first days went, this one had been successful. The students had seemed friendly, and the staff were all pleasant, with the exception of Bex. He particularly liked Shane Walker, who taught the senior class and was around his own age. Michael didn’t make a lot of friends, but he saw potential there.

      He closed the office door, shucked his jacket, and changed from his tidy suit into a pair of shorts and a t-shirt, then packed his clothes into a backpack. Where possible, he preferred to get around on a bike, and that was how he’d arrived that morning. Now, he donned his backpack and pedaled into town. He hadn’t looked around yet, and he was keen to see what Haven Bay had to offer.

      The town square was quaint and charming, with a cobblestoned pavement and a statue of a man with a surfboard in its center, contained within a fountain. It was winter, and the evening light was fading fast, but old-fashioned streetlamps illuminated the square.

      He scanned the shop fronts. Many had closed, or were in the process of doing so. The perils of living in a small town, he supposed. One, to his right, caught his eye. A big guy in ragged outdoors-wear had come out to bring in a sign that showed a collage of people rock-climbing, kayaking, caving, and hiking. Michael cycled over.

      “Excuse me!” he called, as the man shouldered the door open.

      The guy scowled. “We’re closed.”

      “I won’t take a moment,” Michael assured him. “I just want to know if you rent equipment out. Surfboards, paddleboards, that kind of thing.”

      The guy relaxed, his scowl easing into a smile. “Nah, man. Logan over at the pub does that.”

      “Excuse me?” Had he just said…?

      The man pointed across the square. “The Den, right over there. Go up to the bar and ask for Logan, he’ll hook you up.”

      “The pub?” Michael asked dubiously.

      He grinned. “You’re in Haven Bay, city boy. Things are different here. It pays to go with the flow.” He offered a hand, and Michael dismounted to shake it. “I’m Jack. You must be the new principal.”

      Michael glanced down at himself to make sure he wasn’t wearing something that made his identity blatantly obvious. “How did you know?”

      “Shane told me. Step number one to living in the bay: assume everyone knows everything.” He ran a hand through his hair, and used the sign to prop himself up. “We have poker night at Logan’s place above The Den on Friday evenings. You should come.”

      “Okay.” He nodded slowly. “Thanks for the invite.”

      “No problem,” Jack said. “Now, I’ve got to get out of here. Tonight is date night, and my girlfriend hasn’t realized she’s too good for me yet, so I need to keep it that way.”

      Girlfriend. The word caused a dull ache in Michael’s heart, where the empty part was. He hadn’t had someone serious in his life for years, and the last time… it hadn’t ended well. Technically, he’d been betrayed, but considering the circumstances, he couldn’t bring himself to believe it was anything other than karma. He swallowed back the memories, and told himself the burning sensation was indigestion from the chicken salad he’d eaten for lunch.

      “Thanks for your time. I’ll see you Friday.”

      Jack gave a quick wave and carried the sign back inside. Michael hopped back onto his bike and crossed to the quirky, old-fashioned pub. A large sign hung over the door that read “The Den” in faded lettering. He locked his bike to a streetlamp and hung his helmet over the handlebars. As he entered, he had to blink, his eyes adjusting to the light. A massive wooden bar occupied the far wall of the pub, with liquor bottles lining a cabinet behind it. The walls were painted lichen green and long, narrow tables ran the length of the room from the entry to the bar.

      A guy with shaggy blond hair, wearing an ugly Hawaiian shirt and sandals, was wiping the tables. He straightened as Michael entered and flopped his hair out of his eyes. “Hey there, can I help?”

      “Hi,” Michael said. “I’m looking for Logan.”

      The guy dropped his cloth, wiped his palms on his board shorts, and offered a hand. When Michael took it, he was yanked close and clapped on the back. “You’ve found him. Who sent you my way?”

      “Jack, from the shop across the square. I’m interested in renting some watersports equipment.”

      Logan nodded. “Jack only takes out guided tours. He doesn’t let people use his gear without him.” He strode to the door beside the bar and indicated for Michael to follow. When he did, they turned a couple of corners and he found himself standing inside a large room lined with surfboards, paddles, and wetsuits. The floor was damp, and the scent of seaweed and salt lingered in the air.

      “Welcome to my second business. Part rental company, part surf school.” He crossed his arms and looked Michael up and down. “You an experienced surfer or paddleboarder? If you’re not, you should consider coming to one of the lessons I run in the mornings. They’re really good for nailing the basics.”

      Michael made a vague sound of agreement, but had no intention of following through. He wasn’t exactly a group lesson kind of guy. He preferred to watch YouTube videos and muddle through. He’d been out half a dozen times since he first decided to try surfing and never had a mishap, beyond rolling ass-over-head through the waves once or twice.

      “What’s your going rate for a surfboard rental?”

      “Thirty bucks for an hour, fifty for two, seventy for anything longer than that, as long as you get everything back to me by nightfall.”

      “Seems reasonable.” Michael backed up, waiting for Logan to lead them out. “You’ll probably be seeing me on the weekend.” It wasn’t like he had anything else to do, and when he accepted this new job, he promised himself he’d take at least one day a week off work. The Haven Bay school was small and rural, nothing compared to some of the high-pressure private schools he’d worked at, and as such, it allowed for a slower pace of life.

      “Great.” Logan slid behind the bar and grabbed a can of coke from the chiller. “Can I get you a drink?”

      “No, thanks.” Before the last of the light vanished, he needed to track down the gym. In a place this small, he doubted it would be difficult to find.

      “I guess Jack’s already invited you to poker?” Logan asked.

      Michael shook the wool from his head. “Huh?”

      Logan’s lips twitched. “Poker on Friday? You’ll be here?”

      “Oh yeah. Probably.”

      “Good. Bring snacks. And cash. We don’t usually bet much—except for M&Ms—but it makes things more interesting if we have something to up the stakes.” He gulped his coke and wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. “We men need to stick together.” He glanced at Michael’s hand. “Not married?”

      “Uh, no.”

      “Be careful, then. People are pairing off around here like crazy.”

      Michael’s eyebrows shot up. “That sounds ominous.”

      Logan laughed. “It’s not so bad as that, just don’t let the Bridge Club get to you.”

      “The what?”

      “You’ll figure it out soon enough.”

      Utterly mystified, Michael wandered outside, just in time to be accosted by two elderly ladies who barely reached his shoulder.

      “Michael Briggston!” one of them exclaimed, absolutely delighted. She rubbed her palms together, then smoothed them over her fluffy white hair. “I was so hoping we’d run into you.”

      He decided not to ask how she knew his name. “Pleased to oblige. And you are?”

      “I’m Betty,” she said, taking the other woman by the arm. “This is Nell.”

      “Lovely to meet you,” Nell said, beaming up at him. “Do you mind answering a couple of questions to clear a few things up?”

      The back of his neck prickled. Had someone found out about his family’s history with Bex? He couldn’t think why else these ladies would need him to clear anything up. Were the locals gossiping already? Clearly the grapevine was in good working order.

      “Ask your questions, and I’ll decide whether I want to answer.”

      Nell nodded, her expression serious. “The first one is easy: are you married or in a relationship?”

      Michael frowned, caught off guard. “I’m single. Why?”

      Betty clapped. “The best kind.”

      “Excuse me?”

      She cleared her throat, and scanned him from head to toe. “Are you gay or straight?”

      Well, of all the intrusive… “That’s really none of your business.”

      “Oh, but it is, you see,” Nell hurried to explain. “We’ve started a new sweepstake on which young people will pair up, and we’d like to know where you fit.”

      “You’re betting on who’ll date who?” he asked.

      “Exactly.”

      They didn’t seem to have any idea how strange that was. Despite himself, he wanted to smile. His lips twitched, but he made an effort to straighten them into a line. There was no need for Betty and Nell to know they amused him. He sensed that would only encourage the old biddies.

      “From where I’m standing, it seems like it would be more interesting for you to work it out yourselves.”

      Nell pursed her lips. “Oh, but—”

      “No, he’s right, dear.” Betty patted her arm. “Think how much more fun it will be to spy on this young fellow and see what he gets up to.”

      Dear God, what had he brought on himself?

      He needed to extricate himself before he made the situation worse. “I don’t suppose you ladies could direct me to the gym?”

      Nell swung around and pointed across the square. “Right over there. The Hideaway.” She turned to Betty. “If he’s a gym buff…” They exchanged looks.

      Michael sighed. “What am I missing?”

      Betty eyed him slyly. “The gym owner is single. Pretty, too.”

      Uh-oh. Please don’t say—

      “I can see it,” Nell agreed. “Bex would be just the person to ruffle him up.”

      His eyes closed, and a lead ball sank to the bottom of his belly. “Do you mean Rebecca Cane?”

      Instantly, they stopped their discussion. “Do you know her?”

      He rubbed his temples, a headache beginning to throb behind them. Go figure. He should have known Bex would be associated with the local gym. She’d been a personal trainer when she first met Wesley, and she didn’t work enough hours at the school to make a living—he’d checked her schedule.

      “Are there any other gyms in the area?”

      “Nooo.” Betty drew the word out, her gaze skittering from him to the building on the other side of the square and back again. “Did you and Bex used to be an item?”

      The rampant curiosity lighting her eyes made him wonder how much people knew about Bex’s history and the pregnancy she’d aborted. He didn’t want anyone starting rumors about him having been her baby daddy.

      “No, just acquaintances. We met when she was living in Auckland. If you’ll excuse me, I need to go.” With that, he went to his bike, fingers flying on the combination lock before they decided to chase him, and then cycled away, toward his new home.
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      “Whaea Kat!” Izzy shrieked as Kat entered their family room. Unnecessarily, she added, “Mummy, Auntie Kat is here.”

      Bex glanced up as her friend entered.

      “Kia ora, Ihipera,” Kat said.

      Bex smiled. Kat knew how Izzy loved to practice her Te Reo.

      “Kei te pehea koe?”

      “I-hi-pe-ra,” Izzy sounded the word out. “That’s me!”

      Kat winked. “So it is, you clever girl. And I just asked you how you are.”

      “I’m huuuungry,” she complained. “But Mummy said we had to wait for you before we could eat, and now you’re here.” She caught sight of the bag hanging from Kat’s hand. “What’s that?”

      Bex took the bag. “Thanks. You’re a life-saver.” She headed for the kitchen, which was around the corner from the family room, and connected to the dining area via an open plan layout. Whatever was in the bag, it smelled like comfort food, meaty and spicy.

      “Be patient,” Kat laughed. “Can you say hiakai? That means hungry.”

      “Hiakai,” Izzy repeated dutifully.

      “Good girl. And if you say tino hiakai, that means you’re starving.”

      “If I say tino tino tino hiakai, does that mean my tummy is eating itself?”

      Bex rolled her eyes. “You had a snack five minutes ago, Iz. I don’t think you’re fading away quite yet.”

      Izzy’s lip stuck out mutinously. “Am too.”

      “Why don’t you go wash your hands, sweetie?” Kat suggested. “Your mummy is about to dish up meat loaf, and if you set the table, you’ll get to eat sooner.”

      Izzy bounced out of the room, and Bex sighed with relief. “Thanks. She’s full of beans tonight.”

      “Hopefully that means she’ll wear herself out soon.”

      Bex hoped so too, but she didn’t hold out a lot of expectation. Best case scenario, they could fill her with meat loaf and plonk her in front of the TV while they talked. She peeled back tinfoil and steam billowed out.

      “Fresh from the oven,” Kat told her.

      “You’re the best.” Bex strode over and hauled her friend into a tight hug. Kat squeezed her back. “Thanks so much for coming.”

      “As if I’d be anywhere else.”

      Izzy returned, and they had dinner at the table. When they finished, Bex convinced Izzy to watch Disney and color in her books while she and Kat sat side by side, each with a glass of wine, and talked in low voices.

      “What’s up?” Kat asked. “I’ve been worried all day. You said it was something about Izzy’s dad?”

      Bex checked her daughter wasn’t listening—Izzy didn’t know anything about her father, other than that he wasn’t in her life, and she didn’t plan to change that. “Yeah, his brother, Michael, is the new principal.”

      Kat whistled. “Wow.”

      “I know, right?”

      Kat sipped her wine. “Rotten luck that he came to Haven Bay, of all places.”

      “I had the same thought.” She just didn’t know what to make of it. “He knows I grew up here. Surely he was aware there’d be a good chance we’d run into each other.”

      “Maybe he didn’t think of that as a bad thing,” Kat suggested. “Or perhaps it didn’t cross his mind at all. It’s been years, Bex. He might have forgotten, or thought it wasn’t a big deal. Plenty of people live in the same town as their sibling’s ex-partner and it’s no problem at all.”

      “That may be, but…” She ducked her head closer to Kat’s and murmured, “How am I supposed to keep him from finding out about Izzy?” That was her number one fear. If Wesley or his parents learned of Izzy’s existence, it could spell the end of their comfortable life.

      Kat bit her lip. “I don’t know if you can.”

      Bex’s stomach sank to her shoes then kept on going, and an oppressive weight settled onto her shoulders. Tears burned in the backs of her eyes, and she blinked them away. She was Rebecca freaking Cane, and she did not cry in the face of adversity. If she did, she’d have blubbered herself into nothingness long before today. Life as a biracial single mother wasn’t a cakewalk.

      “Do you think Michael would do anything to harm Izzy?” Kat asked, jolting her back into the moment.

      Bex’s lips parted, and she stared at her friend. “What? Do you mean physically?”

      Kat shrugged. “In any way.”

      She considered the question. “Not physically. He loves kids, that’s why he works in a school. He’s not a bad guy. Although in saying that, we haven’t talked for years.” She sighed, her shoulders slumping. Did she think Michael would want to punish Bex for having a baby in secret? Possibly. He had seemed to side with his family when they demanded an abortion. But did she think he’d want Izzy to pay for her deception? Absolutely not, yet sometimes bad things happened even if they weren’t what a person intended. “I don’t think he would on purpose, but telling his family would have that same effect, so what do his intentions matter?” As far as she was concerned, the only thing that mattered was keeping her daughter safe from anything that threatened her wellbeing.

      “Okay, so I’m playing devil’s advocate here,” Kat said, still speaking quietly even though Izzy was engrossed in coloring a pink and purple donkey. “What would be the worst thing that could happen if the Briggstons found out about Izzy?”

      Bex had an answer ready because she’d pondered this same thing hundreds of times. “Option one: They’re furious at me for breaking my word and taking their money for something I didn’t do. They threaten legal action.”

      “Pfft,” Kat scoffed. “Yeah, ’cause that’d go really well in court. From what you’ve told me, there’s no way they’ll do anything to make themselves look bad or jeopardize Wesley’s position in parliament. Admitting that he paid off his girlfriend to have an abortion would ruin him.”

      “Technically, it was his mother who bribed me,” Bex reminded her. She still wasn’t sure whether Wesley knew anything about the money, although he’d certainly been relieved when she told him she was going to go through with the abortion they’d tried to pressure her into.

      Kat waved a hand. “Whatever. You get my point. What’s option two?”

      “Izzy becomes a politician’s dirty secret.” She watched her daughter bend over her book, her dark hair fluffed up in every direction, and her heart felt so full of love it could burst. As that beautiful girl’s mother, she would make certain Izzy never felt anything other than loved and wanted. “Or option three: Wesley falls in love with her and decides to sue for custody.”

      This was the option that frightened her most. Wesley didn’t know Izzy existed, so he’d never technically signed away his parental rights, although in her opinion, he may as well have the minute he agreed with his parents that she should terminate the pregnancy. His betrayal had shocked her. But somehow, Michael’s apparent defection to their parents’ side hit her harder. They’d been close, and shared a similar set of morals. She’d expected him to be an ally. When he’d stayed silent and not stood by her side when she tried to fight against them, she’d lost the will to stand her ground, and decided it would be easier to give the appearance of going along with their plans.

      Kat hummed in the back of her throat. “You’ve really thought about this.”

      Bex rolled her eyes, because it was either that or scream at the unfairness of the world. How on earth could it ever make sense for a baby to be taken from her mother and given to a stranger because of a lack of paperwork? Yet it happened every day. “Well, duh.”

      Scooting closer, Kat wrapped an arm around her. “We won’t let anyone take Izzy from you,” she said fiercely. “Everyone knows what a wonderful mum you are. We’ve got your back, okay?”

      Bex wished that were enough. “Love you, Kitty-Kat.”

      “Love you back, Bexi-Babe.”

      That made her laugh. “Dork.”

      Releasing her, Kat leaned back and studied her face. “You going to be okay tonight?”

      Bex glanced over at her own personal miracle. Her tiny, mouthy miracle, with miniature fingers that were busy with a yellow pen, and the world’s smallest feet, which were even now waving back and forth in the air above her as she lay on her belly. A wave of contentedness washed over her, the way it always did when she paused to appreciate how adorable her baby was.

      “Yeah,” she said. “I’ll be okay.” For as long as she had Izzy, she could handle anything.
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        * * *

      

      Michael hovered outside The Hideaway, which doubled as a gym and art studio. He hadn’t seen Bex today—according to her schedule, she didn’t work Tuesdays or Thursdays at the school—but he knew that avoiding her was impossible. Or at the very least, impractical. It would be ridiculous to join a gym half an hour away just to keep a healthy distance between them. The past was the past, and surely they could get along.

      With a final glance around to make sure no one was watching him behave like an idiot, he sucked up his courage, prayed his tongue would work better this time around, and entered. Inside the foyer, a flight of stairs ascended to the gym, and he climbed it, wondering whose brilliant idea it had been to put the gym on the second story. He opened a door and found the area spacious and airy, exactly as he’d expected of Bex. The weights occupied one end, rows of machines and other equipment were down the center—most in use by patrons—and a painting station was set up closest to the ocean.

      He studied the painting from where he was standing. A beach scene, but not your standard blue-sky affair. Gray brushstrokes formed clouds, and the waves below were capped with white. A lone man on a surfboard dared to venture into the water. The shore was deserted, except for an old lady reading a book. For some reason, the lonely scene moved him. He walked closer.

      “Careful,” a voice called. “The paint is wet.”

      “I can tell,” he replied, turning to find Bex sitting at a desk. “It reeks.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Nothing wrong with the scent of paint, as long as you don’t sniff it too much.”

      With a final glance at the painting, he headed for the desk. “I’d like to sign up.”

      Dismay flashed through her eyes, her chin dipped, and for a moment, he thought she’d refuse him membership—although God knew how she could legally do so. “I don’t suppose you’ve let yourself go yet, huh?”

      He frowned. “Pardon?”

      She shook her head and shuffled papers in the top desk drawer. She extracted two and handed them to him. “One of these is the membership agreement. You pay on a monthly basis. The other is for your bank details so I can set up a direct debit.”

      She passed a pen over. Michael paused before filling in the paperwork to scan the interior of the gym. While it may be unconventional, it worked. Paintings hung on the walls—high enough that they couldn’t be damaged—and there was a prime view through the window over the beach. Had she stood in that window and watched the lone surfer she’d painted?

      The roof was a work of art, with a mural of famous icons painted across it. Usain Bolt on the treadmill, Dwayne Johnson at the bench press, Serena Williams using the squat bar.

      Despite himself, he laughed. “Only you could make an art studio and a gym seem like two things that belong together and pull it off with such flair.”

      She frowned, apparently uncertain whether he was complimenting her. “Thank you.”

      He completed the form, added the date, and signed with a flourish. He was checking his bank details when the door swung open and a little girl ran up to them, a halo of dark hair dancing around her shoulders. She tilted her pointy chin, wearing the kind of mischievous smile he’d always associated with Bex. His heartbeat quickened, as the rest of him stilled.

      Oh my God, could it be…?

      “Mummy,” she called, and he looked over his shoulder, confirming Bex was the only woman in the gym. The girl said something else, but he couldn’t hear her past the rushing of blood in his ears. Then she added, “I’m done with my coloring. Can I watch Disney?”

      Bex rushed to her side and ushered her toward the door. “Of course, sweetheart. Just don’t forget to fold the laundry while you do.”

      The girl sighed, her tiny shoulders heaving. “Okay.”

      Then she was gone, shut safely downstairs. Bex ducked her head and strode to one of the weight machines, avoiding him. He did the math. The little girl had looked to be about four, but now that he thought about it, he recalled seeing her at school, standing with Shane Walker and clad in uniform, so she must be at least five.

      Five. Bex had been pregnant with his brother’s baby less than six years ago. He tried to recall whether he’d seen any of Wesley in the girl’s face, but everything had happened so quickly, he couldn’t be certain.

      He strode over to her. “Is she your daughter?” he asked quietly.

      “Obviously.” Bex stopped wiping down exercise gear and met his gaze with her own. Her hostility hit him like a wall. He was struck by the urge to scramble out of her way and not ask any more questions, but he needed to.

      Throat dry, he swallowed, then moistened his lips, glancing around to make sure nobody was likely to overhear them. “How old is she?”

      “Five.”

      Satisfaction—and more than a little fear—flared within him. He’d been right. “Is her dad in the picture?” There was always a chance she’d gotten pregnant immediately after aborting his niece or nephew.

      “You know what?” Bex straightened and stalked back to the desk, where she snatched up the paperwork and stuffed it into a drawer. “That’s really none of your business.” She plucked out a key and tossed it at him. “Go home and make some dinner, Michael. You can start training tomorrow.”

      He didn’t move. Couldn’t if he’d wanted to. The soles of his feet were glued to the floor.

      “Is that little girl Wesley’s daughter?” he whispered, holding his breath for an answer.

      She widened her eyes and her gaze darted around the others in the room, but she didn’t hesitate before answering, “No.”

      He deflated. He’d been so certain.

      She grabbed a handful of his shirt and pulled him over to the exit. “Izzy is my daughter,” she hissed. “She’s my parents’ granddaughter. We’re all the family she has, and needs. Got it?” Her midnight eyes burned into his with an intensity that had flames licking at his skin. He noticed she hadn’t mentioned the girl’s father, which raised his suspicions again.

      “Izzy.” He tasted the name on his tongue. “Cute.”

      “It’s short for Isobel.” Beads of sweat dotted her forehead, and her eyes flickered to the door, as though searching for an escape route. If he was reading her right, she was scared, and he hated that.

      “I’m going to go,” he said, hoping he wouldn’t regret it. Bex looked like a woman on the verge of doing something rash. “But I’ll be back tomorrow, and we’re going to talk about this.”

      Her lips firmed, and her back straightened. “There’s nothing to talk about.”

      “Yes.” He backed away from her, his palms raised so she could see she wasn’t in any immediate physical danger. “There is.”

      It would be the mother of all coincidences if she just happened to have a daughter the same age as the one she’d supposedly aborted. A daughter who, by his estimation, had some of Bex’s half-Cambodian features and some pakeha, or European, ones. “I’ll be seeing you.”
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      The moment Bex heard the front door shut downstairs, she released a long, shaky breath. “Okay, everybody. We’re closing up. You need to be out of here in five minutes.”

      A couple of people groaned, but no one argued. With trembling hands, and an uneasy heart, she tidied away equipment that hadn’t been returned to its rightful place and bolted the windows. When her last patron headed out, she went downstairs, locked the front entrance, and passed through the door on the side of the foyer to her apartment, where she scooped Izzy into her arms and hugged her tight.

      “Mum!” Izzy squeaked. “I can’t see the TV.”

      “You’ll survive.” She buried her face in Izzy’s cloud of hair. The warmth and solidity of her daughter’s body reassured her. Izzy was still here, she hadn’t lost her, and she wouldn’t. No matter what. She squeezed Izzy once more, then let her go, amused when she immediately tried to flatten her hair, as if Bex could possibly have made it any fluffier than it already was. Izzy had inherited her grandmother’s big, buoyant hair, and hadn’t come to terms with it yet, especially because the gene had skipped a generation and Bex herself had silky smooth locks.

      Bex kissed her cheek and sat on the couch, unwilling to let Izzy out of her sight. Once again, she was tempted to throw the essentials in a suitcase and skip town, but she couldn’t tear Izzy away from the life they’d built. Especially when she wouldn’t understand why. No, Bex needed to stand strong. If the Briggstons decided to sue for custody, running would only give them something to use against her. For better or worse, she’d stay in Haven Bay.

      “Hey, Iz?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You remember what I taught you about talking to strangers, right?”

      “You said not to,” Izzy replied. “And don’t get into their car.”

      “Good girl.” Bex released a breath, then headed to the kitchen to scavenge something for dinner.

      Later, after they’d prepared for bed, she escorted a freshly showered Izzy to her room. “Would you like a story?” she asked, needing to keep her baby close.

      “Yep.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      Izzy heaved a dramatic sigh and rolled her eyes. “Yes, please, Mummy.”

      She smiled. “That’s more like it. Which one would you like?”

      Izzy dropped to her knees in front of her miniature bookcase and selected a book about a fairy princess who lost her way home. For some reason, this caused a twinge in Bex’s heart. As a single parent, she’d always hoped she did enough that Izzy wouldn’t ever feel lacking compared to other families, but sometimes she wondered if, by running from her past, she’d done her daughter wrong. Would she one day be upset to know that Bex had kept her from her father?

      Izzy wriggled beneath the covers, and Bex slid in beside her, leaning against the wall. “You ready?”

      Izzy scooched further down, rolled onto her side, tucked her knees up to her chest, and nodded. Pure affection diffused from Bex’s center outward. Curled up like that, her daughter looked tiny and fragile, completely unlike the little dynamo she actually was. Sometimes, it was easy to forget how small she was, and how vulnerable.

      Izzy fidgeted. “Mum, come on! Start the story already!”

      And then she went and said something like that, and Bex wanted to cuff her over the head. “Patience is a virtue, Iz.” She opened the book, which had crinkled edges from being handled too much—Izzy loved the illustrations—and began. “Once upon a time, in a fairy kingdom a long way away, lived a kindhearted and generous fairy princess named Anna.”

      “What was the kingdom called?” Izzy interrupted.

      Bex shushed her. “Let me tell the story, sweetheart.” She lowered her voice, adopting a more soothing tone, and continued, “Anna was beloved by the entire kingdom of Ellesia. One day, she was out touring the villages when an old lady stopped to ask her for help.”

      Ten minutes later, Bex quietly closed the book and listened to the gentle rhythm of Izzy’s breathing. She was asleep. Setting the book aside, Bex eased down to lie beside her, draping an arm over her narrow waist. She closed her eyes and allowed the constant rise and fall of Izzy’s chest to comfort her. Her thoughts traveled back to Michael, and she wondered if he’d already called Wesley to share his suspicions. The possibility was like an icy fist clenching around her heart.

      There had been a time when she’d trusted Michael, but those days were past. When it came down to it, he’d thrown his lot in with his family, even though he’d spent half his life trying to set himself apart from Wesley, who’d been the golden child. In his parents’ eyes, her ex could do no wrong. Michael, on the other hand, constantly fell short. It was strange how skewed their perception of him was, considering he’d earned a position as principal of a private boys school by the time he was thirty—successful by most people’s standards. That didn’t equate to much in the Briggstons’ eyes. She’d initially believed Michael didn’t care, but during a quiet moment at the only Christmas Bex had shared with them, he’d admitted it bothered him. Despite that, he never seemed able to say no to his brother. Did he still possess that weakness when it came to Wesley?

      I’m a good mother, she reminded herself. I raised Izzy well and no one can take her away from me. Not even Wes.

      Except that wasn’t strictly true. A niggling voice in the back of her mind reminded her that, as far as the law was concerned, Wesley had the right to be part of Izzy’s life. What’s more, the Briggstons had the financial resources to challenge her for custody if they decided they wanted to, and she could see how a court would side with the wealthy and influential family of a politician over her. After all, she was a single mum who worked three jobs and lived in an apartment attached to a gym. The contrast was extreme. But for once in her life, she prayed that Wesley would behave as the politician he was and continue to ignore her or sweep them under the rug.
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      Never had a morning passed more slowly. The minutes crawled by as Michael reviewed the school budget and a wish list of equipment helpfully compiled by Andy Hollister—noting the discrepancies in what the school could afford versus what they wanted. He checked the clock every few minutes, waiting for Bex’s class to let out so he could talk to her about last night. It was impossible to keep his mind on the job, and more than once he caught himself staring into space and mulling over his astonishing discovery.

      He had a niece. Of that, he was ninety-five percent certain. And, because of her existence, he had to reevaluate his opinion of the girl’s mother. All these years, he’d believed Bex had sold out and given up the baby she’d seemed desperate to keep, for the sake of a fat bank check. He’d resented her because he’d believed she’d stand strong in the face of his family’s opposition regardless of whether he could openly support her—which had seemed like a poor idea given that facing off against his family would probably raise suspicion when it came to his feelings. But she’d proved him wrong and crumpled beneath the pressure. In his view, she’d shown him exactly how mistaken he’d been about her when he thought she was someone worth loving, and he couldn’t believe he’d been on the verge of destroying his relationship with his brother by coming clean about his crush. Surely that’s all it could have been. An infatuation. One he’d clearly lost his mind over. The guilt of what he’d almost done had nearly eaten him whole. Thank God no one had ever known.

      But now he felt strangely vindicated. He hadn’t misjudged Bex. She may not have taken the route he thought best, but she’d obviously done what she believed she had to. Unfortunately, in light of the truth, a devil appeared on his shoulder, reminding him that the reasons he’d never acted on his attraction to Bex no longer applied. She wasn’t with his brother, and she wasn’t a sellout. But still, it was messed up for him to contemplate making a move on the mother of Wesley’s baby.

      Brotherly love didn’t stop Wes from stealing Penelope. You don’t owe him anything.

      He shook the thought off. There was a difference between his girlfriend leaving him for his brother, and Michael knowingly romancing a woman who was keeping a secret of this magnitude from his family. Besides, why would she even want him? Yes, they’d been friends, but she’d been with Wesley, and it was no secret that people generally preferred Wesley to Michael. Just because he’d once ached to touch Bex’s soft skin and watch fire spark in her warm brown eyes didn’t mean she’d ever felt the same. She’d never crossed a line with him, which had only made him respect her more.

      His phone buzzed, reminding him that he had two minutes before class ended, and he left his office and headed toward her classroom, arriving just as the bell rang. A low murmur started as the students talked among themselves and packed their bags, then they were filing past him, some saying hi, others averting their gazes and hunching their shoulders forward. For his part, he tried to appear stern but approachable. Being principal wasn’t an easy gig. He’d gotten into teaching because he adored children and wanted to play his part in improving the education system, but sometimes he had to be the bad guy, and balancing that with his natural inclination to help wasn’t easy.

      When the room emptied, he paused in the threshold, looking in. Bex sat at her desk, her face buried in her hands and her shoulders slumped. She looked exhausted, and he didn’t like it. He must have made a sound because she glanced up and he caught a glimpse of vulnerability in her eyes before she slammed her shields down. She shot to her feet, the movement drawing his attention to long, slender legs encased by black denim. He almost groaned. Thank God none of his teachers had looked like her, or he’d never have accomplished anything.

      “Michael,” she said stiffly.

      He didn’t waste time on niceties, knowing she’d find a way to flee if he did. “We should talk about last night.”

      She folded her arms across her chest, which had the unfortunate side effect of propping up her breasts. Don’t look, pervert. You’re here for Wesley’s sake, nothing more. Actually, scratch that, he was here for Izzy’s sake too. The girl deserved to have a father in her life.

      “There’s nothing to talk about.”

      “If that were true, you wouldn’t be so defensive.” He moved closer, taking care to go slowly so she wouldn’t scratch his eyes out or knee him in the groin. Bex wasn’t the type of woman to run from a fight.

      Well, he amended, thinking of the daughter she’d stolen away, not usually.

      “I want to know more about Isobel.”

      She stayed behind the desk, keeping it between them, her entire body rigid with tension. “I have nothing to say to you. Izzy is none of your business, and as far as I’m concerned, everything we agreed to on Monday morning stands. You keep out of my way, I’ll keep out of yours, and we interact only when we’re required to for the job.”

      Briefly, he closed his eyes, then took a deep breath and begged the universe for patience. She was being purposefully difficult. He should have expected nothing less. Bex was as stubborn as they came—a trait he’d previously found attractive.

      “I really think we ought to be open about this,” he said, keeping his tone level. “From my perspective, it appears that Isobel is my niece, and I can’t ignore that. Surely you understand.”

      Bex’s eyes flashed and she closed the remaining distance between them to jab him in the chest with a finger. Hard. Her touch burned like scalding iron, and he flinched away from it, unprepared for his body’s reaction to her. He wanted to grab her hand and keep it there. To haul her closer and discover how well her long legs aligned with his.

      Inappropriate, jackass.

      He backed up a step. Why did he have to have this reaction to a woman he shouldn’t ever touch?

      “Izzy is my daughter,” she spat. “Mine, and no one else’s. I’m the one who wanted her. I’m the one who raised her.” Her voice cracked. “I’m the one who loves her. So please, spare me any speeches about moral obligation and leave us alone.”

      “Bex—”

      “No.” Her hands fisted at her sides and he eyed them warily, afraid she might pop him on the nose. “It’s easy for you to say we should be honest. You’ve got nothing to lose, but I have everything on the line.” Her chest rose and fell rapidly, her breath coming in pants. “I’m asking you as nicely as I can. Back off, Michael.”

      He sighed, wishing she didn’t have to be so confrontational. He didn’t want to be her enemy. “I can’t.”

      She nodded, lips pressed into a thin line. “Okay, then. Now we know where we stand. If you’ll excuse me, I need to go.”

      Then, for the third time in as many days, she brushed him off and stalked out the door.
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      Michael wasn’t sure what to make of Bex and her blonde companion watching him as he exercised at the gym the next day, but he found himself upping his weights, mopping his forehead with a towel, and parading like a peacock. He should be too old for posturing, but when the appreciative female gaze lingering on him belonged to Bex, it made the hours of hard work he put in to stay in shape worth it.

      While he may not be easy to talk to or have a silver tongue like his brother, he knew he was decent to look at. After all, he had nothing to do other than work and exercise. He wasn’t in a relationship, didn’t really keep in touch with his family, only had a handful of friends, and wasn’t crafty or inclined toward team sports.

      Did Bex like what she saw? He’d be lying if he didn’t admit—at least to himself—that he hoped she did. But mostly, he was relieved that it was impossible to get a hard-on when he was putting so much strain on his body, because he was addicted to the sight of Bex in yoga pants. He stole glances at her while he swapped from the bench press to free weights, hefting two dumbbells over his shoulders. She must work out between clients. He couldn’t figure out how else to explain her toned limbs, tight hips and flat belly. Not when she apparently painted, taught, and mothered on top of everything else. How did the woman have any free time in a day?

      The blonde grinned at Bex, then shrugged into a weight vest and went to one of the treadmills. Bex kept an eye on her until she was in full swing, then looked his way. He caught her gaze, praying he didn’t look as starved for attention as he felt, and was strangely satisfied when a flush crept up her neck. She crinkled her nose, broke the eye contact and stalked away, her back stiff, ponytail swinging down its center.

      He completed a set of shoulder presses and dropped the weights, swigging water from his bottle and keeping his eye on her as she collected a paintbrush from a cabinet and started mixing paints in front of a blank canvas. Her movements were quick and economical. She stood back to study the canvas, then deftly dipped the brush and stroked it over the surface, leaving a trail of bluish purple behind. Her tongue poked out the corner of her mouth as she concentrated, and suddenly, his arms felt empty. He wanted to come up behind her, wrap himself around her, and hold her while she created art.

      Don’t be crazy.

      She wasn’t for him, and he needed to remember that. She had a daughter, who was most likely his niece. Unfortunately, that didn’t prevent him from admiring the passion in how she wielded a paintbrush. He’d always appreciated her verve for everything she did, and it seemed that hadn’t changed.

      But the most important thing of all had.

      Izzy.
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        * * *

      

      “Mr. Gleaming Muscles and Glutes of Steel keeps staring at you.”

      Bex glanced away from her painting, accustomed to distractions by now. It was a hazard of combining two of her income streams, but also the only way she could actually manage to keep both afloat.

      Brooke raised an eyebrow. “You said you guys went back. Is he an ex?”

      Bex laughed. “No. But you’re not far off. I dated his brother.”

      “Hmm.” Brooke cocked her head. “That guy definitely isn’t having brotherly thoughts about you.”

      She resisted the urge to look over at him, having got enough of an eyeful of his amazing body earlier. “You think so?”

      “Yeah.” Brooke nodded. “How long ago was it that you dated his brother? Maybe he’s decided it’s time to make a move.”

      At this, she laughed again. Once upon a time, the idea wouldn’t have been preposterous, but now?

      “He’s also my new boss,” she confided. “And he has a whole lot of family drama I’d just rather stay out of.”

      “Oh, really?” Brooke looked intrigued.

      Bex set down the paintbrush so she didn’t forget it was there and do any damage. “Nothing too interesting.” Unless you counted Izzy, which she’d prefer not to. “His brother is a politician. His father was too, and his mother has a boatload of ambition.”

      “Sounds like an interesting set of in-laws.”

      Bex shuddered, thinking of what could happen if Michael decided to go to them with his suspicions. Hopefully he respected her enough to talk to her before doing anything drastic, even if they weren’t on the best of terms these days.

      Brooke frowned, realization dawning. “Wait, is the politician the one you dated?”

      “Yep.”

      “Whoa.” She shook her head. “Didn’t see that coming. I wouldn’t have thought politicians were your type. But then, I’ve never seen you date, so I’m not sure why I thought I knew what your type would be.”

      “Wesley was very charming, and I was young and impressionable.” She liked to think she’d have the good sense not to get wrapped up in a romance with a man like him these days. She shrugged one shoulder, glancing over to make sure Michael was out of hearing range. God forbid he hear them gossiping. “I don’t have a type these days. I made a promise to myself not to introduce any man to Izzy unless I knew he’d be around for the long haul, and I haven’t met anyone I was even vaguely interested in enough to make an effort. It’s not like I have much free time.”

      “Fair enough. Wait.” Brooke’s eyes lit up. “You dated Wesley Briggston?”

      Bex sighed. She hated when people had that reaction to him.

      Brooke leaned closer and lowered her voice. “Are you talking about New Zealand’s youngest prime ministerial candidate? The man whom half of the nation is in love with? You dated that guy?”

      “That’s the one.” She placed her hands on her hips. “He’s not all he’s cracked up to be.”

      “Holy moly.” Brooke bounced with excitement. “Why didn’t I know this?”

      “I don’t like to advertise it.”

      “Oh.” She stilled, flushing. “Sorry. It didn’t end well?”

      “Not even a little bit.” Although no doubt Wesley didn’t realize that. For all that he could charm the panties off nearly every woman he encountered, he was oblivious to many things. His parents had sheltered him. Given him anything he wanted and laid out the red carpet wherever he went. He probably thought they’d parted as amicably as the situation would allow. He likely hadn’t realized the anger that simmered inside her at the situation he’d put her in: backed into a corner where her options were to abort the baby she’d already come to love or go up against the powerful Briggston clan. She doubted he’d thought of anything except the most expedient way to make the problem disappear. Sure, he’d been disappointed by the end of their relationship, but hardly heartbroken.

      “Is it…” Brooke hesitated. “Is it a secret? Would you like me to keep it to myself?”

      “Yes, please.” She trusted her friend, but the fewer people who knew about the connection between her and Wesley, the better. Surely, something Michael said or did would give the game away soon enough, but there was no need to speed the process along. There was always a chance Michael would have her back, but she was afraid to hope. He may have been willing to express ideas or morals contrary to the Briggston family ethos, but when the rubber hit the road, he’d been as well under Wesley’s thumb as the rest of them.

      She sighed, the anxiety like an anchor dragging her under. What would she do if he tried to force her hand?

      At this point, she really didn’t know.
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      “Perhaps you can clear something up for me,” Michael said to Shane Walker as they fixed coffee in the staffroom during the morning break. He’d just finished a conversation with a difficult student that seemed to go nowhere and needed to distract himself. Perhaps even gather some useful information. “Rebecca Cane. She teaches, runs a gym, and sells art. Seems like an odd combination.”

      Shane raised an eyebrow, and leaned a hip against the counter. The guy gave the impression of being absent-minded and a little clueless, but Michael suspected he was sharp as a tack. “Was there a question in there somewhere?”

      Michael shrugged. “Why does she do it all? How does she have the time? Didn’t someone tell me she has a daughter?”

      Shane sipped his coffee, and Michael winced. The drink was still steaming. “Bex is a single mum, so she has to work multiple jobs to get by. She’s not getting financial help from anyone else.”

      Michael frowned. If Bex had taken a payout from his mother, surely she wouldn’t need the extra money. Something worth pondering. “Her daughter’s dad isn’t in the picture?”

      Shane pushed away from the counter and led the way to the ring of faded couches where teachers gathered when they weren’t on duty. Choosing one as far away from anyone else as possible, he gestured for Michael to join him. “Is there a reason you’re asking about Bex?”

      “I’m her boss, and I’m curious about her,” he lied through his teeth.

      Shane’s eyes narrowed behind his glasses, and he tugged a hand through floppy hair. “This isn’t professional though, is it? You’re interested in her.” When Michael started to deny it, Shane cut him off. “Don’t worry, I won’t mention it to anyone. You’d hardly be the first, but Bex doesn’t date.”

      Despite himself, Michael was intrigued. “How do you know that?”

      Shane set his coffee on the nearest table and gave Michael his full attention. “She and I are the only single parents with primary school age children in the bay. We look out for each other. When her parents are busy, I’m her go-to sitter, because I rarely do anything outside of home. If she were dating, she wouldn’t want her parents to know, so she’d ask me to watch Izzy. That simple.”

      Bex didn’t date. He struggled to believe that. She’d always been such a passionate person, with so much to offer a man, but he’d sensed that she’d changed and perhaps this was a by-product of that. “And Izzy’s dad?”

      He wanted to know what she’d told people about Wes.

      Shane scoffed. “Not in the picture. Never has been. She doesn’t talk about him, but the guy must have been an idiot to let her go. And Izzy…” He shook his head. “She’s the cutest little thing I’ve ever seen. Who wouldn’t want to be part of her life?”

      Exactly Michael’s thoughts, and that was why he was in such a dilemma. Wesley didn’t know he was a father, and like it or not, he deserved to be told. Besides, part of Michael worried that if he delayed telling Wesley, it wouldn’t be for noble reasons. It’d be because of his infatuation with Bex distorting his perception and twisting his motivations. He felt guilty enough because of the way he’d lusted after her years ago, without adding to the problem.

      “By the way, Bex is a machine,” Shane added. “She gives Izzy enough love and devotion for two parents, so don’t ever suggest otherwise. Also, you missed one of her jobs. She teaches yoga at Sanctuary twice a week.” There was no mistaking the warning in Shane’s voice, mild as his tone may be. He was implying Michael shouldn’t say anything that might be construed as badmouthing Bex’s parenting skills. To his surprise, he liked that the other man had her back, and his certainty that he’d misjudged her in the past grew. He’d already ascertained that Shane Walker wasn’t the kind of guy to give praise lightly, so there must be more to Bex’s past actions than met the eye.

      “What’s Sanctuary?” he asked.

      “The lodge just out of town, if you follow Marine Parade as far to the east as it goes.”

      “Yoga, huh?” Michael enjoyed yoga, and he wasn’t half bad at it. Maybe he should consider taking it up regularly. “Can anyone join?”

      “I think there’s a charge for people who aren’t staying at the lodge, but yeah, they can.”

      “What days are the class?”

      Shane sighed. “Tuesdays and Thursdays, but look, I don’t want you hassling her.” He paused, then added, “Also, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell her you found out about it from me. She’s frightening when she’s mad.”

      Michael already knew that, and he wouldn’t throw a potential new friend under the bus. “Of course.”
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      On Thursday, Bex breezed into the lodge with five minutes to spare. She used to be a morning person, but that was before she’d had a daughter and sleep became scarce. These days, it was a struggle to corral Izzy and make it to Sanctuary in time for the morning yoga session. Several guests were already assembled and waiting, and she greeted them, and Kat, with a smile.

      “Hey, gorgeous.”

      “Morena.” Kat kissed her cheek and bent to hug Izzy, who was as peppy as usual and bounced on her toes to meet her halfway. Unfortunately, Izzy seemed to have no problem getting enough sleep and always had way too much energy in the morning.

      “I’m going to do downward dog,” Izzy said, drawing a laugh from Kat.

      “I bet you are, sweetie. Are you going to show Sterling how it’s done?” She cast a cheeky glance at her boyfriend, who’d taken up yoga when he moved to Haven Bay and was improving in increments. It was slow progress, but luckily, the guy had patience. Bex thought of how difficult it had been for him to win over Kat, and mentally amended that to a lot of patience.

      “Does he need help again?” Izzy asked, and Bex hid a grin.

      “I always need help from you,” Sterling said as she carted a mat over and positioned it beside him.

      “Okay, I’ll help. Mum says I’m real good at helping.”

      “The best,” Bex emphasized, sending Sterling an apologetic look because he’d never had much to do with kids and she knew he still wasn’t quite sure how to handle Izzy. He shrugged one shoulder and smiled.

      “Your playlist is queued up, and ready to go,” Kat told her, gesturing to the speaker on her desk.

      “Thanks.” Bex carried her mat to the usual place in front of the doors that led to the garden. In summer, the glorious backdrop leant a sense of tranquility to the classes, but at present, all she could see through the windows was blackness. She surveyed her students. All ten of them. In addition to several guests she didn’t recognize, there were three members of the Bridge Club present. The Bridge Club consisted of retired residents of Haven Bay—many of whom lived at The Refuge, the local retirement village—and could be joined by invitation only.

      The foyer door opened, and when she glanced up to see who’d arrived late, her heart skipped and her stomach clenched in panic.

      Michael.

      What was he doing here, and how had he found out about the class? He had a yoga mat rolled under his arm, so it was clear what he’d come for. Slowly, the emotion churning in her gut morphed into hot anger. The bastard was trying to worm his way closer to Izzy. Well, screw him and his pretty blue eyes and his muscular shoulders. He wouldn’t succeed.

      “Hi,” he said, with a huskiness in his voice that made her picture him shirtless and in bed. She blinked the image away and focused on a point behind his head. “Am I too late to join?”

      “Not at all,” Kat said, failing to pick up on the tension between them. “Set up wherever you can find space. There’s a ten dollar fee for people who aren’t staying at the lodge, but we’ll sort that out later. I’m Katarina, and you?”

      “Michael.”

      The welcome died on Kat’s lips, and she glanced from Michael to Bex, an apology in her eyes. Much as Bex wanted to rail at her, Kat couldn’t have known who he was, and besides, both women had businesses to run. He was a paying customer. They’d just have to take his money and keep him away from her daughter.

      Catching Michael’s eyes, she glared, letting him know exactly what she thought of his tactics. He held her gaze mildly, then turned away, settling into a spot behind Izzy, where he’d have plenty of opportunity to see the resemblance between her and Wesley, if he looked for it. Izzy may take after her mother in large part, but the shape of her face was more Wesley than Bex, as were many of her expressions.

      Feeling cornered, Bex started the music. If she delayed any longer, people would wonder why, and she’d done her best to shut down any gossip about her and Izzy years ago. She’d rather not open the gates to speculation.

      “Okay everyone, we’re going to start in a cross-legged position, hands on knees, spine straight, breathing deeply.”

      Even from here, she could see Michael studying Izzy’s back, but Kat—God bless her—knelt beside Izzy and murmured something in her ear that caused her to get up and follow Kat into the dining hall. Bex’s shoulders relaxed, and she almost found it within her to laugh at the frustration and disappointment painted across Michael’s face.

      By the time Kat returned, the group were on their hands and knees, doing cat-cow pose. Kat dragged her mat to the front, where they could speak without being overheard. “She’s helping Megan make waffles,” she said under her breath. “Tione won’t let anyone in to talk to her.”

      “Thanks, babe.” She finished her last cat-cow and smoothed her back into tabletop pose, checking that everyone else was keeping pace. “As you inhale, come up on your toes, and when you exhale, rise up into downward-facing dog.”

      Of its own accord, her gaze skittered back to Michael. He moved fluidly, as though the actions were familiar, and when she guided them into a lunge, followed by warrior poses one, two, and three, she decided he definitely wasn’t a novice. Whether or not he’d come here with the intention of spying on her daughter, at some point he’d been a regular yoga practitioner. That shouldn’t surprise her. He’d always been a physical guy.

      Yeah, she thought as she watched his thighs flex, horrified when her mouth watered and she wanted to sink her teeth into him, really physical.

      She’d always suspected he’d be a generous and passionate lover, however buttoned-up he may appear, but she’d been ashamed of herself for wondering about it, even for a fraction of a second, while involved with his brother. Now her body heated in response to those very same thoughts. The damn thing was betraying her, hormones pumping through her veins, tightening her nipples and causing tingles in places that hadn’t tingled in forever.

      “Lower to your knees,” she called out, “then step back into a high plank.”

      He did as she said, and she tried not to ogle him, but his shoulders were as juicy as his thighs. And his ass. She bit her lip. Suddenly his eyes lifted to hers, dark and hot, skimming down her body and making her traitorous nipples pucker even tighter, like they were vying for attention.

      God, she was glad Izzy wasn’t here to witness this. Being turned on under the same roof as her daughter felt wrong. Bex wasn’t just a woman anymore, she was a mother, and she couldn’t indulge in sexual fantasies—especially not about Michael Briggston.

      Tearing her gaze away from his, she tried to remember what pose came next in the sequence, flustered when her mind emptied. She improvised. “Ease down to your stomach, onto your forearms like a sphinx.”

      For the rest of the session, she was a fizzing mess of hormones that bubbled higher with each stolen glance. She only stuttered once more, and when she drew their time together to a close, she got up while the others were still recovering and slipped out through the kitchen rather than staying to chat as she usually would.
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      Michael was a giant knot of frustration. His attempt to spend more time around Izzy had proved fruitless, and worse, he was worked up from seeing Bex’s limber body in tight-fitting clothes, bending like a pretzel. He tried to exercise off the frustration during the cycle from Sanctuary to his place, but no matter how hard he strained his muscles, he couldn’t erase the image of her in downward dog from his mind.

      Her yoga class had conjured a whole new Bex-related fantasy, in which they were alone and he came up behind her, took her by the hips, and drove into her. He pedaled harder, but it did no good. The only thing that could calm him down at this point was a frigid shower, which he gladly climbed into within a few minutes of arriving home.

      He needed a new plan. One that didn’t rely on cornering her and Izzy during yoga. Wracking his brain, he considered his options—which were, admittedly, few. And that was why, eight hours later, he found himself standing outside the school, wearing a bright orange high-vis vest and manning the crossing. He’d told his new colleagues he wanted to spend some hands-on time around the students and their parents, to interact and get a feel for who they were, and while that was partly true, there was only one little girl he really wanted to get a better look at.

      Izzy hadn’t left yet. He knew this because she hadn’t passed by, and there was only one way in and out of the school, which was a safety risk, as far as he was concerned, and one he intended to address soon.

      Waving a car through, Michael waited until it had peeled away and then stepped onto the road, wielding a Stop-Go sign. “Away you go, kids.”

      A group of children, who’d been waiting less-than-patiently, bolted across to their parents, and one boy on a scooter shot down the road, juddering over the rough seal. When the last of them had made it safely to the other side, he stepped off the road and allowed the traffic to flow freely again. Not that there was much of it, even at pick-up time. The school had a couple of hundred students, many of whom seemed to walk the short distance to their homes. Even the ones who lived on the outskirts of town would take no more than forty minutes to walk home.

      “Hi, there.”

      He glanced up, startled. A pretty brunette with bright pink lipstick and a stroller smiled at him. He cleared his throat. “Hello.”

      “You must be the new principal,” she continued, holding his gaze until he wanted to squirm. “I’ve heard all about you from the other mums.”

      The other mums? He wasn’t aware he’d met any of them, and it wasn’t as if he’d done anything particularly social since he arrived in the bay. He kept a smile in place. There was something predatory about her, even though she was only half his size. A quick check of her ring finger revealed a massive hunk of diamond, and he relaxed a little.

      “Yes, I am.” He offered her a hand, and she took it, her fingers caressing his palm as they slid away. “Michael Briggston. And you are?”

      “Mandy Helm. Dexter is my son.”

      Michael nodded, as if that meant something. “Pleasure to meet you.” He hadn’t been around long enough to learn any names yet, other than Izzy’s. Speaking of, a short, dark head appeared in the corner of his vision and he swiveled under the guise of checking for traffic to confirm it was her. Izzy’s cloud of hair was restrained by a red headband, and her navy uniform skirt, clearly made for someone taller, reached halfway down her shins.

      “I thought they were kidding when they said how handsome you were, but if anything, they were playing you down.”

      Michael’s head snapped back to Mandy Helm. Had she just said what he thought she had? “Mrs. Helm, I don’t think—”

      “Mandy, please,” she interrupted, her smile widening. “They also said you were a prude.”

      Huh. Who were “they?” And why was he offended?

      “Don’t worry, Michael, I’m just having you on.” Her baby cooed, and jammed her thumb in her mouth, and Mandy looked down, affection in her eyes. “I don’t play with men who don’t want to play. Where’s Shane today?”

      “Grading homework.” Michael had offered to stand in for him. Come to think of it, the other man had seemed more relieved than the situation warranted. Perhaps Mandy was a frequent visitor. Shane did seem the type to appeal to a certain set of ladies.

      “Well, tell him I’ll be here again tomorrow.” A little boy joined her, and she started rolling the stroller away. “Goodbye, Michael.”

      She was leaving. Thank God. He glanced over to where Izzy lingered nearby. He wanted to speak with her, but didn’t want to cross any lines when it came to going behind Bex’s back. He bit his lip and willed her to approach. He assisted three children across the road, keeping his eye on her, and a few seconds later, she made her way to his side.

      “Hi, Izzy,” he said as she closed the distance between them. “Are you waiting for your mum?”

      She nodded, and raised her dark eyes to his. She had a pointed chin and mischievous smile that was all Bex, but the deep-set eyes and defined bone structure of her cheeks had come courtesy of Wesley. No doubt about it.

      “Do you remember me from yoga this morning?” he asked.

      Her teeth caught her lower lip and nibbled. “Mummy says not to talk to strangers.”

      Of course she did. “I’m not a stranger. Don’t you remember me from assembly? I’m Principal Briggston.” He bent and offered her a hand, which she eyed cautiously for a long moment, then reached out and shook. She was so tiny. Delicate. He wasn’t a giant, but he was a big guy and Izzy was easily a couple of inches shorter than most of her peers. Strange, when both of her parents were taller than average. Maybe she’d prove to be a late bloomer.

      Jesus, listen to him. He’d already decided Wesley was the kid’s dad.

      “How was school today?”

      She grinned, showing all of her miniature teeth, and the force of it almost knocked him backward. His heart gave an extra thud. Damn, but she was adorable. “I got to play hopscotch at lunch, and I beat Dawn.”

      His lips curled. She was every bit as competitive as her mother. “Good work.”

      She caught sight of something across the street and bounced to the edge of the road. “Mum is here!”

      Reluctantly, he paused the traffic while she darted over to a white SUV and tossed her backpack in the rear seat. The driver’s door opened and a long, legging-clad leg emerged, followed by the mouthwateringly beautiful Bex Cane. Hands on hips, she glared at him. Then she raised two fingers in the universal gesture for “I’m watching you,” climbed back into her mum-mobile, and drove off. His heart jackhammered like crazy, adrenaline coursing through him. Nothing was as exhilarating as an encounter with Bex. In fact, he already wanted to see her again, and that meant he was in trouble. Lots of it.
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      On Friday, Michael was sitting at reception, minding the desk while the receptionist dashed home to grab the lunch she’d forgotten, when a trio of girls rushed in the door—the two on the edges supporting the one in the middle, who had a bloody knee. He shot to his feet and strode around the desk.

      “What happened here?”

      The girl with the bloody knee winced as they stopped moving, and the freckles across her nose stood out against pale skin.

      “I fell over.”

      “Good thinking to come here. Let’s get you into the sick bay.” He ushered the girls into the small room that came off the foyer. “We’ll have you patched up in no time.” This wasn’t the first grazed knee he’d handled in his time.

      “What’s your name?” he asked as she sat on the bed and he searched the cabinet for a first aid kit.

      “Dawn.” Her tone was tense, and when he turned back, her eyes welled with tears.

      “I’m Mr. Briggston. This might sting for a moment, Dawn.” Gently, he cleaned her cut with an antiseptic wipe, and she hissed in pain but didn’t cry. “It’s not too deep,” he told her. “Let’s get a Band-Aid on it, shall we?”

      He chose the largest one in the kit and peeled off the edges. She held her breath while he eased it into place. “There. All better.”

      “It doesn’t feel better,” she whined. “It hurts.”

      His lips pressed together. “Why don’t you and your friends sit here for ten minutes until it does?”

      “Okay.” She brightened, and finally he glanced at her companions, then jolted with recognition. A pair of dark brown eyes watched him warily.

      “Izzy, right?” he asked, as though he hadn’t spent hours obsessing over the possibility of her being his niece.

      “Yeah.” She smiled impishly, and gestured to her black-haired friend. “This is Lian.”

      Michael sank onto the chair opposite the bed the three girls were squished onto, the opportunity too good to ignore. Both Lian and Izzy smiled at him.

      “I saw you yesterday,” Izzy said, fiddling with the sleeve of her sweater. Her entire expression opened up, her eyes just as expressive as Bex’s. “At the gate. And in the morning, too.”

      “You did,” he agreed. “I like yoga. Do you like it, too?”

      “I like dancer pose and the one where you make a bridge, but the others are booooring. I only go because Mummy needs someone to help Sterling.” She lowered her voice and whispered, “He’s not very good, but he’s a grown-up, and I thought grown-ups were s’posed to know how to do stuff.”

      His lips twitched. She certainly wasn’t lacking in confidence. “Grown-ups can do some things well, but not everything. Just like you. I’m sure he appreciates having you there to show him how to do it properly.”

      She nodded sagely. “He does.”

      That was the sound of his heart bursting. Dear God, she was freaking adorable.

      He pulled himself together. He couldn’t turn all melty over a girl who had no idea who he was or how he might change her life. “Lian, Dawn, do you girls like yoga?”

      Dawn scrunched her nose. “Is that like yogurt?”

      Izzy howled with laughter, and batted her arm. “No, silly!”

      Dawn pouted. “Then I don’t care about stupid yoga.”

      “What do you like?” He tried to draw her into the conversation because it lessened his guilt over digging for details about Izzy.

      Her forehead furrowed, ginger brows drawing together. “I like netball and ice cream.”

      He couldn’t fault her there. “I like ice cream too. What’s your favorite?”

      “The red velvet type that Faith makes.”

      He wondered who Faith was. “Do you like ice cream, Lian?”

      She shook her head and stuck her tongue out. “It’s gross. Cake is better.”

      “Cake is pretty good.” He snuck a look at Izzy. At her straight nose, so similar to the one he saw in the mirror every day, and her determined little chin. “What’s your favorite dessert?”

      She thought for a moment, as if he’d asked her a complicated math equation. “Cookies. The kind with chocolate chips.”

      “Yum.” Even the thought of warm, homemade cookies had his mouth watering. Unfortunately, there would be no cookies for him. Especially once Bex got wind of this conversation. But she didn’t have a leg to stand on, because Izzy was a Briggston through and through, and Bex had kept her a secret for years. All that remained was to decide what to do about it.
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      When Bex arrived to pick up Izzy from school, she was both relieved and disappointed to see Shane on traffic warden duty. Relieved, because she’d suspected Michael had been trying another of his tricks to get close to Izzy yesterday, and disappointed because despite her best efforts not to notice, he’d been sexy as hell in an orange vest. What kind of unicorn actually looked good in orange? She was convinced that color brought out the worst in everyone—except, apparently, for Michael Briggston. She’d never allowed herself to dwell much on his looks when she’d been with Wesley, but now she couldn’t seem to help herself.

      From her park across the road, she watched Mandy Helm hit on poor Shane, who had a deer-in-the-headlights expression, and chuckled to herself. If he didn’t do something to dissuade his many admirers, he’d end up with a stepmother for Hunter and Dylan before the end of the year. Every divorcee and nanny in the area had their eye on him, but he was too nice to tell them to back off, and doting single dads who happened to look like a hot professor were in short supply. Izzy came out of the school yard, deep in discussion with her friend Lian, their heads bent together. When they reached the road, they each went their separate ways, and a moment later, Izzy climbed into the back seat.

      “Hey, honey,” Bex said. “How was school?”

      “It was great! We got to make up stories about imaginary people, and then Dawn hurt her knee, but Mr. Briggston fixed it. Did you know he likes cookies?”

      Bex’s blood chilled, turning to liquid nitrogen in her veins. Slowly, she turned to her daughter. “You were with Mr. Briggston today?”

      “Yeah, and his favorite type of cookie is chocolate and peanut butter. Do you think we could make some and take them to school?”

      Bex was still trying to process what Izzy had said, and panic swelled in her chest. “What did I say about talking to strangers?” She fumbled with the key in the ignition, mentally running through options. She’d go to her parents’ place instead of heading home and leave Izzy there while she had words with Michael.

      “Mr. Briggston isn’t a stranger,” Izzy said as they took off, speaking with a degree of certainty that made Bex gnash her teeth. “He’s the principal. He likes ice cream, too.”

      The liquid nitrogen in her veins boiled over, icy fury building within her. “Is it normal for the principal to look after the sick bay?”

      Izzy cocked her head. “No. But he was the only one at the desk.”

      Bex fought the urge to swear. Michael Briggston was a sneak, and she was going to tell him her opinion in excruciating detail. Pulling up in her parents’ driveway, she thrust the car into park and jogged up the front stairs to hammer on the door.

      “I’m coming!” A moment later, it swung inward, revealing her mother, Lita, in tailored pants and a blouse—her piano teaching uniform.

      “Do you have a student?” Bex asked, getting straight to the point.

      Lita’s eyes widened in concern, and Bex guessed she must look a little wild. “Yes, but only for another ten minutes.”

      “Great. Do you mind if I leave Izzy here for a while? Something has come up. It’s urgent.”

      Lita clucked. “Of course Isobel can stay here.”

      “Thanks, Mum.” She bent and kissed her mother’s cheek, then hurried back to the car. Now wasn’t the time to be up front with them about what was going on. That could come later. She flopped into the driver’s seat and looked over at her daughter. “Izzy, honey, I need you to stay with Nana, okay? Be super quiet because she has a student, but when they’re finished I’m sure she’ll make you hot chocolate if you ask nicely.”

      Izzy frowned. “Why?”

      “Mummy has a job to take care of.”

      “When will you be back?”

      “Soon.” She unsnapped Izzy’s belt, clipped herself in, and shooed her daughter out of her booster seat. “I’ll see you soon, baby.”

      When Izzy heaved an overly dramatic sigh and climbed out, Bex reached over to yank the door shut, waited until her daughter was safely on the front steps, and then reversed down the drive. She didn’t know where Michael lived, so she needed to catch him before he left the school. He probably didn’t clock out until five on the dot—if not later—but she didn’t want to take any chances. The drive only took a few minutes, and she parked in the staff parking lot, paused to touch up her appearance, then stalked to the office block. The principal’s door was shut, but she rapped on it three times and waited.

      Michael opened it and stepped back, eyes wide. Bex pushed past him into the room and watched while he closed the door. Good call. What she wanted to say was best not overheard by any of the busybodies nearby.

      Her hands went to her hips and she drew herself up to her full height. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      He met her gaze and replied, calm as could be, “Isobel is Wesley’s child.”

      Icy cold permeated every inch of Bex’s being like a hoar frost. The kind of crawling chill that left not a single cell untouched. He’d figured it out. Had he called his family already?

      Please don’t let him have called his family.

      “Izzy is my child.” Her voice shook, and she cursed it. “Mine, and no one else’s.”

      Wesley hadn’t wanted her. In the end, he hadn’t wanted either of them. And if she sometimes wondered whether she’d done her daughter an injustice by keeping her secret, well, no one was infallible.

      “I raised her,” she spat. “I take care of her. I’m the one who hugs her when she needs comforting. Izzy is mine, and nobody else has the right to consider themselves her parent. You need to back the fuck off.”
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      Was it wrong that Michael found Bex in mother-bear mode to be terribly attractive?

      Hell, yeah. It was demented.

      Did that stop him? Not one bit.

      It seemed he had a thing for women in yoga pants with the promise of Armageddon in their eyes.

      He chose his words carefully. “Regardless of who raised Izzy, she’s Wesley’s biological daughter, and it isn’t fair of you to keep her from him.” Just like it wouldn’t be fair for him to keep their secret because of the shameful way he’d felt about her in the past.

      She snorted, but the sound held no humor. “Not fair? Wesley wanted nothing to do with her. ‘Not fair’ would be giving him the opportunity to hurt her.” She lowered her voice. “You know what Wes is like. He’s a politician through and through, just like your parents raised him to be. The last thing he’s going to want is the scandal of a secret daughter hitting the news. Especially one with a mother like me.”

      He couldn’t fault her logic for the most part, but the last sentence confused him. “What do you mean by ‘a mother like me’?”

      She shrugged, and glanced away. “A biracial yoga-instructing artist. You know how that would look.”

      Her assessment of herself annoyed him. “No, I don’t. Enlighten me.”

      She huffed, and rolled her eyes. “The gossip rags would love it. I’d make him look like a hypocrite. The right-wing golden boy who hooked up with a flake.”

      Okay, they were on a tangent he’d never planned to travel down, and he needed to get them back on track. “I don’t agree with you, but that’s beside the point. Whatever he decides to do about it, he deserves to know.”

      He could hardly believe he was arguing to bring Wesley back into her life, but a lifetime of coming second to his brother had conditioned him to sacrifice his own desires for the betterment of the family, which his parents had always insisted depended on Wesley. Besides, Michael liked to think he had a good set of morals. Although, to be fair, in this case it would be more accurate to say he had a guilt complex from lusting after his brother’s girlfriend for years.
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