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        To Brittany,

        Your lovely feedback nearly made me cry.

        Twice.

        Thank you.
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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:  bookhip.com/LDMVSPT
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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.
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      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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