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  Chapter 1
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Ella Harvey dialled her mother’s number and slipped the phone into the pocket of her work pants. She adjusted the bluetooth earpiece before tugging at a jammed shopping trolley. 
She made her way inside as her mother answered. “Hey, Mum,” Ella announced first.
“Ella, darling. How are you?”
“I’m fine, just buying some groceries.”
“What do you mean? Aren’t you at work?”
Ella directed the trolley to the meat section. “I’m taking the rest of the day off.”
“You feeling okay?”
“Yeah, sure. I wanted to be close in case you or Victoria needed me. Has she started chemo yet?”
“They’re a little behind and your sister didn’t think it was worth driving all the way back home. So, we’ll wait it out here at the hospital.”
Ella swore.
“What’s wrong?”
“You’d think I could control a shopping trolley, wouldn’t you? I swear the damn wheels on this thing are designed to move in different directions. God help us, why hasn’t an engineer designed something that works?”
Her mother’s laughter filtered through the speaker. It was good to hear her laugh. Her natural cheerfulness had been lost in all the turmoil lately. 
“That’s because you prefer to design bridges, culverts and sewerage systems.”
“Okay, point taken.” Ella chuckled. Her mother was spot-on. As a civil engineer, Ella fell in love with bridges more often than men.
“Thanks for thinking of your sister today. She’ll get through this.”
Ella swallowed. She loved her mother and siblings, more so since Victoria’s diagnosis. “I’m going to put dinner on early and then do some house cleaning for you.”
“I’ll appreciate a nice hot meal but don’t overdo it. Some days there are more important things to worry about, like that report you have to finish.”
Ella jerked the trolley to a stop in the next aisle. “Yeah, nearly done. I’ll work on it this afternoon from home.” Ella selected a couple of avocados before moving the reluctant trolley towards the ingredients for a salad. “Ring me when Vic’s started her chemo.”
“I will. Now not too much cleaning, okay? Catch up on your report. I know how important your work is to you.”
Ella’s chest swelled with pride. She did love her job. She often bounced ideas off her mother. Sometimes she got so caught up in numbers and calculations she missed the common-sense things. Her mother was the perfect sounding-board.
“I will.”
“And thanks, Ella. Drive carefully.”
“Nah, where’s the fun in that?”
“Ella!” her mother admonished.
“Relax, mum. As if.” They both laughed as Ella tapped her bluetooth earpiece to end the call.

      [image: ]Ella teetered on the ladder shoved against the top shelf of her mother’s wardrobe. She sneezed hard. Years of accumulated dust tickled her eyes and clogged her throat as she tossed woollen blankets, dresses and shoe boxes into a pile on the floor. Having put dinner in the slow cooker, she was determined to give her mother’s room a thorough clean, then freshen the bed with the new quilt cover she’d purchased last-minute, after finishing her grocery shopping.
It was hard to believe her twenty-two-year-old sister, who was four years younger than her, had been diagnosed with lymphoma. The news had rocked their family again. Only six months ago her stepfather’s death had shattered their lives. Her mother deserved something nice for a change.
She swiped the wet rag in the shadowed corner one last time and something slid across the shelf. She pulled it closer and spied a small cardboard box, yellowed and stained, obviously long forgotten. She shook it gently and something rattled inside.
Curious, Ella climbed down and placed the box on the worn bedspread. She bit her lip and fingered the cracked tape that had curled away from the edges of the lid. What was inside? Old love letters from her dad or forgotten mementos of her mother’s youth? 
Ella blinked back tears. Damn it. If only Dad was here now.
As much as she itched to look inside, she knew she should wait. She gave it another gentle shake then put it down again. But it taunted her. What was in there?
She groaned before picking up the box and heading for the kitchen. A glass of water to clear her throat was in order. What harm was there in having a quick peek inside, anyway?
The afternoon sun streamed in through the kitchen window, starting to make a show. The lawn needed to be mowed; she considered pull-starting the old mower and doing the job. It wouldn’t take her more than half an hour.
She poured water into a chipped mug that had been her father’s favourite and sat down on a stool in the kitchen. She took a sip and eyed the box, ran a finger over the top and removed a thick layer of dust. Technically, she wasn’t breaking into it. The tape, once used to keep it closed, had dried and no longer stuck. She could have a quick peek and return it safely to its spot. No harm done.
Gently, she pried at the lid, disturbing more dust. At first it was reluctant to come off, but with a bit more encouragement, she levered it off, taking care not to damage it and give herself away.
When she peered inside, she frowned. On top sat a photo of her mother. She looked young and stunning, most likely in her early twenties. Her light honey-coloured shoulder-length hair and make-up had been expertly done.
“Mum, a blonde?” 
Ella had only known her mother with chestnut-brown hair. Which was her natural colour? She peered closer. Who was the exotic dark-haired woman beside her? It wasn’t someone Ella recognised.
She put the photo aside and reached in for a little blue box. She cradled it on her palm and lifted the lid. Inside was a delicate gold baby’s bracelet nestled on top of a square of white silk. Noticing an inscription, she held it up to the light. Isabella, 16 May 1990.
She gasped and dropped the bracelet back into the box. That was her date of birth. But Isabella? Her birth certificate clearly stated her name was Ella. Who was Isabella? 
Her hand shook as she picked the bracelet up again. Her fingers tangled around the chain, a thousand questions running around her head. Did she have a twin born on the same day? Surely her mother wouldn’t have kept something that significant a secret? 
She gazed intently at the bracelet, unable to break the connection. She had no recollection of ever wearing it, but then again, she’d have been a baby. But Isabella? What the …? Was it a coincidence her name was a shortened version of Isabella?
Her vision blurred. The longer she stared, the harder it was to make sense of anything.
She shook her head to clear the fuzziness and put the bracelet back. Not sure what to think, she picked up the last item in the box. It was a photo of a baby clipped from a newspaper. No details were offered. It appeared as though someone had cut around other figures in the picture, and any words that may have been written below the baby had also been lopped off.
She frowned and placed everything back the way she’d found it. A sickening sensation swirled in her stomach.
And there it was, the problem she’d faced. The identity of her biological father. The only thing she couldn’t discuss with her mother. From as far back as she could remember, every time Ella broached the subject her mother tensed, quickly grew upset and ended up in tears. Ella had learned from her early teen years to keep her mouth shut, but the need to discover his identity never left her.
She promised herself that one day she would find him. How she expected to do so without a single clue had kept her awake at night. Did this small box finally present some clues?
Her initial reaction was that the baby in the newspaper photo was her. It was hard to be certain, because one baby looked like another. And the oldest photos Ella had seen of herself had been taken when she was aged three. Her mother’s excuse over the years that she hadn’t owned a camera before then sounded reasonable. So why had she kept this one hidden? If the baby wasn’t her, who was it? Not her half-siblings, because she’d seen heaps of those.
What if the woman beside her mother in the photo could help her? Who was she? How could Ella find out without asking her mother? She had nowhere to start. No name, no family, nothing. She cursed under her breath and fisted her hands in her hair. The contents of this box stirred up something deeply emotional in her and left her with no choice but to find an answer to the question once and for all.
Ella jumped when the phone shrilled behind her. She stumbled back but caught the stool before it crashed to the tiled floor. 
“H-hello,” she stammered when the handpiece was close enough.
“Darling, it’s Mum.”
Startled, Ella dropped the handpiece, saving it at the last minute with her foot. “Mum, I’m still here,” she called out as she bent down to pick it up.
“Is everything okay?”
With the phone against her ear again, Ella’s heart pounded. She was sure someone had caught her out. “Yes, Mum, everything’s fine. Sorry, I dropped the phone.”
“Okay. We’re a couple of hours from getting home. Victoria’s chemo just started.”
“Are you in the same room?” Ella asked.
“No, I’ve gone in search of a toilet and a coffee. I told Vic I’d be back in a few minutes.”
Ella didn’t respond immediately.
“Ella?”
“I’m here, Mum.”
“I was confident earlier today, but now I’m really scared for her,” her mum said, sounding tired.
Ella slid to the floor, her face resting on her raised knees. “Oh, Mum.”
“I know. It’ll be difficult for her.”
Ella rocked back and forth and closed her eyes. What was she supposed to say? Now that the reality of Victoria’s second session of chemo had begun, new worries crept in. She’d been so sick after the last round. This time she would lose her beautiful hair. No doubt Ella’s mother was just as worried.
She lent strength to her mother by being there. Most days it was enough. She’d always been able to communicate with her mother, without excess words—except, of course, on that one subject.
Ella rose and stretched. She sat on the kitchen stool again and rested her elbows on the bench. The phone was still pressed against her ear. “I better let you get back to Victoria.”
“Okay, we’ll talk later. And thanks, Ella. Thanks for being there.”
“No worries, Mum. Bye.”
Ella put the handpiece down but continued to sit, dazed. She cradled her head and roughly massaged her scalp. Her thoughts were scattered. With her family in such a fragile state, she didn’t want anything new to upset it.
She loved living with her mother and siblings in their Brisbane home. The laughter, the fun, and all things family. With her much-loved stepfather no longer around, it was more important that she remain close.
Did she really want to learn what her mother was hiding? Would her mother resent her if she unearthed secrets better left buried?
She didn’t doubt her mother would confiscate the little box and the clues it contained if Ella told her she’d discovered it. Her heart-wrenching fear of never finding her father forced her decision to go it alone. Better for everyone if her mother didn’t know she was looking.
She dragged the cardboard box closer. She turned it in circles, the cogs in her mind clicking over. Maybe she should search for the woman in the photo first. See if that led anywhere.

      [image: ]Zane Peden looked up when his grey-haired boss poked his head around the office door.
“Don’t forget you have a client in fifteen minutes. Sorry to do this to you, but I’m on grandad duty this afternoon. I have to collect the grandkids from school and I’m running late. Thanks for holding the fort.”
Zane scraped his chair back and stood. “But I’ve organised coffee with friends. I thought I’d said something to Joanne.”
“Son, I leave all the appointment scheduling to Joanne. She’s the best office manager I’ve ever had, so I don’t interfere. Apparently, you’re the only one left on the floor.”
There’s no point in being irritated.
“Gotta go, bye.”
Zane ran his hand through his hair and sighed. It was time to let go of his irritation at the change of plans. It wasn’t a big deal and he couldn’t afford not to work. Mr Wilson was flexible with Zane’s criminology studies, allowing him to fit in his lectures when needed. With six months to go before he graduated, Zane had no choice but to work as many hours as possible.
He wheeled his chair back under the desk and picked up the phone. Disguising his annoyance, he connected with the front office and asked, “Joanne, what can you tell me about my next client?”
“The only details I have is that it’s a woman searching for her father.”
“Thanks. Send her in when she arrives.” He replaced the handset and, taking his mobile phone from his jacket, sent a message to his mate, Dave. 
Sorry, can’t do coffee. Boss has me tied up. Can we try again next week?
Dave had been trying for weeks to set up a date. According to him, his new housemate was the answer to ending Zane’s single days. 
Zane pressed send and frowned. It had been a while, but life was hectic. Between studying, working part-time for an investigative company and spending time with his bustling and busy family, his days were full. He shrugged and ignored Dave’s warnings that he was missing out on all the action.
There’d be time enough when he finished his degree, he thought, quickly tidying his desk in preparation for the next interview. He hoped like hell the case was an easy one. Something he could do with his eyes shut, which was possible as long as the client gave him all the necessary clues. This scenario was pretty common. A woman in her early fifties and divorced, her kids out of her hair physically but not financially, and there’d be a good chance she was going through a mid-life crisis. Finding her father would be the cure … 
Yeah, right.
He rose and made for the water cooler. He’d been in this game for too long and couldn’t wait to get a new job. His few years as a police officer didn’t count. As much as he respected the work, it wasn’t for him.
Ten minutes later a knock sounded on his door.
“Come in.” Zane rose when the door opened. His eyes widened. He’d severely misjudged the client’s age bracket.
He walked around his desk and extended a hand. “Zane Peden.” 
At the touch of her soft skin, he forgot to shake. His gaze connected with her blue eyes, the same shade as the Ulysses butterfly. Something about her had him wondering if they’d crossed paths before. He rarely forgot a face.
Her attempts at a handshake jolted him out of his daze. Tactfully, she untangled her fingers from his and took a step back. He coughed to give his hand something to do. Plus, to give his head time to cooperate before he said something dumb. “Ah, Miss—?”
“Ella Harvey.”
He pointed to the chair opposite his desk. “Please take a seat.” Nice work, mate. You definitely need to get back in the game.
Zane tried not to stare too intently at her face, and yet his gaze was dragged back to her incredible eyes. She settled in the chair and crossed one leg gracefully over the other. He dropped his gaze to follow her movement.
Eyes back up—fast.
He gathered a notepad and pen from his drawer. Then counted to three as he shuffled papers on his desk and instructed his head to bloody sort itself out. Hers wasn’t the first pretty face he’d dealt with over the years. At twenty-six, why the fuss now? He forced his arms to stop their nervous movement and took a deep breath. “So, Miss Harvey. How can I help you?”
Her hands lay on a small package that was resting on her lap against her smart magenta blouse. “I want to find my father.”
While she unwrapped the package, he used the opportunity to take in her delicate features. A frown marred her pretty oval face as she concentrated on the task. Zane followed her small nose, which sat between high cheekbones, down to her soft chin. It had been a long time since he’d cupped a chin that alluring in his palm.
When she placed the small cardboard box on his desk it shook him out of his reverie.
“Miss Harvey, we’ll do some housekeeping first. I have some basic questions we require you to answer and then you can tell us what information you have.”
She nodded, her light honey hair framing her face. “Please, call me Ella.”
With the package off her lap, she appeared more relaxed. Dimples emerged out of nowhere, either side of her smile.
He reached for their standard interview form used for first visits. “Okay, Ella, we’ll start off with some basic stuff.”
Zane wrote her name, checked for spelling, then asked for her address, contact phone numbers and email address. He snuck a peek when he asked if she was married or living in a de facto relationship. When she shook her head, his hand momentarily froze. He forced it back into action and ticked the ‘no’ box before turning to the next page.
“Now, we’re going to run through a list of questions relating to your mother.”
As she leaned closer to his desk, a waft of lemon and eucalyptus came his way. He inhaled its freshness before beginning on the next questions. They ranged from where her mother had been born, to where she’d grown up and gone to school, to whether her parents were still alive.
He turned the page and asked Ella questions about her mother’s career, where she may have worked, what age she’d conceived, where Ella had been born and where she’d grown up. By page four, Zane realised there were few questions Ella could answer. Her mother’s early years, before she’d married, appeared to be a mystery.
He put the pen down and smothered a sigh. It was futile to ask questions about her father. Instead, he said, “Tell me what you know.”
Ella exhaled and sat back. “I no longer accept my mother’s explanation. She lived her life in and out of foster homes and admitted to doing a lot of crazy stuff in her early twenties. She told me she’d gone camping with a friend and some people she didn’t know. That night she got drunk and doesn’t remember much. She was five months along when she discovered she was pregnant but was reluctant to search for the father. It wasn’t until she met my stepfather that she got her life on track. She’s never wavered from this story but I feel like she’s hiding something. Every time I broach the subject she gets upset.”
“So why do you want to search for him now?”
Her fingers knotted in her lap as her gaze wandered towards the window. “I’ve always belonged to my family in every sense. I have three half-siblings, Victoria, Luke and Lily, but I need to know who my blood ties are,” she admitted, turning back to him.
He let her take her time to get her thoughts together as he feasted on her face. When she started talking again, he berated his inattentive mind and switched his focus back to her words.
“My stepfather was everything I needed in a dad. I loved him, and I know he loved me no less than my half-siblings. Six months ago, he died in a workplace accident. If that wasn’t bad enough, Victoria has since been diagnosed with lymphoma.”
Zane nodded and let her talk without interruption. This kind of information helped put the whole picture into perspective.
“There’s no history of cancer on either side of the family, but I want to find out what genes, good or bad, I carry from my biological father. A simple genetics test would be sufficient, but I want more. I know I’ve let it ride for years, but the other day I came across this small box hidden in my mother’s wardrobe.” She pointed to the box on his desk. “I hope the items inside might hold some clues. My mother doesn’t know I have it because I don’t want to cause further stress for her. With Victoria in and out of hospital, my coming to you won’t go down well. Anything you uncover, I’d like it kept confidential.”
Drawn in by her gaze, he nodded. “The information you have on your mother is limited. Sometimes it can be difficult to track the history of fostered kids, and not knowing your father’s name will make things tricky. Is there any way you could find out where your mother was living when she went on that camping trip? What about a copy of her birth certificate and your own?”
She bit her bottom lip as her hand twisted the lapel of her blouse. “I’ll glean what I can, but it’s always a battle. As for her birth certificate, I’ll have to scout around for it in her drawers. It’ll be somewhere. I have a copy of mine I can get for you.”
“Great. Now do you want to show me what’s in the box?”
She handled the box carefully. After she’d removed the lid, she plucked out a small blue box. “Inside this is a baby bracelet. It’s engraved with my date of birth and the name Isabella.”
He frowned for the first time during the meeting. This wouldn’t be a cut and dry investigation. His examination of the newspaper clipping, and her insistence it was a picture of her, further fuelled his growing unease.
“Are you concerned about what your mother hasn’t told you?”
She looked down at her lap. “I love her. She’s more than my mother, she’s also my best friend. But something doesn’t feel right, and I can’t seem to let it go.” She lifted her chin and added, “I want to find my father without having to ask her. Maybe later, once I have some answers, I can discuss it with her.”
Zane wrote notes as he nodded. “Is there anything else in the box that might help?”
“Oh, there’s this photo of my mother and a woman I don’t recognise. I have no idea where to start searching for clues about who the woman might be.”
She handed him the photo. 
He froze. Stared at it until his vision blurred.
“Is everything okay?” she asked.
He leaned forward, wanting to ask her where the hell the photo had come from, but he unintentionally swept his chair backwards and it bumped into the wall, making enough noise that Ella yelped and jumped up with a worried crease on her face.
His fingers clenched the photo, though he was careful not to damage it. Wheeling himself back under the desk, he placed the photo on top.
Ella sat down again.
Zane wiped a sweaty palm against his pants while his heart thumped uncomfortably. He needed to come up with an explanation. 
He looked at Ella and placated her with a shamed face. “My apologies. I accidentally kicked at the castor on my chair. I’ll take some copies and photos of the items in a moment and then see you out.”
He tried to compose himself, but his beating heart refused to slow down. Ella would notice something was amiss if he didn’t get it together. 
He handled the photo again and took a closer look. Ella was a clone of her mother. Now he understood why he thought he might have seen Ella before. This photo was a replica of the one sitting in his mother’s china cabinet. For as long as his memory served, that photo had sat shoved towards the back, nestled between champagne glasses and judo trophies. Despite not having seen the photo for years, it was definitely the same one. His mother had told him years ago that the friend beside her in the photo had died shortly after it had been taken, in a car accident.
Except Ella’s mother was very much alive.






  
  Chapter 2
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Half a block away from the investigator’s office, Ella scrounged in her handbag for her car keys. The spring sun had some bite, and the full force of its heat pounded on her already tired head. She should be relieved that she’d taken the first step, but it only highlighted what little information she had. 
“Where the hell are they?” In the busy street Ella shuffled things aside in her bag. They normally rattled enough to make finding them easy, but all she came across was her wallet, phone, lipstick, hand cream, receipts and some loose change. She frowned, holding the bag open to the light, to better see where they were. 
I used them to lock the damn car.
With dismay and a rising sense of panic she realised the keys weren’t in her bag. 
Where did I drop them? 
Had she left them at the reception desk?
She retraced her steps keeping her eyes to the pavement in case she’d dropped them on the way.
When she returned to the office, Ella expected to find the kindly middle-aged lady who’d taken care of her earlier, but she came up short when she found Mr Peden leaning over the front counter, handing paperwork to the receptionist. They both turned at her entrance.
“Miss Harvey?” Mr Peden spoke first. “Is everything okay?”
She looked up and took in all six feet of him. She’d have to admit her blunder sooner or later. Damn. Her face heated up—it wouldn’t take long before her embarrassment became apparent.
“Did I leave my car keys here? I’ve misplaced them.”
Mr Peden turned and shifted things on the front counter. “Joanne, have you come across any keys?”
Joanne shook her head.
“I’ll take a look in my office.”
When Mr Peden left, Joanne rose and did a scout of the reception area. She lifted cushions in the waiting room and tidied magazines on the coffee table. Ella’s keys were nowhere to be found.
“Do you have a spare key at home?” Joanne asked.
Ella ran a hand through her hair. “I do.”
“Can I offer to ring someone or organise a cab?”
Joanne was being thoughtful and kind. “Thank you, but I should be able to manage that.” She looked at her watch and sighed.
Mr Peden returned and shook his head. “Sorry, no keys in my office. Did I hear you say you have a spare set at home? You don’t live too far away. How about I give you a lift there and back?”
She looked up into chestnut-brown eyes. Her heart picked up pace the longer she stared. Of course. He knew all her personal information from her date of birth to phone numbers and address. With so much transparency, her tongue was reluctant to move. 
“I’m going to be late getting back to work anyway,” she managed. “I’ll organise a cab.”
“My car is parked in the basement. We can do the drive quickly enough.”
Her feet remained frozen. This was awkward. Throw good looks into the mix and the last thing she wanted was to start their working relationship on the wrong foot. Was accepting a ride from him crossing the line and getting too personal?
Joanne came to the rescue as only a woman with intuition could. “Miss Harvey, I would trust my only daughter with Zane. Go on, you’ll be back in a jiffy.”
Huh. Had she really come across as being concerned about getting a lift with a stranger? To be honest, she was more worried about making a fool of herself. Put a gorgeous man in front of her and anything was possible. She might be proud of her ability to be a strong woman in the real world, but there were some instances in her past when a good-looking man had been her occasional downfall. 
Zane turned to Joanne. “I’ll lock up my office when I get back. See you soon.”
Ella followed his tall and rugged form to the lifts. She reminded herself they had a business relationship. Ethically, any move made by either one of them would be wrong and distasteful. They didn’t speak as the lift made its way to the ground floor, but she snuck a peek at his dark brown hair and olive complexion. What a shame, he looked damn good in his long-sleeved shirt and tie. She barely remembered her last boyfriend, though it was unlikely this man was unattached. Pity. Weren’t all the good ones taken?
Stubble had already begun to show on his cheeks, though it was still early in the afternoon, and for some absurd reason, she wanted to rest her cheek against his to know what it felt like. 
Okay, now this was beyond normal. Despite reacting as if she desperately needed a man, she’d learned to live without their constant presence. It certainly made life a lot less complicated. Well, it had in the past.
The doors slid open. He lifted an arm to keep them from closing and waited for her to leave first. 
For a fraction of a second, she hesitated. “Thank you,” she uttered, grateful he couldn’t read her mind or see the way she blushed in the dim underground car park.
She gave him directions for the quickest way to her home then sat back. She was normally confident and a little bossy around men, constantly competing with her male peers for the right to work on different projects. She couldn’t understand her discomposure with this one. Maybe it’s because he knows so much about me. Should she strike up a conversation or sit back? Usually, she made an effort to be friendly with everyone around her. Why was she shy all of a sudden? 
Impatient, she plunged in with the first thought that came into her head. “Have you always worked as an investigator?”
He flicked a glance her way as a red stoplight turned green. “I did a few years as a police officer first.”
“Oh.” That was unexpected. “What made you change?”
He chuckled as he shifted gears, slowing the vehicle as they approached another set of lights. “A bullet inside my rib cage helped.”
She turned in her seat. “You were shot?”
He shrugged and took off again. “A domestic incident turned ugly. A few weeks in hospital was enough to convince me to try something new. I’ve nearly finished a degree in criminology and I’m looking forward to a job behind a desk.”
Cripes. It always amazed her how a person could surprise you. 
He talked a little more about what sort of work he wanted to do and before long turned into her street.
“Where do you work?” he asked, stopping the car in front of her modest family home.
She swung the door open, and put one foot out. “I’m a civil engineer with Cardillo & Hancock.” She stepped out. “I won’t be a minute.”
“Nice,” she heard him say.

      [image: ]Parked behind her white Mazda, she thanked him and awkwardly offered to pay him for his time.
He shook his head. “Don’t be silly.”
Ella stepped out of his car and watched him idle back into the traffic. He turned back for a split second and, to her embarrassment, caught her staring. He waved before disappearing into the traffic.
She groaned. Where had her confidence gone? You’re losing it girl. Once upon a time men shook in their boots around you. Now, not only do you shake but you stumble over your words, too. 
Time to push him to the back of her mind. Unless … oh hell, she knew she would succumb. A bit of cyberstalking didn’t hurt anyone. Five minutes on the Internet later that night and she would learn if he was attached or not. If he had a girlfriend, there’d surely be a photo to prove it.
She frowned as she stepped into her car. Maybe she had lost it. Sure, she’d had her share of boyfriends, but she hated that she was always in control around them. Just once, oh holy loving saint, she would love for the man to take control or make the first move. This wasn’t easy to find in the engineering world she worked in, where she had to be tougher, stronger and more capable than the men around her, just to prove herself.  This made them mean and she didn’t want that. How would she ever find what was right for her?

      [image: ]Zane reached his floor and was met by a smiling Joanne.
“Guess what?”
His brows rose at her question. She could be referring to a million things.
She lifted a set of keys off her desk. They jingled as she placed them on the front counter. “They were beside the pot plant near your door.”
He reached for them and then rattled them in his palm. They belonged to Ella—a decorative leather name tag with her name on it said so.
“If you ask me, it’s a great excuse to meet up for a coffee.”
Zane looked up and smiled. Joanne was acting more like his mother every day. He pointed his finger accusingly at her. “I’d organised to have a coffee with Dave’s new housemate this afternoon, but you scheduled Ella’s appointment in its place.”
Joanne’s laughter bubbled around the small reception area. “Zane, my dear, there’s a reason for everything. Get her to bring the birth certificates with her instead of dropping them here.” With a cheeky smile, she added, “Now you have two reasons to ask her out for a coffee.”
And lose my credibility as a principled investigator. “What about the rules, huh?”
Joanne waved him off. “Puh. Nothing should stand in the way of getting to know a gorgeous girl.” As she switched off her computer and prepared to leave for the day, she added, “It never used to in my day.”
Zane saw her out and then headed for his office. While the rules said he should transfer this case to someone else, hell would freeze over before he took himself off it. He had business to attend to. Like finding out why his mother lied about what happened to her friend in the photo. Again, that sickening swirly knot cramped his stomach. What hornet’s nest was he walking into?






  
  Chapter 3
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Zane gave up trying to sleep and heaped a few pillows behind his head. Another restless night. He picked up his phone and noted the time with disgust. He groaned. Six a.m. Saturday morning was the only day of the week he was able to sleep in. By the time Sunday morning rolled around, he’d be on his Ducati, tearing up the kilometres for the hour ride to his parents’ home on the Sunshine Coast. His mum would have breakfast ready and they would catch up on all the family news. If his dad wasn’t busy, he’d join him for a ride. Zane recalled the many rides they’d shared and his early morning scowl disappeared. From the day he’d purchased his own bike, riding had always been his favourite thing to do with his dad.
He yanked open the curtain behind the bedhead, allowing the morning sun to stream into his room, then he reached across to his bedside table for the photos he’d studied the previous night. The colour copy of the picture featuring his mum and Ella’s sat on top. 
No clues here. 
His opinion hadn’t changed. It was the same photo he’d grown up with, regardless of how long he looked at it. His frown deepened. He couldn’t understand why his mother would claim the friend had died. Whether it was his policing years or his criminology knowledge coming into play, he couldn’t ignore the sense of unease that settled in the pit of his stomach.
This wasn’t something he wanted to push to the back of his mind. It would rumble and tumble inside his head forever, forcing him to look closer. Except the last thing he wanted was to cause any unrest with his family. They meant everything to him. His mother and father had a great relationship—the kind he hoped to have for himself one day.
He slid the picture to the side and sighed. The next photo was a recent one his mother had given him of ‘her boys’. His dad, himself and his two younger brothers, Alex and Trent. It was a good shot.
Growing up he’d idolised his father. Loved him with an intensity he was only now beginning to understand. But something intangible hovered in a deep corner of his mind. He never acknowledged it, never understood it and always left it alone. He couldn’t attribute it to anything his father had done, because as a father, he was the best. He was always there for Zane, willing to share advice and as dead-keen on riding motorbikes as he was. They had so much in common that Zane’s weird thoughts didn’t make sense. They were absurd, except they wouldn’t go away. Over the years he’d learned to suppress them, until Ella handed over the photo of their two mothers. Then that imaginary thing he’d kept at bay for so many years started to grow and expand inside him, disrupting everything connected to his everyday life, including his sleep. And he was only up to day two since he’d viewed it.
Zane had spent most of the night trying to pick similarities between himself and his dad. Told many times over that he looked like his mother, he wanted one feature, one solitary thing he could confidently say was the same as his dad’s. As he compared their features, he couldn’t find a single one. When he inspected his brothers’ faces, he could see his father’s eyes and nose on Alex. Trent had inherited his hair and cheeks. The obvious genetics were there. In him, they were missing.
After Ella had handed him the photo, his reaction—sending his chair hurtling backwards—was the catalyst in acknowledging the blurred thoughts in his head. Hell, he had no idea what to call it or how to describe it. Sometimes it reared its ugly head and made him question things. Like whether his father was really his father. There, he’d finally labelled the hazy thought.
For one instant, he even debated whether he and Ella shared the same father but dismissed it immediately. There was something dark and ethnic in his genes that was completely missing in Ella.
He laid the two photos side by side and grimaced. It bothered him that his mother had lied about her friend in the photo. Had the few years in his job made him suspicious by nature? How could he find out the truth without upsetting anyone? He didn’t want to create an issue that might not be there. Except he knew, with a sinking feeling, there was something to be found. It wasn’t going away and was somehow connected to Ella.
With the evidence spread over his lap, he picked up the next item—the copy of the newspaper article that had been printed on the back of the baby’s photo. The photo itself had given him no clues at all. Except that Ella was certain it was of her. He hoped the article on the reverse side would lend some clues. But if there were any, he was missing them. The edges of the article had been lopped off, but it mentioned a gala concert being held as a fundraiser. No place, no time, no details. Only words cut short and sentences stopped in their tracks. But something about it sent an electric pulse through his body. A clue was there for the taking and it was staring him in the face. He just had to grasp it.
He strained to come up with an answer. Frustrated that he couldn’t, he picked up the final photo. It was of the little blue box and the bracelet, the only item with a very concise clue. For whatever reason, Ella’s name had been changed from Isabella. He hoped her birth certificate would help. It wouldn’t be the first fraudulent one he’d come across.
Zane let the photos slip across his navy-blue quilt as his shoulders sagged against the pillows. He closed his eyes. The chances of finding Ella’s father were slim. Confidentiality laws in Australia were tight; even looking into electoral rolls was off limits. The phone directory and the Internet were the biggest windows of opportunity, but without a name, it would be near impossible. If neither Ella’s birth certificate nor her mother’s gave any further clues, he would be at a dead end. Her only other course of action would be to approach the Salvation Army. They were an organisation authorised to look for missing persons.
Finding a person with a name was easy. It’d been a long time since he’d had a case with so few clues. For any success, it would be up to Ella’s mother to fill in the gaps. Unless he asked his mother. But was he ready for that? Hell no. Not until he upended every stone there was to lift. This was his family’s reputation at stake. He didn’t want to be responsible for wedging apart his parents’ relationship. He’d seen firsthand over the years how secrets, once exposed, could tear a family to shreds. No, he wasn’t ready. Not yet, anyway.
He envisioned having to tell Ella the news and grimaced. It was clear she didn’t want to cause her mother stress, but he saw no other way. A quick glance at the birth certificates and he’d be able to tell her whether he could help.
His eyes fluttered open. Dust particles floated in the strip of sun dancing across his bed. A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. Reluctant as he was to be awake so early, the thought of seeing Ella again helped clear his grumpiness. They were meeting for lunch so he could return her keys and study the birth certificates. He felt a shameless urgency to see her again, to touch her. Fleetingly would be enough.
Consorting with her outside the office wasn’t strictly forbidden, but it would be frowned upon. Except his heart tripped a beat as he pictured her lovely face, and he let other thoughts invade his mind: his hand touching her cheek, her body drawn up against his on his bike …
He needed to take himself off the case so he could see her without the guilt trip.
Suddenly drowsy again, he closed his eyes and without meaning to fell asleep.

      [image: ]“That’s it.” Zane jerked upright in bed, groggy and still half asleep. He rubbed his eyes, scarcely able to believe he’d dreamt it. The vital clue. My God.
He scrounged around for the photos left on his quilt and reached for the one of the newspaper article. Could it be for real? With his heart thumping, he re-read the article for the umpteenth time and the first word he was looking for slapped him fair in the face. Color. Not spelled the Australian way. He read further and the second word also smacked him hard. Glamor. Another word with American spelling. Towards the end of the article, he found another. Bejeweled. A fundraiser held not in Australia but in America. Yes. Ella had been born in America and she had no idea. Holy shoot.
In a trance, he re-read the article again, falling back against his pillows. Now what? America was a big place. Way bigger than Australia. Where the hell did he start?
He jerked upright again. Christ. He fumbled for his phone and yelped when he noticed it was eleven thirty. How the heck did I sleep so long? He had one hour to get ready and be in the city to meet Ella.

      [image: ]Zane rounded the corner of the street and slowed to a walk. Dressed in knee-length denim shorts and a cream polo shirt, he paused to get his breathing under control. He checked Ella’s keys were in his pocket and they rattled against his hand. He was a few minutes late and inhaled a lungful of air to calm his racing heart. With the café only a hundred metres away, he ran a quick hand through his hair and affected a casual stroll, exhaling slowly. He wanted to walk the final stretch calmly. 
Why was he so nervous?
He spotted Ella. She leaned against a pillar with the afternoon sun streaming over her golden hair. His breath caught in his throat as he stared at her. 
Was my dream a rambling nightmare? Was she really born in America? What does my mother know?
It went against every ethical rule in the book to keep information from a client, but this had now become personal. Somehow, his mother was involved. The more he tried to deny it, the more his head refused to back down. He and Ella were only weeks apart in age. Was there a chance he’d been born overseas?
He wished he could pull out his birth certificate right now and have a look at it. He knew where his mother kept documents of that nature, but he couldn’t remember ever handling it. His mother had taken care of the paperwork when he’d applied for his driver’s licence, passport and tax file number. Not something a grown man wanted to admit, but he honestly hadn’t needed to use his birth certificate in a long while. 
With twenty metres to go, he made a silent vow as Ella waved. Until he had a chance to sneak a look at his birth certificate, he would keep his thoughts to himself. After all, he would have to provide evidence to substantiate his claims.
He clenched his hand around her keys in his pocket and their sharp edges dug into his palm. If the clues he had were not enough to trace her father, he would take himself off the case. In his private time, he would follow every lead he could to learn why their mothers had once had their photo taken together and why his mother had lied.
What then? He still needed reasons to see Ella. Her smile alone caused his heart to beat hard and all he’d done was touch her hand once, in a quick handshake. This lunch was a deal-breaker. He’d play his cards close to his chest, so this job didn’t blow up in his face and prevent him from seeing Ella again.






  
  Chapter 4
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Ella recognised Zane straight away. Though she was hiding behind her sunglasses, she didn’t want to appear too eager and only turned her head slightly to watch his approach. It was hard to miss the way his denim shorts hugged his legs, the muscles on his thighs stretching them with each step. She imagined running her hands over his strong thighs. Ugh. Stop it. The day before she’d imagined her hand against his stubble, today his legs.
When he was only a pace away, she straightened and wiped her palms against her black yoga pants. His dark European complexion didn’t make it any easier to ignore his good looks. A surge of adrenalin zapped through her, and the decision to wear a fitted jogging shirt started to worry her. She was sure her pulse, jumping erratically under her skin, would be obvious.
When he smiled, she melted. Her hand quivered by her side. Why? Damn it. He’s probably married.
“Ella.” He reached for her hand and engulfed it in his warmth. “Sorry, I’m a little late.”
What’s a couple of minutes in the whole scheme of things? Stupidly, she wanted to swoon. She claimed her hand back and cleared her throat. “I only just arrived myself.”
He did a cursory glance over her casual attire. She made every effort not to squirm under his gaze. When his gaze levelled with hers again, he asked, “Did I forget something?”
She frowned, not understanding.
His mouth tilted. “Are we having lunch or are we working out?”
A smile claimed her face. “I’m meeting a friend after lunch. We’re taking a Zumba class.”
His eyebrows rose. “Zumba class? Sounds interesting. I don’t think I’ve ever heard of that.”
Ella chuckled as she headed for an empty table. “You haven’t lived then.”
“Is that so?” he challenged. “I bet it’s a girly thing.”
She laughed—she liked his humour—and pulled out a chair. The ocean-blue sails above provided enough shade, so she removed her sunglasses and placed them in her bag. Zane sat, and his chestnut eyes continued to sweep over her face.
“You’re right. It’s a class full of females,” she admitted.
“So, I’m not likely to want to go?”
“Not unless you like the idea of being in a room full of sweaty women moving to fast music.”
He perched his elbow on the table and rested his face on his hand, appearing to seriously contemplate his response. But the gleam in his eyes gave him away. “I’m not sure I could handle all of that.”
She contained her laughter but blurted, “This is ridiculous.” Why was she so relaxed in his company all of a sudden? She shook her head. Go figure.
His hands rose in defence. “Sorry if I’m offending you, but you started it.”
Ella smiled, certain he wasn’t sorry one bit. “I suppose we should get this over and done with.”
He sat back. “What? Lunch?”
She groaned. That had come out all wrong. “No, sorry, I meant … um … did you bring my keys?”
“Oh that. I thought, like most women, you might have wanted all the initial questions out of the road. You know hobbies, sports, do I have a nickname and am I married?”
“Hey,” she said, acting offended, “I’m not the investigator. That’s your job.”
It was his turn to laugh, and the sound of it surrounded her like a safety net. “How did we get from Zumba to that?”
In their own intimate space, they flirted—she knew the signs—and the rest of the world faded into the background. She was enjoying this, and the purpose of their lunch was relegated to the side. 
“So, um, did you bring my keys?”
His eyebrows rose. His hand delved into the depths of his shorts pocket, and she heard the familiar tinkle of the tiny bell attached to her keyring.
He reached across the table, captured her hand and placed the set of keys on her palm. Using both hands, he wrapped her fingers around the keys, lingering for a fraction of a second before withdrawing.
She gulped when their eyes met across the table. She had her keys back, so why were her hands trembling? 
“Thanks.”
He was the first to stumble back to normality. “So, will I get it over and done with?”
She reached for her bag and put her keys away. Any excuse to look away. But her gaze was dragged back to his hands, sinewy fingers and all, lightly tapping the tabletop.
When she looked up, he leaned forward, his chestnut eyes fixed on her. “I don’t smoke, my nicknames are too embarrassing, I jog or go to the gym when I feel like it, I eat junk food sometimes, I’m neither married nor rich, and I have one passion I might share with you.”
Passion. She wished he hadn’t used that word. It was enough to burn—her skin flamed up. Heck. Had she really started this stupid conversation? If so, she deserved everything she got. “Er, should we order lunch?”
Seconds marched on with her breath caught in her throat. This was the step after flirting, and she was damn certain he felt something, too. Or was it her imagination?
“Did you bring the birth certificates?” he asked, slowly picking up the menu.
She nodded, doing the same. She had located her mother’s only minutes before Victoria and her mother had arrived home the day before, and this morning, she’d made copies to leave with Zane, hoping to return her mother’s by the end of the day. She reached into her bag and handed them across the table.
He smiled, “Great. Let’s order and get this investigation under way.”
After they’d ordered, Ella witnessed a fleeting moment of uncertainty on Zane’s face. He held the original birth certificates in his hand and caught his bottom lip in his teeth.
“Did you find out where your mother went camping?” Zane asked.
She recalled the stilted conversation she’d started the previous night. Her mother, as expected, was agitated when Ella had brought the subject up. She was concerned about how sick Victoria was, they all were, but Ella had gently persisted. 
“She told me it was in Mount Isa. I know that’s where she met my step-dad. He was a newly appointed engineer straight out of university, and she worked in administration.”
He nodded but didn’t ask anything further.
She’d been relieved her mother had conceded that small piece of information. It’d been the hardest father-related conversation she’d had with her mother, but the pressure to uncover a clue before today’s lunch meeting had reached an impossible level, and she felt she’d had no choice.
Her mother had shown all the usual signs of agitation and nervousness—which was starting to make sense to Ella if her mother was hiding something.

      [image: ]Zane avoided eye contact with Ella and pretended to study the birth certificates. He didn’t need to any further. Frauds. Both of them. Her mother was no sooner born in Sydney than Ella was born in Mount Isa. So where were they born? He would have to establish that first. In a lot of cases, a birthplace provided the answers for everything else. Was Ella’s  mother under a witness protection programme? Was she running away from a crime? Someone had helped her with the fraudulent certificates, which would’ve required a lot of money, especially a quarter of a century ago.
He mulled over the documents, not surprised to see ‘unknown’ next to ‘father’s details’, and his expert eye picked out the fraudulent pointers he’d learned to recognise from his early days at the investigative company—those finer details a cursory glance would easily miss.
But the facts remained unchanged. Ella was paying their firm to find her father, only without a name they couldn’t progress. She needed to know this. He might officially close the case, but that didn’t mean he would stop looking for answers—unofficially.
Their lunch arrived. Distractedly, he picked up one half of his toasted sandwich and took a bite, studying the certificates. Okay, so where to start? After today, where did he search for information? It was a safe bet to concentrate his search on the period between Ella’s birth and her third birthday, when her mother married. Except where did he begin? Which city in America? Hell, which state?
He looked up. Ella concentrated on her lunch, her body tense.
He put his sandwich down. “Ella?”
Her face whipped up.
“Is there any chance your mother knows more about who might have fathered you?”
Her shoulders sagged when she placed her fork down. “It always upsets her to talk about it. She’s never changed her story, and … and I have this feeling she’s keeping a secret.”
Tell me about it. My mother too.
Dejectedly, she leaned forward on her elbows and cradled her chin. “I mean, she must have some idea of who it was, even if she narrowed it down to three or four men.” Moisture glazed those amazing blue eyes when she flicked her gaze up. “But she won’t say a word and I haven’t got the heart to upset her at the moment.”
Zane placed the birth certificates down. He finished his sandwich and let her eat more of her lunch before he said, “The fact remains that without a name our search becomes impossible. Even if you try the Salvation Army, they’ll have the same problem.” He ran his hand through his hair. “I’ll discuss it with my boss, but we had a similar case a year ago and our hands were tied. Eventually, the client’s mother confessed, making our search a lot easier.”
She toyed with her fork, spinning it in circles on the tablecloth. She sat hunched over her plate and must’ve decided she’d had enough to eat. 
“The truth is I’m a little scared of what I might uncover.” She glanced up again, a sad lilt to her mouth. “I told myself I’d make an attempt and if I found nothing, I’d give it up. Maybe later, once we know Victoria has pulled through, I might try talking to Mum again. I’ll tell her about the little box I discovered, and she’ll have to come up with some answers for that. Maybe you can help then.”
“What?” Suddenly fearful that he’d have no reason to see her beautiful smile again, he lifted his hands in defeat and asked, “Do I have to wait that long before I see you again?”
Her dejected look transformed into a smile that speared him through the chest. “Did you have something in mind?”
He leaned back and rested his hands behind his head. “As a matter of fact, I do. How would you like to come for a bike ride tomorrow morning?” This was the make-or-break scenario he’d thought of earlier.
Her eyes widened.
He would have to cancel his usual visit home and would ride in the opposite direction. No way would he bring Ella anywhere near his mother. Not yet. The photo proved she was the clone of an old friend—his mother would see it straight away. He was not going to be responsible for shattering his family’s tight-knit unit. Not until he had concrete proof of … something.
“On a motorbike?”
He nodded and rested his hands on his thighs.
Guarded, she said, “Can’t say I’ve done that before.”
He caught her wary expression. “Well, then, you haven’t lived.”
It took her a moment to catch on. When she did, she fell into irresistible laughter. Her smile transformed her face in unimaginable ways. It left his head spinning with possibilities.
“Is this the passion you spoke of?”
“Yes.” 
As her laughter subsided, the thought of sitting close together ran riot through his mind.
“Is that a yes?”
She nodded. “If you let me pay for lunch today.”
He narrowed his eyes and frowned. “What? You think I made the offer so you could fix up the bill?”
She leaned back. Was his scowl scaring her? “No, it’s … it’s just that I don’t expect you to pay.”
He rose a little hastily and pushed his chair in. “Yeah, I know, these days everything has to be equal rights. But today I’m paying and I’m inviting you for a ride.”
Hell, that hadn’t come out right. Take it easy boy, you don’t want to scare her away.
He made an effort to soften his glare. “Well, you know what sort of ride I mean.” 
Geez, why couldn’t a man pick up the tab without a fuss? He’d been accused before of being too old-fashioned. Had he upset her? She worked in an environment where she was up against a man every turn she took, with no love lost between them as they jostled their way up the corporate ladder. His offer to pay all the costs of their lunch was as foreign to her as him speaking in Mandarin.
She reached for her handbag and rose, and his stomach dropped with dread.
“Was that a yes?” He hoped she hadn’t changed her mind. Why was he so desperate for her to come?
He thought he witnessed relief crossing her face, he couldn’t be sure, but her nod of agreement was music to his ears. Well, some sort of music whistled around his head.
“What do I wear?”
He tried to breathe normally, not sure if it was her acceptance of his invitation or her tight-fitting outfit now back in view. “Jeans and closed-in shoes. I have a spare leather jacket and helmet.”
She moved a step closer. “Where will I—?”
“Meet me at my place.”
She looked up, worry lining her face. “Thanks. I’d like to avoid home for a while. I don’t want to seem like I’m having a great time when things aren’t fantastic for my family.”
He nodded. “Okay.” Definitely the best move. What if her mother recognises me? Let me do some serious digging around first. The longer we can avoid meeting each other’s family the more time I have.
As he led the way to the cashier, the pulse on the tips of his fingers tingled as they rested on her shoulder. Now to get to the bottom of this mystery.






  
  Chapter 5
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At a loose end after parting with Ella, Zane sent a message to Mr Wilson. 
Are you in the office?
Before Zane had reached his car, his phone pinged with a message.
For the next hour.
His boss often worked the Saturday afternoon shift. It was his way of catching up without the interference of phones ringing and client interviews. Zane was a ten-minute drive away and wanted to air his concerns about the case.
When the elevator doors opened, Joanne sat in her usual spot. 
“Hey, what are you doing here?” Zane asked.
She smiled in her motherly way as her fingers flew across the keyboard. “I’m taking Monday off, so I want to clear my desk before more is added to it.”
He leaned against the counter. “Do you think Mr Wilson has a few minutes free?”
Her hands stopped mid-air. She flapped one and dismissed his question. “You didn’t seriously just ask that?” She made a point of sighing heavily before she started tapping at the keyboard again. “We are talking about you, aren’t we? An almost favourite son.”
Zane smiled at her theatrics. “I have a conflict of interest in a case, not to mention zero vital pieces of information.”
Joanne paged Mr Wilson then waved Zane away. “Go on in. Would you like a hot drink? I’m making the boss a coffee.”
He nodded. “The usual, thanks.”

      [image: ]“Zane, son, what brings you here on the weekend?”
Zane liked the way Mr
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