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      For my Family.

      Love you guys.

      

      Also

      

      To all my readers who have given me the chance to continue writing.

      

      Thank you

      

      ♡

      This is for you.

      ♡
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      One last night of passion can purge the guy you’ve loved for the past twelve years from your mind and heart…right?

      Izzy Delany, at thirteen, lost her parents in a tragic accident in Australia. New York became her new home with her aunt, and that is where she met her best friend, Mel Astor. The day Izzy met Mel’s eldest brother, Tristian, her teenage heart and mind fell in love.

      At twenty-five, Izzy is successful with three companies. Under the guise of using her grandmother’s maiden name, the Astor family has no idea that their biggest competitor is little Izzy.

      Tristian Astor is a master at being in charge of everything in his life, and his sister’s best friend is not part of the equation. Pity his heart does not agree to keep the woman of his dreams at arm’s length.

      When Izzy discovers her life is in danger, can she survive long enough to inform Tristian that he is the father of her baby and that she loves him? Or will she lose everything, including her life, in this friends-to-lovers, best friend-brother romance?

      In this plot-twisting, romancing, action-packed, who-can-you-trust, page-turning book.

    

  


  
    
      To trust in your ideas and your abilities to think, create, and complete what your heart is destined to achieve.

      Your future is what you make it.

      Start your new chapter today because tomorrow may never arrive.

      
        
        —  M. L. Tompsett
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      Seriously.

      After twenty-five years, my life boils down to six large packing crates. Six. And they aren’t even that big. Thankfully, my housemate and best friend of twelve years, Melika Astor, hired this moving company to handle all the work, sparing us from any lifting — and rightly so.

      Memorized, I continue to watch the sexy specimens before me. Envisioning their muscular arms, legs, and backs supporting a woman just right against a vertical surface.

      My tongue slips along my parted lips — hoping to catch any drool — at the hunky fantasies, flaunting their flexing muscles under their wife-beater tops. Oh yes, indeed, my thoughts align with Mel’s. It has been far too long between lovers and hard surfaces — well, any surface, for that matter. And my battery-operated friend can only do so much.

      The sight of the USA Movers Today employees — powerful physiques, confident, flirty smiles — holds my attention hostage. Their friendly banter and the sounds of furniture being expertly moved and loaded into trucks fill the air. The whole scene in my front yard is mesmerizing, a choreography of strong bodies and coordinated effort that has left Mel captivated and unsure if she should flirt or simply stare.

      Have I mentioned that all those delicious, muscle-bound movers, with their chiseled features and captivating flirting smiles, could grace the cover of GQ magazine?

      Even though I love the view, I’m still annoyed because Mel is being manipulated. Thanks to her brothers — especially her eldest brother — my top lip curls into a snarl, and I bare my teeth. Don’t even get me started on that man. My feelings about him are far too intense to share.

      As for Mel and me, we are like two peas in a pod, sharing a deep bond and similar tastes and ideas. If she goes somewhere, I’m right behind her, and the same is true for her. To me, she is like family. My family. And why we are packing up my house and heading back to the East Coast.

      How did this all come about?

      Mel’s youngest brother, Nicholas — the little snitch. He arrived for a surprise visit while I was at a conference two weeks ago, leading to her two older brothers discovering she was pregnant. Now her siblings want to control their only sister, pressuring her to go back to New York and under their roof.

      “Bloody annoying,” I mutter under my breath.

      Visualising Tristian — that sparkling dark-blue-eyed man — is getting on my nerves again and refusing to get out of my head.

      Anyhoo… Mel’s brothers have always underestimated her, never realizing how smart and creative she is. Our start-up, MeBe Tech, has been successful in just three years, thanks to her creativity and my business vision.

      Lost in thought, I barely feel Mel coming up behind me. “Hey, girl. You okay?” she whispers. I look over my shoulder and see her smiling aqua eyes before she frowns. “What has your mind busy this time?”

      That’s Mel. She knows me so well. At times, she knows me better than I know myself.

      The corners of my mouth droop into a frown. With disappointment, I shake my head. Before I can speak, Mel mumbles, “You’re thinking about my stupid moron eldest brother Tristian.”

      With a small nod, I silently acknowledge her words. My best friend is a smart woman. In the past, she confided in me about her desire for me to be her sister despite my romantic feelings for her older brother. She advised me that even though I have rocks in my head, I still must be careful and protect my heart.

      Mel’s advice is a bit late now as I affectionately stroke my growing belly, feeling my baby move about.
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      “The day you reveal your true identity to the world, my brothers will beg for your forgiveness — especially Tristian,” Mel declares, wiggling her eyebrows like she’s auditioning for a cartoon villain.

      If only she knew.

      Upon my arrival in New York at thirteen, after losing my parents, my aunt made one thing clear: stay hidden, stay safe. With her meticulous planning — and the help of her very resourceful friend — I received a new identity.

      Using my great-grandmother’s maiden name, Delany, I slipped into a new life. A scholarship to a prestigious school. A clean slate. A chance to breathe without looking over my shoulder.

      On my first day, I saw three blonde, busty teenagers bullying a small, light-haired girl at lunchtime. I didn’t hesitate. I stepped in, protected the slender girl with the stunning aqua eyes… and the rest is history. Mel was so impressed she declared me her best friend forever and dragged me home after school to meet her family — a “home” that turned out to be an enormous mansion.

      And that’s where I met Mel’s oldest brother, Tristian Astor. My teenage heart didn’t stand a chance. His sparkling dark-blue eyes were the first thing I saw.

      I froze, speechless, pulse racing, butterflies rioting in my stomach.

      He smiled — that devastating, heart-stopping smile — and I was done for. The moment he looked away, I could breathe again… and admire the rest of his well-built body.

      Unfortunately, my heart didn’t receive the memo to stay away from him.

      With a nod, I reply to Mel, “Yes. One day soon, your obnoxious brothers will learn who my loving father was…” I rub my belly as my baby kicks. “They’ll be more than amazed — and shocked — to learn who I really am.”

      When they discover I’m one of their biggest business rivals, it will not be pretty.

      Even Mel doesn’t know the full extent of my past or finances.

      Her brothers have always assumed I’m some poor girl from the wrong side of the tracks. As the saying goes: If you don’t ask, you won’t know.

      Not known to the Astors — and thanks to my handsome, talented father — I became an heiress to a multi-billion-dollar empire the day he passed away.

      My parents were both successful entrepreneurs. My mother placed over ten million dollars in my offshore account before her death — giving me a tremendous head start. According to experts, my father’s empire is worth over ten billion dollars as of the last financial year. And that doesn’t include my mother’s company, her assets, or my own secret investments.

      The thought of scavengers discovering my father’s assets still concerns me. I fully expect mysterious “relatives” to crawl out of the woodwork demanding their share.

      With all this money, I live a double life.

      My secret life.

      I have to — for my own safety.
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      My breath catches as I feel my baby change positions with a full somersault.

      “Whoa, little one, take it easy on me.”

      Moves like that will leave me bruised on the inside. I swear this child is training for the Olympics.

      The thought of being pregnant at twenty-five never crossed my mind twelve months ago, but now that I have this little guy growing inside me, I can’t imagine my life without him.

      Unless he continues to use me as a bouncy pillow while practicing his martial arts moves.

      Mel’s not wrong. There’s truth in what she’s saying. My secret relationship with her eldest brother — Tristian — who also happens to be the father of my baby, must remain hidden from prying eyes.

      From the moment we met when I was thirteen, I’ve been drawn to him in a way I couldn’t explain. He avoided me socially until my twenty-first birthday. What started romantically ended in casual hookups. Despite wanting more — wanting him — he valued his independence more than he valued a future with me.

      If only things could have been different.

      But the situation between us has completely changed, and we can’t undo it.

      Flashbacks of the masquerade ball Mel and I attended in March fill my thoughts. An exclusive annual fundraiser for New York’s richest elite. Our final night in New York before leaving for California, and I was determined to end things — to free my mind and heart from Tristian and start fresh. No more late-night booty calls. No more last-minute hookups. No more rearranging my life to fit into his.

      The night — marked by a final rendezvous in one of the hotel suites above the grand ballroom — was unforgettable. Precious.

      Mel had planned a meeting with Corey Sheldon, her teenage crush and her brother’s friend.

      My breath races as I watch Tristian climb out of the bed and head to the bathroom. The intense sexual satisfaction lingers, the air thick with the musk of our passion and the unspoken words hanging between us.

      My body still humming with pleasure, I’m eager for another round. But when he returns, something in him has shifted. A subtle change in his energy. He begins dressing.

      That’s when I know. We’re not continuing. Something is wrong.

      Even though his hungry gaze memorizes every inch of my nakedness, I can tell he’s fighting an internal battle. He wants to come back to me — I see it — but then his smile vanishes. Replaced by a cold, hard stare.

      His words hit like a splash of icy water.

      “We can’t do this again. I’m sorry, Izzy. We don’t have a future together…”

      The euphoric high evaporates. My brain freezes.

      What the hell?

      And a few other not-so-nice things.

      “Listen… We never did, and you need to move on with someone else.”

      As the last of his words sink in — insinuating I don’t belong in his world — the orgasmic buzz I had going disappears entirely.

      His actions leave me speechless and numb. My mind fails to process what just happened as my gaze fixates on his well-toned butt walking out the door.

      Why couldn’t he just say, I had a fantastic time — have a safe flight, goodbye?

      Nope.

      He had to act like a selfish bastard.

      Several hours later, with his words still ringing in my ears, Mel and I left for the airport. We were eager to move to another state and start anew without interference from her brothers. It was time to let go of what we had in the past and prioritize our future.

      Wonderful weather, kind locals, and the blissful absence of the Astor family’s prying eyes marked the start of our new life. Anticipation coursed through our veins as we set off on this new adventure.

      Our company, MeBe Tech, thrived. We even won an achievement award for new upcoming business. Life was fantastic — filled with laughter and adventure. Our lives flourished in so many ways…

      Until we both fell ill. And everything came to a halt as the doctor confirmed our suspicions.

      Pregnant.

      Tristian is in for a surprise when he sees me. I don’t care about his opinion. When he consistently ignores my calls — don’t get me started on his abrupt return email — my decision becomes final: I will raise my baby on my own.

      In his opinion, a relationship between us is impossible.

      If he wants a relationship with my child, I won’t stop him.

      But he will soon realize I won’t be standing beside him when the time comes.

      Karma has a funny way of interrupting our lives.

      Back then, at twenty-four, single and pregnant was the last thing either of us wanted or needed.
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        * * *

      

      My cell phone’s camera app continues to make shutter sounds with each sneaky photo I capture from my large bay window of the furniture removalists. These men are responsible for our possessions arriving at my multi-story beachfront home in the outer suburbs of Long Island, New York, at the end of Connecticut Ave. A girl can never be too careful.

      Plus, the visual of all those manly muscles is rather satisfying.

      My cell chimes several bars of an old eighties tune, informing me of an incoming call from my beautiful aunt. Perfect timing. I glance at Hazel’s picture on my screen and smile. My aunt always makes me feel better.

      Since I was a little girl, I’ve told her she’s a magical fairy, which always makes her laugh. I swipe the screen. “Hello, my favorite aunt.”

      Before she says a word, I know exactly what she’ll reply with and mouth it silently.

      “Z… I’m your only aunt,” she mumbles through a laugh. “How are you and your precious baby going?”

      My eyes roll. Predictable woman. It’s been just my aunt and me since we moved to the States when I was thirteen, after my parents died.

      The attractive mover catches my eye settling into my car. My heart races. I shake my head and turn away from the window. That’s it. No more watching. I don’t need to see him loading my car.

      Okay — now I understand how Mel felt. Watching others handle your car and belongings is stressful.

      I force myself to focus on the call. “We are good, Hazel.” My babe kicks near my ribs, and I rub the area soothingly. Since my parents’ deaths, my aunt drops the “aunt” moniker and demands I call her Hazel in public. Despite her business alias as Hannah Ewington, few realize she’s a multimillionaire — rapidly approaching billionaire status.

      Aunt Hazel had a dual role as a high-powered attorney and a silent partner in my mother’s company. After my mother’s passing, Hazel took on multiple roles, apart from my loving aunt, she also stepped up, being a mother figure when I required one, otherwise, Hazel was just there. My family. We have been together for one another ever since that dark day. Back then, she became my legal representative, guardian, and CEO of LaniD. She successfully added cosmetics, perfume, and clothing to the company sales line. Every clothing piece, every design, every concept comes directly from my mother’s sketchbooks — Hazel uses only my mother’s original drawings and creations, preserving her memory exactly as she envisioned it. Hazel expanded to Australia, the UK, and the US, all with my full support.

      “Z, I called because I want to plan something special for your parents’ and baby brother’s anniversary soon.”

      Bugger. With everything going on, I forgot all about the anniversary of their deaths next month. Now I feel like I’ve let my parents down.

      Few people knew my parents were married for over fourteen years when they died. My father kept their relationship out of the public eye. He wanted his family life private and safe.

      “Hazel, I don’t think I can join you this year. Before you say anything… my doctor advised me this will be my last flight until after the baby is born.”

      “Shoot. I forgot how far along you are. Look, I’ll join you, and we’ll go out for dinner or something, okay?”

      This is why I adore her. She always goes the extra mile for me.

      “Only if you’re sure. Thank you. That would be great.”

      “Have your people discovered anything regarding that friend of yours? Something seems off about that man.”

      I initially agreed, but Gavin — Gavin Davis — convinced me otherwise. We kept meeting at different charity events. His passion and innovation inspired me to give more. He seemed to be everywhere I went.

      “My private investigator’s still searching, Hazel. I’ll hear from him when they learn more.”

      “Okay… Have you spoken to my precious nephew’s daddy yet?”

      I roll my eyes. Yeah, right. I still haven’t confirmed who my son’s father is. But I think she suspects.

      “H, if he had bothered to return my calls, I would. For now, I will continue living my life.”

      “Oh, Z. I am sorry. Men can be such beasts.”

      A laugh escapes me. My aunt always knows how to make me smile.

      “There is one thing, though. Can you prepare a prenup for me? I never want to be caught unawares.”

      “Are you trying to tell me something?”

      “No. When the opportunity comes, I want a prenup ready.”

      “That’s a rational request. Above all else, I want to protect you from exploitation.”

      “Yes. I thought you’d agree. Oh — and have my real name on the document. I’d prefer it to be all legal.”

      “Got it,” she says. I hear her tapping away on her keyboard. “The other thing I need to discuss is that Astor International is attempting another takeover with the New York branch of Heartson Industries.”

      What? Not again. Tristian will give me a headache before the end of the day.

      “H, do what you must to stop it and prevent it from happening.”

      “My darling niece, it is time you spoke to Tristian and his brothers and inform them to back the hell off your company.”

      I shake my head. “Aunt Hazel, I know. I have to speak with Mel’s brothers. They won’t believe me when I say I’m the missing heiress.”

      Her brothers need to grow up. I’m not taken seriously in their male-dominated world. I could go on about Mel’s treatment — her ideas ignored, dismissed. Little do they know, Mel has requested help from H. She’s ready to prove herself.

      “Z, that will be their problem, not yours.”

      “Aunt Hazel, I don’t think they appreciated my company outbidding them recently on several projects. And purchasing that hotel chain.”

      “As I said before, darling girl, that is their problem. It’s business. If they can’t handle it, then they’re in the wrong business.”

      I completely agree.

      Time to change the subject. “Aunt Hazel, are you attending the Calloway New York annual gala?”

      Which means she’ll be in New York early.

      “Yes. That is another reason I’m calling. Oh — and don’t think I didn’t notice you changed the subject, young lady. Remember, you must appear at your father’s company table as my guest. Maybe even surprise the old kooks by announcing you’re the heiress of Heartson Industries.”

      “Nooo. H.”

      “Izzibella, stop right there. You’re a strong, independent woman. After the baby is born, it will be time for you to step up and fill your father’s position. Before you say boo — your father’s Will stipulates you will be situated in his office as the CEO on your twenty-fifth birthday. Your multi-billion-dollar company is your birthright.”

      I know she’s right. Despite my birthday passing, I won’t assume the role while pregnant. Thank goodness my father stipulated that my aunt would act as my legal representative until I step in full-time.

      The old kooks have attempted to adjust my father’s last wishes to favor themselves for years.

      “Aunt Hazel, during my time undercover at the company, I worked my way up but faced obstacles because of my youth and being a woman.”

      “Z, you worked from the bottom, learning the skills, learning the staff. No one knew who you were. You know who you can trust and who to watch out for.”

      “But—”

      “No buts, Z. It’s a pity you left mid-March.”

      I roll my eyes. Moving across the country prevented me from continuing my employment.

      “We have much to discuss regarding the latest minutes from the quarterly general meeting I somehow missed!”

      Huh? Since when?

      “Why would you miss a quarterly meeting?”

      “That’s just it. I attend every one. Someone changed the meeting to an earlier time and didn’t notify me.”

      Sounds exactly like something those old kooks would do.

      “Whose head is going to roll?”

      “The usual suspects. Brown and Davis.”

      Typical. “Why does that not surprise me?”

      Her sarcastic laugh makes me laugh. “Look, I’ve emailed you a copy of the minutes. Read through them and highlight anything you think requires attention. And add your recommendations.”

      “Just my luck. I’ll discover more corruption disguised as fake business trips and expenditures that have nothing to do with my company. Don’t get me started on the other fabricated expenses.”

      Her laughter fills my ear. “You realize you’re the only one to dispute their claims. Hypocrites fear your rightful ascension day.”

      Damn the woman. She’s just as pushy and stern as ever.

      With a humph, my eyes narrow. How dare those men abuse my father’s trust and memory.

      “Why do the old kooks make my life so hard?”

      “Izzibella, lift your game. You are more than the CEO. I raised you better than to act this way.” She hits me straight in the chest. “…Shoot,” she adds quickly. “I have an incoming call. I have to take it. Phone you back.”

      Before I can say anything, she ends the call.

      “We love you too, Aunt Hazel,” I mumble, rubbing my belly.

      A sigh escapes me. The woman can make you feel like you’ve worked a twelve-hour shift with one phone call.

      I require tea or scotch and a seat.
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      The gorgeous movers carry the last box out the front door and load it onto the truck, leaving an echoing silence behind them. I’m going to miss this house, I think as I look around the empty room.

      “Izzy?” Mel catches my eye as she steps inside. She gives a mischievous smile to the attractive removalists, openly admiring their muscular physiques. “The guys,” she mumbles, wiggling her sharp brows, “are wondering if there are any other items we need to load.”

      Typical Mel — always flustered by gorgeous men.

      I shake my head despite her antics. My smile widens. I love her dearly. We’ve been inseparable since our teenage years. She’s my best friend, like a sister. And despite her long-standing crush on her brother’s best friend, she’s not oblivious to eye candy. We both appreciate handsome, sexy men — just look outside my door.

      My eyes roll at her joyful behavior. “No,” I say, shaking my head as I glance around one last time. “That’s everything.”

      Mel nods and steps back out the front door.

      Several seconds later, I hear her flirting with the moving guys.

      Unbelievable. The gorgeous woman deserves credit. Even seven months pregnant, she still flirts with the best of them.

      If it weren’t for Mel’s younger brother Nicholas — and the other two Astor brothers — our lives would have been content here instead of stressed and forced into moving back across the country.

      When I think about Mel’s brothers, their attitude and behavior fill me with anger. Since their parents’ deaths, they’ve considered themselves superior solely because they hail from a six-generation, all-American, old-money family. Furious as it makes me, I can’t even begin to express my frustration over how they exploit, control, and emotionally manipulate my best friend.

      Mel’s brothers insist she return to the Astor family residence until the baby is born, determined to identify and find the father.

      Little do they know, the father is closer to them than they think.

      When I see Mel’s obnoxious brothers, all I know is that I’ll give them a piece of my mind.
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      Walking through each room, making sure nothing has been left behind, a 1980s tune sounds on my cell, reminding me of my aunt’s promise to call me back.

      With a quick swipe, I tap the answer icon. “Hello, Aunt Hazel,” I say politely.

      “Z, I’m sorry about what happened before. The call was important.”

      I roll my eyes — yeah, right.

      “Now, I can complete our conversation from this morning.”

      What is she going on about?

      “I had been waiting on AngelStar to return my call.”

      My foot pauses mid-step. AngelStar? Why would my charity organization call Hazel today? Everything better be okay.

      I don’t have time for an emergency. “H, what is going on?”

      “Izzibella, before you blow a fuse. Allow me to finish.”

      Why hasn’t my assistant contacted me if something was wrong?

      “Make it quick, Hazel. My patience is wearing thin.”

      Her laughter reaches my ear. “Oh, my darling girl. You sound just like your mother. God, I miss her.”

      My annoyance softens instantly. The last time I saw my mother was the day my baby brother was born.

      A sigh escapes as my eyes mist. “I know, Aunt Hazel. I miss her too.”

      How I’ve missed my loving mother and father. I wish they were here.

      “My dear girl, the bushfire-devastated zones have received the latest donations of portable small housing modules and water tanks. The follow-up water tankers and trucks of food staples were a godsend. You have saved hundreds of people, if not more. The media are requesting a meet and greet with the CEO of AngelStar!”

      Without thought, I’m already shaking my head. No one from the media will have my picture. They will not use my name or face against me.

      “No, Aunt Hazel. I will not meet the press. Eric Bronson, my assistant manager, can speak with them. That is what I pay him for.”

      “That is what I thought,” she replies. “I explained to Eric that I’m the charity organization’s legal representative, and that he’s required to speak with the media on behalf of AngelStar. And that the CEO has a brief press release.”

      I nod. “Thank you. If Eric cannot handle the press, he is unsuitable for the position.”

      “Yes, I agree,” she says. “I thought it best to bring you up to speed. I’ve organized for twenty more housing modules to be sent before the end of the month.”

      Only twenty? No. That won’t do.

      “Double it, Aunt Hazel. All those devastated people… I imagine they’re feeling very lost. And to lose everything… I can only hope my little contribution will help.”

      “My girl, for those who have received a portable home, they think you’re an angel sent from heaven.”

      “You know, Hazel, triple the order — but send it as flat packs. That way, the modules will arrive sooner. It will give the people something to build with their own hands. Something else to focus on — something good. Add tools, generators, and fuel.”

      “Are you sure, Z?”

      “Yes. I’m sure.”

      I can only think about the displaced children, with nothing left.

      “Okay,” she says. “I’ll have the order placed with the building company by the end of the day.”

      “You know, H… include those twenty built modules as well.”

      “All right, my dear. Leave it with me.”

      “Thank you for all your assistance.”

      “It was nothing. From what little you’ve said today, I’ll add those words to your press release.”

      I laugh. “Only you can turn a few simple words into a full, brilliant article for the press. Thank you.”

      Then it occurs to me. “Aunt Hazel, can you add another fifty housing modules separately? Have my family company foot the bill. There is more than enough funding for donations to cover the cost.”

      Her laughter fills my ear. “Oh, sweetheart, those old farts will protest.”

      What the Board of Directors thinks does not bear thinking about.

      “Regarding the fundraising gala, it is crucial that Eric Bronson attends and presents a generous check on behalf of AngelStar to Mrs. Calloway. You know the amount. Also, please create another one of those oversized checks for fifty thousand dollars. This donation will be presented on behalf of Heartson Industries. It will be worth seeing the old kooks’ expressions.”

      “I love it. Leave it with me.”

      “Mrs. Calloway is successful each year in organizing these fundraising events. She deserves a medal. The hundreds of millions she’s raised for good causes is mind-blowing.”

      “Yes, the woman is a working machine. Righto… I’m messaging my assistant as we speak to start the ball rolling while I’m in court today.”

      Hang on… Hazel has retired from court. “I thought you were placing your court days behind you.”

      “So did I. But a dear friend found themselves in a spot of trouble. I’m helping.”

      Only my aunt would bend over backward for others. “Thank you, Aunt Hazel. I’ll see you at the gala,” I sigh. “Please remember, I will sit with Mel for a while.”

      “Okay. Bring Mel. She can be your plus one at the company table. Love you, sweet girl.”

      Hearing those words, a lump forms in my throat. Stupid hormones.

      My aunt is all I have left. I don’t know what I would have done without her after my parents died. “Love you too, H,” I manage as my eyes mist.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Six

          

          
            IZZY

          

        

      

    

    
      Relief fills me as I watch the back of the contractor’s vehicle drive away, finally taking everything with them — unlike earlier today when I discovered they’d left my house keys with the chosen sample tiles and paint-color palette on the back patio.

      Tomorrow marks the beginning of extensive renovations on my beach house, and although it may be expensive, it will prove to be a valuable investment. They plan to replace the old, small swimming pool with a larger solar-heated one that includes a spa, surrounded by a big entertainment area. The place will look incredible once it’s completed. By the time I come back in late spring, my three-bedroom vintage beach house will have transformed into a sleek, modern design with walls of bulletproof glass, five extra bedrooms and bathrooms upstairs, and a new spacious modern chef’s kitchen.

      In this house, I experienced a strong sense of home and a deep connection with my parents. The beach was our sanctuary — our escape. I can still picture my father lifting me onto his shoulders as the waves rolled in, my mother laughing as she tried to keep her hat from blowing away. The smell of sunscreen, the warmth of their hands, the sound of their voices carried on the wind…

      God, I miss them.

      Sometimes the memories feel so vivid I swear I could turn around and see them standing behind me. Other times, the ache is so sharp it steals my breath. Thirteen years might have passed, but grief has no concept of time. Some days it feels like yesterday.

      And then there’s the darker thought — the one that creeps in when I’m alone. My uncle, my cousin, my parents, my baby brother… all gone in similar accidents. Too similar. My father, being a wealthy businessman, would have had enemies. The pattern is too neat, too convenient.

      But I push the thought away before it swallows me whole.

      My eyes mist, and I blink hard to keep the tears at bay. I miss my parents so much. I miss their warmth, their laughter, their unconditional love. I miss having a mother to call when I’m scared or overwhelmed. I miss my father’s steady voice telling me everything will be okay. I miss the family we were supposed to be.

      As I reflect on them, my baby shifts, rolling and stretching, reminding me of his presence. A tiny life anchoring me to the present.

      “Easy, little one,” I whisper, rubbing the spot where he presses against my ribs.

      While I didn’t expect to be pregnant at my age, my love for this little guy knows no bounds. If only my parents were here to witness the wonder of their grandchild’s first steps, to hear his sweet babble, to share in the joy of his laughter, his growth, his milestones.

      They would have adored him.

      And he would have adored them.

      The thought squeezes my heart until it aches.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Seven
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      Mel walks toward me from the open doorway with a radiant smile, holding a handful of business cards from the movers. “Izzy, everything is gone,” she says, her gaze meeting mine. “Including all the attractive men,” she adds mischievously, her eyes lighting up.

      I know that look — she has something planned.

      “Mind if we grab doughnuts and sandwiches?”

      Ha. See? I knew it. Mel and her sweet tooth.

      She affectionately places her hand on her pregnant belly. “Bubs is hungry!”

      Unbelievable. She’d devour a full box of doughnuts daily if I let her.

      Our doctor warned us about consuming too much sugar. After a chaotic morning assisting the moving company and coordinating with my contractor, I might relent and grant her request. Who knows when we’ll have the chance to eat something delicious again? The contractor’s delay left a sour taste in my mouth.

      I nod. “You’re paying. Make sure there are several jelly ones.”

      Mel beams, displaying all her straight white teeth. “Yes, Margy’s Bakery, here we come.”

      I shake my head, already imagining the bakery sold out. Mel pauses, eyes sparkling with mischief. “I knew you would agree, so I already ordered everything.”

      Cheeky, bloody woman.

      Now I can imagine myself with red jelly stains down my front when we reach the airport.

      As we fill our faces with yummy goodness, on route to the airport, I tap out a text to Benny, my main driver, who will collect us from the airport, saving us a taxi fare and a long queue.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Benny, we will be arriving at LGA by 4:40 p.m. Mel sends her love.

      

      

      

      

      

      Three dots appear, followed by his reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        Benny:

      

      
        See you there. And give my love back to Ms. Mel.

      

      

      

      

      

      Thankfully, we land at LGA — LaGuardia Airport — with no red stains.

      To remain anonymous, I’ve limited my use of two drivers over the years.

      After collecting our bags, I tap another message to Benny.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        We are here. Heading for the front entrance now.

      

      

      

      

      

      Just as we walk through the doors, I glance to my right and see Benny. He zeros in and pulls up in front of us along the curb.

      I’ve known Benny for eleven years. He’s one of the few drivers I trust. The auto-release on the trunk opens, and Benny is quickly by our sides. His shocked look shifts into a huge smile. He reaches for the door handle and opens the rear car door.

      “Wow. Good afternoon, Ms. Izzy. Is there something I should know?” His gaze drops straight to my expanding belly. No one knows about my pregnancy — which is exactly how I want it.

      He reaches for my hand to help me into the vehicle.

      “Whatever do you mean, Benny?” I reply cheekily. “We need to drop Ms. Mel off at her family estate. You remember the way…” I slide onto the rear seat.

      Before I can say anything else, he nods. “I sure do, Ms. Izzy.”

      As I slide over to make room for Mel, I hear her speaking with him. “How are you going, Benny? It has been a while.”

      “It sure has, Ms. Mel. Is everything okay? Do I need to stop somewhere?”

      Benny has always had a fondness for Mel despite their eighteen-year age gap. His actions are reminiscent of a caring older sibling — not like her own brothers.

      “Sorry, Benny, not today. Thank you,” she says.

      Mel settles beside me, and Benny shuts the door. After packing our cases in the trunk, he drives away.

      “Ms. Izzy?”

      I glance up. “Yes, Benny. What is it?”

      “I wish you had let me know. I could have collected your bags and brought them to the car.”

      You have to love the man. At least he shows he cares.

      “Benny, we can manage tasks independently. But thank you. Though you better expect changes in the upcoming weeks.”

      “Yeah, Benny. Be prepared to drive at all hours,” Mel laughs.

      I notice Benny glance into the rearview mirror. Our eyes meet, and he smiles.

      “Call me anytime. I mean it.”

      I nod in appreciation before glancing at Mel. We both smile and turn back to Benny.

      “I’ll take that into consideration. Thank you, Benny.”

      He focuses on the road, giving us privacy.

      “Izzy, it’s important to be careful until the trucks arrive with our belongings and vehicles. I will be concerned about you.”

      I’m still purchasing replacement furniture for my beach house. While we had been away on the other side of the country, I had this beach house updated with new extensions. A lot of work went into it, making it modern and extra safe. Thankfully, the contractors completed the work last week. It doesn’t matter if it’s the East or West Coast — I’ll always have a beach house somewhere.

      I reach over and hug her. “Mel, I will take extra care. After all those strange problems I had with my old car.”

      “Izzy, your car was not old. It shouldn’t have had the mechanical problems to begin with. Or your previous cars, for that fact.”

      True. It’s peculiar that my last three vehicles all had varying mechanical problems.

      “Mel, look. I’ll speak with Gavin again.”

      Despite initially being a stranger, Gavin became a trusted friend in my life. After discussing that I’d be installing car surveillance, he convinced me to trade my old car for a new one, especially since the mechanics couldn’t find the cause of the numerous mechanical issues. “He appears knowledgeable regarding cars. I’ll have him look over my new one… That reminds me, I haven’t contacted him to let him know I was moving back to New York.”

      I watch Mel shake her head. She has never liked him. He showed up six months ago out of nowhere. He won me over with his smile, innocence, sincere honesty, and, most of all, his charity work.

      “Izzy, wait until you’re settled. Remember, he is not your keeper. You had a life before he showed up. Gavin doesn’t need to know every little detail of your life.”

      Okay… Mel has a point. Approximately three months back, she asked me why I was depending on Gavin. Somehow, he wormed his way into my daily life and became excessively clingy. Despite his plans, Mel objected to him moving in.

      And she wasn’t wrong.

      Sometimes I wonder if I let him in too easily. If I mistook his constant presence for comfort instead of control. If I leaned on him simply because he made himself available — always there, always helpful, always ready with a solution before I even asked for one.

      Maybe I shouldn’t trust him as much as I do.

      But then… he’s never actually done anything wrong. He’s helped me. Supported me. Checked on me. Listened. He’s been there in ways no one else has — especially when Mel was busy or when I felt alone.

      Is that dependence? Or is it just… nice to have someone care?

      I’m not sure anymore. My feelings are tangled — part gratitude, part habit, part something else I can’t quite name. And maybe that’s the problem.

      Mel is right. I’ll contact him after I am settled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Eight

          

          
            IZZY

          

        

      

    

    
      Mel’s words register when I hear my name. “Izzy, are you even listening to me?”

      “What… I mean, yes, Mel.”

      I try to keep the sarcasm out of my tone. Try being the key word.

      “Don’t be coy with me, missy. What are you doing? Because you are not giving me your full attention!”

      I roll my eyes — a clear sign of my annoyance.

      “I’m packing the last items for a meeting that I cannot be late to.”

      My business partner in my security company, Simon Townsend — usually a godsend — has suddenly and unexpectedly come down sick. He was fine last night. The last thing I expected was to attend an in-person meeting at this stage of my pregnancy.

      “What meeting, Izzy? I thought you were on maternity leave for in-person meetings!”

      My shoulders slump. Yes, before arriving back in New York, I decided I wouldn’t risk my baby or my health by working and traveling long hours. But what else am I supposed to do?

      “Mel, Simon has fallen ill.”

      When he phoned me this morning, it was a shock. He’s one of the healthiest people I know. “I’m the other person who knows the security system for these tricky clients. Look — before you start — it’s an hour from you.”

      Great.

      I just reminded myself of the fundraiser tomorrow night in New York City. I still haven’t organized a gown. Something keeps niggling at me to avoid the gala altogether.

      “Look, Izzy. I am not happy that you’re driving about. But I know I’m not able to stop you. Now, regarding tomorrow night…”

      She’s good at changing the subject and turning the attention back to herself.

      “I have a spare dress that should fit you. I have everything here.”

      Of course she does. Mel would dress me every day if given the opportunity. Between Mel and my aunt demanding my attendance at this gala — and sitting at two different tables — good grief, I can only do so much as one person.

      “Come directly here after your meeting,” she demands. “Tomorrow, we can relax before getting glamorous for the gala. And show off our pregnant bellies,” she laughs.

      It seems Mel has everything planned.

      What about her brothers? They still don’t know I’m pregnant.

      What will I do when I see Tristian after everything that happened in March?

      As if she read my thoughts, she adds, “I know what you’re thinking. My brother can take a flying leap. Anyway, we can call Benny, and he can drive us. I am not relying on my brothers for transport.”

      From her tone, her brothers have pissed her off.

      “Mel, what have they said or done this time?”

      Mel puts up with a lot from her brothers, but being pregnant, she now has a short fuse. All I can say is — don’t piss Mel off.

      I’ve been in my ocean-view home for a week and a half. The movers placed our vehicles inside the four-car garage. The men shifted heavy boxes inside. They put our beds and furniture in place, making sure everything was functional before leaving. I’m grateful they finished before my groceries arrived.

      Mel will move in with me after her baby is born. My plan is to avoid her brothers once she informs them of her living arrangements.

      Mel’s voice interrupts my thoughts. As much as I love the woman, I don’t have time to stand here. I focus back on her words, waiting for the opportunity to cut in, say goodbye, and leave.

      “Izz. Don’t get me started. They threatened to cut my money off if I did not tell them who the baby’s father was. Can you believe that?”

      Uh-oh.

      I know for a fact Mel is wealthy in her own right — I should know. Her business bank account is exceptionally healthy thanks to our IT company. I cannot remember the last time she spent any of her family money — her “allowance” her older brothers gave her after their parents’ deaths. She decided long ago to place her allowance into an account for her future child’s education. All her brothers would see is that the money was withdrawn from the trust account — not how it was spent.

      Stupid idiots.

      Her brothers are unaware that Mel and I are partners in a business venture. Her expertise lies in app creation. The woman is brilliant. Our company has
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      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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