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​CHAPTER 1
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Hayley

Hayley flipped a bottle and caught it, pouring another drink and sliding it across the bar. Theatrics weren’t required but some customers seemed to love it. The card machine beeped, and she stepped over to accept another order.

“Scotch, neat, and your number, sweetheart.”

Rolling her eyes, Hayley moved to get a glass and start the drink. The middle-aged man leaned over the bar, and she could see the bald spot crowning his head. When she put the drink in front of him, he grabbed it from her hand, sliding his fingers over hers. She shuddered at how hot and sweaty they were. 

“So, come on, sweetheart. How’s about a date?”

“No, sorry. Can’t date customers.” She gave him change and then stiffened as he took her hand. If there was anything Hayley hated, it was unsolicited touches.

“You know you want to. Pretty little thing like you. I’ll make it good for you.” He grabbed his crotch with his free hand.

Hayley’s mouth opened and closed. What the hell? She was frozen to the spot and had almost formulated a response when she heard the man yelp. A tall woman with shoulder-length, inky-black hair stood next to him, one hand clasped over his, squeezing his crotch even tighter. He let go of Hayley’s hand.

“What the fuck? Let me go!”

“I believe this lovely woman told you no. And no always means no,” she said, her voice low and silky.

“Back off, dyke bitch.”

A high-pitched squeal of pain emitted from his mouth as the woman tightened her grip and this time twisted her hand. Hayley almost winced in sympathy.

“I believe it’s time for you to go.”

“You don’t own this place,” he snarled, trying to free himself from her grip, but she didn’t let go.

“No, I don’t. But my niece’s girlfriend happens to own this bar, and I don’t think she would enjoy you manhandling one of her employees, now do you?” She tightened her hold on his hand again. Hayley saw spots of sweat form on his reddening face.

“Fucking dykes,” he whispered, wincing in pain.

The woman leaned forward and spoke into his ear softly, her dark brown eyes glancing over to Hayley who stood, transfixed. Hayley watched the man leap backwards as he was released and scrambled to leave, drink forgotten on the bar. The woman walked away without a word and sat on a stool at the end of the bar. Hayley watched as she casually unlocked her phone and began typing quickly.

Hayley served a customer who had been waiting throughout the entire interaction. She assured them she was okay, warmed by the concerned look they threw her and amused by the admiring glance they slid the other woman’s way. She was indeed something to be admired. Hayley made her way down the bar to where the dark-haired woman sat.

“What can I get for you?” she asked.

The woman looked up, her eyes so dark and so angry. Hayley might have been scared if she didn’t feel like the anger wasn’t directed at her. “Does this happen to you often? Disgusting men putting their filthy hands all over your body?”

Hayley cocked her head to the side. “He was hardly doing that, he only touched my hand.” Now that the incident was over and Hayley had calmed a little, she didn’t feel so afraid. 

“Answer the question.”

“Frequently enough to be annoying.” Hayley wasn’t sure where this line of questioning was going. “Look, I’ve got to do my job. What can I get for you?”

“Why do you put up with it?”

Sighing, Hayley said, “Why does anyone work? I need to eat. Pay rent. That kind of thing.”

“What’s your name?”

“Hayley. I’m going to get fired if I keep talking to you all night so I’m going to serve another customer and I’ll come back once you’ve had a chance to think about what you like.”

A warm hand reached out and lightly touched her arm. “Stay for a moment. It’s not busy and Wynter won’t fire you. I’ll make sure of it.”

“You know Wynter?”

The woman smiled. “Yes. Like I said before, my niece is her girlfriend. Do you know Luna?”

Hayley frowned. “I thought she was married to Spencer.”

The chuckle from the woman was low and husky. Hayley almost shivered at the sound. “Oh, she is. Luna is their girlfriend. You must not have worked here long. Though I can’t imagine they bring Luna to many of these places. It’s really not her scene.”

“I’ve been here for two weeks. What’s your name?”

“Isobel.”

“Well, Isobel, thank you for your help before. It wasn’t needed, but thanks. Can I get you a drink?”

“Just a bottle of sparkling water, thank you. Don’t rush. I can see you have some other customers now so I’ll let you go.”

Hayley moved away and returned five minutes later with the requested water and a glass of ice. Isobel handed cash to her and waved away the change. “Don’t worry about it. Use it to buy food or pay it towards your rent.” Her lips quirked up with a smile.

Her mouth dropped open. Isobel had paid with a one hundred dollar note. There was no way she could keep the change from that! Before she could speak, Isobel had snatched up her water and glass and made her way to a small table off to the side of the bar. It was the one where Wynter usually sat if she was in because it had a perfect view of the bar.

Shaking her head, Hayley put the change in a safe place to give to the manager later and completed the rest of her shift in relative peace. Isobel stayed at the table, sipping her water slowly, but every time Hayley looked in her direction, their eyes met, Isobel’s dark ones intense.

Hayley wasn’t sure she had ever seen someone as attractive as Isobel. Everything about her drew Hayley in and made her keep looking over, even when she really should be concentrating. There was something so mysterious about her and even though Hayley couldn’t quite put her finger on exactly why, she didn’t care. 

All she could hope was for Isobel to come back on another night she was working...and she had a feeling she would.
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CHAPTER 2
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Isobel

Isobel knew she should go home but she just couldn’t. Not yet. There was something so intriguing about Hayley. Her long blonde hair was an almost golden colour and pulled back in a ponytail that hung halfway down her back. In the lighting of the bar, her eyes looked like a dark blue and Isobel longed to see them in the daylight, to know if they were truly dark or perhaps a bit lighter.

It wasn’t a good idea to stick around the bar; Isobel was too busy during the day and often worked into the night, and she was exhausted. Her sleeping pattern had become so messed up ever since she had taken over from her brother after he had been murdered. And since her wife had left. That was when insomnia had hit her.

No longer did she have someone to listen out for her daughter at night. Yes, she trusted Astor, the nanny she had hired after Ashley left, but it wasn’t the same. When Ashley had been around, Isobel had been able to sleep better, knowing that if Charli woke during the night, either she or Ashley could see to her. They took it in turns if she stirred at night—which wasn’t often, mainly when she was sick—but now Ashley was gone.

It saddened Isobel that Charli barely remembered her other mother, but it was Ashley’s loss. Ashley had chosen to remove herself completely from Charli’s life and hadn’t seen her for over a year. Charli was the best kid ever, and there was no way Isobel would ever let anything happen to her.

She sat at the table tucked off to the side and kept her gaze on Hayley as she moved up and down the bar, serving drinks and taking payments. When there was a lull in customers, Hayley would keep busy by cleaning down the bar. Every now and then, her eyes would rise to find Isobel’s and then quickly look away again.

No one else bothered Hayley that night, which Isobel was very happy about. She’d already had her hands on a man’s crotch—not something she ever thought she would do in her life—and that was more than enough for one night. But Isobel knew she would find a way to get Hayley out of this place. It wasn’t that she thought Hayley was too good for it or that she couldn’t do her job—it was simply because she didn’t want anyone else to lay their hands on her.

“Mine,” she whispered. The feeling had been slowly burrowing its way into her soul, knowing with certainty it was the truth.

Isobel picked up her phone and called the head of her security team. She needed to make sure Hayley was safe and protected at all times, even if she couldn’t do it herself.

“What’s up, boss?”

“Jeff, I have something I need you to do. I want someone at Bailey’s in the city within the hour. A female who will blend in and someone to alternate shifts with her. Another female, please.” Isobel had a feeling Hayley wouldn’t appreciate a male watching over her, judging from the frozen expression on her face when the customer had touched her.

“Sure, boss. What’s going on?”

“There’s a woman here that I want some protection provided to. Just from a distance, nothing too intense, no interference unless absolutely necessary. There will be some moments when I am watching over her so they won’t be needed, but I will advise when this is happening.”

She would do her best to be at Bailey’s every night that Hayley was, even if it was just for an hour or so. She wanted to make sure nothing bad ever happened to her. So when Charli was asleep, Isobel would make her way to the bar on those nights. Until she could convince Hayley to leave this place.

Isobel gave Jeff the small amount she knew about Hayley, and he assured her someone would be there shortly. She wouldn’t ask Wynter about her, not yet. In just their brief interaction, Hayley had become so important to her. She couldn’t explain how or why but she knew, deep down in her very being, that Hayley was meant to be hers. And she would be damned if she would let anyone touch what was hers.
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CHAPTER 3
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Hayley

For the rest of the week, Isobel sat at the same table for several hours of her shift, watching her intently. She looked positively murderous whenever anyone got too friendly with her. Now it was Friday, and Hayley had had enough of it.

She approached the table Isobel was at, hands on her hips. When Isobel saw her approach, Hayley noticed the small smile that curved her lips. Damn, those lips that looked so kissable. But no, she was angry, dammit. 

“You can’t come in here and death stare anyone who comes near me, Isobel. This is my workplace, and I don’t need my job threatened because you’re scaring customers away. I need this job.” She put an almost pleading tone into her voice, hoping that would help.

“You shouldn’t be working here.”

“Unfortunately, I need to work. Now, please. Leave me alone.” While Hayley was very appreciative of the tips Isobel left for her—they helped more than she was willing to admit—she really didn’t want to lose her job. 

The first night Isobel hadn’t accepted her change, she’d told the manager what had happened when her shift ended. They had told her to keep it, saying they knew Isobel and that she would be pissed if she found out Hayley hadn’t kept it for herself. Hayley wondered why Isobel had been so generous and paid so much attention to her.

All Hayley had received in response to her words was a smirk from Isobel and a request for more sparkling water.

Another week passed with Isobel watching Hayley. Her gaze was so intense that Hayley felt as though she was being stripped bare every time their eyes met. There was something so alluring about Isobel that Hayley felt herself being drawn in, not just a physical attraction, but a soul-deep kind of longing. A connection that felt as though it had been formed aeons ago and that it was just now she was finding her missing piece.

She felt comforted when Isobel was in the bar; somehow, she knew Isobel would never let anything happen to her. She’d given up being annoyed but worry about her job still lingered in the back of her mind. But then, Isobel said she knew the owner so perhaps she would step in if it came to pass. She just hoped it wouldn’t.

Tonight though, Hayley was exhausted. She worked a job stacking shelves in a little independent grocery store during the day and was at the bar most nights. Friday nights were definitely the worst. They were so busy and full of drunk men—and women—blowing off steam from the work week, trying to find someone to take home for the night.

A tall, well-dressed man with sandy blonde hair sidled up to the bar in one of the few minutes it wasn’t absolutely crazy.

“Well, hello, gorgeous,” he said and Hayley cringed. Why on earth did people think it was okay to do that? She was just trying to do her job; it wasn’t like she was on the other side of the bar, looking for someone to flirt with her. Not ten minutes ago, she’d had to switch ends of the bar with her coworker because of a very persistent woman who wouldn’t leave her alone.

“What can I get for you?” she asked, keeping her voice professional.

“The time you get off work so I can take you home.”

Hayley thought she might just throw up at the slimy tone of his words.

“Umm, no thank you.”

He reached over and grabbed both of her wrists. “Come on. I can make all your dreams come true.”

Before Hayley had a chance to pull away, Isobel was towering over the man. She hadn’t even noticed her in the bar tonight; it had been too busy.

“Get your hands off her.” There was a hardness in her voice that Hayley had never heard before nor expected. Isobel didn’t know her, not really, and there was no need for her to be so fiercely protective.

The man looked Isobel up and down. “And who do you think you are?”

“I’m the person who will take you down a notch if you don’t remove yourself from this space. Right now.”

“Well, I think we will leave it up to this pretty little lady here, shall we?”

“No, we won’t. You will let her go right now or you will regret it.”

He sneered. “And just what do you think you will do, bitch?” 

Isobel reached over and gripped his wrist, squeezing tight enough that he winced and let go of Hayley. Hayley rubbed her own wrists, sure that there would be bruises later. Not the first ones I’ve had, she mused, turning her attention back to Isobel and the man in front of her.

“You don’t want to find out.”

He very deliberately reached over and ran a hand down Hayley’s face. “She’s not yours.”

Before Hayley could even register what was happening, Isobel grabbed his hand and slammed it on the edge of the bar, hard. “Wrong. She is mine, arsehole. You touch her one more time and you will die.”

Venom. Pure venom dripped from her voice and Hayley shuddered. Though half of the shudder came from hearing Isobel call her “mine”. If only...

The man took a step back, a look of bewilderment on his face. He clutched his hand close to his body, cradling it with the uninjured one.

“Get your sorry fucking arse out of here and never come back.”

He left as quickly as the other man had that first night she’d met Isobel.

“Thank you,” Hayley whispered.

“I’m sorry he scared you.” Isobel kept her voice quiet but still loud enough to be heard. “Will you be okay? I have to leave soon. I need to...get home.”

Hayley nodded. She was sure she would be fine. The man had left, and she only had an hour remaining of her shift.

“Please, take care of yourself. I don’t want anything to happen to you.” Isobel turned on her heel and strode out of the bar.

What the hell was that? Isobel had been so...menacing towards that man. It was a little scary. But she hadn’t been like that with her. When speaking with Hayley, she’d been the sweetest person ever and was so caring.

When Hayley’s shift finished, she left the bar and began walking home. She was lucky to live only a fifteen-minute walk from work. Her other job was two minutes down the road in the other direction. As she walked, she felt the hairs on the back of her neck prickle.

Someone was following her. Even though she couldn’t see or hear anyone, she just knew it. She held her bag closer and tried to catch every streetlight as she walked. A dark shadow came from her left and tugged her into a small, dimly lit alley that ran between two buildings. She let out a scream as she was almost pulled off her feet.

“Got you now, stupid bitch.” Foul breath, stale from alcohol and cigarettes, washed over her face and she gagged, barely holding back vomit. She despised the smell of cigarettes. His hand moved roughly over her jeans and she cried out in pain. It jerked her from her frozen state, being touched in such an intimate area without her permission, and she struggled against the hand that pushed against her chest. She tried to take a deep breath but she couldn’t; the pressure was way too much.

Hayley closed her eyes. She was right back where she had been only weeks prior. Will I ever escape feeling like this? Being so powerless?

When she tried to push again, to her surprise the man moved back and she was able to suck in a deep breath. Opening her eyes, Hayley was shocked to meet the deep brown of a pair of very familiar eyes.

“Isobel?” Hayley whispered.

The man flew through the air as Isobel wrenched him further away from Hayley and threw him to the ground. Hayley moved away quickly, taking several large steps out of the way. Isobel looked ferocious in her anger.

“I told you to leave her alone, you fucking bastard. Now you’ve got your filthy fucking hands on her again.”

He grunted as she picked him up again and slammed him against the wall where Hayley had been not thirty seconds prior. A knife appeared at his throat, causing a small trickle of blood to trail down into the collar of what looked like a very expensive dark blue dress shirt. Hayley gasped. She had no idea where the hell it had come from.

“If you ever even think about her again, I will find out and I will hunt you down. You won’t live until morning. Trust me.”

The man shook his head, spittle flying into the air as he whimpered. He was crying, sobbing really. Hayley watched him fly through the air again, landing heavily next to an industrial bin. He didn’t attempt to get up.

“Is he...?” Hayley trailed off as Isobel made her way over, tucking the knife away in a pocket of her long coat.

“I don’t know and quite frankly, I don’t care, Hayley. He assaulted you. Now, show me where you live. I’m guessing it’s not far if you are walking. Otherwise, I can drive you.”

Hayley shook her head. “No, it’s only a few minutes away. I’ll be fine now. Thank you for your help today.”

“Oh, I’m not leaving until I can see you are safe. And if I must, I will walk you all the way to your front door.” She linked her arm through Hayley’s and Hayley had never felt so...possessed. In the absolute sweetest way. She’d felt like a possession before, but this was different.

“You really don’t have to. I’m sure I will be okay from here.”

Isobel shook her head and held her arm to her body even tighter. “I am absolutely not letting you go home by yourself.”

Hayley allowed herself to be held and as they approached where she lived, she grew apprehensive. Her place was a dump. She’d needed something quickly and super cheap and that reflected in the quality. A small studio apartment in an old and crappy building, it was run down and no matter how much she cleaned, it always looked dirty.

She stood at her front door after unlocking the main door to the building and turned to Isobel after freeing her arm. “Thank you for walking me home. Will you be okay getting back to your car by yourself?”

“This is where you live?” Isobel narrowed her gaze.

Hayley flushed. “Well, umm...yeah.”

Isobel reached around Hayley and jiggled the doorknob and, to Hayley’s utter surprise, it opened easily. “Anyone could break in here. It is easy with a half-broken lock and flimsy door.” She urged Hayley inside, pulling out her phone, tapping it a few times before putting it to her ear. “Wynter. I hope you’re well. Just a quick call to let you know your employee, Hayley...” She lifted an eyebrow at Hayley.

“Adams,” she whispered.

“Hayley Adams is coming home with me and won’t be in for the next week. If I can convince her, she won’t be back in at all. She was assaulted by a man as she left the pub tonight, after he’d already tried to while she was working.”

Hayley started to protest, dread swirling in her stomach and making bile climb her throat again, but Isobel held up her hand.

“Yep, I know. Yeah, I’m looking after her. Okay, Wynter, take care of yourself and your girls. I’ll have you all around for dinner soon. I miss my niece.”

“I can’t... I need to work.” Hayley covered her mouth to stop a sob escaping. Isobel gripped her arm, pulling her around to look directly into her eyes.

“It will be okay, Hayley.”

“No, it won’t. I... I don’t have money. I can barely afford to live here, and that’s with working two jobs and thinking about finding a third.”

“What if I could give you job security and somewhere safe to live?”

Hayley freed herself from Isobel’s grasp and sank onto the couch. It sagged in the middle, and she hoped she would be able to get out of it gracefully, otherwise she’d be completely mortified.

“What do you mean?”

“Do you like children?”

Hayley eyed her warily. “What do you mean?” she repeated. She had no freaking idea where Isobel was going with this, but she was damned confused.

“I...” Isobel looked away but then held her gaze again. “I have a child. She’s almost four. It’s my live-in nanny’s last day soon. I want you to come and live with me and be her nanny.”

“You have a daughter?”

Hayley looked at Isobel, trying to figure out if she was serious about the offer. Isobel nodded in response.

“Are you being serious about the job offer? You know nothing about me.”

“Wynter has told me a little about you. She trusts you, so I trust you. She’s family, and I know she wouldn’t steer me wrong when it comes to someone taking care of my daughter. Please know that she hasn’t broken any trust with the information she’s given me—more just about you being trustworthy and a hard worker. I spoke with her briefly after the man left the bar tonight.”

“Oh... And you’d like me to live with you?”

“Yes. I am sometimes out at odd hours so you would need to be available. Of course, you would also have ample time off too and would be very well compensated.”

“May I have a day to think about it?”

Isobel raised one eyebrow. “Do you really want to stay here?”

Hayley looked around. It wasn’t much but it had been home for the last month. But then she looked more carefully, seeing it through Isobel’s eyes. The walls and ceiling were cracked in multiple places. Stains adorned the carpet and no matter how much she cleaned, there were often cockroaches or mice droppings around. Most likely coming from the neighbouring units or the general unkempt state of the entire property.

“No, not really. Do you mind if I call Wynter? I mean, I don’t mean to sound offensive, but I don’t know you.”

Isobel lifted her hands. “Be my guest.”

Hayley called Wynter, who vouched for Isobel and then extended an invitation to dinner the next week. She blinked rapidly. Dinner at Wynter’s house? She agreed but found it odd her boss would invite her over for dinner.

When Hayley had first applied for the job, Wynter had been at the bar and had done an interview with her. She’d been ashamed when she had broken down and cried, but Wynter had just gathered her against herself and soothed her. Wynter had told her she wouldn’t ask any questions and, to Hayley’s great surprise, Wynter had given her a card with her personal number on the back, telling her to call if she ever needed anything.

After hanging up, Hayley looked at Isobel. “Is it okay if I stay with you, just for tonight? Then tomorrow I can meet your daughter and we can speak further about the arrangements and then I can make up my mind?”

“Of course. Why don’t you gather a few things while I retrieve my car? I’ll be back here in ten minutes and waiting out the front. Please do not come out until you see me there.”

“Okay.”

While Hayley packed some things, she wondered if she had completely lost her mind. She’d never been in the business of trusting anyone but for some reason...she trusted Isobel. All she could do now was hope she wouldn’t regret it.

Half an hour later, Isobel pulled up in front of a sprawling house on a very large block of land.

“Home sweet home,” Isobel said as she climbed out of the car and grabbed Hayley’s bag from the boot.

“What...what do you do?” Hayley looked in awe at the house. First, it was in an exclusive neighbourhood with a gatehouse and security at the entrance. Then Isobel’s property itself was gated as well. Hayley could see multiple cameras placed strategically on the imposing facade.

“It’s a little complicated and it’s very late. I promise I will tell you tomorrow. For now, I think we both need to get some sleep.”

Isobel led her into the house and up the stairs. She indicated one door and said softly, “This is the current nanny’s room.” Walking further down the hall, she pointed out a bathroom and a guest bedroom. At the end of the hall, she rapped lightly on a door. “My bedroom.” The door to her left was her daughter’s room. Isobel opened the one on the right and motioned Hayley to enter.

Again, Hayley’s jaw dropped. The room was bigger than the entire apartment she was living in.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she whispered.

“Everything okay?”

Hayley noticed a small crease of concern on her forehead. “Yeah, I’m just overwhelmed. I... Thank you, Isobel. Look, I’m sorry if it seems I’m resistant to this. It’s just... Good things don’t happen to me, and this seems too good to be true.”

Isobel carefully placed her bag on the floor near the door. “It’s okay, darling. Sleep now and we will talk in the morning. I’ll show you downstairs in the morning and give you a proper tour then.”
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CHAPTER 4
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Isobel

Early the next morning, while the house was still quiet, Isobel sat in her home office. She’d gotten a couple hours of sleep, but then her mind woke her with questions about Hayley. Once she’d dragged herself out of bed, she started a search on Hayley Adams. Estimating she was maybe thirty, she used that as a guide for the search, trying five years either side of that.

Nothing.

Absolutely nothing.

She’d expected at least one social media profile. Something somewhere. People didn’t just not exist anymore. And she had databases and systems she could search that the regular public didn’t have access to. At least her family had set up good networks when it came to things like that.

Isobel leaned back in her chair, contemplating what her life had become. She’d never expected her brother to be murdered or his son either. Angelo would have still been in charge for at least another ten years before he handed the reins over to Joseph. But no, that fucker Damien Malloy had ended them, and Isobel had been forced to take over. If she hadn’t, she figured the business would have gone to some long-lost cousin, and she wouldn’t allow that. It would risk everything she had ever worked for. As an accountant, she had years of experience making the books look legitimate and that was to have been all she did. Her hands had never been sullied in any other way.

But life never turned out as expected. She had never even dreamed that she would be fifty years old and single. Her now-ex-wife, Ashley, had left eighteen months prior, leaving behind their daughter, Charli, who had been barely over two at the time. After fifteen years together, she never thought they would split up.

Ah well.

Now she had to figure out what was going on with Hayley Adams. Who was she, and why did she not show up anywhere? She pulled out her phone and sent Wynter a message, asking her to call when she was awake and able to talk. It was barely six in the morning, but Wynter called her only a few minutes later.

“What are you doing up so early?” Isobel laughed.

“Do you really want to know? I have two very insatiable women in my bed every night and wake up with them every morning.”

Isobel groaned and dropped her head. “And one of them is my niece, thank you very much. I don’t need to know about her sex life.”

“Okay, okay.” Wynter chuckled. “I won’t say anything else. Well, what can I do for you this morning?”

“I don’t have Eri’s personal number, and I was wondering if you could ask her to do a search on someone for me. I really don’t want to go through her office for this.” Isobel hated to ask but she had no other choice. She needed to know more.

“Let me guess? My employee, Hayley Adams?”

“Yes.” Isobel sighed and ran her hand through her hair. “How much do you know about her? I searched for information, but I can find literally nothing about her.” She heard covers rustling on the other end of the phone and a soft exchange of words. Isobel was so happy her niece had found Wynter and Spencer, and she knew they would always take care of Luna.

“Okay,” Wynter said. “I’m somewhere more private. I don’t know a lot about her, but I do know she has some secrets. If I’m not mistaken, she’s running away from something. I highly doubt her name is Hayley Adams. I was paying her cash in hand for the job she was doing. Illegal, yes, but I could see she really needed a job or she would be living on the streets.”

“Not her real name?”

“No. We agreed she would be off the books and that’s something someone would really only agree to if they wanted to hide their identity. That way nothing is reported to the government. It’s something I’ve done short term a couple times in the past when people have needed help.”

What the hell was going on? “Do you think you could see if Eri could find something on her? She’s got her Information Specialists. I mean, I’ve got good resources, but I know Eri’s team can do things I really can’t. I’ll pay her, of course.”

“Sure. I’ll tell her everything I know about Hayley and let you know when she comes back to me. And nonsense about the payment. She won’t accept it because you’re family.”

“Thanks, Wynter. I really appreciate it. I’m hoping to convince Hayley to be Charli’s nanny, as Astor is going back home in two weeks.”

“I think she will fit right in. She’s really very lovely. A caring person. Please, take care of her. I’ve got a bit of a soft spot for her.”

“I will.”

Isobel placed her phone on the desk and laced her fingers behind her head, crossing her feet at the ankles as she stretched back in her chair. “What is your story, Hayley Adams?” she asked the empty room quietly. “And what the hell are you running from?”

Knowing she couldn’t do anything else until Wynter got back to her, she went into the kitchen and started fixing breakfast for everyone. She had almost finished cooking when Charli bounced into the room, Astor trailing behind her.

“Mama!”

Isobel swept Charli up into her arms and kissed her sleep-flushed cheeks. “Good morning, bug. How did you sleep?”

When Charli tightened her little arms around Isobel, her heart exploded. She’d never thought she would be a mother, but here she was, with the sweetest little kid ever.

“Pancakes?” The hopeful lilt to Charli’s voice made her smile.

“Yes, baby. Go
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