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Chapter 1






“Do you know
why I chose you, Ms. Hunt?” The cultured and well-modulated
voice had Madison sitting straighter in the padded chair. A quip
sprung to her lips, but fortunately, she squashed it in time. 






“I’m
afraid not.”






'Elizabeth
Connelly’s green eyes were like lasers, trained on the young
woman seated before her desk. She liked her look; she was beautiful
with a flawless cocoa brown complexion.. She would do perfectly, and
she wasn’t involved with anyone.






“You were asked
to sign some forms.”






“Yes, of
course. “






“One of the
forms says that you can’t get married for two years.”






“There’s
no chance of that happening.”






The woman gave her an
assessing glance. “You’re twenty-eight.”






“I’m
committed to my career.” She hastened to say. “I want to
learn from the best, and I think, no-“ She shook her head. “I
know that’s you.”






“The job is
very demanding. I chose you out because of your impressive CV and
attention to detail.”






“Thank you.”






Elizabeth nodded and
reached for her glasses. “My son-“ A smile crossed her
lips.. “Brennan will return next week and take his rightful
place in the company. I have an administrative assistant who oversees
the business side of things.” 







She looked at
Madison. “I’d like you to attend to personal matters. I
must warn you I’ve been known to be unreasonable and have
little or no respect for boundaries. My last two assistants quit
after a month. The one before was fired for being dishonest. 







After she signed the
document, she found a man and decided it was in her best interest to
hide it from me. I make it my duty to check on my employees, and I
hate being inconvenienced. I’m allowing you to back out
gracefully, and I won’t think any less of you."






Taking a deep breath,
Madison lifted her chin. "I’m here to stay."






"Good," She
said briskly, shuffling papers. "The compensation package will
be delivered to your house."






"When do I
start?" Madison asked with bated breath






"On Monday.
You’ll be working from my home. That will be all."






*****






"I got the job!"
Madison danced a jig as soon as she stepped removed her outer jacket.







"As if there was
any doubt." Her aunt bustled forward to hug her. "Honey,
you’re the best there is."






"You’re
biased." Madison hugged her back, closing her eyes as the scent
of cinnamon and lemon hit her. "You’ve been baking!”






“And cleaning. 
I’m having some of the girls over for the book club."
Ilene stepped back to look at the girl she’d taken in when her
sister and husband died in a motor accident when Madison was twelve.
"You’re welcome to join us if you like."






"I have some
errands to run." Tucking her hand through the older woman's arm,
she accompanied her to the kitchen where pies were cooling on the
rack. "You got some orders?"






"It seems the
tide is turning." Kissing Madison’s cheek, she rescued the
batch of cookies she’d left in the oven. "Grab a bowl; I
made some stew."






A glance out the
window showed Madison had made it just in time. The snow had started
coming down rapidly. She’d lost her job at the software company
three months ago, and things had gotten a little tight. 







"This is good."
She took another spoonful and closed her eyes. "You could open
your restaurant."






"I had that,
remember?" Ilene bustled around the stove and counter, taking
out the cookies and placing them onto the tray.






"Oh, Auntie, I’m
sorry."






"No need for
that, honey." Ilene waved a dismissive hand. "We have some
troubles, and now it’s on the way to being behind us."
Reaching across the counter, she squeezed her niece's hand gently.
"We’re in a good place right now. You’re getting
your dream job-"






"And the salary
will get us out of our hole." Madison agreed. 







"You’re a
good girl, honey. Most women your age and with your looks wouldn’t
bother with someone like me."






*****






“You’re
leaving?" Sophia pushed back the blonde hair off her shoulders
and blinked sea-green eyes at the man standing at the window.






"I’m
afraid so."






"I could come
with you?"






Brennan turned
around, a smile crossed his lips as he took in the rumpled look of
the woman sprawled on top of his blue sheets. The summons had come
and at a very opportune time. Sophia was getting clingy and reading
too much into the relationship. Besides, his mother would never
approve.






"You know that's
not going to happen." Shoving his hands into his pockets, he
rocked back on his heels. 







"You are the
boss's son."






"I was your
boss." He reminded her. Moving away from the window, he came to
sit on the edge of the bed. 







"When are you
leaving?" She asked with a pout.






His hand lifted to
brush back the hair from her forehead. "Early in the morning."






"We should go
out and celebrate. A party!"






"No."
Taking her hand in his, he lifted it to his lips. "I don't think
it's a good idea."






"You are just
leaving me like this? Bren-"






"No."
Shaking his head, he placed a finger over her lips. "It's over."






*****






"I must be out
of my mind to come out in this lousy weather," Madison
exclaimed, shaking the snow from her hair and removing her jacket.






"That's because
you love me," Kyle said with a smile as he embraced her. "And
I am very grateful you came." Tucking her hand through his arm,
he led the way into the cozy living room, where a fire was blazing in
the hearth.






"Where's the
fire?"






"Wine?"






"I am driving
back home. Okay, what the hell? Yes."






Walking over to the
cabinet, he poured two glasses of the red wine and returned them to
her.  "You got the job."






"I did."
Her smile was wide as she leaned back in the chair and stretched her
legs out.






"You will be
working for Elizabeth Connelly—very high profile and always in
the papers. " Kyle sipped the wine, his light blue eyes
quizzical. "As her assistant, you will be her go-to girl. Always
on call like me. Darling, I am a physician, and I have a pager with
me. You will have to have your phone on twenty-four/seven."






"I know."






"And you are
prepared to give up your social life for the job? Because that is
what's going to happen."






"What social
life?"






"Good point. But
you don't know what will happen a year from now, hell, a month from
now. You might meet someone, and then what? You signed a legal
document-"






"I know what I
am doing." She insisted.






"Do you? Look at
yourself in the mirror, Maddie. You are exquisite. If I were not so
damned messed up, I would be chasing after you."






"You are
forgetting something."






"Which is?"






"We are like
siblings….."






"You had to
spoil it." Tossing back the wine, he walked to the cabinet to
pour more. "I saw her today."






"Honey…."






"It's fine."
He tossed back the drink. "It takes some getting used to. She is
going ahead with the divorce.”






"Oh, Kyle. I
thought she was going to try and give you another chance."






"She met
someone." He finished the wine and came to sit across from her.
"I messed up, Maddie."






"You are a
doctor, and she knew that going in."






"I was always
asking for more shifts-"






"So that you
could give her the life she demanded." Putting her glass down,
she came to sit on the arm of his chair.






"I love her.
Still." Leaning back in the chair, he closed his eyes in
despair. "When she came to the hospital and said she wanted us
to go for coffee, I felt the hope flared inside my chest. She was
coming back to me; that's what I told myself when she called. I had
surgery and told her that I would be free in about an hour."






She reached for his
hand and squeezed. 







"We were at the
cafe, you know, the one near the hospital. She ordered the espresso
as usual and asked me about work. Small talk, things like that. I
thought she was working to tell me she was coming back. Only to
realize that she is waiting - making me feel at ease before she pulls
the rug out from under me."






"Honey, I am so
sorry. She did not deserve you."






Turning his head, he
smiled at her and wished, not for the first time, they could feel
something more romantic between them. Madison Hunt was exquisite, and
they had known each other since kindergarten when she had elbowed him
in the gut after he had tugged at her ponytail. 






They had seen each
other through different trials and tribulations. He had been there
when she lost her parents and that long period when she had to adjust
to living with her aunt. 







He left for several
years to serve in the Navy and attend medical school. After he
returned from serving, they tried to hook up but decided that being
friends was better for them. 






She had been
skeptical when he told her he had met someone, and after they were
introduced, she had warned him that Jackie was not who she appeared
to be.. Now, he was paying the price.






"She accused me
of being more than friends to you. Said you are the main reason the
marriage did not work."






Madison's eyes
glinted. "That bitch." She shook her head. "I am
sorry, Kyle, but that's how I feel. I suspected her and cornered her
one afternoon. I warned her if she did not come clean with you and
hurt you, I was going to hurt her."






"Maddie-"
He sighed out her name.






"I am not going
to apologize for looking out for you."






"As if you
would. We are a pair, aren't we?"






"I am here for
you, you know that, right?"






"I do."
Leaning over, he kissed the top of her head. "You should get
going."






"I will call and
tell Aunt Ilene I am spending the night. She would not want me
leaving you alone under the circumstances."






"I don't need
you to hold my hand."






"Who said
anything about that?" Picking up her phone, she made the call.
"Let's get drunk."






*****






Brennan figured he
had been away too long. After a year in Europe, he divided his time
between France, Italy, and the UK, where they had interests. 







Now, he felt like a
stranger. He had deliberately gone to the club as soon as he arrived.
He loved his mother dearly but did not want to face her yet. He knew
she looked forward to seeing him after so much time away, but he
needed to relax.






"Darling, I
planned a dinner party to celebrate your return." She protested.






"No doubt with a
hundred of your closest friends." He teased.






"More like
fifty. I am getting too old to be CEO."






"You are sixty
years old and don't look a day over forty."






That had pleased her
as he knew it would.






"I will be there
on Sunday, I promise."






He had wrapped up the
call as soon as he reached the club. Now, he was at the bar, nursing
his favorite drink - scotch with a twist of lemon. The weather was
dismal, the clouds stormy and threatening, making it difficult for
anyone to venture outdoors.






He also that the
party his mother had planned was to reintroduce him into society to
find a suitable wife. He did not intend to allow his mother to pick a
wife for him and was not yet ready to settle down. 






He was tired of the
partying and the constant functions he was obligated to attend. As
the son of Elizabeth Connelly, it was his duty to represent the
company. 






His wife had 
taken on the role and made the company more successful than ever. She
was ruthless and had an focus that could not be overlooked. The board
members resisted her initially, but that did not stop her. She had
walked into the board meeting several months after the scandal and
told the men that there would be changes.






"And if you do
not like it - if serving under a woman is distasteful to you - any of
you - there is the door - use it."






She had continued to
implement changes and found a loophole to fire people who were
incompetent or lazy or she knew for a fact had been servicing her
husband.






Almost overnight, she
had taken a reasonably successful company, turned it into a
multi-billion-dollar industry, and dragged her son along with her.






*****






"I have to go."






"What time is
it?" Madison sat up and felt her head spinning. 







"Almost ten. I
was not supposed to be on today but got called in."






"How can you
look so fresh and chirpy when we both finished those two bottles of
wine last night?"






"You don't have
much of a head for liquor." He reminded her. "And I have
been up since the crack of dawn. Patients files to go over."
Flicking a finger down her chin, he rose. "I made coffee. That
should do the trick, and you don't have to stay another night,
darling. I am fine. Besides, you have work to prepare for tomorrow."






"And shopping to
do." She eyed him closely. "You look a lot better than you
did yesterday."






"I did some
thinking, and I am cool with the situation. I am not going to fight
her on the divorce. I have my pride and do not want to be with a
woman who does not want to be with me. I will be gone before you come
out of the bathroom. Just lock up, will you?"






"Go, save lives.
I will be fine."





Chapter 2






"The prodigal
son returns." Elizabeth glided forward, arms outstretched, a
smile wreathing her face. "Finally. Darling, I have been waiting
since breakfast." With a nod, she dismissed the housekeeper who
had come forward to take his jacket. 







"Mother, as
dramatic as usual." Taking her into his arms, he returned her
hug, closing his eyes as her familiar perfume filled his nostrils. "I
came as soon as I was able."






"We are having
lunch in the blue sitting room." Tucking her hand through his
arm, she led them through the maze of passageways and into the
elegant blue and white room with the high arched ceiling and delicate
furnishings. The table in the center of the room was set with a
pristine white tablecloth and silver-covered domes.






"You do not want
me to wash up first?" He asked, eyebrows lifted.






"I presumed you
showered at the club?" Letting go of his arm, she went to take
her seat at the head of the table. Automatically, he would have
pulled the chair out for her, but he knew his mother and Elizabeth
Connelly did not show any signs of weakness. 







She also did not
think much of chivalry, as she calls it. So, being the son who knew
her well, he went to take his seat.






"I had the chef
prepare your favorite."






"So I see."
Lifting the cover, he sniffed the roasted duck and glanced over to
where his mother had lifted another cover to reveal the marinated
asparagus and baby potatoes. "I feel special."






"You are
exceptional." Picking up the snowy white napkin, she spread it
over her lap and reached for the wine. 







"I sent a
detailed report-"






One look from her was
enough to stop him mid-sentence. "We do not discuss at the
dinner table. Darling, you have been away much too long. You are
forgetting the rules."






"How capricious
of me." His engaging smile came and melted her heart as usual.
He was the only one she cared about and ever since he was growing
inside her uterus, she loved him with a frightening ferocity.
Suddenly, her fickle husband's goings-on were of no account. 






She had fallen even
deeper when she held him in her arms and stared at his golden beauty,
the bright and inquisitive green eyes. He was her prize and the main
reason she had stayed in the deplorable marriage. The boy had grown
up to become an incredibly handsome man and one she was extremely
proud of.






"You are
forgiven." She told him graciously. "I am seeing someone."






The wine glass was
arrested halfway to his mouth as he stared at her.






"Well."






"He is someone
on the board. Allan Whittingham."






Putting the glass
down carefully, he propped his elbows on the table, not considering
her objections about his lack of table etiquette. "He is a
fairly new member. As I recall, his father was there until you
retired him. I also recall that the guy is about fifteen years your
junior."






"I am not hung
up on age." She said with a graceful shrug. "I am not going
to marry him. We are just lovers, and he is quite adept as one."






Brennan felt as if
his head was about to explode. "That's not something a son likes
to hear from his mother."






"Why not?"
Her eyes glimmered in amusement as she stared at him. "You have
been sexually active since you were thirteen." her expression
turned sober. "My husband thought that it was prudent -"
She nodded. "That was the exact word he used. 'Darling is a boy,
and I must turn him into a man. I am going to be discreet about it. 







He is a beautiful
boy, and I just want to make certain he does not have homosexual
tendencies.'" She took a sip of the excellent vintage and made a
mental note to get the girl she hired to follow up on the vineyard
she had purchased a year ago.






"Mother-"






"No." She
shook her head. "It does not matter. I was weak and was under
the impression that being a good wife, I was supposed to be obedient
and subservient."






Despite the delicacy
of the situation and the gravity, he felt a smile flitting around his
lips. "You are the strongest woman I know."






"Thanks for that
darling." She told him gratefully. "There are things I
never told you about your father."






"Mother-"






"Darling, you
know how I hate to be interrupted."






"I do not need
to hear," he told her tightly, his appetite disappearing. He
knew the stories, most of them involving his father. The man had been
notorious for getting his name in the papers and his affairs with
women young enough to be his daughters. 






The man had tried to
get his son to follow in his footsteps, and at first, to Brennan, his
father had been a hero, a man who was not afraid to get what he
wanted, but he had seen the hurt look on his mother's face and had
been sickened by it.






"This is for
me." She told him soberly. "I love you."






"I already know
that."






"More than
anything else in the world. More than Connelly's Cosmetics and
certainly more than the man I married. " 







Picking up his wine
glass, she took a bracing sip. "He was charming and Irish-"
She added as if that explained everything. "I come from an old
family who came to the US over one hundred years ago. Handsome and
articulate and very persuasive." She smiled slightly. 







"He charmed my
family and me; my parents wanted a good match. The family was from
old money, and they needed the image. I was not against it, of
course. But when I saw the signs after we got engaged, I told myself
that after we were married, things would be different."






"And it wasn't."
Brennan took a sip of his wine and then another.






"Far from it. He
became worse after he placed that ring on my finger. When I
discovered that I was pregnant, I was apprehensive, of course. 







To bring a child- an
innocent baby into this farce of a marriage had me thinking. And then
a miracle happened. You started growing inside me, and I fell in
love." Reaching across the table, she took his hand in hers.
"Your father realized how I felt and used that to keep in line. 







So, I stayed in line
because of my love for you, darling. I am saying this: I was under
extreme bondage when he was alive and felt a powerful sense of
freedom when he died. 







Allan is an excellent
lover who does not ask questions and certainly does not expect
anything much from me. He knows where I stand."






"And he does not
want marriage?"






Her laughter,
vibrant, sounded around the room. "Darling, you know better than
that. The only one getting married in this room will be you, and
speaking of marriage, Ina Pendergast-"






"You are not
changing the subject. You are one of the wealthiest women in the
country."






"And one of the
smartest." She reminded him dryly, her eyes trained on him. "You
know me, darling. I am in this relationship, if you could call it
that because I am still a sexual being-"






"Please."
He held up a hand, a pained look on his handsome face. "There is
so much I can take and no more. I did not come back here after so
long to listen to my mother's sexual exploits."






Elizabeth smiled at
him. "For such a playboy, you are such a prude."






"My playboy
image has been highly exaggerated," He muttered.






"Oh, darling! It
is so good to have you home. We are going to do so well together.
What is this nonsense about you staying in one of our apartments?"
She demanded.






"I need my
space."






"You will have
lots of space right here. This house is too big for one person. You
have your suite leading from the back terrace, which gives you
absolute privacy."






"I do not kike
the idea of the maids picking up after me and being in my space."






"You are a very
wealthy man; as far as I know, you don't know how to be domestic."






"I took a cordon
Bleu course while I was in France."






"Oh, so you
learned how to cook - what? Coq au vin?"






"A well as
Legumes farcais a la provencale." He said in a perfect French
accent.






"Show off,"
She muttered with a smile. 







"I do my best,"
He responded with an artless smile.






*****






Being in his suite
after his stay in Europe was very strange. It still looked the same -
the king-sized custom-made bed with the intricate carvings on the
stout pillars and headboards and the matching designs on the armoire,
the dresser, and the treasure chest at the foot of the bed. 






He changed things
around when he turned sixteen and again after college. He had been
given carte blanche, and he had chosen carefully. The closet was
large enough to hold several furnishings. He had sent his clothing
over a week before he left Italy.






He had included a
liquor cabinet, more like a bar. Taking off his shoes, he walked over
and touched the button. He was happy to be home, of course. Seeing
his mother was wonderful. Elizabeth Connelly was never getting old
and was the same formidable force she had become since his father's
death. 






He admired her for
her ability to run the company against the odds and make it even more
than it had been before. She had been through so much, living with a
man like Bart Connelly for all those years; Brennen could not imagine
how difficult it would be for her to go about her life as usual.






Taking the drink, he
went to sit on the comfortable sofa. Leaning back against the
cushions, he propped his right ankle over his knee and sipped the
drink. He did not relish the memories rushing through his head: that
and the conversation at the dinner table.






The old man had been
a piece of work. He had been given 'the talk' since he was ten. His
father had taken him inside his den and sat him down. He recalled
that it had been after a particularly rousing game of baseball at the
pricey private school he had attended. 







He had been
uncomfortable sitting on that padded chair in front of the large
desk, as if he was in for a lecture about being a man.






"You are a man
now, son. And we men have things to do to prove that we are men. One
of those things is having sex, and I have arranged for someone - we
will not tell your mother, of course, because, being a woman, she
would not understand. It will be someone experienced who will take
her time."






Swallowing the
liquor, he leaned his head back and closed his eyes. Going away to
attend business in Europe had been good for him. It had made him put
it all behind him. But now he was back and would play a big part in
his life, according to his mother. 







*****






"What do you
think of this one?" She asked anxiously, holding up the cream
wool with the cowl neck.






"Lovely."






"Are you even
looking?" She asked in exasperation.






"They are all
lovely, and you are getting anxious over nothing."






"I have to make
a good impression."






"I am also
certain that the woman will be more impressed with your brain
activities than the proper attire."






"First
impression says everything, and her son is back."






"So I read."
Plumping the pillows behind his head, he gave her an amused look.
"Trying to make a good impression on him too?"






"Please do not
joke about this." Putting the dress carefully back on the
hanger, she slid it into a slot in the closet before coming to sit on
the bed. "I am scared as crap."






"You can do
this." He tugged at the ends of her hair. 







"I am trying to
tell myself that."






"I know you and
know you are smart and have been doing your job for a long time. You
got this. The service this morning was bracing."






The laughter escaped
her as she flopped against his chest. "That's one way to put
it."






"The pastor was
behaving as if we were all on trial. 'Hate is something we should
avoid at all costs. Divorce is a sin and not from the Lord'" he
turned his head to look at her with a grin. "Did you discuss my
situation with him right before the service?"






"Of course I
did. How else was he going to get a topic for his sermon?"






"Why do you
insist on going there?"






"It's my aunt's
place of worship, and I have been going there since I came to live
with her. It's not that bad, and the members are very nice."






"I am sure they
are. Especially the one who propositioned me right as I was getting
into my car."






"You mean the
lovely and recently divorced Diana Livermore?"






"I have no idea
what her name was. Nice rack on her, though." He winced as she
elbowed him.






Wrapping his hands
around her, he kissed the top of her curls. "Thanks for inviting
me."






"Aunt Ilene
would not have it any other way." Turning her head to look at
him, she examined his face. "How are you?"






"I am getting
there." he rubbed her arm absently. "I bury myself with
work more than ever now. My apartment is empty, of course, and I
prefer to crash at the hospital rather than go back there. She
brought him along to get the rest of her things. Claimed that she did
not want an argument."






"That bitch."






he smiled at her
irate expression. "Thanks for that. I behaved like a gentleman,
of course, and locked the door behind her as soon as she left."
His pager beeped, and he sighed. "I am afraid that's my cue."
Easing her away, he rose. "The cream wool. It's classy."






*****






"Your son is
home."






"Yes, we
celebrated at dinner. He is finally home."






"I should not be
here." Allan tugged at the collar of his cashmere sweater as he
started pacing.






"I told him
about us," Elizabeth said mildly as she brushed her hair.






"Elizabeth-"






"I don't want an
argument, darling."






"Why? Because
you are my superior?" He asked, bristling. He was falling in
love with her and knew that was not allowed. She had clarified to him
that this was just something physical for her. She was fifteen years
his senior, but that did not matter to him. 







He was a divorcee
with a twenty-year-old son who had sided with his mother and was no
longer talking to him. 






He had done the
stupidest thing, gotten involved with her more than physically. And
he could not tell or even allow her to get a glimpse of what he was
feeling for her, or he would be out of her life.






"That's right,
darling." Her eyes met his in the mirror. "My life is
stressful, and being with you is supposed to make me unwind. Pour me
a glass of wine."






Stifling his
displeasure, he turned to do her bidding.






"What did he
say?"






"He was
concerned that you want more from me than I am prepared to give."






"You discussed
the relationship with your son?" He handed her the glass and
could feel his frustration and anger mounting.






"I had to put
his mind at ease." She sipped the wine and glanced at him over
the rim. She appreciated his body because he kept himself fit and was
energetic in bed. His age did not matter to her one bit. She had been
with an older man who had proven himself to be little more than a
spoiled child who had to get whatever he wanted.






"By giving him
details."






"Not entirely."
Reaching a hand, she took his, drawing him down on the stool. "I
am close to my son, darling, and he has been away for a while. I
wanted him to know. What I do not appreciate is prolonging this
conversation."






"And what you
say is law." He could not help himself, and when he felt her
pulling her hand out, he knew he had to discontinue the argument for
fear of displeasing her. "I apologize."






"Hmm."
Taking a sip of the wine, she gazed at him. "When we agreed to
this relationship, I clarified what it entails."






"of course."
He smiled, took the wine from her, and finished it. "Why don't I
see about getting rid of the stress?"






"I like that
very much."






*****






"Come in."






"I brought you
some tea." Ilene carried the tray in with the homemade biscuits
as light as a feather, raspberry jam, and a steaming teapot. "I
knew you would still be awake, agonizing over what to wear at that
fancy job." 







Placing the tray on
the side table, she sat on the edge of the bed and folded her hands
as she watched her niece doing her usual nightly ritual of brushing
and twisting her shoulder-length curls. "Your mother used to do
the same thing." She shook her head. "It's funny how she
got all the good-looking genes, and I got the plain ones."






"Auntie-"






"No, honey."
The woman brushed away her protest. "I got used to it over the
years while growing up. She was the beauty of the two of us, and that
was established." Easing forward, she poured the tea into the
cups and handed Madison one as she came to sit next to her. "You
are going to do very well."






"I hope so."






"You gotta have
faith, honey. That is what has kept me through all of my
disappointments and trials. I still miss her, you know."






"So do I."
Madison squeezed her hand.






"Is Kyle going
to be all right?"






"I hope so."






"I thought the
two of you would have ended up together."






"We are more
like siblings. He is my best friend."






"I would like
you to promise me something."






"Anything."






"You will not
allow what happened with that dreadful young man to turn you off
romance. One day, you will find the man of your dreams, one who is
worthy of you. One who will respect you and love you for who you
are."






"I am not
looking-"






"And that is
when it finds you." She patted her niece's hand. "When you
least expect it."






"That is a long
way from happening. I am going to concentrate on this wonderful
opportunity." Putting the cup down, she turned to her aunt. "I
already explained that this job will be very demanding."






"Of course you
did, honey."






"I don't want
you to worry when I arrive home late."






"Just make sure
you call and let me know you are okay."






"I will."
Leaning over, she kissed the woman's weathered cheek. "Thanks
for the snack."






"I will leave
the tray in here for you to finish. And get some sleep - you have a
big day tomorrow."






Little did she know
that Madison would revisit the conversation with her aunt in less
than two weeks. Blissfully unaware of how much her life would change,
she ate the rest of the biscuit, brushed her teeth, and returned to
bed, determined not to torture herself about her first day at work.






But it took a long
time for her to fall asleep, and she lay there staring up at the
ceiling and wondering if she would cut.





Chapter 3






The house, if it
could be called that, was overwhelming with its towering spires, pink
brick, and glass that seemed to rise toward the sky. A private road
led to the manor, and as soon as she turned off, the electronic gate
opened to admit her. 






A butler, dressed
entirely in black, hurried out to direct her to where she should park
before proceeding towards the towering double doors a uniformed maid
opened.






"Ms. Elizabeth
is in the study. She is expecting you." The woman gave her a
faint smile and led the way through a wide passageway with a high
arched ceiling and pricey artwork on the walls. 







The interview had
taken place at the corporate office, which had taken her breath away
with its luxury, but this was on an entirely different level, leaving
her to wonder if the cream wool dress and sky-high black heels were
even enough.






They stopped at a
double door. After a discreet knock, the maid pushed them open and
stepped back. "Ms. Hunt."






"Ah, right on
time." Elizabeth Connelly was wearing unrelieved black, the
pantsuit flattering her creamy complexion. Her sable hair was swept
back into an elegant chignon at the nape of her neck, and she wore
diamonds at her lobes.






"I trust that
you had a good weekend?"






"I did."
Madison had no idea what she was supposed to do next. The 'study' was
a large room decorated in muted colors. The desk was massive, and a
smaller desk was near the window. Several comfortable-looking sofas
were strewn around the room, and a sleep chair was placed in front of
the fireplace.






"Please come
in," Elizabeth gestured to the smaller desk. "You are
equipped with a laptop and a phone, which should always be on if
needed. The filing cabinet is filled with the various organizations I
oversee. 







I am involved with
many charities that have been neglected due to my involvement with
the company. Now that my son- Ah, right on time. Darling, I thought
you had already left."






"On my way out."






Madison felt her
breath backing up inside her throat as she stared at the tall,
golden-haired man striding into the room.






"This is Madison
Hunt. My son Brennan."






As if noticing her
for the first time, Brennan turned to look at her and found himself
rooted to the spot. She was exquisite, he thought dazedly, taking in
the flawless complexion and the smooth lines of her cheeks. 







"A pleasure to
meet you." Forcing himself to shake away the emotions that had
stormed so unexpectedly through his body, he offered her a slight nod
before turning to his mother.






"Is there
anything I should know before leaving?"






"I am going to
be there sometime today. Your office is already set up, and my
assistant is on loan until you have chosen one for yourself. The new
foundation is taking a beating in the press due to the so-called rash
that develops when it is used."






"Are we pulling
it off the market?"






"We will
research first and then go on from there." She smiled at her
son. "It's wonderful to have you back, darling."






"Likewise. I
will see you when you get there."






"I have several
stops to make before I get there."






With a nod, he turned
to leave, eyes on the woman seated around the desk. Their eyes met
and held for a second, but that was enough to have the heat and
awareness simmering between them. She was the first to break the
contact by picking up a file in front of her. "Ms. Hunt."






"Mr. Connelly,"
Madison responded in a calm tone before going back to the file. She
did not draw a steady breath until he left the room.






"Women find my
son irresistible." 







Steeling herself to
don a neutral response, she turned to look at the woman and found her
watching her steadily.






"I am sure they
do. Would you like me to start making these calls?"






"That's a good
place to start. Ms. Hunt? I expect you to use your initiative."






"Of course."






For the better part
of the morning, she was swamped with work. Between making numerous
calls regarding the various charities and organizing Elizabeth's
social calendar, she could barely rush to the bathroom to relieve
herself. 







A sigh of relief
escaped her when the woman told her she had to attend a meeting at a
trendy restaurant. "Call the office and tell my son that I am
running a little late and he should start the meeting without me."







Pushing herself from
the desk, she slipped into the shoes she had kicked off and came
towards Madison. "This is his number. I will be out most of the
day, but I am sure you have enough to occupy your time. 







The chef is
instructed to include you in the lunch preparation, and a maid will
bring in a tray for you. I do not usually stop to eat lunch, but you
are allowed half an hour."






"Thank you. I
usually eat at my desk-"






"No." The
woman shook her head firmly. "I do not want food getting on the
documents. There is a table beside the fireplace; you can eat there."
With that, she left the room, giving Madison time to exhale. 






The woman was a
dynamo and had kept her busy since she got here, not that she minded.
She loved what she was doing and was fascinated by the different
organizations Elizabeth Connelly was involved in. She was just
reaching for the phone when it rang.






"Elizabeth's
office. Madison speaking."






There was silence on
the other end before the person spoke. "Ms. Hunt, this is
Brennan-"






"Oh, Mr.
Connelly, I was about to call you. Your mother said to inform you
that she will be a little late."






"Thank you."
The silence again. "How are you adjusting?"






"Quite well.
Thanks for asking."






"Have we met
before?"






Madison considered
wrapping up the call. Something was happening between them, and she
had no idea what it was. Even though he was not inside the room, she
could feel the goosebumps on her flesh.






"No. We don't
move in the same circle. Is that all?"






"No. This is
frustrating and confusing." his deep voice had lowered. "I
feel as if I know you."






"You don't. I
have work-"






"And I do not
want to keep you. My mother can be difficult."






"And I will deal
with it. I have to go." She hung up quickly and clapped her
hands together to stop the shaking. This was ridiculous! Heaving out
a breath, she got back to work.






*****






Brennan pushed away
from his desk inside his newly appointed cream and blue office, a
frown touching his brow. Striding towards the cabinet, he went to
pour a cup of steaming black coffee and stood at the window looking
out. The sky had cleared up, giving the February morning a crisp,
cold look. 






The sun had
finally appeared, a watery facsimile of its usual brilliant gold, and
was doing its best to melt the snow. His hands were trembling, he
noticed in surprise. He had been poleaxed; there was no other word
for it. He had stepped into his mother's office, taken one look at
her assistant, and had felt the punch to his gut. 







He had not called to
find out about his mother's whereabouts but to talk to her. Even her
name sounded like a musical note inside his head. He wanted to touch
her, sit next to her, and hear her talking to him. It was ridiculous
because he had just met her, and his mother would never approve of
their relationship. 






He did not consider
the possibility that she was involved with anyone. He was familiar
with the criteria of being employed as an assistant to his mother –
the candidate had to be single. And even if she were involved, it
would not have mattered to him. He had to have her.






Finishing the coffee
and trying to dismiss her from his mind, he went back to his desk
just as Greta, his mother’s very efficient assistant, walked in
after a discreet knock. “You have two very important calls on
the line, and Mr. Erickson is waiting for you in conference room B.”
A smile touched her lips. “Welcome back.”






*****






“Chef Andre
would like to know if you have any preferences,” Elaine
remarked as she wheeled in the tray.






“I am pretty
flexible, thank you.”






“Yes, ma’am.”






“Oh, please
call me Madison.”






“Ms. Elizabeth
does not appreciate informality, so I am afraid it must be Ms.
Madison.” The plump woman said with a friendly smile as she sat
on the table before the blazing fire. “There is a creamy
mushroom soup, sliced duck, and a bowl of wild rice with broccoli. I
was unsure if you wanted tea or juice, so we included both.”






“Thank you very
much.”






“You are
welcome. I will return to take the tray away as soon as you are
through.”






“Elaine?”
The woman turned at the door.






“Going on
thirty years. I was hired to take care of Master Brennan.”






“I see. And you
decided to stay even after he was grown.” Madison had no idea
why she kept the woman talking, but she wanted to be friendly with
the household staff. She was an employee and did not think she was
better than them.






“Yes.”
Elaine nodded. “Ms. Elizabeth is an excellent employer, and Mr.
Brennan is a wonderful man. If you would excuse me, I have work to
do.”






“Thanks for
lunch.”






With a nod, Elaine
left, closing the doors behind her.






Wandering over to the
table, she lifted the silver covers and sniffed in appreciation. She
had waded through most of the correspondences, putting a question
mark on several of them to discuss with Elizabeth when she returned.







The amount of people
soliciting help was staggering. Not to mention the incredibly active
social life surrounding Elizabeth Connelly. She was expected to
attend functions almost every day of the week. 







Picking up the
napkin, she unfolded it on her lap and started with the soup. He had
not called back again, and she was trying to tell herself she was
happy.






It was a natural
reaction to a man who looked like him. She had seen his photos in
various magazines and over the internet, but seeing him up close had
managed to unsettle her. 







Nothing more than
that. It would, of course, be ridiculous for her to read anything
more in it. Besides, she was not in his league, was she? She was a
lowly assistant, and he was Brennan Connelly. 







She would do well to
remember that.






*****






"Darling, are
you listening to me?"






"I am."
Moving from the chair he had been reclining on, he went to pour a
glass of water.






"Is everything
all right?" She asked him with a frown. "Even in the board
meeting, you barely contributed anything."






"I am trying to
play catch up." Taking the water with him, he sat back down.
"Everything was more laid back in Europe, and we moved slower."






"The hub of the
cosmetic company is right here. Are you findin everything okay?"






"You are worried
that I cannot cut it as your vice president?" He asked her
teasingly.






"I have the
utmost confidence in you." Reaching across, she touched his hand
briefly. "We have that press party to introduce the new line."






"The models have
been interviewed. I have seen the eight-by-ten, and they look
promising. The billboards are getting many views and comments on the
social media platforms." Leaning back against the cushions, he
stretched his legs out. 







"I have a
meeting, or rather, we have a meeting with a manufacturing firm in
China. We have this new age-defying cream coming out in time for
summer."






"And you would
like me to get the advertising department on it."






"Precisely."
She rose and came around to kiss him on the cheek. "It's so
wonderful to have you back home. I will invite Ms. Hunt to most of
these functions to get her acclimatized with the people in my
circle."






"Won't she be
out of her depth?" He asked casually, even though his heart was
pumping unsteadily.






"She will have
to get used to it. I will not be home for dinner, after all, darling.
I am required to be at the museum. The company has donated a new wing
devoted to cultural history, and I have to cut the ribbon. I would
ask you to be there with me, but I do not want to bombard you so soon
after your arrival."






"And for that, I
am grateful," He told her with a smile. "I will hopefully
see you when you get back."






*****






"I hope you did
not have plans for this evening." Elizabeth glided into the
room, her subtly expensive perfume wafting in her wake. The glittery
emerald gown directly contrasted her creamy complexion and brought
out the deeper shade of her eyes. 







Her sable hair was in
its usual elegant chignon at the nape of her neck. Emeralds were at
her lobes and throat, a dark coat draped over her shoulders.






"I don't, no."






"Perfect. I want
you to finish working on Adderly's proposal and leave it on my desk."






"I will. You
look lovely."






"Thank you."
She acknowledged the compliment with a regal nod of her head.






"My speech-"






"Was sent to
your inbox. I have printed out a hard copy." Picking up the
folder, she handed it to her.






"It seems you
are working out."






"I hope so. Have
a good time."






"If you are here
until much later, you may call the kitchen and request refreshments."






"I already had a
very filling meal. Thank you."






"You will not
have to come in early in the morning. I have a breakfast meeting-"






"I do not mind
in the least."






Elizabeth studied her
for a few seconds before turning to leave the room.






Walking over to the
desk, Madison sat on the edge of it and took a breath. The day had
whizzed by swiftly, and she had adapted. 







The files were up to
date, and she had gone through the numerous phone calls and canceled
what needed to be balanced. Now she just had the report to finalize.
Her thought ended abruptly when the door was pushed open, and he came
in.






"I saw Mother as
she was leaving, and she told me you were still here." He
glanced at his watch. "It's after eight."






"I have
something to finish up. Can I help you with something?"






"As a matter of
fact."






"What is it?"






"This."
Striding across the room, he pulled her up and into his arms. She
could have resisted, of course; the sensible thing would have been to
push him away and slap his face or be firm about not wanting him to
kiss her. 







But she was not going
to fool herself. Something had started since this morning, at their
first meeting, and had inevitably come to this. Her fingers curled
into his jacket as she lifted her face for the invasion of his mouth.






He did not
disappoint. Cupping her face, he bent his head and savored her breath
before touching his lips to hers. He was prepared for the heat but
got the fire instead. A raging inferno swept over them, enveloping
them in flames. 







He had stayed away
from the house, trying to understand this insane need to be with her.
But after a while, he could not manage to be apart from her. He had
heard about love at first sight, but this was ridiculous and strange.







Now, it was
confirmed. Using his tongue to part the seams of her lips, he
deepened the kiss and felt her slender body shuddering against his. 







It did not matter
that he had not locked the doors; none of the servants would dare to
enter if they knew he was inside the room. His mother, on the other
hand... But he was not thinking about her, could not think about
anything but the woman in his arms. 







Madison felt the
swift punch of desire raging through her body. All rational thinking
had deserted her, and the only thing she could do was feel. His long,
lean body molded against hers, his mouth on hers, tongue tangling
with hers. His desire was pressing against her middle, branding her
like a red-hot poker. 






His hands drifted to
her neck, and then he pulled pins from her curls to wrap his fingers
through the strands. Lifting her against him, he pressed her body
into his as if he could absorb her, and that was how he felt, what he
felt like doing. 







He did not want to
let her go; this intense passion raging through his body frightened
him and had his heart pounding inside his chest.






Ending the kiss, he
held her tight, arms like steel bands around her tiny waist.






"Let me go."
She whispered; the horror and significance of what she had just done
hit her forcefully.






"No," He
whispered back. "Come upstairs with me. Let me love you."






"You must be
mad."






"I must be."
Lifting his head, he stared at her, heart taking a quick deep dive.
Her hair was streaming down her shoulders, and her lips were swollen.
"I need you in my bed."






"As one of your
conquests."






"no." He
allowed her to slide down his body and heard her gasp when she felt
the evidence of his arousal. "Let me show you."






"Please let go
of me. I have work to do."






“I can’t,”
He told her with a wry smile. “I want to make love to you, and
do not think it our first time to be in the office where you work
with my mother.”






The mention of the
woman who hired her was enough to douse the raging desire she was
feeling. Finding the strength to resist him, she pushed until he was
forced to let her go. “This is not happening.” 






Skirting around the
desk, she stood there, praying he would leave. What the hell was she
thinking? He was the boss’s son, and there was no way- no
matter how she felt, she could not afford to get involved; that would
be insane and a sure way to lose her job. One that she needed.






“You are
afraid.”






She gripped the edge
of the desk as he came around, a giant golden tiger with emerald eyes
stalking her. She felt like a prey, standing there with nowhere to
run.






“Brennan,
please-”






“I love the
sound of my name on your lips.” Pushing away the chair, he
captured her face between his hands, expression intense. “I am
not going anywhere.” 







“Please-”
She broke off with a gasp when he swooped down to capture her lips.
The kiss was rough and had her clinging to the lapels of his jacket.
She felt as if she was drowning in liquid fire. The heat had
permeated her entire being in a short space of time. 






She wanted to forget
who she was and give in to the desire raging through her body. For
the first time in her life, she did not want to be sensible. 







Lifting his mouth
from hers, he cuddled her in his arms, his hands roaming down her
back as he fought for control. He did not want to take her on the
desk, which would mean utter disrespect and was not how he wanted to
start their relationship. 






Besides, a maid might
be wandering the halls and realize he was spending an inordinate
amount of time there with her. He would have to rein in his passion
and give it a little time.






Easing her away from
her to look into her eyes, he smiled wryly. “Leaving you is the
most difficult thing I have ever done. But you are right. I need to
leave you alone for now.” His hands cupped her face gently.
“But not for long, Madison; I need you.”






“You are
crazy.’ She whispered shakily.






“I think I am
falling in love with you.”





Chapter 4






She fully expected to
be called out by Elizabeth as soon as she stepped foot inside the
following day. She had spent the entire night tossing and turning and
woke up heavy-eyed and listless. 






She tried to convince
herself that she had dreamt that the feelings he had evoked inside
her had been part of her active imagination. But he had branded her.
She could still feel his lips on hers, and the potent and evocative
emotions were still there.






It had not been a
dream. Worse than that, it had been a twisted and convoluted plan of
his to get rid of her. He would run to Elizabeth and tell her what
had happened between them in the office.






Her aunt had prepared
oatmeal, her special recipe, and she had not been able to eat
anything. Her first day at the job, and she was on the verge of
getting fired. She did not believe he was falling in love with her;
now, that would be completely stupid to believe that.






Handing her jacket to
another maid, she made her way with trepidation to the office.
Knocking on the doors, she waited for the summons before pushing it
open and stepping inside. Her heart slammed inside her chest when she
saw him seated on one of the chairs in front of his mother’s
desk.






“I am a little
late-”






Elizabeth waved that
aside. “I am the one who is late. I wanted to update you on
some changes for today. I must rush out for a series of meetings, but
my son will go through Morsely's document with you.” Picking up
her pocketbook, she slid out from the desk. “Darling, I cannot
tell you how grateful I am that you are doing this.”






“My
pleasure.” Rising gracefully, he kissed her on both cheeks and
walked her out.






Going behind her
desk, Madison tried and failed to get the tremors under control.
After a few minutes, he returned and closed the doors, leaning
against them as he stared at her.






“Good morning.”
His deep voice was husky and intimate, with her heart twitching
inside her chest.






“I have the
file here, and you do not have to stay-”






“I did not get
much sleep last night.” He walked towards her slowly, and she
felt as if she was watching everything in slow motion and frozen in
space.






“Don’t do
this.”






“Don’t do
what? Want you? Love you?”






“This is
crazy-” She broke off with a gasp when he hauled her into his
arms and crushed his mouth to hers. She melted, her fingers gripping
the lapels of his burgundy sports jacket. The kiss was so potent that
she would have fallen at his feet if he were not holding her if his
arms were not wrapped so tight around her waist. 






Her hands wandered
restlessly up and around his neck, fingers toying with the fringes of
his blonde hair. She could not think, did not have the strength to
push him away.






Brennen’s hands
drifted up and down her back restlessly until he was molding her
against him, capturing her moans deep inside his throat. The shrill
ringing of the phone had both of them springing apart. She would have
pushed out of his arms, but he kept her there.






“Answer it.”






Reaching for it
with a trembling hand, she cleared her throat before responding.
“Elizabeth’s office. This is Madison.”






“Ms. Hunt. Is
my son still there?”






Closing her eyes
briefly, she took a breath. “He is. Mr. Connelly, it’s
your mom.”






He waited a few
seconds before taking the receiver. Resisting her efforts to pull
away from him, he kept her in his arms. “Mother, what is it?”






He listened for a
minute, his eyes holding hers. “Of course. We already compiled
a comprehensive file on the entire matter.” He heard again.
“It’s on my desk, yes, we will discuss it further. Get
the legal team on it right away. I will let her know.”






Hanging up the phone,
he turned toward her.






“What did she
say?”






She is expecting some
deliveries, and you should thoroughly review them.” His hands
framed her face. 







“Let go of
me.”






“I am
finding it rather difficult to do so.” He started to lower his
head again, but she pushed hard this time. 






“If this is
some sick joke you are playing-” She gasped as he hauled her
back into his arms, eyes blazing.






“Sick joke?
Want to elaborate?”






“Brennan, let
go of me. This is my job, where I work, and I cannot have you trying
to destroy it.”






“You think that
is what’s happening here?” He asked her incredulously. 






“What else
could it be?” She demanded.






“I am falling
in love-”






“No, damn
you. Stop!” She closed her eyes briefly and took a breath.
“Just stop.”






“I can’t.”
he shook her slightly. “I blew off work to be here with you to
prove that this is not something I dreamed up. I spent the night in a
cold sweat and could taste you each time I closed my eyes.”






“It's just
lust.” She whispered.






“You know that
is not the case. I will let us finish the work, and then we will
talk.”






*****






“I want to see
you later.” 







“No. That’s
not a good idea.”






“Let me
rephrase that. I need to see you later, and if it’s not here,
it will be at your place.”






“You think
you can dictate-”






“That’s
not what I am doing.” Shrugging into his jacket, he came
towards the desk. They had spent the last two hours trying to get the
work done while ignoring that they were acutely aware of each other.







He was finding it
more challenging to stay away from her, and working here in the same
room with her had been pure torture. He had never felt this way
before and could not believe this was happening to him.






“We need to
talk about this.”






“Or we could
ignore it and hope that it goes away.” She had been so aware of
him, the subtle scent of his cologne, the lock of blonde hair that
kept falling over his forehead, that it had taken a lot for her to
get anything done. She could not afford to mess up with this job.






“You know
that’s not going to happen.”






“I need this
job-”






“How about a
much more attractive one?”






“What?”






“Be my wife.”
His hand tightened on her arm. “I want to marry you.”






She simply stared at
him in shock. “Are you high?”






“Yes.” He
smiled grimly. “Ever since I met you, I knew you were the one I
had been searching for. From the very moment I laid eyes on you, I
knew it here-” Using his free hand, he made a fist and thumped
it against his chest. “You are who I came back home for, and I
do not want to spend a day without you.”






“I cannot marry
you.”






“Because we
just met-”






“That and the
fact that I signed a legal document.” She pushed at him again,
but he would not budge. 







“I cannot
believe I am even listening to you, to this insanity. I am a simple
girl from a simple home. I work for your mother. You are her only
child and the heir to a fortune. Do you honestly think Elizabeth
Connelly would agree to something like this?”






“I know it’s
going to be difficult-”






“No!” Her
hands fisted on his chest. “I am not listening to this anymore.
Just go away.”






“Not until you
tell me I will see you tonight,” He told her firmly.






“So that we can
have sex?”






His expression
softened. “So that I can be with you. I have keys to several
apartments-”






“You think
I am that kind of girl?” She blazed at him.






“You are the
girl who is going to be my wife.” Clamping a hand at the back
of her neck, he kissed her roughly before stepping back. “I
have to go.”






She stood where she
was, her limbs trembling. He was mad; it was as simple as that. They
just met yesterday, and he was already proposing to her. It must be
the way he gets his kicks. Of course, she could not marry him and did
not want to anyway. Pacing the room’s length, she stopped
before the wall of books, most of them first edition. 






Elizabeth had
informed her that part of her job was to do research, and she had
availed herself of the extensive collection, both here and in the
massive library, that had her staring in amazement. Of course, she
had not been taken on a tour of the entire manor because why should
she when she was only required to use this section of the house? 






But she had caught
glimpses of contemporary and traditional artworks on walls and
several rooms with luxurious carpeting and an expensive Ming vase on
a pedestal in an elegant egg-white sitting room. The ballroom was
massive, and Elaine was unbent enough to tell her that parties were
thrown there almost every week.






She did not belong
here. She was an employee; it was simple, and she knew her place.
Getting involved with the boss’s son was a disaster waiting to
happen, and she was smart and intelligent. She needs the job. It
would serve to get rid of some of the bills piling up.






There were the
hospital bills and the credit card payments that had dragged down her
credit scores. The compensation package was far more than she had
ever earned at any corporate office. 






The generous salary
included medical benefits that included dental and optical. It was a
very good deal, and she would be a colossal idiot if she blew it
because she was dazzled by a very wealthy and extremely handsome man.
One who came at her with pretty words like saying he was falling in
love with her and wanted to marry her.






She was just going to
have to avoid him from now on. How she would accomplish that was
beyond her, but she had to do it.






*****






He had proposed. He
had never done that, shocking him to the core. He had proposed to a
woman he had just met and was trying to come to terms with it. But he
meant it. He meant every word he had said to her.






“What we have
here is a brand targeted to a diversified marketing strategy.”
The reed-thin head of distribution walked to the screen at the front
of the room. “Women are taking a long look at the brands they
are using. 







The cashmere
foundation has been flooding the market. As the name indicates, it is
soft and gentle on the skin and feels wonderful. I have used it
myself.”






“But?”






Melissa glanced over
at the sound of Elizabeth’s voice and felt her belly trembling.







“It is geared
towards women of a certain social bracket.”






“In other
words, it is too expensive,” Elizabeth murmured. “It was
meant to be. The brand was geared for a specific market when it was
first created. We used actresses, well-paid ones, and top models to
showcase it.”






“That’s
all well and good-” Melissa was determined to make her point,
even if it meant stirring up the bear and revealing her claws. 







Everyone knew that
the boss was exacting and very hard to please, and please her they
tried to do every single day, not just because there was the healthy
fear of her wrath, but beneath that was the uttermost respect for a
woman who had managed to rise from the ashes of a scandal that had
rocked the very foundations of the company. 







“We need
something less expensive.”






“You are
telling us to put our stellar reputation on the line?” The
silky smooth voice did not deceive anyone in the room, and Melissa
was tempted to take her seat for a few seconds. But if there was one
thing Elizabeth Connelly hated, it was any sign of weakness
whatsoever.






“I am not
saying that at all. The brand is excellent, and women - ordinary
women want to get the chance to wear it - but it is out of their
reach. 







We have done the
market research - even the women advertising the foundation are out
of reach. These are top-of-the-line models and famous actresses.
Normal women look at this and dismiss it, and that is where the money
is. 







We create something
like this for those types of women, the ordinary housewives who want
to dress up and go on dates with their husbands - women working in
offices who want to get the chance to say that they are wearing
something designed and manufactured by Connelly’s.”



“I
agree with her.” Brennan had roused himself out of his troubled
thoughts to listen to her. “And for that kind of product, we
should use ordinary women - working class women so that they can
relate.”






He nodded when
Melissa gave him a grateful smile.






“Do we have a
vote on the proposal?” Elizabeth asked after a few minutes of
discussion. When it was affirmed, she indicated to Melissa to get it
done. 







“We will put
feelers out there, of course. Melissa, I would like to see a detailed
report on my desk or in my inbox by tomorrow. Thank you.” She
waited until the others had left the room before turning to her son.






“Why don’t
you tell me what’s on your mind?”






Pushing back his
chair, Brennan went to pour himself a glass of water. “Other
than work, nothing much.”






“I planned a
dinner party for tomorrow and invited the Whittinghams.”






“Why?”






“Because you
have not been out since you arrived, and Janice has been asking after
you.”






He sent her a wry
glance as he took his seat. “I am not interested.”






“She is a
lovely girl and would make a wonderful wife-”






“Mother,
stop.” His quiet voice had a hint of steel that had her staring
at him. “I am not interested, and I just returned. Give me time
to settle in.”






“I invited my
oldest friends to dinner, and I hope you will not disappoint me by
not showing up.”






Finishing the water,
he rose. “I have another meeting in a few minutes.”






“This
discussion is not over.”






“Oh, I know
that,” He told her sardonically as he left the room.






*****






She contemplated just
crashing over at Kyle’s place for the night, but that meant she
would have to deal with the problem tomorrow. And he might be there
waiting for her again. And she was sure she could not endure another
day of him being near her again. He had shot her resolves to pieces,
and her equilibrium was in tatters. 







“Honey, you are
home early for a change.” Aunt Ilene exclaimed as soon as she
came in out of the cold. The weather was blustery, and she was really
happy to be inside. 







“I made good
old-fashioned soup. Now change. We are eating in the kitchen.”






Bounding upstairs,
she removed her work clothes and wore an old sweat suit. Taking the
pins out of her curls, she dragged her fingers to loosen up the curls
a bit. If she stayed in her room longer, her aunt would come up to
find out what kept her.






She was not
particularly hungry, but if she did not force herself to eat, Aunt
Ilene would want to know if she was okay and not a very good liar.






So, she was going
downstairs to try and indulge in light conversation while she forced
down the delicious soup that had been specially prepared for her.
Shoving her phone into her pocket, she put her game face on and went
back downstairs and into the kitchen, where the scent of chicken soup
permeated the air.






“There you are,
honey; I wondered what was keeping you.”






“I have a
little headache and took something for it.”






“You poor
thing, this job is already getting to you.” Her aunt placed the
bowl in front of her. “Now, tell me about your day.”






She spent the time
giving her amusing anecdotes about what she could talk about and
describing the rooms she had seen.






“A veritable
palace.” Ilene mused. “I made raisin bread as well. Make
sure you eat everything.”






“Where are you
going?”






“My gout is
acting up, and you know what happens when it dies. I am just going to
take my medicine and go straight to bed. It always knocks me out.
Just leave the dishes, and I will get to them in the morning.”
Stacking the ones she had used inside the sink, she kissed her on the
cheek. “Have a good night, my dear.”






Waiting until her
aunt had cleared the room, she emptied the rest of the soup into the
recycler before putting away the bread. She was jumpy. She had both
phones inside her pocket and was waiting for either of them to ring.
She was supposed to make herself available- her hands jerked when one
of the phones pinged.






Telling herself that
she was relieved that it was her work phone. “Ms. Hunt.”






“Ms.
Connelly.”






“I planned an
intimate dinner party with a few friends and would like you to
arrange the details. I will be out most of the day and at the
corporate office. I need you to liaise with the household staff and
select the best place for this dinner. Seafood, I think. Speak with
Andre about the menu.”






“I will.”






“That’s
all.”






Hanging up, she sat
on the stool and combed her fingers through her curls. She was on the
verge of turning in when her phone rang. It was him, she knew it
before she took the phone and looked at the LED.






“I am outside,
and before you tell me you are staying in, I have to tell you that I
am parked outside your home, and I am not afraid to come in if you do
not come out. I would prefer to come inside where it is warm.”






“You think you
can threaten me?” She hissed.






“It’s not
a threat, darling. I told you I need to see you and am waiting.”






Hanging up on him,
she stood there indecisively. She had heard the steely inflection and
realized he meant what he said. Her aunt had no doubt taken the meds
so that she would be out of it for the rest of the night, but she
could not take the chance.






Hissing out a breath,
she left the kitchen and went to put her coat on. He was parked in
the middle of the driveway and exited the car as soon as he saw her.
“I do not appreciate you popping up at my home and threatening
me.” She blazed at him.






“You look
different.” The look on his face had the anger dissolving to be
replaced by desire, hot, raging desire. “With your hair down
like that and wearing those clothes, you look like a teenager.”
He pulled her into his arms slowly. “I feel like a dirty old
man just touching you.”






“Brennen, this
is crazy. My aunt is inside-”






“Then let’s
go to the apartment I mentioned.”






“No.”






“At least come
and sit in the car; it’s cold.”






With a shrug, she
followed him. When she pulled the passenger door, he guided her to
the back door, where he bundled her in and pulled her into his arms.
The kiss was heavy, and the heat inside the back of the car was
sizzling. Pulling the shirt over her head, he murmured deep inside
his throat when he saw that she was not wearing a bra. 







“You are so
beautiful.’ He whispered, running his hands up and down her
back.






Lifting her, he took
her nipple into his mouth, tongue torturing the tight bud. “I
do not want our first time to be in the back seat of my vehicle.”
Lifting his head, he cupped her face. “You know what is
happening between us, and it’s not going away.  What are we
going to do about it, darling?”






“Nothing,”
she whispered. “Do you know what you are saying?”






“I love you,”
he whispered as he took her lips in a kiss that stole her breath.





Chapter 5






Her fingers curled
into his neck when he lifted his head and ended the kiss. “I
will not take you in the backseat of my vehicle.” His heart was
hammering inside his chest, and it was taking extreme control on his
part to do just that. 







The need for her was
raging inside his body, and he did not want to stop. Reaching for her
shirt, he pulled it over her head.






“What are you
doing?”






“Do you want
me, Madison?”






“I do.”






“Then those
are the two words you must say for it to happen.”






She blinked at
him and tried valiantly to surface from the fog of desire, ripping
her to shreds.






“You are saying
we cannot be together unless we are married. Do you hear yourself?”






His smile was grim as
he reached for her jacket and put it on her. “And I cannot
believe I am saying it. I love you and would like you to be my wife.”
He drew the zipper up, his eyes meeting hers. “It would have
been different in the past, but then again, I was not in love. I have
never been in love; this is new to me.”






“I cannot marry
you.” She started to climb off his lap, but he held her
effortlessly. 







“There is no
such thing.”






“I signed a
document, one that was drawn up by your contingent of lawyers.”






“We do it in
secret for now. I respect the fact that you did that before we
met-”
“I am not listening. Now, are you going to let
me up?”






“You signed the
document before we met.” He continued as if she had not spoken.
“We will, of course, find a way around it in the future.”
His hands cupped her face, an intense expression on his handsome
face. “I want you to be my wife, and I am prepared to hide the
fact that we are together for now.”






“What sense
does that make?”






“It would make
sense to me, to us.” He brushed his lips against hers, and when
hers parted, he slid his tongue into her mouth. 







Her arms came around
his neck as she breathed him in. The need to be with him was so
fierce that it was like a pain inside her, like teeth scraping her
soul. It wasn't very comforting! She had never felt this way before.






“Please.”
She heard herself whispering when he ended the kiss again, his
forehead pressed against hers.






“Put me out of
my misery. Marry me, Madison,” he whispered hoarsely. He felt
as if he would burst with the need to have her.






“Let me go.”
She managed to say as she struggled to get away.






“For now, and
it is only because this is pure torture for me. Think about my offer,
and I will see you tomorrow.”






“No.” She
closed her eyes briefly. “I do not want to see you. Do me a
favor by leaving before I get there. I have work to do, and you are
distracting me.”






“I have to see
you-”






“No. God!”
Her hands fisted at her sides. “Give me some damn space. I
don’t know what this is, but I cannot handle it. I am new at
this job, and I cannot afford for your mother even to have the
slightest inkling-”






“You are not
getting rid of me,” He told her tightly. 






“Why? Because
you always get what you want?” She jeered.






“Because I am
in love with you,” He told her. “And I will not stop
until you are my wife.” Lifting her quickly, he opened the door
for them both to escape. Madison scrambled out of the vehicle and,
without looking back at him, practically ran up the steps and inside
the house, slamming the door shut behind her.






He stood there for a
few minutes, ignoring the cold and biting into his cashmere jacket.
He relished it because it was doing its best to diffuse the
incredible heat inside his body. Turning around, he yanked at the
handle and slid in. It took a few minutes for him to push the start
button.






*****






“Darling, you
are just getting in from the office?”






“No. I had a
run to make.” He forced a smile to his lips as he walked over
to kiss her. He also managed to mask his annoyance at being waylaid
by his mother. He wanted to be alone and was not in the mood for a
conversation. But she was in the living room, curled up in front of
the fire with a glass of wine.






“You look tired
and sad. What is it?”






“Nothing.”
Turning around, he went to the liquor cabinet and poured a half glass
of scotch.






“Darling, I
know my son, and something is bothering you. I know I pushed you in
at the deep end, and you just got back-”






“Mother,
work is fine. I happen to know what I am doing.”






“Then if it’s
not work, what is it?”






“Leave it
alone.” 







“One of the
main things I love about our relationship is the ability to talk to
each other. I have always been impressed by that. You could come to
me and tell me anything, and I will try to fix it. That has not
changed. I know you are an adult and have been for a long time, but
you are still my son, and I love you more than anything.”






His expression
softened. Pulling the chair across from her, he took her hand in his.
“I know.”






“Good.”






“And there are
some things I must do alone.”






“Without help
from your dear mother.”






“Yes.” He
rubbed a thumb over the sapphire ring on her index finger. “I
have been away for almost a year, and during that time, I have
managed to make my own decisions.”
She looked at him fondly.
“You are so handsome; sometimes, I find it hard to believe you
are my son.”






He smiled at that.
“You are not such an ogre yourself.”






She laughed, and he
had to smile. Lifting her hand to his lips, he kissed it softly. “You
have always been there for me, mother; that is something I appreciate
and will never take for granted.”






“But you do not
need your mama with whatever you are struggling with.”






“No.”
Letting go of her hand, he tossed back the liquor and rose. “I
am off to bed. How was the meeting?”






“Productive. I
am reminding you of the dinner party.”






“How could
I forget? Good night, mother.”






She watched him
leave, a tall, lean figure with thick, dense blonde hair and broad
shoulders. An imposing figure - her very handsome son. He was not
like Bart, his father, and for that, she was grateful. He was sweet
and would not dream of deliberately hurting anyone. Her husband had
not cared about that. 






He had been careless
with his feelings. She had never loved him because he had made that
extremely difficult. But he had not wanted her love, just a son to
carry on his name, and had considered that the extent of his duties.
And her on his arm whenever he had to attend a function.






Now, he was gone, and
she was relieved. The scandal had marred her and changed her. Being
married to him had changed her and forced her to grow up and to do it
quickly. His death, the entire nasty deal, had also forced her to
climb out of her misery to take charge, and she had found her niche.
She was extremely good at what she did.






Her son was home with
her, and she was in charge of a successful company. Her sex life was
exciting, even if Allan tended to get on her nerves. She felt her
body stirring to life at the thought of his lean body and his
impressive sex. The heat flooded her being, making her gasp. Reaching
for the phone, she brought up his number.






“I need you.”
She told him without preamble. “Right now.” Without
waiting for him to agree or object, she hung up with the certainty
that he would not refuse her.






*****






 He could not sleep.
He had taken a cold shower wrapped in his warm terry cloth robe. He
was sitting and staring into the mesmerizing flames, his hands
clasped loosely between his thighs. He was hot for her. He had told
her he would not consummate the relationship until his ring was on
her finger, and she wondered if he was out of his mind. 





He had her in the
backseat of his car, and it would have been a simple matter for him
to just unzip and sink himself into her. But for some reason, he
wanted to wait for them to get married.






He had stopped trying
to analyze what this was between them. In the past, he had never
believed or given credence to love at first sight. But now that it
had happened to him, he had to reassess his thinking. 







There was no doubt in
his mind that he was in love with her. He had been with enough women
to realize that this was not simply an attraction, a physical need.
It went beyond her. He was sick without her. 







The need for her was
like a fever raging inside his hapless body, and he could not stop
it. He needed her. He would not be satisfied with seeing her now and
then, and right now, he was cursing his mother’s tendency to
want to control everything and everyone around her.






But even if there
weren’t a contract, Elizabeth Connelly would never agree to a
marriage between him and a girl working for her. 







His mother loved him,
and of that, he had no doubt. But she was a snob. She had been
brought up in an old, established family and would expect her son to
make a very suitable match. She would never sit back and allow him to
marry someone like Madison.






He rose and went to
get his phone. It was late, but he did not give a damn. He had to
hear her voice, or he would not get a moment of sleep.






She answered on
the second ring, and he sighed in relief.






“Why are you
calling me?”






Smiling, he walked
over to the fireplace. “Hello to you, too.”






“Brennan, I
have work in the morning-”






“I just needed
to hear your voice. Is there something wrong with that?”






“I am
asking you to give me some space.”






“Which is
not going to happen. You said I should not be here in the morning
when you arrive, and I will respect that. Do you know what my mother
is planning? 







That dinner party you
are supposed to be arranging? It’s for a family that has been
friends with my family for years. Their daughter and I grew up
together, and there was always this understanding that Janice and I
would end up together.”






There was silence on
her end, and he waited.






“That does not
concern me.”






“Like hell, it
doesn’t.” He snapped. “It never bothered me before,
but since I met you, I knew I could not meekly allow my mother to map
out my life for me. I need you, Madison, and nothing will stop me; I
will not change my mind.”






“Except your
mother. I am not the kind of girl she wants for her only son.”






“I don’t
care.”






“You should. I
need to get some sleep.”






“I love you.”
He smiled as the silence stretched out. “I am ridiculously in
love with you, darling, and it might scare you, or you might think
this is crazy, but that’s how I feel.”






“Please don’t
do this to me.” She whispered.






“You feel it,
too.”






“I don’t-”






“And I will
wait for you to say it. Goodnight, my love. Dream of me.” He
hung up before she could say anything. Putting away the phone, he
wandered over to the bed and imagined her waiting for him there. He
could visualize her propped up against the pillows, her curls spread
out, waiting for his fingers to toy with the ends. 






A smile would be on
her lips as she pushed back the coverlet for him to climb in next to
her. He would pull her into his arms as they talked about their day,
and they would laugh and cuddle until he lifted her on top of him and
whispered how much he loved her. She would say it back to him as she
pressed her slender body against his.






Sitting on the edge
of the bed, he felt the bead of moisture on his forehead and the
heaviness of his erection between his thighs. There was no way he was
getting any sleep tonight.






*****






“I was in the
middle of a meeting with Japan.” Allan’s body was coated
with sweat, his heart still beating unsteadily. He had dropped
everything even though he told himself he would not come running. As
soon as he entered her bedroom, he was consumed by her.






“Did you manage
to conclude?”






“Only just. You
cannot just expect me to come whenever you beckon.”






“And yet here
you are.” She stretched languidly. She was naked and flushed
from the very energetic lovemaking. She had a rigorous exercise
regimen and a personal trainer who was merciless, something she
appreciated. And she had to be consistent to keep up with a lover who
was younger than she was.






She also loved the
fact that he was not gentle with her. Turning onto her side, she ran
her hand over his moist chest, the dark hairs curling there. “I
needed the release. Something is bothering Brennan, and he is not
talking.”






“Was that
why you had me rushing over here?” He asked, eyes glinting.






“I needed you.
That should be enough.”






“Am I allowed
to spend the night, or will I be booted out the door?”






She eyed him
quizzically. “You are in a mood.”






“Well?”






“You are
spending the night, darling. I am not through with you yet.”






He thought about
getting up and leaving, but then she curled her fingers around his
flaccid penis, and he was lost.






“Damn you,”
He whispered as he rolled on top of her.






*****






The makeup did
nothing to hide the shadows under her eyes from lack of sleep. And
she told herself that she was grateful that he had heeded her desire
for him to be out of the house before she arrived. Elizabeth looked
as fresh as a daisy and equally unreasonable with her demands. 






From the minute
she arrived, she was bombarded with work. She had rushed out of the
house without her usual caffeine fix, which, combined with the fact
that she had not slept very well, was making her sluggish.






“I need you to
take over the household duties as well,” Elizabeth told her as
she handed Madison a thick folder. “Everything that pertains to
the staff is in that folder. Familiarize yourself with their routine.
I am responsible for their welfare and like to keep track of what's
happening with them. I take care of my own. 







Jacob, the gardener,
is having a procedure done sometime next week. I want you to get in
touch with Dr. Bent at the Patience Clinic to find out if he will be
able to do the procedure. Tell him I want him to do it personally as
a favor.”






Madison scribbled
quickly.






“Maria’s
daughter is having a baby and is due by the end of February; note
it.” She listed several other household staff as she walked
around the room, reviewing the messages and folders on her desk.






“I am stepping
out for a few hours. Please see that the dry cleaning is picked up,
and speak with Andre about the menu. That’s all for now.”
Without waiting for a response, she grabbed her pocketbook and headed
out.






Breathing a sigh of
relief for the break, Madison leaned back against the chair and
closed her eyes wearily. The house phone pinged, and she picked it
up.






“Ms. Madison,
would you like some breakfast?”






“That would be
lovely, and an entire pot of coffee, please.”






*****






She was just settling
in and catching up when he came.






“I was in the
neighborhood,” he told her with a grin.






“Your
mother-”






“Is at a
luncheon meeting.” Closing the doors behind him, he came
towards her. 







“I told you to
give me space.”






“And I did.
That was this morning. This is now.” he pulled her out of the
chair and buried his lips in hers. Madison clung to him, her body
molding and settling against his. “I needed this,” He
whispered against her lips. “I need it to function for the day,
and even so, it’s not enough.”






“We cannot keep
doing this.”






“Then marry me,
dammit!”






“You have to
go.”






“I am not
going to stop, darling,” He told her achingly. “Not until
you say yes.” His hands framed her face, his eyes roaming
restlessly. “Please say yes.”






“How would it
work?”






“I will take
care of everything.”






“I can’t.”






“You can,”
He argued tersely, his fingers applying pressure. “You can, and
you will.” he kissed her again, hands busy taking off her plum
jacket and unbuttoning her cream blouse. Unclasping her bra, he
cupped her breasts, thumbs torturing her tight nipples. 






Lifting her onto the
desk, he bent her over so that he could ravish her throat before
moving down to her nipple. Madison felt herself fragmenting as his
tongue tormented the flesh. 







Brennen almost
abandoned his rigid resolve not to make love to her unless it was on
their wedding day; so much was the need to have her, just to take her
right here and now. 







But it was not the
right place. Stumbling back, he raked his fingers through his hair in
agitation.






“We should not
have done that,” he told her roughly, sizzling green eyes
watching as she buttoned up her blouse and straightened her skirt.
“We cannot keep doing this.”






“Then you need
to leave me alone.” Madison felt the heat raging inside her,
and the unfulfilled need made her want to lash out at him. She was
not going to beg him to take her, but that was what it had almost
boiled down to. “Just go.”






“I am not
going away, Madison,” He warned. Turning on his heels, he left
the room.






Groping for the
chair, she sat down, her knees trembling. Pressing a hand to her
lips, she could still feel it stinging from the kiss. Her nipples
were raw and sore, and the moisture between her thighs was evident. 







She could not
continue like this, she thought dismally. He consumed her; every
waking and sleeping moment was filled with thoughts of him and the
sensations he brought out in her. 







Not being with him
was a torture she could hardly bear. The phone rang, scattering her
thoughts and returning her to the present. She had much work to do
and could not afford to be distracted.






“Ms.
Connelly.”






“I need you
to contact Marion Manchester and have her meet me at the Tea Room in
fifteen minutes.”






“Her number
would be -”






“In the address
book. She is difficult to reach, but I trust you will continue to try
until you reach her.”






“Of course.”
Hanging up, Madison used the mouse to access the address book. As
soon as she found the number, she made the call. It took a
frustrating ten minutes for her to track the woman down and another
two minutes to convince her to make the meeting. 







By the time she had
finished doing that, another call came in from Elizabeth with still
more demands.






She was just reaching
for a file when a knock on the door, and Andre came in.






“I was told we
need to review tonight's menu?”






She gave the little
French chef a look of frustration. “Let’s see what you
have.”






“I was
thinking about the small dining room. Would you like to come and have
a look?”






Madison stared at the
piles of work on her desk and almost said no. “Of course. Lead
the way.”





Chapter 6






He joined in the
conversation around the dinner table as a courtesy. Elizabeth
Connelly was an excellent host and had years of training under her
belt. 







The Whittinghams were
dear friends of the family, and Amelia Whittingham was making
not-so-subtle suggestions that the young people should vacate the
room and leave the old biddies to talk shop.






“Why don’t
we oblige them, darling?” Janice Whittingham suggested with a
twinkle in her hazel eyes.






“Why not?”
With one smooth, lithe movement, he pushed back his chair and pulled
out hers. Excusing themselves, they left the room. 






“Upstairs?”
She asked archly when they stopped inside the passageway.






“The library. I
do recall how much you love to read.” he parried.






Laughing softly at
the alternate suggestion, she followed him into the lofty book-lined
room.






“I used to hide
under the table.” She mused, turning a circle in the middle of
the room.
“And I used to pretend I did not know you were
there.” Shoving his hands into his pockets, he watched as she
walked over to the first edition section and picked out a copy of
Yeats. 






She was charming- an
attractive combination of auburn hair and creamy complexion. And he
liked her. She had been part of his life since he was a child. But he
felt nothing for her, not now, except friendship. They had had sex,
of course, and had some sort of relationship that had lasted several
months.






But things are
different now.






“You do know
what is happening. What our parents are hoping will happen.”
She peeked at him beneath her lashes.






“I do, yes.”






“And you are
not amenable.”






“No.” He
walked into the room and went to stand by the window. It had snowed
earlier, and he found himself wondering when the winter was going to
end.






“We have
history-”






He turned then, a
smile touching his lips. “As I have with several others. We are
not in love with each other.”






“And you think
that is an important requirement?”






“You don’t?”
His blonde brows lifted.






“We like each
other and have been acquainted all our lives. We belong to the same
society-”






“And that is
important to you.”






“Daddy wants to
see me well-matched. And your mother wants you to be with someone
suitable.”






“Suitable.”
He shook his head at that. “I want more. My parents never had a
relationship; it was just an arrangement, and I will not spend the
rest of my life living with someone I can tolerate.”






The hurt look
came and went on her lovely face as she put the book back into the
slot. “Ouch.”






“I apologize,”
He told her perfunctorily. “I am just expressing how I feel.”






“And you have
made yourself clear.” She turned to face him with a bright
smile, her expression quizzical. “Is she someone I know?”






He gave her a
startled look. “Why do you assume there is someone?”






“Darling, I
am a woman; my instinct is finely honed. You have the look of a man
caught between something heavy. Are you in love with her?”






“I am,
yes.”






“Then you
should tell your mother.” She suggested.






“We are - she
is not there yet.”






“She doesn’t
know how fortunate she is?”






A smile touched his
lips. “I have a feeling I am the fortunate one. Could you not
say anything to your parents?”






“Yes, of
course.” She touched his face, her expression gentle. “We
would have made a wonderful couple.”






“Some day,
you will make some man very happy.”






“Just not
you.”






“No.”
Bending, he kissed her on the cheek. “Just not me.”






*****






“What’s
up?”






“I don’t
feel up to going home yet.”






“Hungry?”






“A little bit.”
She followed him into the kitchen. “How was work?”






“Hectic.”
Kyle rubbed a hand at the back of his neck. “I have been up
since five this morning and managed to get half an hour of sleep
before I had to go into surgery again. I am running on fumes.”






“Then let me do
this.” She pushed him away from the stove and rescued the mac
and cheese by turning off the stove.






“There are
leftover drumsticks in the microwave.”






“You are a
doctor and should know better about microwaving.”






“And the fact
that I am a recently single doctor makes my point.” He went to
get the wine and poured it into two glasses. 







“I am driving,
remember?”






“It’s not
that potent.” He handed her the glass and got out two plates.
‘What’s up?”






“I just came to
see how you were doing.” She handed him the plate before
sitting down.






“I happen to
know you. What’s bothering you? Is the job not working out?”






“I am in
trouble.” She admitted huskily, reaching for the wine.






“What kind of
trouble?”






“I met
someone.”






“That was fast.
Who is this guy?”






She took another sip.
“I am all twisted inside and have no idea what to do.”






“Because of
that damn document, you signed. I knew it would come back to bite you
in the ass. Have you told the fellow what he is up against?”






“He knows.”
Putting the glass down, she rose to start pacing. “He wants to
marry me.”






“When did you
meet this guy?” Kyle asked her with a frown.






“My first day
on the job.” She passed a hand over her forehead and closed her
eyes.






“One of those
rich, entitled pricks?”






“You are going
to call me a fool.”






“We both know
you are not. What’s going on?”






“It’s
Brennen Connelly.”






Putting the glass
away, he simply sat there staring at her. “You are insane.”






“That’s
what I told him.”






“Brennen
Connelly, the heartthrob of the cosmetics world, a guy who has been
all over the world and racked up enough women to fill a harem, is
claiming that he wants to marry you. What’s his game?”






“I have these
feelings - God! Kyle, I am twenty-eight and have spent all my adult
life being cool and collected. He came along, and from that very
first day, there was this thing between us, and the more time I spent
with him, the more intense it got. I cannot be in the same room
without going to pieces. I don’t know what the hell to do.”






“Love at first
sight?” He was going to dismiss it with a snort, but then he
recalled that it had been the same for him with Jackie. He had taken
one look at her in that ER, and that had been it for him. He had
rushed them into marriage, and he was now facing life without her. He
had tried to get her out of his mind, but it was not happening.






“This man is
not some ordinary Joe. He is the sole heir to a multi-billion dollar
fortune. He is handsome and articulate and will inherit that company.
He is high profile, and his mother is a force to be reckoned with. 







Not to mention that
you signed a legal document - Elizabeth Connelly will not sit by and
see her son married to someone outside their circle. Tell me, have
you thought about all this?”






Picking up the glass,
she took a fortified sip. “I told him I need time.”






“Is he
pressuring you?”






“It’s not
like that,” She told him softly. 







“Then what is
it like?”






“I think I am
in love with him.”






“Think or
know?”






“I cannot
sleep, cannot eat. I have to force myself to concentrate on work. I
want to be with him, Kyle, and that has never been the case before.
I-” She broke off as her phone pinged. “It’s him.”
She whispered, pulling the phone out of her pocket.






“Go ahead.”






“Why are
you calling?”






“Why do you
think?” He asked her indulgently. 






“Aren’t
you at your dinner party?”






“I have a
headache and am out for a drive. I need to see you, darling. We could
fly out to Vegas and get hitched.”






“No.”






He sighed deeply.
“Why are you denying us? I cannot stand this any longer,
darling.”






“You need to
think this through-”






“I did. I have.
I want to marry you, darling. I need to marry you, darling. If not
Vegas, then there is a judge who owes me a favor. I could get a
special license, and we get hitched.”






“What about a
prenup?”






“Don’t
worry about that-”






“Brennen, you
are not thinking!” She walked into the living room. “When
this comes to light, I am the one who will be beaten with a big
stick. Your mother will not just sit by and allow-”






“I will deal
with mother. Say you will marry me, please? Don’t make me beg.”






“Then don’t.”






“I am not
taking no for an answer. I am on my way to your place-”






“I am not
there.”






“Oh. Where are
you?”






“That’s
no concern of yours.”






“Isn’t
it, darling? I love you. I sat at that dinner table listening to the
various conversations, and all I wanted was to be with you. Love me
back, darling. We will work things out. If I cannot have you as my
wife, nothing else matters. 







I will not ask you if
you are with another guy, and I sincerely hope that's not the case. I
studied law, did you know that, darling? If you are bothered by the
prenup, I can draw one up, and you can sign it. Or have a friend do
so. Andrew  or Alex-”






“Stop.”
She whispered.






“Not until you
say yes. We could be married this weekend. You will not have to do
anything. I will make all the arrangements. Please say yes.”






“Damn you,
yes.” She whispered. “God help us.”






“He will.”






*****






“Are you sure
about this?” Kyle asked her.






“Yes.”






“And you cannot
tell, Ilene.”






“She is
involved in her book and bridge clubs and on several committees at
the church we attend. She is not going to keep her mouth shut about
this. You are the only one I can trust - we can trust.”






“And what will
she say when this comes out? You know it will, Madison.” They
were at his place, where she was preparing for the small ceremony. 







He was going to be a
witness, and Brennen was getting a friend to be a second witness. Her
employer was off for the weekend on a retreat with several friends
and had told her to keep her phone on.






“I might need
you to make several phone calls.”






“Enjoy your
time off.”






All she had received
was a cool nod for the pleasantry. Now, she was going against the
legal document and was marrying the woman’s son. If she thought
about it hard enough, it would make her crazy.






“You can still
back out.”






“I don’t
want to.” Turning away from the mirror, she spread her arms.
“How do I look?”






She had chosen to
wear a simple cream wool dress with long sleeves, the gossamer
material clinging to every slender curve. Her hair was loose around
her face and shoulders, the golden tip glowing in the light coming
through the window. The chain around her neck had a single pear drop
pendant, a gift from Brennen.






“Like a bride,”
He told her huskily. Coming forward, he placed his hands on her
shoulders. 







“Are you
sure?”






“I am.”
she took a shuddering breath. “For better or worse.”






*****






The ceremony was
short and was over in less than half an hour. 






“I have to get
back to the hospital, darling. A pile up on the highway.” Kyle
hugged her and whispered in her ear. “He had better live up to
his vows, or he answers to me.”






“Thanks.”
She hugged him back.






“Darling, we
have to leave.” Taking her hand in his, he drew her against
him.






“You have not
said where we are going.”






“A farm house
belonging to a friend.” He tucked her into the car's passenger
side before sliding into the driver’s seat. “It’s
several miles away, so I ordered some food items. There is cake. “He
flashed her an engaging smile that had her heart turning over. 







She was married to
him, Brennan Connelly was her husband, and she could not believe she
had made this huge step.






“You, okay
darling?” He implored a little.






“I don’t
know.” The phone that had been handed to her when she just
started working - good God! It was not even three weeks yet! The
phone was in her pocketbook, resting on her lap because she could not
afford to miss any calls. 







And she had lied to
her aunt, telling her that she was required to work the entire
weekend. More than that, she had gotten married without her only
living relative being there.






“Please talk to
me.” His quiet, deep voice intruded on her thoughts.






“This is
wrong.”






“You regret the
marriage.” His expression was tight. “It does not matter
that I am in love with you-”






“We lied to the
people we love! I cannot believe I let you talk me into doing this.
Marriage is a big deal, and to start like this - being secretive and
furtive is not a good sign. We should have waited-”






“I was not
prepared to do so.”






“What if these
feelings fade? What then?”






“You mean my
love for you?” He asked harshly, fingers tightening on the
wheel. “That feeling?”






“I don’t
mean to upset you-”






“Then you
should have thought about that before you started talking.”






“I am entitled
to my opinion. We don’t know each other. How is this going to
work? I will live with my aunt, and you will live with your mom. When
are we going to see each other?”






He found a break in
the traffic and took it, turning off to the side of the road and
stopping the vehicle. “We are not spending a night away from
each other. Is that clear?”






The look on his
handsome face was stamped with determination, and there was a glint
in his emerald-green eyes. “How will that work?”






“We will
make it work.”






“How?” 







“Either you
come to me, or I go to you. It’s that simple. When two people
want to be together, they find a way to make it happen.”






“You are
talking about ordinary people. You are far from being that.”
She fussed with the straps of her bag and avoided his eyes.






“Do you regret
what you did?” His quiet voice had her looking at him, and she
felt the heat, the fire burning low inside her. He was so potent that
she had been swept off her feet since the first day she met him.






“I should.”
She whispered.






“But?”






“I cannot think
when I am near you, and that’s the problem,” She
admitted.






“Do you believe
that I love you - that I am head over heels in love with you?”






“I
don’t-”






“If you doubt
anything else, please don’t doubt my feelings for you.”
Lifting a hand, he gripped her chin. “I love you. And we will
get to know each other over time. We will talk with each other this
weekend. It will be one of the revelations between us getting to know
each other physically. 







I will tell you
anything you want to know. It will not be easy, and I wish we did not
have to hide the fact that we are married. I want to tell everyone
and shout to the world that I have found my soulmate, but I am
willing to wait until it is time.”






Her hand gripped his
wrist, and she could feel herself settling. He had the most profound
effect on her. One minute, her emotions would be raging out of
control, and the next, he had the power to make her believe that it
would all work out.






“Okay.”






“No more talk
about regrets?” He prodded.






“No.”






“Good. Hungry?”
He asked her tenderly.






“Not yet.”






“We have a long
way to go, and a blanket is on the back seat if you feel cold.”






A smile played around
her lips. “Playing the dutiful husband already?”






“Absolutely.”
He kissed her lightly before shifting back into his seat and starting
the car. 






“Always.”






She enjoyed the
scenery, the piles of snow on the sides of the road, and they had
gone several miles before she took his advice and reached for the
blanket to cover herself. The conversation was light, with him
telling her about work and revealing that he was into all sports.






“You raced cars
for a while.”






“That was when
I was eighteen.” he flashed her a smile as he turned off the
highway. “My rebellious phase. It lasted long enough for me to
crash while going at a hundred and twenty miles an hour. I saw my
life flashing in front of my eyes and thought I was going to die.
Mother tore a strip off me.”






“And your
Dad?”






His mouth tightened.
“He was proud. I had proven myself to be a man. He even
rewarded me by throwing a party in my hospital room.” 







He did not tell her
the rest of it - how Bart had brought in some escorts to keep him
company while he was hooked up to an IV, his leg in a cast. It had
been allowed because of Connelly’s name and the fact that they
had made numerous contributions to several wings.






“But your
mother thought differently.”






“I had never
seen her cry before, and when I saw that, it sobered me. She was
hurt, and that made me feel low and guilty as hell. Suffice it to
say, I never did anything like that again.”






“You love her
very much.”






He glanced at her
before making yet another turn. “Yes, I do.”






“She wants
what’s best for you.”






“Madison-”






“And I am not
going to be it.”






“Madison, stop.
You are what’s best for me. I love my mother and consider her
one of the strongest women I know. She had been through a lot when
she was married to my father, and she managed to keep it together.
That said, I am married to you and will not allow anything or anyone
to come between us, no matter what.”






“I am
sorry.”



“It’s
fine. We are newlyweds, and this is something new for both of us.
There is bound to be a difference of opinion.”






“Is that what
it is?” She asked whimsically.






“That’s
what I prefer to term it as.” He glanced at her and saw when
she closed her eyes. Reaching over, he adjusted her seat. “You
are tired.”






“A little. It
is more the stress than anything else. I have been on tenterhooks
ever since I met you.”






“Is that a good
thing?” There was a thread of amusement in his deep voice.






“I will let you
know.” Settling back in the seat, she closed her eyes and,
within minutes, was fast asleep. 






Brennan slowed down
and reached across, pulling the blanket to her neck. He had adjusted
the vehicle's temperature to ensure she was comfortable, not too warm
or cold. Just right. He felt this protection towards her, and his
fierceness strengthened as soon as he placed his ring on her finger.






Yes, they would
have to keep their marriage a secret for now, and he was dreading his
mother’s reaction when she found out they had gone behind her
back. But she was a man in love, and nothing else matters except the
woman seated across from him.






The weekend was only
two days, and come Sunday night, they would have to return to the
real world, where they would pretend they were just acquaintances. He
was not going to think about that right now. 






He would spend the
two days cementing their bond, the relationship between each other.
He would tell her what she wanted to know about his past and would
ask questions about hers.






Taking his eyes off
the road, he glanced at her, a smile touching his lips when he
noticed she was snoring slightly. Her hair was the same style as when
she stood before Judge Branson and pledged her life to him. 






She was wearing his
ring, and he was wearing the one she had put on his finger. He was
well and truly hitched and felt like laughing like a loon. He was
happy, and whatever comes after this, they will handle it - all of
it.





Chapter 7






She was still fast
asleep when he drove into the cobbled driveway of the remote and
isolated farmhouse. It belonged to a very good friend, and
preparations had been made in advance. 







As soon as she had
agreed to marry him, he had started putting things in motion. The
only thing he did not like about the arrangement was the fact that
there was a very good cell service, which meant they would be
bombarded with messages and calls. He had wanted to spend the entire
short time alone with her.






Switching off the
motor, he turned sideways to look at her. She had removed her boots,
and her feet were curled beneath her. He had taken a pillow from the
backseat for her head. Her hands were cradling her cheek, and she was
snoring slightly. 






He was looking
forward to sleeping with her, not that they would do much of it
tonight. He was hungry for her and had been since he first saw her.






Opening the car door
slowly so as not to disturb her, he got out and pushed it shut before
going around to open her door. He had lifted her into his arms,
blanket, and pillow before her lashes fluttered open. Dark brown eyes
stared at him in confusion.






“Where-”






“We are here,
darling. You slept for most of the journey. Not a very good company
at all.”






“I was tired.”
She yawned delicately and blinked the rest of the sleep from her
eyes. “It’s pretty. All that snow piled up. Are you going
to carry me inside?”






“I am, yes.”
Kicking the door shut, he strode towards the large red door and keyed
in a series of codes. Pushing it open, he stepped into an expansive
foyer with a colorful throw rug on the floor.






“The
kitchen?”






“Yes. I am
starving.”






He carried into a
large, cheerful room with an old-fashioned range and a vast blue and
white counter in the middle of the floor.






“We have cake,”
he told her with a boyish grin, setting her down on one of the
high-backed stools. 






“We do?”






“Hmm.”
Unable to help himself, he cupped her face and kissed her lightly.
Anything more than that was going to cause him to lose control. That
was how much he wanted her. “I will just go and get the stuff. 







“I will make
some hot chocolate or something.”






“I don’t
believe you have to make anything. The fridge is stocked, and food
has been prepared for us for the two days. I don’t want us to
waste a minute standing before a stove.” With that said, he
turned and left the room.






Madison stared after
him for a minute before lifting her left hand to look at the ring.
The diamond solitaire was exquisite and a perfect fit, telling her
that the man she had married so hastily knew what he was doing. 






He had insisted she
leave everything to him, and she had. Shaking her head and refusing
to allow anything to filter into her thoughts from the outside world,
she discovered what was there and found that he had been right. The
fridge was stocked, and several covered containers had complete
meals. 







She found the pot of
hot chocolate in a mason jar. Taking it out, she dug around for a pot
and put it on. When she heard him coming in, the scent of hot
chocolate permeated the air. She followed the sounds of his footsteps
ascending the stairs and figured he was taking their things to the
bedroom.





A shiver ran along
her spine as she thought about what would be happening an hour or
less from now. She did not want to think about that either. Not yet.






Grabbing two cups,
she poured the hot beverage and turned as he entered the room, armed
with several packages.






“Our wedding
cake.” Dumping the rest of the stuff on the counter, he placed
the small cake with the fluffy pink and white icing in the middle.
“Shall we?”






“We need a
knife.”






Turning around, he
took one from the drawer. “We did not have a big wedding and
were denied the reception, but I prefer it being just us.”
Coming around, he stuck the knife into the cake. Taking her hand, he
put it on the handle before covering it with his. “Ready?”
His green eyes were twinkling with mirth.






“Why not? Are
we going to count?”






“Of course.
One, two…” She burst out laughing when he pressed down
at the count of two.






“You
cheated.”






“Did I?”
Slicing into the cake, he took the fork and cut into the creamy
pastry. Scooping it up, he offered it to her. “No.” He
shook his head when she started to chew. “That’s not how
it works.” Lifting her chin, he closed his mouth over hers, his
tongue, just the tip of it, tasting the cake in her mouth.






“It’s
perfect,” He whispered.






“I agree.”
her arms came around his neck, and the kiss took on a life of its
own. Putting her away from him, breath heaving, he had to take a step
back to steady himself. “We eat, and then we walk.”






“Walk?”
She stared at him frowningly.






“Yes.” He
smiled slightly as he cut several slices and handed her a plate.
“It’s a beautiful night; the moon is one big orb in a
very velvety sky. So we eat and then go for a walk.”
She
eyed him for a moment as she tried to get her galloping desire under
control. 






“You are a
strange guy.”






“I am your
husband,” He told her hoarsely, emotions coloring his tone.
“And you are my wife.”






“I know.”
Her heart hitched and shuddered. 






“Mrs. Brennan
Connelly.”






“Mrs. Madison
Hunt-Connelly.”






“Is that right?
And if I demand that you drop the Hunt?”






“I would have
to remind you that I am not a puppet and happen to have a mind of my
own.”






“And I love
that mind along with the rest of you.” Picking up a napkin, he
dabbed the sides of her mouth. “I had to try.”






*****






The air was crisp and
clear, the moon a giant orb of silver in a sky so dark, it was almost
black. Stars completed the pretty picture, and the breeze played a
brisk musical note in the trees. He held her hand as they strolled
along the narrow path leading to the thick wooded area.






“It’s
new,” He murmured after they had walked for a few minutes. “It
belongs to an actor, a guy I grew up with. He wants the place to
retreat when he wants to get away. He will purchase horses and farm
animals and try his hand at it.”






“An actor
hoping to be a farmer.” She mused. “It’s usually
the other way around.”






“Elijah is from
a wealthy family of actors. His dad has been married three times and
now lives with a woman young enough to be his daughter.”






“You are
talking about Elijah Simms.” She stopped abruptly, forcing him
to do the same.






“I am, yes.”






“He is huge. He
is your friend.”






“He is.
Darling, I do believe you have stars in your eyes. Should I be
jealous?”






“Of course you
should be. He is epic.”






‘And yet he is
very laid back.”






“And he wants
to do farming.”






Brennen chuckled at
her skeptical expression. “He is going to hire people to do the
heavy lifting.” he was about to say something else when her
phone pinged, and he knew exactly who it was. Forcing the congenial
expression on his face, he let go of her hand so that she could pluck
it from her pocket.






“Ms. Connelly.”
The moon was bright enough for him to notice the tension on her
exquisite face. “Of course. I will make a note of it.”
She listened again. “The files are in the cabinet- I will
compile a list and make sure it’s on your desk for Monday
morning. Yes, of course.”






She hung up and
shoved the phone back into her jacket pocket.






“It was work.”






“Yes.”






“You know how
she is.”






“I do. Shall
we?” It was not fair to be angry at his mother, but he did not
like his wife, the woman he loved to be at her beck and call.






“It’s
lovely. I-” The phone pinged again, and Brennen felt like
dragging it from her pocket and hurling it deep into the woods.






“Let it go to
voicemail,” He said tersely.






“No.”
Taking the phone out, she answered it. “The Marsden email? Yes,
I will be sure to send it off Monday morning. Yes, I have already
compiled a list of the people attending. I will speak to Oh, all
right, I will hold.”






Pressing the hold
button, she turned towards Brennen and saw he was on the phone. She
wondered who he was talking to when her boss returned on the line.
“My son is on the other end. I will speak to you tomorrow.”






Shoving her phone
into her jacket pocket, she watched him paced away so that she could
not hear the conversation.






Wanting to give him
some privacy, she wandered over to a stream, the gurgling water
adding to the mystique and splendor of the place.






“I took care of
it.” He had come up behind her without her even being aware.






“What?”
She leaned back against him when he wrapped his arms around her
waist.






“I told her
that she should relax and not worry about work.”






“Won’t
she think it strange that you called in the middle of her talking to
me?”






“I pretended
that I wanted to find out she was enjoying her time away and made her
promise not to think about work until Monday.” He kissed the
top of her head.






“I don’t
want any disturbances. Cold?” He asked when she shivered.






“A little.”






“Then I think
it’s time we go back.”






*****






He gave her time to
change into one of the flimsy negligees he had ordered from Romano’s.
Taking off his clothes, he pulled the coverlet off and climbed in,
the anticipation almost rendering him impatient.






“How long will
you be in there?” He called out.






“A minute more.
It will be worth the wait.”






“I did say
clothing was optional, didn’t I?”






“Then why
did you order any?”






“I am beginning
to ask myself that very question. Darling, I am-” His voice
petered off when she opened the door and stood framed inside the
doorway. 







The flimsy material
was made of lace so delicate that it looked like fairies had spun it.
It was the color of shimmering green and so transparent it was as if
she was naked. He could see everything.






“What do you
think?” She asked huskily.






“Why don’t
you come here and let me show you.”






“So you like
it.”






“I would like
it better if it was not on you. Come here,” He demanded
hoarsely. She obliged him by moving towards the bed, her hips swaying
seductively beneath the material. 







Her breasts, small
and pert, caught his attention, the nipples already rigid. Reaching a
hand, he helped her onto the bed next to him. “You are
beautiful, and you are mine.”






“Are you going
to be this possessive all the time?”






“Watch me.”
He slid the thin straps off her shoulders, his fingers trailing over
her skin. “I intend to spend the rest of the night showing how
possessive I am.” She shivered when he eased the material off
her breasts and pulled it downward. “And show you how much I
love every inch of your delectable body.”






“I can live
with that.”






“I know you
can.” Getting rid of the flimsy garment, he concentrated on
examining her body.






“You have a
mole right here.” He touched the tiny black mark near her left
breast. “A flaw, and here I thought you were perfect.”






“I guess you
are going to have to divorce me.” Her body was slowly heating
up like someone had lit a spark and was fanning the flame.






“I can live
with it.” He repeated her words. “You are so tiny. I
don’t want anything or anyone to hurt you.”






“Are you going
to continue doing just that?”






His head lifted, and
his storm-green eyes met hers. “I love your body and think it
is the most beautiful I have ever seen.”






“And you have
seen your fair share.”






“I have, yes.”
He touched her indented navel, his finger following the shape.
Bending his head, he kissed her cheek and then her chin before
trailing his lips down her neck and throat. Meanwhile, his fingers
were busy touching her stomach and venturing down to her sex.






“Brennan-”
Her voice hitched into her throat, the heat spreading throughout
every part of her body. He toyed with the nipple, tongue stroking the
skin. His finger trailed lightly over the highly sensitive bud, made
even more so by the passion swirling like a tidal wave inside her
body. 






He started suckling,
the sweet taste of her filling his nostrils and his senses and
overwhelming him with a need so intense he could barely stand it.
This was his wife; this exquisite beauty writhing beneath him in
response was his, and it was something he could scarcely fathom.






Slipping his fingers
slowly into her, he felt his body jerk at the moistness that
indicated how ready she was for him. He feasted on her nipple and did
not want to stop. For the first time in his life, he was not using
finesse. 






Everything he had
learned since his tender years had gone out the window, and he was
just feeling. That was all he was doing, feeling! The emotions were
running a gamut inside him with overwhelming force. 







He could feel her
body undulating, moving towards his fingers as he drove into her. He
would not use anything, hoping she would not ask. He did not want
anything between them, nothing except her flesh against his.






Lifting his head, he
stared into eyes gone, liquid dark, generous lips parted as she
panted. Moving on top of her, he guided himself into her, closing his
eyes as her tightness gripped him. Bending his head, he brushed her
lips, trying to regain some of the control that had slipped away like
a puff of smoke. 







Madison wrapped her
hands around his neck, her fingers toying with the fringes of his
hair at the nape. She sought his mouth and moved restlessly when he
stayed there, waiting for a sign. It felt so wonderful, these heady
sensations clamoring through her body. 






He swallowed her
cries deep inside his throat when the orgasm swamped her and flooded
her until she felt as if she was flying. He felt when her body
trembled, the muscles of her vagina closing around him, pulling him
in until he was lost inside her. 






He did not bother to
fight the crashing climax as if he could anyway! The climax was so
powerful and intense that he had to drag his lips from hers, his
hands gripping her hips as he drove into her and emptied himself.






Gathering his
strength, he rolled off her and pulled her into his arms, his heart
still pounding wildly inside his chest.






Madison curled into
him, breathing in his scent, her body flushed from the heat of the
lovemaking.






“Want some
champagne?” He asked when he found his breath.






“To celebrate?”
She asked tea\singly.






“Do we have
something to celebrate?” She asked him archly.






“Don’t
we?”






Lifting her head,
she stared at him, her heart jolting at how beautiful he was. His
hair was tousled, green eyes sleepy and sated.






“We do.”
Lifting a hand, she brushed the lock of hair from his forehead. “That
was…”






“Intense?
Wonderful? Mind-blowing?” He supplied, quirking a brow at her.






“All those and
more.” Dropping her eyes to his chest, she trailed a finger
over his smooth chest. 







“I sense a
question.” He lifted her chin and met her eyes. “Shoot.”






“You are very
experienced.”






“I am,
yes.”






“It doesn't
matter.”






“It does.”
His hand was firm on her chin, so she could not move. “What do
you want to know?”






“When did
you start?” She could not believe she was asking him this, but
she had to know.






“I think we
should have that drink now.” Easing her off him, he swung his
legs off the bed and went to the table where he had brought in the
bucket of champagne and slices of their wedding cake.






“Would you like
a slice of cake as well?”






“No, just the
champagne. Look, if this is something you would not like to talk
about-”






“I don’t,”
He told her abruptly, handing her a glass. “But I promised that
we should get to know each other.” He sat on the edge of the
bed and wished to God he had something stronger than the expensive
bubbly. 






Taking a sip, he put
the glass down and turned towards her. She looked sexily rumpled, the
thick dark brown curls tumbling over her shoulders. She had draped
the sheets over her, and that was a shame.






“Promise me
that you will still want to stay married to me after I am through
telling you of my ugly past.”






“You are a
serial rapist.”






He grinned at her,
the fist loosening from around his heart. 






“Bart Connelly
was a piece of work. Ever since I was a child, I looked up to him. He
was so full of life. He had the biggest laugh and was always clowning
around. In direct contrast, my mother was rigid, or so I thought; she
was a stickler for right and wrong, always talking about the rules
and what happens when they get broken. 







Dad was the life of
every party. He would let me ride on his broad shoulders and throw me
up so high, I thought I was flying.” 






Taking up the glass,
he swallowed to wash the bitter taste of his past from his mouth.
“Parties would be thrown for me every year since I turned one.
At first, they were tasteful parties a young boy relished and
enjoyed. 







There were theme
parks and clowns, and one year, there were zoo animals and horses.
When I turned thirteen, Bart took over, telling my mother I needed to
start my journey as a man. “






He took another
swallow and closed his eyes briefly. “This time, it was
different; mother had no say in it. There were no balloons, no cake,
and no zoo animals. It was in a private room, and there were three
beautiful girls - more like women-” he took another sip of his
champagne and almost choked on it. 






“He said it was
part of my education, to toughen me up - no more lame parties for
children. From now on, he wanted me to know what it was like to be a
man.” Shoving up from the bed, he went to pour some more
champagne.






Madison watched
him, her heart twisting inside her chest as she stared at him. He was
naked, and she was thinking he did not need to put anything on. Not
with that kind of body.






“Brennan-”
She wanted him to stop because she could see how worked up he was
getting.






“No.” he
shook his head and managed a smile. “I need to talk about it.
He watched as they initiated me, and afterward, we shared-”
Downing the champagne, he dragged his fingers through his hair. “Oh
Christ!” He whispered shakily. 







“We shared the
women, and he would have me watch so I could study his technique.
‘Watch and learn, my boy, see how a real man deals with women.’
I was sick, and the thought tumbling inside my head was that Mother
was somewhere in the manor. And here was my father doing all these
things, and I was a part of it.”






“You were a
child!” She whispered hoarsely. “You were not to blame
for any of it.”






“I continued,
even when I turned eighteen and was in college, I continued with it
because I liked it. It made me feel like a man. And then, when I went
to college, he wanted to celebrate. Mother had planned a going away
party for me and invited my friends. 







But Bart Connelly had
the final say in everything. He invited some escorts, and the
embarrassment and humiliation almost sent her to her knees. That was
when I realized what I was doing, how I was turning out to be just
like him.”





Chapter 8






His eyes were bleak
as he stared at her. “You are disgusted, and I don’t
blame you.”
“I think that with all that, how do I know
I will be enough for you? I cannot and will not abide infidelity,
Brennen.”






“I will never
be unfaithful to you.”






“Why?
Because you love me?”






“Precisely.”
Putting away the glass, he tipped her chin up. “I did not tell
you the story of my lurid past for you to use it as a weapon over
me.”






“You think I
would do something like that?” her eyes flashed at him.






“I don’t
know.” Letting go of her chin, he rose and went to get a robe.
Shrugging it on, he belted it around his waist. He had planned a
night of lovemaking and complete absorption and commitment to her
body, but that would have to wait. 







“I have broken
hearts because, hey, I am Brennen Connelly, and women climbed over
themselves to be with me. I was careless, never thinking about their
feelings. I took what they had to offer and left when I was
through.”






“Did you make
them any promises?” She asked him quietly.






Turning towards her,
he felt the tension easing away at the question.






“No.”






“Did they know
what they were getting into?”






“Yes, but-”






“Then you were
not to blame.”






“I don’t
need you making excuses for me,” he told her as he shoved his
hands into the deep pockets of his robe.






“Then what are
you after? Absolution? I cannot give you that; only God can.”






“God.” He
laughed harshly. “You are religious.”






Her tapered brows
lifted. “Surely, when you looked into my personnel file, you
would have read that I am a member of a small Baptist church in my
neighborhood. 







Yes, I am black and
from a simple family. This means we go to church because we believe
in something bigger than us. If I am not wrong, your mother is a
member of a catholic church several blocks from the manor.”






“I have not
been back to church since I left for college. Bart was an upstanding
member of that same church.” His tone was bitter. “They
knew what he was doing, yet he was lauded because of his significant
contribution. The height of hypocrisy never escaped me.”






“The rich are
trying to buy their way into heaven.” She shrugged slender
shoulders. “I am not in a position to judge and try not to.
There was an incident in my church where a deacon, a supposed pillar
of society, married with two children, and he turned out to be a
closet homosexual who liked young boys. 







Hypocrisy is
everywhere. But I digress from the subject. Your past is just that,
the past, and if I am going to beat you up for it, then I would be a
fool. I guess this is the getting to know each other segment.”






“Not very
pretty, is it?”






“No.”
She agreed.






“I want to be
good for you, darling.” He came to sit on the edge of the bed.
“I want to tell you I want to be as pure as the driven snow.”






“I don’t
want pure because I am not.” Her hands lifted to frame his
face. “I want a man who will be there for me, no matter what. I
never counted on being with someone like you. I decided to
concentrate on my career, and then you came along.”





“Is that regret
I hear?” He asked softly.






“If it is, you
need to get your ears cleaned.” She countered. “I am in
love with you, Brennen; God help me. And I am afraid that this will
not last. 







That we are so
different that there will be problems. And I am afraid of the
consequences of our actions. We got married without our family
members knowing anything. We started our journey in subterfuge, and I
think nothing good will come of it.”






“I refuse to
believe that.” His hands gripped her wrists, eyes intense. “And
I am going to end this conversation right now. We are on our
honeymoon, and I want to make love to you.”






“You think
that’s the answer to everything?”






“Right now, it
is.” Letting go of her, he rose to remove his robe and climbed
beside her. “I don’t want to talk - I want to feel
you.”






And he did. He did
not give them a moment of rest for the next few hours as he used his
hands and mouth to speak for him.






*****






He woke the following
day to an empty spot next to him. For a minute, he thought he had
dreamt the entire thing. He was getting married in the courthouse and
making love to his wife all night. 







But the scratches on
his chest and back were proof of the intense lovemaking. Swinging his
legs off the bed, he went into the bathroom to see her panties
hanging from the pole and the scent of the body wash still lingering
in the air.






A smile touched his
face as he stared at the domestic scene. She was messy, he thought,
staring at the droplets of water on the counter. He was supposed to
be the careless one; he mused as he picked up the damp towel from the
floor and draped it over a hook protruding from the wall.






Stepping into the
shower, he took a quick wash off and went into the bedroom to put on
sweats and a light sweater. 







He did not bother to
comb his hair; that was how eager he was to see her the morning
after. He was lifting his hand to scrub his jaw when the light from
the sun filtering through the shades caught the gleam of his ring and
had him staring at it. His wedding ring is a token of their love and
devotion. 






A sign that he was
taken. He would not be able to wear it when they went back home - he
would have to take it off, and the thought of that had despair
churning inside his gut. 







A sense of
premonition and doom settled over him, telling him that there were
bound to be repercussions once he took the ring off. He would simply
transfer it to his left hand, and if questions were asked, he would
field it by being evasive. 






He had a right to
wear whatever he wanted without anyone giving him the third degree.
Rubbing a finger over the smooth finish, he stood there for a minute,
staring at nothing. He would enjoy today. I was going to insist they
eat and return to bed. 






They would have
to leave sometime in the afternoon, and he would insist they spend
the night at her place. So be it if he had to sneak in later when her
aunt was asleep. Sacrifices would have to be made, and he was
prepared to make them as long as he was with her.






With that in mind, he
left the room and headed downstairs.






She was humming
beneath her breath as she set the table, and he just stood there, a
smile wreathing his face as he stared at the beautiful scene. She was
wearing black leggings and a bulky baby blue sweater. Her curls were
piled in an untidy heap on top of her head. The scent of coffee
permeated the air, and the bacon sizzled on the stovetop.






“I could get
used to this.”






He saw when she
jolted at his voice and turned to face him. Her face was scrubbed
clean, and she was not wearing a stitch of makeup.






“I thought we
could have breakfast here.”






“Come here,
darling.” His hands were folded over his chest as he leaned a
shoulder against the doorjamb.






Madison’s heart
did a slow somersault at the look of him. The sweater molded his
chest and shoulders, outlining the contours of his muscles. And as
usual, a lock of hair was falling over his forehead. He was
dangerously and lethally beautiful, and she could feel her heart
aching.






“You should be
hungry.”






“I am
starving.” His green eyes were hooded, letting her know he was
not discussing food. 






“Come here.”






She went to him and
walked into his arms.






“You smell like
cinnamon.” She whispered into his chest.






“And you smell
like raspberries.” He kissed her head and marveled at how tiny
she was. 





“And I am
learning that you are very messy.”






“What?”
She lifted her head so suddenly that it connected painfully with his
chin.
“






Christ!”






“Sorry.”
Her eyes glinted as she stared at him. “You were saying
something about my making a mess?”






His expression was
wry as he rubbed his chin. “You left a damp towel on the
bathroom floor and droplets on the sink.”






Her brows lifted.
“So?”






“Is that what I
have to expect every single morning?”






“Again. So?”






“I don’t
mind picking up after you, darling.” Tilting her chin up, he
kissed her softly, deeply, his tongue tangling with hers and sending
the desire spiraling throughout her body. “Good to know that
you are not at all perfect.”






“I live to
please.” She wished he had not stopped.






“Time enough
for that later.” Interpreting her expression perfectly, he
grinned at her. “I intend to ravish you for most of the day,
but for right now, I need sustenance. You did manage to ride the life
out of me for most of the night.”






She snorted at that
and had him laughing as he took her hand and led the way to the
dining table beneath the large bay window.






“Sit.”
She urged, pushing him towards the table.






“Catering to
your husband?”






“Don’t
get used to it.” She brought a plate with scrambled eggs,
bacon, and light toast. 







“Care to sit on
my lap while you eat?” He asked as he dug into the meal.






“And we know
what will happen if I do.” She handed him a large mug of black
coffee before turning to prepare her plate.






He watched as she
came to the table and sat across from her. The space was small enough
for his knees to bump against hers.






“I love this,”
He told her quietly.






“So do I. I
woke up this morning wishing we could stay here.” She glanced
out at the stillness and beauty. The snow had covered everything in
sight, and the whiteness of it, the clean, pureness of it, was
dazzling to the eyes. 







“I came down
here to start breakfast and found myself pretending we were just a
normal couple going about our daily lives. We are having breakfast
now and then heading out to tend to the animals. 







It would be just us,
struggling to make a living; perhaps there is a greenhouse where we
planted vegetables that have survived the harsh winter.” She
turned back to look at him. “And we would not mind the hardship
because we have each other.”






He had gone still
at the beginning of her musing and was caught up by the picture she
painted.






“But we are not
that couple.”






“No.” She
shook her head. “We are anything but ordinary.” She was
trying to sound brisk so he would not notice how melancholy she had
become. They were returning home tonight, back to reality where they
had to pretend nothing had changed. 







She was now a married
woman, and something was bothering her, something she should have or
they should have thought of before last night.






“We did not use
anything.”






“No.” He
did not have to ask for an explanation because he knew what she was
saying. “I don’t intend to.”






She gave him a
frustrated look as she put away her cup. “Do you think that’s
responsible of us?”






“Perhaps not,
but I have no intention of putting anything between us. I have to
feel you.”






“And getting
pregnant while we have to hide who we are or what we are to each
other is such a wonderful idea.”






“I don’t
give a damn.”






“I do.”






“It’s a
moot point anyway. You might already be carrying my child,” He
said with a carelessness that grated on her already raw nerves.






“That’s
the thing, you won’t be the one carrying it.”






“Your point?”
He asked with an arrogant tilt of his brows.






“My point is -
I do not want to introduce a child into an already uncertain
situation.”






“Uncertain?”
His deep voice was dangerously soft.






“Perhaps
uncertain is not the right word. It's more like an explosive. I have
to work-”






“That’s
the thing, though, you are married to a wealthy man; you do not need
money.”






Her eyes flashed. “I
will not quit my job so you can support me. And you damn well know
that I cannot just leave. I signed a contract.”






“Which can be
broken.”






“Is that what
you want me to do? Just up and leave?”






“It might be a
good idea.”






“Let me guess:
I'll stay around and be your arm candy. No thanks.”






His mouth tightened.
Taking up his mug, he sipped coffee and eyed her over the rim. “You
would play the part of my wife and be supportive.”






“Like your
mother did for your dad?”






His eyes smoldered,
and she realized she had gone too far.






“You are
comparing me to him.”






“No.” She
blew out a breath. “Of course not. Look, Brennen, I am not that
kind of person. I am not going to sit around and depend on you-”






“I am your
damned husband, not some stranger,” He growled.






“And you must
understand that I am accustomed to caring for myself. I have my
aunt’s medical bills-”






“I will take
care of them.” He cut in carelessly.






“I appreciate
the gesture but cannot let you do that. I did not marry you for your
money. Not to mention that as soon as this comes out, that’s
the first thing your contingent of lawyers and your mother will look
into.”






“As your
husband, I must take care of you, and I intend to do my part,
starting with a joint account.”






“Are you
planning on using an obscure bank?” She asked in frustration.
“As soon as you open that account, there will be a red flag,
and your accounts department will be alerted, and then your mother.
You cannot do that.”






He stared at her for
a minute before lowering the cup. “Then I am transferring some
money into your account. I have money of my own; a trust fund set up
when I was a child and one that has nothing to do with the
company.”






“I will accept
gifts from you.” She leaned forward. “You already bought
me expensive clothing and some jewelry, and I have not said anything.
Transferring money into my account will raise questions-”






“What do you
expect me to do?” He demanded. “I am your husband, and I
must provide for you.”






“And I
appreciate that. All I am saying, and you are not listening, is that
we should wait. My salary is generous, and I am not struggling like
before. I can manage.”






“So, you want
me to sit by and do nothing.”






“You can-”
She searched around for something insignificant. “Buy
groceries.”





His eyebrows lifted.
“Groceries?”






“Yes,”
She nodded eagerly, the idea taking on form. “You can pull cash
from an ATM, and I could buy groceries.”






“I have never
used an ATM and do not intend to start now.”






She gave him a wry
look. “Of course you haven’t. And you have never been in
a grocery store before.”






“No,” He
admitted. “I will write you a check, and you can put it into
your account.” he shrugged.






“And the amount
would be?”






“Not enough for
your bank or mine to raise a red flag, as you put it. Below ten
thousand.”






“One thousand
will do or less than that.”






“We are not
arguing about money on our honeymoon, and you are not going to
dictate how I should care for my wife.”






“Is that what I
am doing?” She felt a mellow glow at his comment.






“Precisely what
you are doing. You are spoiling what’s left of our honeymoon by
cajoling over trifles.”






“I am not-”
She stopped at the look on his face. “Okay, fine. I am
finished.”






“Good.”
Finishing his coffee, he pushed back from the table. “Want to
go for a walk?”






She nodded,
squelching the frustration that he refused to listen to her.






“Let me get my
boots-”






“I already
brought them down here. And a scarf and earmuffs.”






“You had it all
planned?”






“Absolutely.”
He led the way out of the kitchen and into the foyer, where
everything was piled on the table next to the door. She did not
object when he helped her with her jacket after she slid her feet
into the boots. 






Standing still, she
waited while he wrapped the scarf around her neck before attending to
his needs. She had to admit that it felt good having someone taking
such good care of her.






“Shall we?”






She nodded and took
his hand as they made their way outside. The sun was up, but the wind
was sharp, blowing the powdery snow off the brushes and the spindly
branches of the trees stripped bare of their leaves. 






He linked his gloved
hand with hers, fingers clinging as they made their careful way
through the winding path leading to the barn. The air was crisp and
clean, the sounds of squirrels scampering up the trees breaking the
monotony of silence. They had walked a little distance before she
spoke.






“When will
Elijah take up residence?”






“He is on a
location shoot in Mexico and will be there for a few months. I am
guessing he plans on doing so as soon as he returns.”






“Has he been
here before?”






“Yes, I was
with him a year ago after he bought the place. He wanted my opinion
on it.”






They walked over to
the stream and wrapped their arms around each other.






“I don’t
want us to fight.” She whispered into his chest.






“Then we will
not. We have a few hours left, and I want to make love to my wife and
lose myself in her scent.”






“I want to feel
your body against mine and make love to my husband.” She lifted
her head to his, eyes smoldering.






“Then let’s
do that. Let’s give the real world a break and enjoy what’s
left of our honeymoon.”






She nodded. Taking
her hand, he led them back to the house, where he stripped off her
outer gears and put them away before taking off his.






“We could light
a fire in the living room and spread a blanket.”






“You light the
fire, and I will get the blankets and the pillows.”






They worked silently
until the fire was blazing in the hearth, and several thick blankets
were spread in front of the fireplace with pillows piled high. 







He undressed her
slowly, his touch lingering on her flesh. When he was finished, he
hastily took off his clothing and drew her down with him. The flames
from the fire glinted on her skin, highlighting her slender curves.







He took his time and
had every intention of drawing out the moment. They had a meal inside
them that would have to sustain them for several hours. He would
explore every inch of her delectable curves until he was familiar
with every line and store them in his memory bank, starting with her
exquisite face. 






He kissed her cheek
before tasting her lips, drinking from her, sipping, and then tasting
the feel of her body against his more than he could stand. He shifted
so that she was beneath him, his body covering hers as he kissed her
long and hard, the passion waxing bold between them.






Her rigid nipples
were rubbing against his chest, causing incredible friction, and he
felt his desire raging. Lifting his head, his smoldering green eyes
took in the shape of her lips, moist from his kisses.






Slipping into her, he
held her gaze as he moved inside her until they were both transported
to a place where the storm was severe and overwhelming.





Chapter 9






It was funny and
frustrating how time refused to stand still for them. Before they
knew it, it was time to head out. They had spent most of the day on
the blankets before the fire and had even had lunch and dinner there.







He held her close to
him as if absorbing her body heat. Now they were driving home, and
the silence inside the car was fraught with tension and a palpable
sadness that refused to go away.






They were returning
to the real world and did not know what to expect. He turned on the
music and let her lean back in the seat; her head turned away. He had
kept her most of the night and almost the entire day. She should have
been exhausted, but she was not sleeping.






He did not want to
talk either and concentrated fiercely on the road. Each mile was
drawing them closer and closer to their parting. They were not going
into their house - one they would share. He would drop her off at her
aunt’s place and then try to sneak back later when the woman
was asleep.






His mother was
returning home and would want to catch up. He would not be able to
avoid it. And he was dreading spending time away from his wife.






“It’s
going to be fine.” He could not bear the silence any longer.






“I know.”






“Of course you
do. I will drop you off and go home, and then as soon as it is safe,
so to speak, you are going to text me.”






“I know.”
She repeated. She still had her head turned away from him, but he
could hear the thickness of tears in her voice and wanted to weep
himself. 







“We are going
to be fine.”






“You already
said that.”






“Yes. I am just
reaffirming it.”






“Why?”






“Just-”
His fingers tightened on the wheel, and he wanted to turn the car
around. They could use the jet, go to some tiny island, and be
together, away from all the pressure.






“Just felt the
need to.”






She turned to him
just then, her eyes shimmering with tears. “We are going to be
all right.”






“We are.”
Lifting one hand off the steering, he gripped hers tight. “I
will not allow anything otherwise.”






“We are almost
there.”






“Yes.”
He felt the tension inside his chest. “Can you try and get some
sleep?”






“My aunt will
be up and waiting to hear about my weekend. But yes, I will try and
get a nap. If you are not able to make it-”






“Only death
would stop me from being with you,” He told her grimly.






“Okay then.”
She squeezed his hand. “Well, here we are,” she added as
he pulled up a few feet from the white picket fence.






“I need a
kiss.”






Leaning over, she
sank into him, into the kiss, and felt like weeping as she clung to
his jacket.






“I will see you
in a bit,” He told her hoarsely, hands cradling her face. He
did not want to let her go. It was not right. She was his wife, and
they should be - shaking his head, he smiled for her benefit and
released her. Reaching over the back seat, he hauled her case over
and handed it to her. “Go.”






Giving him one last
look, she exited the car and walked away.






It took several
minutes for her to walk along the path and open the gate; he turned
and drove away.






“Honey!”
Her aunt pulled the door open and hugged her case, transferring the
scent of baking all over her clothes. “You are finally here.
Let me get your jacket and the rest of your winter gear. It’s
cold out there, isn’t it?” She kept up the chatter, and
Madison was content just to listen as she was not in the mood to
talk.






“Now sit right
around the counter and let me get the meal. You were missed at
services this morning; everyone was asking after you.” Ilene
peered at her as she handed her the bowl of chili. “You look
tired. Is that woman working you to the bone?”






“It was a
hectic weekend, and I am not starving.”






“Eat what you
can and go up and go to bed. My arthritis is acting up, and I go
straight to bed after I finish the kitchen. I have a big order for
tomorrow and will need my beauty sleep.”






*****






They had both taken
off their wedding rings inside the car, and he was carefully stored
in the pocket of his khaki pants. 







She was waiting for
him in the living room, a glass of wine in her hand and a smile on
her face. He loved his mother to death, but the last thing he wanted
was to sit and have a conversation with her. He was not in the mood
to talk.






“Darling, you
are back. Now pour a drink and tell me all about your weekend.”
She invited.






“How about we
start with yours first?” He had not bothered to take his case
out of the car and had left his jacket and scarf by the door.
Undoubtedly, one of the very efficient maids would put them where
they belonged.






He bypassed the wine
and went for scotch, pouring in a generous amount and bringing it
back to take a seat across from her.






“You look
rested.”






“And you look
tired.”






“Long weekend.
How was it?”






“Wonderful,”
Elizabeth admitted with a laugh. “I am fully charged and ready
to get back to work. Speaking of which-” She reached for her
phone, and Brennan realized what she was about. 






“No working
mother. You just returned, and I am still waiting to hear all about
the weekend.”






“You are right,
of course. It's time enough for that first thing in the morning. It’s
just that I had quite an education yesterday and into this
morning.”






“Which was?”






“How fortunate
we are.”






His eyebrows lifted.
“You are just now discovering that fact?”






“Darling, I am
serious. There was a big drug and human trafficking bust yesterday.
Hundreds of underage girls - runaways, of course girls have been
passed from man to man to be used in a despicable and horrible
manner. These girls are here in our city and are being processed as
we speak.”






“Let me guess,
the mayor reached out to you.”






“And the
governor. Some of these girls were abandoned for one reason or
another. They will be shuffled through the system, which will do more
harm than good.”






“And the
governor wants you to do what exactly?”






“To adopt some
of them. The ones who have nowhere to turn to. To find shelter, a
place where they could be comfortable - a home of sorts and something
to do. I was thinking that the money Bart left in a trust that you or
I have not touched would be a resource we could use. I have gotten
some of my friends on board. 







Millicent initially
balked at the idea, and when I reminded her that it would make her
look like a saint, she jumped at it. That woman is unbelievable.”
She shook her head.






“In the
meantime, it would be positive press for the company.”






Elizabeth gave him a
steady look that had him glancing away.






“I am going to
ignore that.”






“I apologize.
Like I said, long weekend.”






“What do you
think?”






“It’s a
perfect and humane plan.”






“It means more
work for Ms. Hunt, but I believe she can handle it.”






“Doesn’t
she have enough already?” The words were out of his mouth
before he could think about it.






“I pay her a
handsome salary for the work she does. She knew what she was getting
into when she took the job.” Her voice had turned cool, warning
him that barking up that tree would be a mistake.






“Of course.”
He rose and put away the glass, using the time to compose himself.
Madison was his wife now, and his instinct as her husband drove this
campaign, but he would have to let it go. She could handle herself,
and he had to believe that. 







“I am tired. If
there isn’t anything else, I am going up.” Walking over
to her, he bent and kissed her cheek before heading out.






Elizabeth sat where
she was, staring at the empty doorway. He did not seem himself -
something was bothering him; she could see that. She could not force
him to come clean; he was not her little boy anymore. 







She brooded into her
wine as she realized he had not been for a very long time. Not since
he was thirteen years old. She had allowed Bart to manipulate their
son’s upbringing and stood by while he introduced women into
his life.






She knew what went on
behind the closed doors of his study. How he had initiated their son
sexually with his perverse and sick sexual activities, and she had
done nothing to stop it. Brennan had been a child who had been forced
to grow up because the ill son of a bitch thought it was amusing to
think that sex was a weapon to be used and abused.






Tossing back the
wine, she picked up her phone.






“I need you.”






“I am in the
middle of something, and we spoke about this, Elizabeth. You cannot
expect me to jump when you say so.”






“I was away for
the entire weekend; surely you are longing to be with me.”






“No doubt I
will see you at the board meeting in the morning. I am prepping for a
case and in the middle of doing research.”






“I do not
tolerate being refused Allan.”






“What are you
going to do? Break it off?” His voice was harsh and unfamiliar.






“Are you with
someone? Is that it?”






“Is that your
question? And if I am, what are you jealous?”






“I don’t
get jealous.”






“Of course not.
You are the great Elizabeth Connelly. I have to go.”






She could not believe
it when she heard the dial tone and realized he had hung up on her.
Putting away the phone, she told herself she was entirely in control.
Her son was wrestling with a problem, and her lover dared to refuse
to come over when she called—nothing to it.






*****






“Hi.” She
whispered as she let him in through the back door. She checked on her
aunt to ensure she was sleeping before texting to say that it was
safe for him to come over.






“Hi.”






“No.”
She shook her head as he was about to reach for her. “Let’s
go on up.”






They made their way
quietly up the stairs and into her bedroom, where she locked the
door. It was not something she had done in the past, but it was
different now. She helped him take off his clothes, and they climbed
into bed. He reached for her as soon as that happened, cuddling her
against him for a minute without saying anything.






“I missed you.”
She whispered into his chest.






“The feeling is
mutual. I have to leave very early in the morning to be there for
breakfast. And the mother has some extra work for you to see to.”






Easing back, she
looked at him. “She told you that?”






He nodded and gave
her an update.






“That’s
commendable.”






“It’s
going to mean more work for you.”






“I don’t
mind. I was reading about the arrest on the internet.”






“She is on a
crusade. The governor has roped her into his campaign.” 






Lifting her head, she
stared at him with a frown. “Nothing is wrong with that.”






“Do you have
any idea how much work this is going to be for you?” He asked
her tightly.






“I am not
afraid of hard work, which is what I signed up for.” She
reminded him.






“It’s
going to mean longer hours. We-”






She stopped him by
placing a long, slender finger over his lips. “I can handle
it.” She told him quietly. “I am not afraid of hard work,
and we promised we would get through this.”






“My mother
tends to work her assistants to the bone. You are my wife-”






“Stop.”
She said firmly. “I was her assistant first, and she does not
know I am your wife. If you do anything to jeopardize my job-”






“You will do
what? Never forgive me? Move out?” he asked her bitterly. “Oh,
guess what? We are not living together.”






“You need to
stop now before this turns into a real damn argument.” She
hissed. “You knew what you were getting into when you pressured
me into getting married and agreed to the terms and conditions. I am
keeping this job, and you will not do anything to make me lose it. Or
yes, Brennan, I will make it very difficult for you. Is that
clear?”






His green eyes
smoldered in anger. Pushing her away from him, he climbed out of bed
and went to stand by the window. It was unfair to take out his
frustrations on her, but he hated the arrangement and wondered what
he was thinking. He was not free to be with her and could not
acknowledge her unless they were in private. 






It was killing him.
In the morning, he was going to have to sneak out of her room like a
goddamned schoolboy who could not risk being caught by her angry dad.
He was a grown-ass man and a married one who was not free to be with
his wife.






“Do you want to
leave?”






“I should.”






“Then go.
You are free-”






“Free!”
He whipped around with a harsh laugh. “That’s a funny
word and not one you want to throw around. We are anything but free,
darling. I am here inside your room, and we must be whispering
because the walls are bloody thin. We cannot even fight-”






“You know
what?” Shoving the sheets off her, she put on her robe and
belted it at her waist. “I have work tomorrow, so it’s
best you go home so I can sleep.”






“I am not
leaving-”






“I don’t
want you here. Go home, cool off, Brennan, and leave me alone.”
She hissed. “I mean it. I do not want to be with you right
now.”






They stood there
glaring at each other, and to her surprise, he got dressed and left
the room. She stood there for a minute, unable to believe he was
gone. Remembering that she had turned the alarm on, she raced down
the stairs, doing her best to be quiet so that she did not wake her
aunt. But he was gone. 






He had seen her
keying in the code and memorized it. Pulling the door open, she ran
outside, unaware that she was wearing inside shoes and not a coat.
All she saw was the taillights of his car driving away. 







She stood there
staring into the darkness before the icy cold bit into her skin.
Wrapping the robe around her, she entered the house and locked up.






She was not going to
call him; she decided as she sat in her darkened bedroom with her
phone in her hand. He was the one who had to do the calling. Brennan
Connelly was entitled, and he had to realize she was not the type of
woman who would fall in with his wishes. 







He was the one who
should call, and she would not start their marriage being subservient
and apologizing for something she did not do.






He did not call, and
after it became clear that he wouldn’t, she settled in and
tried to sleep.






*****






He was furious! Not
just with her but with himself as well. He should have been smart
enough to know that this would not work. He had pushed her to marry
him in secret, to save her goddamned job. What the hell was he
thinking? Walking over to the recessed cabinet, he jabbed at the
button, and the bar slid out. 






Selecting an aged
bottle of whiskey, he eschewed the glass and took the bottle with him
to the leather sofa near the fireplace. Twisting off the cork, he
drank and felt his eyes watering, his throat burning.






He had left angry
because he wanted to get out of there. He was supposed to be with his
wife; instead, he was drinking himself into a stupor. He would not
call her, of course; that was how pissed off he was. He would give
her some space; they both needed that, and he had some thinking to
do.






Swallowing some more
whiskey, he was about to put away the bottle when the knock sounded
on his door. At first, he felt his heart hammering inside his chest
as he wondered if she had come to him. But then reasoning asserted
itself. 






It would not be her.
Before he got to the door, he knew who it was. He thought about
ignoring the knocking, but he knew her, and the fact that she had
left her suite on the other end of the hallway to come over to his
suite meant she was not going until she spoke to him.






And she was going to
smell the whiskey on his breath.






Pressing his head
against the door, he took a deep breath before unlocking the door. 






“Mother, you're
still awake.” Turning around, he headed into his bedroom. “I
was just about to hit the sack.”






“You were
drinking.”






“I am an adult,
and I am not driving.”






“I saw you
drive in, darling. Where are you coming from at this hour?”






Putting the whiskey
away, he pressed the button, and the cabinet slid back into place. “I
am a grown man and mother, and I hope you remember that.”






“Darling, I am
worried about you.”






“Why?”
Turning around, he faced her, shoving his hands into his pockets. 
“That was the very reason I wanted to have my place. You have
no right to barge in here asking me these questions.”






“Darling, I
am your mother-”






“Not my keeper.
Look, I am tired, and I have some early meetings tomorrow. So…”






Wrapping the robe
around her, she lifted her chin. “You are not him, you know?”






“What?”
He stared at her with a frown.






“I know you
have been beating yourself up about that for years.”






“And I have
been through therapy.”






“I am aware.”
She started to approach him, stopping when he stepped back. “You
have been troubled since the time you came back. I know how difficult
being in this house is for you-”






“Then you
should understand that I am uncomfortable staying here.” He
dragged his fingers through his hair wearily. “I cannot bear to
go into his so-called study, did you know that? It was where he took
me and the women he procured for me - for us. 







This house-” He
swept a hand around the large green and gold bedroom. “It has a
lot of troubling memories; why would you want to be here?”






“Because I
refused to allow Bart Connelly to control my life. This is my home; I
have made it mine since his death. He no longer controls my
movements, and I had hoped he did not influence you.” She
stretched a hand, dropping it when he stared at her.






“Darling, I
love you so much and dropped the ball and my responsibilities because
I foolishly thought he was the man of the house and was supposed to
be your father. I failed you, and for that, I am trying very hard to
forgive myself.”






“Please,"
He held up his hand. “I don’t blame you and apologize for
bringing it up. Now, I need to get some sleep.”






“Darling? You
know you can tell me anything, don’t you?”






“Of course.”
He managed a smile as he walked her to the door.






“Get some
sleep, darling.” Lifting a hand, she touched his cheek gently.
“You do look exhausted.”






“Thanks,
Mother.” He kissed her cheek before ushering her out the door
and closing the door behind her. He could not move for a few minutes.





Chapter 10






She layered the
makeup on, but it did not make a difference. She had also dressed
carefully, donning a chic black pantsuit with an inside coral
sweater. Her hair was brushed ruthlessly back and knotted into a bun
at the nape of her neck. 






Large gold hoops were
at her lobes, and the wedding ring he had placed on her finger was on
the necklace at her throat. Each time she moved, she could feel them
brushing against her skin.






Her aunt had
commented on how withdrawn and tired she was. 






“That woman is
working you too hard, honey.”






“I will be
fine.” She had poured coffee into a go cup and left the
breakfast on the counter.






Now she was here, and
she wondered if he had already left. She had spent the night tossing
and turning in the bed, and her pillow was soaked with tears. She was
not feeling very charitable towards him right now.






“Ms. Hunt, it’s
good that you are here early. I have compiled a file for you to start
working on. The details -” Elizabeth looked up at the knock on
the door.






“Ah, darling.
You are just heading out?”






“Yes.” he
kept his eyes on his mother; it was the most challenging thing he had
to do. 
“Are you going in? We have the board meeting-”
He looked over at Madison and gave her a nod before turning back to
his mother.






“I know,
darling. I am just giving Ms. Hunt her instructions for the day. I
will see you there.”






“All right.”
With another brief nod, he left the room, closing the doors behind
him.






It took all of her
control to appear neutral and professional. Her heart slammed inside
her chest when she saw him. And it was gratifying to realize that she
was not the only one who had had a rough night of it. There were
shadows under his eyes, and he looked tired.






“Now, Ms. Hunt,
where were we?”






*****






Making sure his
mother had left with her driver, Brennan doubled back and returned
home. Parking the vehicle at the base of the step, he informed the
butler to go where it was. “I will be out in a few minutes.”






Shaking his head as
the maid hurried out to take his jacket, he went straight to the
office and pushed the doors open. Madison looked up and went rigid
when she saw him.






“What are you
doing?”






“What do you
think?” Locking the doors, he approached and hauled her out of
the chair. Clamping a hand at the back of her neck, he buried his
mouth in hers. With a cry of surrender, she clung to him, kissing him
back with an ardency that left him weak.






“I have to have
you,” He told her feverishly, hands roaming down her back to
press her lower body against his. “I could not sleep - Oh
Christ!” He kissed her again, fingers digging into her back. 







“We can’t,”
Dragging her mouth from his, she buried her face into his chest and
took several breaths. “Your mother will be calling in a few
minutes-”



“I need
you.” He was already unzipping her pants. His hands dipped into
the lace of her panties until he was cupping her flesh. “I will
be quick.” He was feverishly kissing her cheek and the sides of
her lips. 







When he reached
around to touch her sex, she knew she was lost. Dragging her pants
down around her legs, he fumbled with his zipper to release his
throbbing cock. He pushed her back against the desk and entered her
swiftly.






“Madison,”
Her name was like a litany on his lips as he drove into her.
“Darling.” His lips roamed over her neck and her throat,
where he kissed the pulse beating rapidly against the skin. She gave
him what he needed because she needed it, too. 






Suddenly, the
argument, the fight last night, did not matter. He was here with her,
and they were making it suitable. A cry escaped her only to be
swallowed up by his mouth. The climax was like a vicious punch in the
pit of her stomach, and he was not far behind.






His body jerked from
the intense punch of the powerful climax. Calling out her name, he
poured himself inside her until he was weak at the knees, his body
shuddering.






It took several
minutes for him to recover enough to slide out of her.






“I apologize,”
He whispered, hands framing her face. “I love you, darling, and
I was crazy and frustrated last night.” he kissed her lightly.
“I have to go; I am already running late.”






“The
servants-”






“Will think I
had some business here with you.” Tugging at the necklace, he
stared at the set of rings he had given her. “I will see you
later.”






“Yes.”
She waited until he reached the doors. “Brennan?”






“Yes?”





“I love you
too.”






His eyes glimmered.
“Go into the bathroom before I open the doors.”






“Yes.”
Sliding off the desk, she hurried into the adjoining room to get rid
of his lovemaking trace.






*****






“This has to be
a quick lunch. I am due for surgery in the next half an hour.”
Kyle’s eyes studied her face closely as he sat across from her.
“I would ask you how married life is, but I can see it on your
face. Not going so well, is it?” He signaled to the waiter who
came over. “I will have the burger, full house. Thanks.”
He looked at Madison.






“Just the soup
for me. I have to be back soon, too.”






Kyle waited until the
woman had left before resuming the conversation. “What’s
wrong? Or should I hazard a guess?”






“We had our
first fight.”






“That was
quick.” he reached for his water. “The bloom is already
off the rose?”






She gave him a wry
look and toyed with the condensation on her glass. He had called her
when he reached the office, and they had spoken briefly before he had
to go into a meeting. “I don’t know what we were
thinking. It’s not going to work.”






“I could have
told you that. But let me have your take on it.”






“I love him;
there is no doubting that. But this secrecy, the pretense, and the
lies.” She shook her head. “I had to sneak him into the
house last night, which frustrated him. 







It is frustrating me,
too. We fought some extra work his mother is laying on me, and
honestly, I do not mind. It’s a lot, but I believe I can handle
it. But he is pissed, and there is nothing he can do about it.”






“He is figuring
that you do not need the money now that you are married to him.”






“But that’s
just it. I might have his name and a piece of paper, but I have no
say as his wife. His money is tied up in trusts and the company, and
everything he does will be noticed.”






“Surely the man
has a personal account?”






“He does, and
out of it, he wrote me a check, which is sitting in my drawer because
I am not certain I should cash it. I mentioned groceries, and he
wrote me a five-thousand-dollar check. I don’t want his mother
to accuse me of being a gold digger when this - us finally comes to
light.”






“Five
thousand dollars for groceries, wow.”






“Kyle, I am
serious.”






“I know you
are, darling,” He told her soothingly. “But you have to
take things into perspective. The guy is loaded, and you are married
to him. He is going to feel that it is his responsibility to take
care of you-” 







He lifted a hand as
she opened her mouth. “I know you are a modern-day woman who
does not feel the need to have a man take care of you.” 






He leaned forward,
hands propped on the gingham tablecloth. “Brennan Connelly is a
super rich guy and your husband. He cannot get the chance to take you
anywhere because of the contract you signed. He is frustrated and
placed in a situation he has never been in before. A guy like that is
more or less accustomed to calling the shots. 







Now, he has to fall
in line. The situation is combustible at best. He knows at the back
of his mind that his mother will blow a gasket when she finds out who
he is married to.” He shook his head and waited as their meals
were placed in front of them. “It is bound to cause much
tension.”






“He has been
through hell with his dad.” She murmured. She was still trying
to accept what he told her at the farmhouse. “The man was a
piece of work.”






Kyle handed her a fry
automatically. “I read about the scandal; hell, everyone with a
device and access to the tabloids knows what happened. The man was a
law unto himself. Hopefully, the son is not a chip of the old block.”
He added, staring at her.






“He loves me.
His father never loved his mother.”






“And I have
seen the way he looks at you.” Kyle shrugged. “I want to
wish you all the best, darling, but I keep thinking that you started
secretly, and something is bound to go wrong.”






“That’s
what I am thinking, too.” She toyed with her soup, her appetite
practically gone. She spent the few hours after he left buried in
work and answering calls from Elizabeth and several of her friends
and could feel her ears ringing. 






She had called to let
her know that she was taking half an hour for lunch, and the woman
paused slightly before giving permission. 







She felt that
Elizabeth Connelly expected her always to be chained to her desk, but
she had to get away. She had to get out of that oppressive atmosphere
and talk to someone; the only person she could talk to was Kyle.






“So? What
now?”






“We try to work
things out. we are married for better or worse, and I love him.”
She laughed shakily. “I just cannot see my life without him in
it. We will go on as usual and figure things out.”






“That’s
the spirit.” He glanced at his watch. “I have to eat and
run.”






“Me too.”






*****






“It’s a
matter that will require a personal visit.” Elizabeth was
pacing the length of her office, a frown on her brow. “A phone
call will not do it. Darling, you just returned, but you know the
European market more than anyone else; it must be you.”






“Send someone
else.”






“Who?”
Elizabeth threw up her hands as she turned to face him. “Anson?
Jerome? This is a crisis in the making and requires your expertise. I
do not have to remind you that Europe is the company's cornerstone,
and we must head off a potential disaster. 







It does not have to
be a long trip. I think a week will give you enough time to get to
the bottom of this. Your presence there will show whoever is selling
our products to the competition that we will not stand for it.”






“I cannot
leave, not now.”






“You are going
to have to tell me why.”






Rising, Brennan
strode over to the cabinet to pour himself a drink. He had arrived
just in time for the board meeting, and then they had gotten a call
from their office in Paris to inform them that there was a problem.
He could not possibly leave, not now and not for a damn week. But of
course, he could not tell his mother the reason.






“I have to be
here.”






“Darling, I
admire your commitment-”






“I just
returned. There are things to do, and I still have much catching up
to do.” The excuses were weak, and he knew he was grasping at
straws, but he had nothing else.






“I know you are
trying to adjust to being here, and I must tell you that you are
doing a wonderful job.” She had come up behind him. Touching
his arm lightly, she continued as he turned to face her. 







“I know
something is bothering you, and I fervently wish you would tell me
what it is. I know you are an adult and can more or less handle your
things, but I hate seeing you so conflicted.”






“Conflicted.”
He smiled at the inadequacy of that word, which really could not
describe what he was going through. “I might be that.” he
shook his head as he sipped the scotch. 






“How soon will
I have to leave?”






“How does
tomorrow sound?”






“All right.”
He nodded. “I need to take care of some things first. Will you
be at the office for the rest of the day?”






“I have several
meetings I will have to sit in on, and since you are leaving, I will
have to stand in for you as well. So yes, I will be here for the rest
of the day. Ms. Hunt is making splendid progress, so I do not have to
rush home to see anything. Will I see you for supper?”






“Yes.”
Putting away his glass, he touched her cheek lightly. “I will
see you at home.”
She watched him walk out and could not
quell the uneasy feeling that something was wrong there, something he
was not telling her. But she would have to wait until he felt
comfortable enough to confide in her.






*****






He had spent a few
minutes driving around aimlessly, but now he was here, and it was
time to face her. The doors were open, and she stood in front of the
file cabinet, head buried in the top drawer. 







He could stand there,
staring at her. She was so petite, the suit she had on molding to her
slender curves. As if aware of his presence, she turned around and
saw him standing there. The flash of pleasure and surprise on her
exquisite face warmed his heart.






“You are
here.”






“I am.”
Leaning off the doorframe, he closed the doors behind him and moved
forward.






“Your
mother-”






“Is tied up at
the office.” His hands spanned her tiny waist as he drew her to
him/






“I am
swamped.”






“I can see
that. Love the boots.”






“Thanks.”
Her hands curled into his jacket. “What is it?”
“I
cannot just stop by to see my wife?”






“You did that
this morning.”






“And I am
doing it again.” His hands moved up and down her arms slowly.
“Shall we sit?”






“I have work-”






“I need a
few minutes.” Taking her hand, he led her over to the plush
brown sofa by the window. Keeping her hands in his, he turned her to
face him. “How are you?”






Her eyebrows lifted.
“I am fine.”






“Good.”
Letting go of her hand, he reached inside her sweater to take out the
ring. “I adore you.”






“Brennan-”






“No. Just
listen. This is difficult. We both thought we should have waited, but
there was no going around it. You signed a contract to stay unmarried
for two years, and I was not willing to wait that long.”
Putting the ring back, he linked their fingers; he met her eyes. “I
have every intention of making this work. Are you willing to do
so?”






“Yes.”
She whispered. “I am.”






“That’s
all I wanted to hear.” Lifting her hand, he kissed her
knuckles. “There is a crisis of some significance in her Paris
office, and I have been trying to get out of going.”






“You are
leaving?” She felt the fingers of fear grabbing at her throat.






“For less than
a week - I will do everything I can to make it less.” There was
a tense expression on his face.






“When?”






“First thing in
the morning. I have been in charge of the European side of things for
almost a year and am familiar with the people. I am also fluent in
French and Italian, which makes it even better.”






“You are
multilingual. Why am I not surprised?” She asked whimsically.
“Well, I guess I am just going to have to live with the fact
that my husband happens to be the vice president of a billion-dollar
industry, including traveling.”






“I wish you
could accompany me.”






“But I can’t,
and it’s fine. We will text and call and have some lovely and
explosive phone sex.”






He smiled at her
valiant effort to put a positive spin on the situation.






“Is that so?”






“Hmm.
Hopefully, I will get off early for a change, and we will have
dinner-”






“I promised to
have dinner with Mother.”






“Oh. I
see.” She struggled to keep the disappointment off her face.
“Well, after dinner, then.”






“I had to
promise dinner to get away so I could spend a little time with
you.”






“But I am
working.” She pointed out and had to force herself not to snap
at him. 






“Yes. But
surely you can take several more minutes-”






“I am
swamped.”






“Take a few
minutes.” His face was stamped with determination, and she was
beginning to be aware of how stubborn he could be. ‘we both
need it.”






“This sounds
like I will not be seeing you tonight.”






“Not a chance.
I have to be with you tonight, no matter what I have to do.”






“So there
you are; we will spend the night together, and then you leave the
next morning.”






Drawing her into his
arms, he tilted her chin up. “Let’s not fight, please.”






“You are
right.” Wrapping her hands around his neck, she leaned in for
the kiss. “But right now, I have enough work to keep me chained
to that desk for a month, and I need to get some things out of the
way if I am going to leave here at a reasonable time to be with
you.”






“You are
right.” Pulling her into his arms, he kissed her roughly,
holding on to her, reluctant to let her go.






*****






“I am making a
note of it, Mrs. Grayson.” Madison scribbled on her pad
furiously, ignoring the call coming in. “Of course, we can
arrange that. It’s commendable, and Mrs. Connelly and the other
ladies of the organization will be very pleased. 







I have a call coming
in - yes, I will tell her. Thanks.” Switching the call over,
she answered. “Sorry to keep you, this is Madison-”






“I have
been calling for the past two minutes.” The cultured voice
sounded upset.






“I apologize,
Mrs. Connelly; I was talking to Mrs. Grayson.” She revealed the
contents of the conversation, hoping to appease her employer.






“ I have an
early dinner with my son as he has to be off early in the morning.”






“You are saying
that I can leave early today?” She held her breath as she
waited for the response.






“Yes, Ms. Hunt,
I need to spend some time with my son before he has to fly out first
thing in the morning. I am stuck at the office for the rest of the
day. Put the files and the reports on my desk as soon as you finish
them. And Ms. Hunt?”






“Yes?”






“I expect you
to answer when I call. See that it does not happen in the future.”






“It won’t.”
She said, forcing herself to remain professional. “Is there
anything else?”






“That’s
it for now.” She hung up immediately.






Putting the phone
away, she rubbed the back of her neck and then her forehead, where a
low-grade headache was brewing. What made her think she could do
this? The job, her secret marriage. 







And now her husband
was leaving the country for a week. She felt she was backed into a
corner with no way to turn. And she was constantly on the verge of
tears. This was not her. Jolting at the knock on the door, she
composed herself enough to call out for the person to come in.






“Andre sent
some refreshments for you,” Elaine smiled as she wheeled in a
tray. “You missed lunch.”






“I had
something on the road.” Even though she had barely touched the
soup. 






“It’s
something to tide you over until you leave.” Pushing the tray
closer to her desk, the woman lifted the dome covers to reveal shrimp
simmering in melted butter.






“Please tell
him thanks for me.”





Chapter 11






“You are
distracted and barely eating. Is the duck not to your liking?”






Brennan looked down
at his plate and realized he had not recognized what was on it.






“I had a big
lunch.” he lied. Picking up the glass, he took a sip. He was
dying to leave, but he had to maintain his composure.






“You are
leaving first thing in the morning.” Elizabeth knew her son
very well, and she was concerned because she knew him so well. 







“Yes,” he
told her briefly. “My bag is already packed.” 






“I am sorry to
be doing this to you.”






“It’s the
job.” He responded with a careless shrug.






“There is
something I need to discuss with you.”






Brennan stifled his
impatience as he discreetly glanced at his watch. He had promised
Madison that he would try to get away as soon as possible and
arranged for them to stay at one of the apartments instead. He had
given her the address and code to get in, and she should be there
waiting for him even now.






“What is it?”






“It’s
about Janice.”






“Mother-”






“No.’ She
shook her head. “She is a very nice girl and comes from a good
family. We have been friends with that family for years. You could do
worse.”






“I prefer to
pick my own. I certainly do not need my mother hooking me up.”






“You have not
been with anyone since you got here.”






“And you are
complaining about that?” There was a hint of amusement in his
voice. “You were quite upset about how involved I was in the
past.”






“I want to see
you settle down.”






“I am fine.”






“Are you?”
She asked him softly. “I can see you are not happy.”






“Perhaps I
am just inundated.”






“It’s
more than that. I know you, darling.”






“Do you?”
A smile touched his lips. “Perhaps I have decided I need this
time to get my head straight. It could be that, for the first time in
my life, I am sick and tired of living the way I had. He is dead, is
he not? This means I do not need to prove anything to him any
longer.”






“Darling-”






“No.” He
shook his head. “Let’s get in front of this, shall we? He
did a number on both of us. He taught me how to be a world-class
slut, and how to service more than one woman at a time. I became very
experienced when I was barely sixteen. And in the process, we both
hurt you. It took me a long time to forgive myself for it.”






“It was not
your fault.” Elizabeth felt sick to her stomach at his words
and the look on his handsome face. “You were a child.”






“Yes,
well…” He picked up his glass and finished the wine. “I
should not have brought it up, and now it has left a bad taste inside
my mouth.” Pushing back his chair, he rose. “I am going
for a drive.”






“Brennan-”






“I have to go,
Mother, and please don’t wait up for me.” he had reached
the doors when he stopped, turned, and walked back towards her. “I
am fine,” he said softly, kissing her. “Don't worry.”






But she could do
nothing else.






*****






She was waiting for
him inside the practically empty living room.






“You turned the
heat on.” he noticed with a smile as he shrugged off his
jacket. “Did you eat?”






“I did.”
She entered his arms, and his hands were like steel bands around her
waist.






“Not yet.”
He murmured when she tried to move away. “Let me hold you for a
bit.”






She could feel
the tension in his long, lean body. Her hands soothed his back and
tried to knead away the tight muscles. “That’s good,
baby,” he whispered into her hair. “Hits the spot.”






“Want to tell
me what’s going on?”






Lifting his head, he
hoisted her into his arms and went to sit on the armchair in front of
the fireplace. 






“Just a
conversation I had with my mother at the dinner table.”






“It was that
upsetting?”






“The past, our
past, is always upsetting,’ he told her with a smile. He could
feel the tension ebbing away just by looking at her, being with her
like this. She was like an anathema to him, the calm to the roiling
storm inside him, and he was grateful that she was in his life. 







“Your dad.”






He nodded. “She
blames herself.”






“I am not
certain. I don’t blame her, too.”






His green eyes
regarded her quizzically. 






“I am
sorry, darling, but she is your mother. She sat by and watched while
your dad corrupted you.”






“Corrupted?”
He mused. “Was that what he did?”






“What would you
call it?” She demanded.






“I suppose
that’s the word for it. But you have to understand the kind of
person he was. Bart Connelly controlled everyone. He was a
domineering man who used his charms to get what he wanted.”






“That’s
just an excuse.”






He tilted her chin
up, his fingers gentle. “You came from a very loving home with
love and harmony, so it is easy for you to have that kind of view.
She was afraid of him-”






“Elizabeth
Connelly is strong-”






“She was not
back then.” He kissed her lightly. “You must have known
the man to realize what I am talking about. And on that note, I
insist we drop the topic. I have to leave early in the morning and
want to concentrate completely on my wife. Is that all right with
you?”






“Absolutely.
I picked out the perfect bedroom for us to spend the night.”






“Is that
right?” Rising with her tucked into his arms, he exited the
room and up the stairs. 

“Let’s see, shall we?”






But he could not
sleep. After making love to her twice, she had fallen asleep in his
arms. He relished the feel of her slender naked curves against his
and was dreading going away for days and not having her in his arms
like this. The conversation with his mother had brought back bad
memories.






There were things he
had never discussed with anyone, not even his therapist. One
particular episode stood out in his mind. And it stuck inside his
craw. He had been sixteen years old and had brought a friend home. 






She had been nineteen
at the time and was home for spring break. She had also been a family
friend. His mother had gone away for the weekend to spend some time
with her maiden aunt, who was ill.






Brennan had believed
his dad would be out for the night, as was his practice. He had been
in the middle of the act when the door was pushed open, and his dad
came walking in with a broad smile.






“Well, son,
what have we here?”






He remembered
freezing up and practically turning to stone. Jenna had let out a
startled scream, burying her face into his chest.






“Jenna
Maitland, is that you?” Bart had come further into the room and
sat on the side of the bed. “What would your dear old dad have
to say about you being here like this? What with him being such a
stickler and all?”






Brennan had used that
time to scramble off her and pull the sheets to cover them both.






“Dad, please
leave.”






“Now, son, is
that the way to talk to your old man? We are accustomed to sharing
everything, are we not?”






“Dad, please
don’t do this.”






“Well,
Jenna.” There had been an amused look on his face. “Want
to be with a real man? My son is just starting and is not very
experienced. Why don’t we have fun and forget about me telling
your old man what a proper slut you are?” He had started taking
off his clothes by then, and Brennan had felt the sickness coiling
inside his gut.






“Don’t do
it.”






“It’s
fine, Brennan.” Jenna had told him quietly.






“Jenna, you
don’t have to.” The backhanded slap had landed him
against the headboard, his lip split and bleeding.






“If you do not
want to participate or watch, get out.” Bart had told him
coldly.






Brennan had fled and
wondered what had happened inside his room for a very long time. He
had asked Jenna about it a few days later, but she had told him it
had worked out. “He was terrific in bed, so it was no big
deal.”






Closing his eyes, he
kissed the top of his wife’s head. He was no longer back there
in that awful place, was he? He was a different person now and in
love with a beautiful woman. Eventually, he was going to shake the
terrible stain of his past.






*****






She woke up with his
mouth on her body. The delicious feeling his mouth was doing to her
sent heat rising inside her. A murmur left her lips, soft as a
whisper. Her eyes were still closed, but her senses were heightened,
her pulse beating unsteadily. 






His lips were soft as
a feather as they slid from her neck to her throat, his tongue
tasting, just the tip of it on her skin. He nibbled his way down
until he was toying with the already-hardened nipple. Her fingers
curled into the soft thickness of his hair, her body primed and ready
for him.






A soft cry escaped
her, body arching when he tugged the nipple inside his mouth and
started suckling. Sensations, an avalanche of them, tumbled around
inside her body until she was writhing restlessly, seeking more, no-
needing more of him. 







Her body begged,
heaving towards him until he covered her - sliding into her wet
warmth. His eyes - sizzling with heat and feverishly bright, bore
into hers. 






Her legs lifted
to lock around his waist, her fingers digging into his skin. His head
bent towards hers, his lips whisper soft as they kissed her cheeks,
the sides of her lips. He whispered words of love, his deep voice
aching and intense. She opened up for him, her lips parting to accept
his tongue.






The lovemaking took
on a note of feverish intensity that soon spiraled them along its
wake. He was leaving in a few minutes and felt as if he was saying
goodbye to her. To his wife, his soulmate. 







For some reason, he
felt fear grabbing his throat - as if he knew that something was
about to happen, and he could not stop it. He wanted to brand her,
put his stamp on her. Dragging his lips from hers, he timed it
perfectly. As soon as she erupted, he sank his teeth into her throat.






The climax, which had
begun as a powerful thrust, took on a frenzied life. Madison felt as
if she was being lifted and transported to another plane. He came
then, his body driving into hers as he poured himself into her. 







His lips claimed
hers, moving over hers, tongue tangling as he swallowed her cries.
His body shuddered, and he felt as if he would not stop, could not
control his reactions, the emotions tumbling around inside him.






“I have to go.”
He whispered a few minutes later. He was still intimately joined to
her, heart hammering inside his chest.






“I know.”
She clung to him, trying to tamp down the feeling of desolation.






“I will call as
soon as I land, I promise.” he did not want to leave her - the
feeling of helplessness taking over.






“I will be
fine. We will be fine. I am kept busy, remember?”






Lifting his head, he
gazed at her, eyes wandering over her features as if committing them
to memory. “You will be careful when going home?”






“Always.”






“And call
me as soon as you get there.”






“Yes, mother.”
She said teasingly, trying to lighten the mood.

“I am serious,
darling.”






“I know.”
She touched his cheek lightly. “Should I be concerned that you
are returning to your old stomping ground?”






“I am a married
man, remember?”






“No one knows
that.”






“I do, and
that’s what counts.”






“Don’t
forget.”






“Never.”
He kissed her hungrily. “I will try and wrap things up as soon
as possible.”






“The days will
fly by so quickly that we will be amazed that you are back.”






“I certainly
hope so.”






*****






Madison felt a jolt
of surprise at the man reclining on the edge of her desk.






“Can I help
you?”






Uncoiling himself, he
grinned at her charmingly. “Jeremy Maitland at your service. My
mother is-”






“Millicent.”
She came further into the room, a frown touching her brow. He was
very attractive in a boyish kind of way, and he knew it. “I
don’t understand what you are doing here.”






“I was in the
neighborhood, so to speak.” Stepping aside, he allowed her to
get behind her desk. “I am a lawyer-”






“I am sure you
are. How may I help you? I have a lot to do.”






“Beautiful and
feisty. I like it.”






“Mr.
Maitland-”






“Call me
Jeremy.”






“Mr. Maitland,
what can I do for you?”






He grinned at her,
eyes roving over her face intimately. “Mother is on a crusade,
and when she is, she gets fired up and takes the family in the wake
of the storm. She has tasked me to take over a check - a first
installment to start the ball rolling.” Reaching into his
jacket pocket, he pulled out an envelope and handed it to her.






“Thanks.”






“You are much
prettier than the others.”






“Pardon?”
She paused in the middle of documenting the check.






“The other
assistants. You are much prettier.”






“Why, thank
you.”






He grinned at her
sarcastic tone. “You are-”






“Jeremy, what a
surprise. I see you are keeping my assistant from doing her work. Has
the law taken a holiday?”






They both turned to
look at the woman walking into the room.






“Mr. Maitland
was just dropping off-”






“I brought good
news, and I had the chance to see your beautiful assistant.”
His grin was unrepentant. “Seeing her and coming here, I am on
board. I was not interested until now. But I am all in.”






“I would prefer
if your eagerness to be on board resulted from your compassion for
the children suffering through this horror,” Madison told him,
completely forgetting that her boss was there.






“That too.”
His smile did not dim. “I have to run duty calls. It was nice
to meet you, Madison. Hoping to see you at the party on Saturday.”






“I am sorry
about that.” 







“No, please
don’t apologize.” Elizabeth stared at the coolly
beautiful woman thoughtfully. 






“You handled
that well. Jeremy is a charmer, someone you would do well to steer
clear of.”






Madison smiled
slightly. “I am not interested in him and know how to care for
myself.”






“Good.”
Elizabeth nodded as she walked over to her desk. “Now, fill me
in.”






*****






“Hey.”






“Hey? Is that
any way to greet your absent husband?”






“If my absent
husband would hurry up and come home, I would have the chance to show
how much I miss him.” Shrugging out of her jacket, she hung it
on the peg, relieved that her aunt had visited a sick friend. 






“You are just
arriving home? Darling, it’s after nine.”






“The project is
starting to take on a life of its own.”






“I do not
appreciate my wife traveling this time of night. darling-”






“Before I was
your wife, I had no problem traveling this late. You are worrying for
nothing.” She went into the kitchen to put the kettle on. The
scent of apples and cinnamon permeated the air. 






“And now you
are my wife.”






“Have you
called to berate me? If that’s the case, I will be
distraught.”






“I am just
worried.”






“No need. Did I
tell you that I was on the kickboxing team in college and have been
doing strength training with Kyle since puberty? I can take care of
myself.” She poured the water into the pouch and added honey to
the mix.






“I never knew
that.”






“We are
still getting to know each other.” She reminded him. “How
is it going?”






“It’s
dragging out.” The frustration was rife in his tone. “Too
many voices and not enough proof. I am still trying to assemble the
pieces and dying to come home to my beautiful wife.”






“You had
better. Today, I had a visitor who told me I am beautiful.”






“Who was this
visitor?” He growled.






“Jeremy
Maitland.”






“Ah, the
esteemed lawyer. Was he hitting on you?”






“He sure
was. Come home darling, I miss you.”






“I am doing my
best, and darling? Stay away from Maitland, or I will break his
face.”






She laughed. “I
love it when you behave all macho.”






“I am being
real. I mean it.”






“You know I
only have eyes for you. Oh, Brennan-” She sighed. “I
thought work would do it for me, but at odd times of the day, I find
myself thinking about you and longing to feel your arms around me.”






“It’s the
same thing for me,” He told her softly. “I swear that I
will make it for the weekend.”






“You had
better.”






“Was that a
threat?”






“It was.
Come home to me.”






“I will. It’s
late, and I have to be up early in the morning. How are you?”






“Fine, and I am
keeping busy. I love you.”






“Love you back.
We are going to talk about those hidden talents of yours.”






Madison smiled. “I
am sure we are.”






*****






It was late, but it
was Friday night, and her husband should be coming home tomorrow. She
requested a particular music when she saw someone or something jump
out in front of her vehicle. Cutting off a scream, she jammed on the
brake, heart thudding inside her chest. “Oh God.” 







Taking a deep breath,
she disengaged the lock and opened the door cautiously. She knew the
dangers and had heard stories of lone women who were prey, and she
did not intend to be one. Taking the pepper spray from her
pocketbook, she got out and went to the front of the car. 






She was in an
isolated area that led to her neighborhood, and the location was not
well-lit. She saw him lying on the ground right in front of her. “Oh,
dear Lord. Sir, are you okay?”






Bending down, she
touched his shoulder, and that was when she felt another presence
behind her. 






“Don’t
try anything bitch.” He cackled. “Why don’t you get
up slowly? We are going to have some fun.”






She did as he asked,
her heart hammering inside her chest, her knees going weak.






“Please don’t
do this.” She backed up against the car.






“Oh, I love it
when they beg. And you will be begging us in a few minutes. We are
going to have fun, right, Jake?”






“No names.”
The one on the ground snapped at him. “My, my, my. What a
beauty you are.”






“I have
cash.”






“How much?”






“I think
five hundred. Just take it, and I won’t say anything to
anyone.” She was reaching into her pocket when he grabbed her
and shoved her against the hood. 






“We will take
the money, but first, we will take something much more than money.”
She bit off a scream when he grabbed her breasts and rotated his hips
against her, letting her feel his arousal. The sickness inside her
chest magnified, and she could feel her heart quivering.






“Please-”






“Shut up
bitch!” He backhanded her so hard that she fell heavily to the
ground.






“We will do her
right here.” The one called Jake decided. “On the ground.
Get on your knees bitch.”






She did not think.
Her face was on fire, and she was sure her head had caught on a stone
protruding from the dried grass. But she was not going to lie still
while they raped her. She would rather die first. Shoving her hand
into her pocket, she dragged out the spray and aimed it. 






The man’s
scream split the air and caused enough distraction for her to jump on
the next assailant. Her foot connected with his groin and had him
dropping to the ground. The gun he had trained on her went off, and
she did not even feel the bullet as it pierced her right shoulder. 







Pushing him to the
ground, she fumbled to get into the vehicle and pushed the start
button. Spinning the car around, she called nine-one-one and headed
towards Kyle’s place.





Chapter 12






“Please, just
stitch me up, no hospital.”






“That’s
not going to be possible.’ Kyle had no idea how she managed to
drive the distance to his apartment, but in the process, she had lost
much blood. “You should have waited for the ambulance; the cops
are coming here.”






“I don’t
want him to find out.”






“I am assuming
you mean your husband, well darling, it’s a little too late.’
Kyle told her grimly. “I am pretty certain the bullet nicked an
artery, and there is every chance you are going to need surgery. What
the hell were you thinking?”






“That I do
not want to be raped by those pricks.” She bit into her bottom
lip as the pain seared through her body.






“Good for you.
Now we are going to try and stem the bleeding, and the ambulance, as
well as some detectives, will meet us there. I need your phone to
call your husband.”






“Can we
wait-”






“Now,
dammit.”






She handed him the
phone reluctantly and passed out immediately.






She came to the
ambulance with the EMTs working on her.






“He is on his
way,” Kyle told her quietly.






“How mad was
he?” She whispered.






“Fit to be
tied, and he is blaming his mother.”






“He cannot tell
her.” She started to get up when the tech pushed her back
gently.






“I have a
feeling she will find out before the night is over.”






*****






Brennan felt the icy
fear settling inside his gut. She had been shot. The last thing he
had told her was that she should be careful. His hands balled into
fists as he paced the length of the aircraft and willed it to go
faster. The last time he called, Kyle had told him she had been
rushed into surgery.






“She lost much
blood, and she is suffering from a concussion.”






“Will you
be working on her?”






“I cannot
step foot into that OR because of my relationship with her, but I am
watching.”






“And the
bastards who did this?”






“Are in
custody. They are being held until she can ID them. She did a number
on them, too. I have a friend at the precinct, and he told me one of
them had his eyes reddened by the pepper spray, and the other got
kicked hard in the nuts. Good for her.”






“And yet,
she still got shot. The pilot said I should be landing in the next
five hours.”






“I will
keep you posted. What about your mother?”






“I am going to
keep her out of this for now. I just want to concentrate on my
wife.”






“Would you like
something to drink, Mr. Connelly?” He turned at the smooth,
cultured voice of the attendant. 






“Yes. Scotch,
neat.”






“Anything to
eat?”






“No. Thanks.”






“The pilot said
to tell you that we are flying into some turbulence, and it’s
best if you buckled in.”






With a terse nod, he
returned to his seat and did just that. She returned the drink to
him, and he took a healthy sip, his fingers drumming on the arm
restlessly. He was too far away, and he felt helpless. 






He should have
insisted that they go public with their marriage and damn the
consequences. He decided grimly that there would not be any more
secrets now. And if Mother did not accept that he was married to
Madison, then hell with her.






He knew there was
going to be some entanglements with the damn lawyers, and as soon as
the press got hold of the details, they were going to have a field
day.






But that was the last
thing on his mind. It was for the best. Now, he could own her as his
wife and insist she plays the part. She did not need to work as she
would be well provided for, and he was old-fashioned enough to want
his wife waiting for him when he got home from a hard day at the
office. 






He did not need to
have her working for his mother. God knows he loved the woman, but he
was aware that she could be a slave driver at times. Indeed, she
would agree that having her daughter-in-law working for her would be
inferior.






But he could not
think about any of it now. He just wanted her to be okay. He just
wanted to look at her, touch her, and assure himself that she would
be fine. 







He could not even
concentrate on the bastards who had done this to her. Nothing matters
as long as she is okay. She has to be. They were still newlyweds and
had not spent enough time together.






He did not even know
her medical history or blood type. His was O negative. What was hers?
He had never asked about her favorite fruit or meal or what she liked
to do whenever she was not working. What her hobbies were. Did she
like the opera? What type of books did she read, if any? 






Oh, good God! He was
married to her, and he knew nothing. Those were the kind of arguments
his mother would use on him. How much did he know about the woman he
was married to? 







The sex was intense,
so much so that he feared each time that it was going to turn him
into a puddle. He liked talking to her and had told her something of
himself, not all of it. There were still parts hidden, parts he could
not talk about.






He had listened to
her happy childhood, how she had lost both her parents at a very
young age, and how broken up she had been. He knew she had a very
good relationship with her aunt and how the woman had taken her in
without hesitation. 







There was nothing
hidden in her past. She did not have skeletons lurking around inside
her closet. She was an open book, but he was the polar opposite. 






He was damaged goods
and had misgivings about being a father for fear the bad genes had
passed down to him. It was in his blood. His grandfather had been the
same way, so it stands to chance that he would be, too. He had not
told her that. 







Of course, he had
kept it from her, and he was telling himself that it had nothing to
do with them. He was a changed man, was he not? 






Ever since he met
Madison, he had not looked at another woman. He was not Bart
Connelly, who had not been in love with his wife. And he was not his
grandfather. He was different from both men; he was better than they
were. He was in love with his wife, and she was with him. 







Picking up his glass,
he downed the drink and tried to drown the bitter thoughts crowding
his brain.






*****






“Mr. Connelly!”
The pretty dark-haired nurse at the front desk jumped to her feet as
he strode into the hospital entrance early in the morning.






“I need to see
my wife.”






“Your wife?”
The woman looked understandably confused.






“I got this
Fiona.’ Kyle strode forward with a smile. “Come with
me.”






“How is she?”






“She came
out of surgery more than a little groggy and out of it. But she is
fine now. And four weeks pregnant.”






Brennan stopped so
suddenly that Kyle almost careened into him.






“She is
pregnant?”






“Yes. This
way.”






“Does she
know?”






“The
doctors told her, and I had to tell them that they were treating the
wife of one of their biggest donors. You can just imagine their
surprise and consternation. This way.” 







He pushed the door of
a private room open and nodded to the doctors and nurses inside the
room.






“Mr. Connelly,
I am Dr. Michael Brogden, and this is Dr. Nicholas Greene, nurses
Campbell and Manchester.”






“How is my
wife?”






“Still out of
it., We did not know-”






“How could you?
We were not telling anyone just yet. Is she out of the woods?”






“She is, yes.
The assault did not affect the fetus at all.”






“I intend to
stay with her.”






“Of course. She
should be coming around any minute now.”






“Thanks.”






Kyle stayed back
after they trooped out. “We will not hold back the press for
very long.”






“I am not
worried about that.”






“And your
mother? Shouldn’t you inform her before this hits? I have to
tell you that the staff here are much worse than reporters. I
guarantee that even now, one of them will call the tabloids.”






“You are
right.” Sitting on the edge of the bed, he took her hand
gently. “We are going to have a conversation she will not like
as soon as she wakes up.”






“If you order
her to give up her job, that will not go well.”






“I don’t
give a damn.”






“You also might
want to change the attitude before she wakes up. The more you push,
the more she will want to push back.”






“Just let
her try,” He said softly.






“Your funeral.
I will leave you to it.” Kyle left and closed the doors behind
him.






Lifting her hand, he
kissed her knuckles, closing his eyes briefly. He had come straight
from the hangar when the plane landed and did not care that he was
slowly crashing. She was going to be okay, and she was carrying his
baby. 







It was not a baby
yet, and he could not think about that aspect right now. Things
between them were happening so rapidly that his head was spinning.






With that in mind, he
let go of her and went to sit on the sofa against the wall. He should
have taken this conversation outside but did not want to leave her
alone.






He took out his phone
and stared at it for a minute before going to his mother’s
number. A glance at his watch showed that it was almost six, which
meant she was already up. Taking a deep breath, he dialed the number.






“Darling, are
you back?”






“I am.”






“I thought you
would have returned later today. But no matter, I am happy you are
here. On your way home?”






“I am at the
hospital. St. Luke’s.”






“Are you all
right?”






“I am, but my
wife was attacked while on her way home last night.”






The silence that
followed that sentence was fraught with tension. 






“I don’t
believe I heard you just now. I could have sworn you said ‘wife.’”






“I did. Full
disclosure, mother, almost two months ago, I married Madison Hunt.”






“Madison Hunt,
my assistant.”






“Yes.”






“You would do
this to me?”






“Now is not
the time. She was assaulted and subsequently shot while on her way
home from the manor.”






“How is she?”






“She lost a lot
of blood, and mother, she is pregnant.” He shuddered out a
breath when he heard the dial tone. Okay, she was pissed, and he
deserved it. 






“Brennan?”
Her voice had him lurching from the sofa and running towards her.






“Darling.”
Taking her hand in his, he pressed it against his cheek. “Oh,
my sweet love.”






“I am so
sorry.”






“You are here,
so I will be magnanimous and offer my forgiveness. But if you ever do
anything like that-”






“Never. Am I
going to be okay?”






“Yes, both you
and our baby.”






“Baby?” A
frown knitted her brow.






“You are four
weeks pregnant.”






“Oh.”






“You are not
happy.”






“No, it’s
- your mother-”






“I just told
her.”






She closed her
eyes briefly. “And?”






“She is not
taking it well.”






“Her
lawyers-”






“You are not
going to worry about that. Not now. The good news is that you are
safe, and I am here with you.”






*****






“How could he
do this?” Elizabeth felt as if she was imploding. “How
could he be so stupid? And that girl! She lied to me and broke the
contract she signed. One that specifically said that she could not
get married for two years.”






“One that
you had no right to impose on anyone.”






Turning around, she
glared at Allan, eyes shooting fire. “She had a choice. Sign
the damn thing or look for another job.”






“And I am
guessing that when she signed, she was not involved with anyone,”
he pointed out.






“My son. She
must have manipulated him-”






“I do hope you
are not going to go with that approach. I don’t know Brennan
very well, but the little I know of him is that he is not a puppet
who can be twisted around.”






“She must have
done something.”






“Like what?”
He asked in exasperation. “Cast a spell?”






“You are not
helping,”






“And you
are making a big deal out of nothing. You wanted him to get married,
and he did that. Now you are also getting a bonus, a grandchild.”






“She is not the
right person for him.”






“And he wanted
to choose his bride.” He rose from his position on the sofa and
reached for his jacket. “My advice to you, Elizabeth, is don’t
alienate him or his bride. Don’t make him have to choose
between his mother and his wife. We both know how that will turn
out.” He stared at her for a minute before shaking his head. “I
have to go.”






Wrapping the robe
around her, she went to sit on the sofa, her mind working furiously.
How dare he do this! From her calculations, it would appear that he
had hooked up with that- that girl since the day he returned home. No
wonder he was so conflicted. He had been keeping this secret; they
both had, and it had been bothering him.






But not her! Oh no,
Ms. Madison Hunt had carried on her duties as usual, never once
giving the sign that she was holding a secret as huge as that. The
woman had been as cool as a cucumber, even when Brennan had been in
the office several times, no doubt to check on her. 






Where had they done
it? Vegas? In some tacky chapel? Her son, her only child, had been
inveigled to marry some ordinary woman, and she had not been part of
it. The hurt was managing to override the anger. 






Brennan would never
have come up with that idea. It must have been her. She pretended she
was so sincere, but what if that was why she had applied for the
position in the first place? To get her hands on the Connelly’s
fortune. She would be in for a rude awakening if that were her
intention!






*****






“I have to go
home and shower and change. Kyle says he is going to look in every
few minutes.”






“Have you heard
from your Mom?”






“Not yet. Don’t
worry about it.” He kissed her softly. “I am grimy and
jetlagged, but aside from running home to shower and get a change of
clothing, I will be back.”






“I am fine. And
the cops-”






“Will not be
speaking to you unless I am present.”






“Brennan-”






“No.” He
told her firmly. “When I return, we will talk to them, and you
still need to rest. No one is in unless it’s the doctors, and I
will make that clear to the front desk.






“You are being
unreasonable.”






“I am entitled;
my wife was assaulted and shot.”






“That was a low
blow.”






“It was meant
to be. I will be back later, darling. Have I told you that I love
you?”






“You had
better. I am not only married but knocked up as well. I am not doing
this by myself.”






“No need,”
He said with a laugh as he kissed her again.






She watched as he
walked out of the room.






Kyle came in just
then, wearing his white lab coat and a pair of sets wrapped around
his neck. 







“Coming to
check on me?”






“Yep.’
Sitting on the side of the bed, he checked her vitals.






“You look
especially hot in that lab coat.”






“Careful, you
are not only married, you also have a bun in the oven.”






“Is that the
medical term for it?”






“Absolutely.”
Taking her hand, he squeezed it slightly. “How are you?”






“Worried
and pissed.”






“Why?”






“Brennan is
trying to avoid talking about Elizabeth, but he has not called her
back, and she has not called me either.”






“And you are
worried that it’s not a good sign.”






“I am.”
She moved restlessly. “Did you call Aunt Ilene?”






“I did and
explained everything to her.”






“Did you also
tell her that I am married?”






“I am leaving
that up to you.”






“What have I
done, Kyle?” She asked listlessly.






“You went with
a decision. You are married for better or worse, and now it’s
not just the two of you; there will be a third.”






“We never
talked about having a baby.”






“And when you
are making all that passionate lovemaking, did it occur to you to use
anything?”






“No.”






“There are
consequences-”






“Oh, just shut
up.”






“Love you too.”
Bending his head, he kissed her cheek.






*****






“Mother-”






“I have
contacted our lawyers, and they have agreed to meet with us in the
next hour.” She was dressed in a severe black pantsuit; her
hair ruthlessly brushed back from her face. 







“I won’t
be able to make it. Madison is recuperating, by the way.”






“You married
this woman without my blessing-”






“Don’t
you mean your permission?” He asked her tightly as he followed
her into the living room.






“If you were
not doing anything wrong, you would not have felt the need to marry
this woman and keep it a secret.” She rounded on him furiously.
“Was that her idea? Did she seduce you so that she can get her
hands on your money?”






He gave her an
incredulous stare. “You think I am that gullible?”






“I think you
are a man, and when a beautiful woman sets out to seduce and
ensnare-”






“Like you
were?” The minute the words were out of his mouth, he regretted
it. “Mother, I apologize-”






“If you cannot
make the meeting, I will ask the lawyers to reschedule it for a more
convenient time. I am an assistant and still have much work to do.
Now, if you will excuse me.” 







She swept out of the
room, leaving him standing there and staring after her. With a
vicious curse, he strode out and bounded up the stairs. The lawyers
could go to hell; his only concern was his wife.






*****






“My dear, why
didn’t you tell me about this?” The hurt on her aunt’s
face was more than she could bear. “You felt the need to hide
that you were getting married.”






“I am sorry,
auntie.” She gripped the woman’s hand. “It was
complicated.”






“I am not a
fool, honey.”






“I am not
saying you are. I would never say that.”






“And the young
man is that woman’s son. The one you are working for.”






“Yes.”






“You just met
him.”






“Yes, but we
are in love with each other.”






“Then why the
secrecy?”






“I signed a
contract that forbids me to marry for two years. A binding one.”






Ilene stared at
her. “Why on earth would you do something like that?”






“I needed the
money, and the compensation package was very good. We had all those
bills-”






“And we
would have managed. You did this for me.”






“I did this for
us.”






“And now you
are in trouble. That woman is wealthy and will make an issue out of
that broken agreement.”






“Auntie-”






“It’s a
pleasure to meet you finally.” They both turned at the sound of
the deep voice.






“You are the
man who married my niece in secrecy.”






“Auntie-”






“It’s
fine, darling.” Walking into the room, he sat on the edge of
the bed, facing Ilene. “Blame it on me. I rushed her into the
marriage.”






“And he did not
hold a gun to my head.” Madison reached for his hand. “I
love him, Auntie, and was not about to let anything stop me from
being his wife.”






“There are ways
to do things. Marriage is an important step and one that should be
thought out carefully. I am her only relative and would have loved
being there for her at that important time in her life.”






“I promise we
will have another ceremony as soon as possible. My wife will get to
wear white if she wants to, and it will be inside a chapel.”






Ilene nodded as she
stared at him. “You certainly are a beautiful young man. Please
make certain you are true to my Maddie.”






“Absolutely.”





Chapter 13






“I acquired the
services of an interior designer, and it costs a little extra, but
the team was able to finish the work in time for your discharge.”






“Aunt Ilene
wants me to come home-’






“Reporters are
camped outside your former home, waiting to hear the whole story. And
besides, that place is no longer your home. You are my wife, and it’s
time we lived together as husband and wife.”






“She wanted
me there so she could take care of me.”






“I have
taken time off from work to do that.”






“Brennan-”






“End of
discussion, darling,” He told her firmly. “If your aunt
wants to come and stay for a few days, then she is free to do so.”






“She is not
going to leave the house unoccupied.”






“She can
call and come and visit whenever she likes. What do you think?”
He opened the doors to the apartment they had spent the night before
he went on his trip.






“I wanted your
input on the design but did not want to bother you while you were
recuperating.”






Stepping into the
expansive foyer, she walked along the hallway and into the living
room. Whereas there had been just the fireplace and a sofa, it was
now decorated in a soft teal blue with bronze furnishings and several
discreetly expensive artworks on the walls. A fire was blazing,
sending a soft glow around the room.






“Four suites in
total and a room and bathroom downstairs. I was thinking that could
be used when hiring a nanny.”






“Is that so?”
She turned to face him. “And have you decided on what I will be
doing with the rest of my life as well?”






He stared at her with
a frown. “Are you upset with me about something?”






“I don’t
know Brennan.” She threw her hands in the air. “You have
taken over my life and not asked my opinion. Your mother has not one
day called to ask how I am doing. What does that mean? I am assuming
that I no longer have a job, of course. Where does that leave me? Is
she going to sic her lawyers on me for breach of contract?”






“I will deal
with Mother.”






“Like you are
dealing with me?”






“You are going
through a lot, and the pregnancy-”






“Don’t
you dare!” She shouted. “If the next word that comes out
of your mouth is hormones, I am going to smash that very expensive
over your head. Is that clear?”






“As
crystal.” His body had stiffened, his eyes darkened as he
stared at her.






“I am in love
with you. For the first time in my damn life, I am in love, head over
heels, irrevocably in love. 







My past is dark as
hell, and for that reason, I stayed away from that emotion because I
was afraid it would bring out the monster in me. I was several
thousand miles away from you when I received the news that you were
hurt, and if I could fly, I would have sprouted wings just to be at
your side. 







I was frozen in
constant terror the entire time I was on that plane, wondering if I
would be too late. This is new for me. I am stupid when it comes to
you, irrational as hell. I don’t care what happens with the
damn lawyers; my only concern is you. Now, is that clear?”






Madison stared at him
for a few minutes, her breath lodged inside her throat as she sank
weakly on the easy chair behind her.






“Yes,”
She whispered. “I am so sorry, darling. It’s just that I
know your mother is not speaking to you-”






“You don’t
need to worry about that.” Rushing forward, he dropped to his
knees in front of her. “It will sort itself out. I will figure
things out.” Taking her hand in his, he brought it up to his
lips and kissed her knuckles. 







“I adore you.”
He smiled weakly. “There are some questions, some issues that I
am facing, and one day soon I will tell you, but I love you, and I am
here for you.”






Tears blurred her
eyes as she stared at him. “She is going to make me out to be a
gold digger.”






“Let her try.”






“She is your
mother-”






“And you are my
wife.” He told her fiercely. “We are a unit, a team, and
the bond between us will never be broken by anyone, not ever her.”






“Promise me
something.”






“Anything.”






“Anything
within reason?” She asked teasingly.






“Anything,”
He repeated.






“That you will
talk to her and try and work things out with her. She is your mother,
and she loves you, that much I know.” Her hands gripped his.
“We pissed her off by getting married without her knowing about
it. I can just imagine how she feels. And people will be looking at
her and wondering why she kept it a secret.”






“I will talk to
her,” He promised quietly. “Now, are you well enough to
take the tour?”






“Absolutely.”






“How about
this- I carry you up the stairs, and we go on?”






Her smile came just
then, and he felt the tight hold around his heart loosening. Things
had been so hectic between them since last week. The detectives had
interviewed her, and she had identified the suspects. His mother was
not talking to him, and he had been putting off meeting with the
lawyers, insisting he had to be there for his wife. 






Then, there was the
decorating of the apartment. The good thing was that he did not have
to go through the company because the place was his. And he had not
touched one cent of any of the corporate accounts but was using his
trust fund. He was not going to give the lawyers any leeway. 







“You are
determined to take care of me, aren’t you? No matter what I
say.”






“You guessed
it. Ready?”






Nodding, she shifted
forward so he could lift her into his arms.






He gave her the tour
and looked for signs that she approved. “We could use the
adjoining bedroom for a nursery.”






“Think it’s
big enough?” She asked in amusement as she wandered around the
large, airy bedroom with the skylight roof. There was a large
fireplace at her aunt's, quickly three times the size of her bedroom.
The decor was lovely, teal blue and hints of green. 







The furnishings were
new, a solid mahogany. The bed had been replaced by one so vast that
she knew she would be lost.






“So?”






“I love it.”
She turned towards the walk-through closet with the revolving
shelves. There was a vanity table and chair complete with a mirror
and the size of her bedroom at her aunt’s place. “There
are already clothes here.”






“I ordered
things from Romano’s. More are on its way. I have hired a maid,
and she will be here in the morning.”






“I am guessing
she is already vetted.”






“I have known
her since I was a child.” 







She turned to look at
him. “You stole your mother’s staff.”






“Maria cared
for me as a baby, and mother allowed her to leave.” He drew her
into his arms. “Do you approve, darling? I wanted to make sure
everything was ready for you.”






“I love it.”
She melted into his arms and breathed in his scent. There was no
sense in arguing about his take-charge approach. He was Brennan
Connelly, and just because she was not accustomed to men taking care
of her, she would not let it bother her. She was going to enjoy it.






For the first time in
her life, she did not have to worry about paying the bills. She had
someone who was looking out for her.






“Ready for
bed?”






She nodded, and
taking her hand, he led her back into the room.






“I want to
freshen up first. No.” She shook her head when he would have
followed her. “I love you to pieces, darling, but I can do this
part alone.”






“All right.”
Taking her hand, he kissed her knuckles. “I must seem like a
fussy old woman.”






“More like a
mother hen.” She told him with a smile. “I am fine and
healing nicely.”






“And no
nausea.”






“None. I can
hardly believe I am pregnant.”






“Go.” He
let go of her hand and watched her walk across the room and into the
bathroom.






Her exclamation of
delight had him smiling as he set about taking out their clothing for
bed. His smile faded as he remembered that he would have to face the
lawyers and his mother tomorrow morning. He selected a thin baby blue
lace nightgown and put it on the bed before taking off his clothes
and donning sweats and a t-shirt. 






He usually slept
naked, but there was no way he was going to be able to be in the same
bed with his wife and not want to touch her or make love to her.
Layers of clothing will serve as a deterrent to his rampaging desire;
at least, that was his hope.






“That bathroom
is probably the loveliest I have ever seen. I was tempted to try out
the bath. It looks like it can hold six people at least.”






“Happy you
like it. Here, let me help you with that.” Standing before her,
he slowly took off her sweater, carefully avoiding the wound. Tossing
the shirt onto the sofa, he gently spread his fingers over it, the
anger rising inside him.






“It just hurts
a little.” She was attuned to his moods and knew that his anger
was surfacing.






“I want to kill
them for hurting you.” He said hoarsely.






“And they are
locked away.”






“It’s
not enough.”






Her hand closed over
his wrist. “Let it be.” Pulling his hand down, she placed
his palm flat against her stomach. “For our baby.”






His eyes
glittered at that, and he was about to say something but decided
against it. She did not need the added worries.






“Let’s
get you dressed, shall we?” He said briskly, moving his hand
from hers so that he could finish taking off her clothes.






“I love this.”
She mused when he helped her into the bed.






“Love what?”






“Being tended
to.”






“Is that so?”
He carefully drew her into his arms. He was not going to be able to
make love to her, but he could at least have her snuggled against
him. It might prove to be pure torture for him, but he could live
with it. “Getting used to it, are you?” He kissed her
temple.






“Absolutely.”
She could feel the warmth of his body through his shirt. “Just
how many nightgowns have you bought me?”






“I lost
count.”






“I love the
feel of the lace against my skin.”






He cleared his throat
at that and could feel his hope disintegrating. “Go to
sleep.”






“I have been
sleeping for the past three days.”






“Want to watch
something on TV?” He was already reaching for the remote.






“No. I have
been doing that occasionally and am not much of a small screen
person.”






“Then why don’t
we talk.”






“About?”






“You. I do not
know your favorite color or if you love flowers.”






She smiled at his
effort to distract them both. “Black, and yes, I love flowers.
My aunt and I would tend to the garden in the spring. She has a green
thumb; I think I inherited some of it.”






His hand drifted down
to link her fingers with his. “And the opera?”






“I have been
twice because getting tickets can be challenging, and I had other
expenses.”






“You will never
have to worry about that again.”






“That is
something I need to talk to you about.”






“As my wife,
you don’t have to worry about finances.”






“I am going to
say something, and I don’t want you to take it wrong.”






“I have a
feeling I will, but let’s hear it.”






“I am
independent and not the kind of wife who just sits around doing
nothing.”






“There are
numerous charities you could be put in charge of. I know you are
familiar with the ‘wives’ - women who are married to
members of the club I belong to.”






“I am.”






“I can put you
in touch with them, and you can choose which charities you want to
join. I know they will appreciate the help. I will give you the
contacts as soon as you are ready.”






“I would love
that. It just feels strange not to have a job.”






He shifted so that he
could look at her. “Can’t you enjoy the free time,
darling?” He asked softly. “If you like, we could give
Maria the weekends off, and we can do the housework,” he added
teasingly, laughing when she wrinkled her nose at him.






“I hate
housework.”






“You also
hate picking up after yourself.”






“Speaking
of which, I left a towel on the bathroom floor.”






“For me to pick
up, no doubt.”






“I would not
want to disappoint you.” She started to shift into him,
forgetting about the wound. Her hiss of pain had him reacting
immediately.






“Careful.”
Moving slowly, he put some pillows under her right shoulder.
“Better?”






“Yes. Thanks.
don’t think about it.” She said swiftly, seeing the
expression on his handsome face.






“How can I
not?” He tamped down his anger with incredible difficulty.






“I love music
as well.”






A reluctant smile
touched his lips. “Trying to distract me darling?”






“Is it
working?”






“Somewhat. Tell
me what kind of music,”






*****






They were waiting for
him when he got there that morning. He had risen early enough to make
breakfast for his wife and helped her with her shower, staying until
Maria got there so she did not have to be by herself. And he had
armed himself with the legal documents he would use to prove his
point.






“Mother.”
He greeted her coolly before nodding to the contingent of lawyers.
They were using Conference Room B, and someone, no doubt her
assistant, had laid refreshments on the table by the window. He was
not in the mood for food.






“I understand
congratulations are in order.” Luke Carmichael, the head of the
legal team and a long-time friend of the family, said smoothly from
his position at the head of the table.






“Thank you.”






The other men
followed suit, of course, something that did not surprise Brennan.






“There are some
legal ramifications-”






“Before you
start handing out dire warnings about my marriage, Luke, I suggest
you and your minions take a look at these documents. I was top of my
class at Harvard Law and happened to know precisely what you are
coming with.” He handed the man the documents, waiting for him
to scan them. He had yet to take a seat.






“You had
someone do up a prenup.” The man murmured.






“And duly
signed by my wife, which serves to prove to your mother that she is
not after my money.” He gave the silent woman a haughty look
that reminded her of his father.






“And your
marriage certificate, which appears to be authentic.”






Brennan laughed
harshly and shook his head. “I believe I will have some coffee
after all.” Striding over to the table, he poured a cup and
returned it. “You almost sound disappointed.”






Ignoring the
sarcastic comment, the man continued. “There is the matter of
breach of contract. Your wife was specifically told that she could
not marry for two years. She agreed to the terms and signed said
contract.”






The anger exploded
inside him, and he rounded on his mother. “Seriously? She is
your goddamned daughter-in-law and soon-to-be the mother of your
grandchild. So, sue us because it will be ‘us’ mother. My
wife and I are a team; if you go after her, you come after me. And
believe me when I tell you it will not be pretty.”






“There is no
need for threats-”






“I need to
speak to my son alone. Please leave.”






Elizabeth rose and
went to get coffee as soon as the men trooped out of the room.






“I don’t
want to speak to you. How could you do this?'' Furious, he felt like
hurling the cup against the wall. “Have a bunch of lawyers
raking over our personal lives. Is that the type of person you have
become? Did you live with him so long that you have adopted some of
his less attractive traits?”






“Do you want me
to apologize?” She turned to him, eyes flashing. “Well, I
won’t. You are my only child, one that I love more than
anything in the world, and you lied to me. 







You married that -
that woman without a word, and I am supposed to do what? Smile as if
everything is fine. You hurt my feelings! You went behind my back and
did this thing and made me feel like a damn fool.”






“Not everything
is about you.” He felt his anger dissolving at her outburst and
the expression on her lovely face. He knew he had hurt her by
marrying without her understanding of it, and it does not matter why
he did it. 







But that he had. “You
had her sign a contract that prevented her from marrying for two
years. I was not prepared to wait that long.”






“And you could
not have come to me?”






“No,” He
said wearily. “You would not have approved. You are a snob,
mother, as much as you would like to think otherwise. 







You had someone you
thought would be a suitable match already picked out, and if that
person did not work, you would have chosen someone else from our
society. It did not matter to you that I preferred to choose my
bride.”






“I am not a
snob.” She muttered, walking over to sit back down. “I
just want what’s best for you.”






“And Madison is
what’s best for me. I love her.” He walked over to the
window to bleakly look out at the gray clouds. “Now she is
pregnant, and I am scared out of my wits.”






“Why?”






“You would ask
me that?” He turned to face her. “I have not said
anything to her because she faces a lot. But I am a generational
curse mother; with my history, I will likely inherit their genes. My
grandfather and my father - the way they treated women worse than
slaves. 







You think that I am
better than Madison, that because I am from a supposedly old family-
one with money, she does not deserve someone like me. But you are not
seeing that she is better than I am. I don’t deserve someone
like her, and I constantly dread that she will wake up and discover
that she could have done better.”






“Darling-”






“No.” He
shook his head. “Let me finish. She is carrying my seed inside
her, and God knows I should have used something, but the truth is, I
wanted nothing between us - I could not bear not feeling her, all of
her, and now she is pregnant. 







What if I turn out to
be like them? Am I going to introduce my child to sex at the early
age of thirteen? I keep hoping that it’s a daughter because
then I can tell myself that surely I would never do that sort of
thing to her.” He strode over to put away the cup.






“I love her,”
He added quietly. “She is erasing the darkness inside me, and
for that, I am grateful. For the first time in my life, I am happy.
She has given me hope-” He turned to look at her. “Accept
her or don’t, but know this: I am going to stand by her one
hundred percent.” He glanced at his watch. “I need to
check in on her to see-”






“Have her over
for supper on Sunday.” Elizabeth interrupted softly, her eyes
shimmering. “I would like to get the opportunity to greet her
face to face and welcome her to the family.”





He stared at her for
a minute as if unable and unwilling to believe she meant it.






“Please.”
She held out a hand to him. “I would like my son back where he
belongs.”






“And you are
not just saying that?”






“No.” She
shook her head and approached him. “I love you, and I will
surely like her with time. Bring her to supper, and let’s make
this right.”





Chapter 14






“What do you
think?” She asked anxiously.






“About what?”






“The outfit,
Brennan. Is it appropriate? Do you think I should wear something
else?”






Putting away the
file, he gave her his full attention, an amused look on his face.
“You look quite virginal.”






“Oh, why do I
bother!”






“You are
adorable and very chaste. The white cashmere is perfect. After dinner
with Mother, perhaps we should see if you can sing in the choir.”






He broke off the
laugh, swiftly getting up from his position on the sofa to catch her
while taking the dress off.






“Let go.”






“No.”
Turning her to face him, he examined the perfectly made-up face, and
the usually wild curls brushed ruthlessly into a chignon at the nape
of her neck. Discreet diamonds winked at her lobes, and she wore the
necklace he had bought her. 







“You are
driving yourself crazy over nothing. She already knows you, darling;
it’s not like you are meeting her for the first time. Don’t
you think the white dress is a little too over the top?”






“I am
meeting her for the first time as your wife, and I already know what
she thinks of me.”






“She is willing
to meet you halfway, and I will be there with you.”






“To hold my
hand?”






“If necessary.”
Turning away from her, he plucked out a stunning wool the color of
ripe plums with a scooped neckline and fitted bodice. “This is
perfect.”






“It’s
going to show my boobs.”






“Darling,
please.” Putting the dress on the vanity chair, he helped her
off with the one she had on. “And leave your hair loose. I
happen to love it that way. I am the one you are supposed to be
trying to impress, remember?”






“I thought I
already did that several times in bed.” Turning toward the
mirror, she stared at her reflection and had to admit that the dress
was stunning on her.






“What did I
tell you?” He asked huskily, eyes glowing in admiration as he
wrapped his hands around her waist. 






“I think I
should leave my hair the way it is.”






“I disagree.”
With that, he tugged at the pins, watching as the curls tumbled
around her shoulders. “Perfect.”






“Are you going
to be trying to dictate every area of my life?”






“As much as I
can.” He kissed the top of her head before turning her to face
him. “We do not want to be late. Mother is a stickler when it
comes to timing.”






“What shall I
say to her?” She held out her arms as he helped her with her
jacket.






“What do you
mean?”






“The last time
I was there, I was her employee.”






“Now you are
her daughter-in-law. Chin up.” When she lifted her head, he
buttoned the top buttons. “It’s icy out.”






“And I breached
the contract, leaving her without an assistant.”






“She is
interviewing several now.”






“She has not
decided on one yet.”






“No. Why?”





“Nothing.”
She flashed him a smile and pulled on her gloves. “Ready when
you are.”






*****






Elizabeth examined
the place setting again as the maids waited for her approval. Her son
and his new wife were expected to arrive any minute now, and she
wanted everything to be perfect. She had promised her son that she
would be on her best behavior and meant every word. 






“He could have
done worse.” Allan had told her blithely while they were in bed
last night.






“She was not
the person I would have chosen for him.”






“Of course not.
She is not from your society.”






“It happens to
be your society, too.”






“Much to my
regret.”






“As soon as
they are here, I will tell you when to start serving the first
course.”






“Yes, ma’am,”
Elaine said with a bow.






“These
fresh flowers from the greenhouse are a nice touch.”






“Ms. Connelly -
I mean, Ms. Madison loves flowers.”






Elizabeth turned to
look at the woman who had been with the family for too many years to
count. “That’s right, she is Mrs. Connelly too. I am sure
she would not mind being called Ms. Madison.” 







She looked around the
elegant dining room and swept out with the maids following her. “
We will have cocktails in the living room. The fire is blazing inside
the hearth, and everything looks warm and cozy.” She turned to
look out the window just in time to see her son’s vehicle.






“They are
here.”






Madison reached for
his hand when they exited the vehicle, and he handed the key fob to
the butler. Aware of her nerves, Brennan had engaged her in
conversation for half an hour, trying to put her at ease, but he
could see that the nerves had returned.






“Relax,”
He whispered as they reached the large double doors.






“I am
trying.”






A familiar face swept
The doors open, and Madison felt the tension easing a little. “Mr.
Brennan and Ms. Madison, it’s so good to see you,” Elaine
exclaimed with a beaming smile on her road face. “Ms. Elizabeth
said you should go on right into the living room. Oh, and
congratulations.”






“Thank you,
Elaine,” Madison told her gratefully. 






“Let me take
your coats.” As soon as she did, Brennan took his wife’s
arm and left the way into the living room. 






“My dear,
welcome.” Elizabeth offered a warm smile and outstretched
hands, forcing Brennan to let go of her.






“Ms.
Connelly-”






“What utter
nonsense. You must call me Elizabeth.” She admonished. “Don’t
you look exquisite?”






“Mother.”
Brennan greeted her with a smile, an amused glint in his eyes. “You
are overdoing it,” He whispered as he bent to kiss her cheek.






“I am being the
perfect host.” She whispered back. “Come,’ She
gestured to Madison. “Please sit right here and Brennan-”






“Will be
sitting here.” He sat on the arm of the chair his wife had
taken.






“You know how I
hate anyone doing that.”






“I am not going
to break it. But I need to stay close to my wife. I hope that’s
not a problem.” He lifted his brow at her.






“Of course
not.” Elizabeth kept her smile in place. “Ah, the
cocktails. I know you are expecting, my dear, so I instructed them to
bring you a glass of light sherry.”






“That’s
fine.” Madison felt the tension returning and was happy for
Brennan’s presence next to her.






“So tell me,
how have you been doing? I understand they have the men who assaulted
you in custody?”






“They do.”
Madison took an experimental sip of the sherry and decided she liked
it.






“That’s
excellent news.” Elizabeth searched for something else to say
and decided that mentioning the charity would not be such a bad idea.
“We are receiving several donations, and the interest in those
girls is rather high.”






“I am happy
about that. Public awareness of what’s happening goes a long
way to help them. Brennan told me you are interviewing prospective
assistants?”






Elizabeth waved the
hand holding her Cabernet. “So far, I have not found one as
competent as you were.”






“I have a
suggestion, but first, I would like to apologize for leaving you in
the lurch.”






“My dear, you
did more than that. You breached the contract.”






“Mother.”






“She is
right, darling.” She touched his hand briefly. Sitting across
from them, Elizabeth felt the jolt of her heart as she saw the looks
exchanged between the two and could not help the jealousy. They were
indeed in love with each other.






“I want to make
a suggestion. Why don’t I come back to work? You would not have
to give me a salary-”






“Not.”






“Darling-”






“No.” He
said firmly as he stared at his wife. “The last time you worked
here, you were assaulted and almost raped and killed.”






“But it’s
different now. I would not be working as late and doing as much-”
She turned to Elizabeth, who had a spark of interest in her eyes.
“Right?”






“Darling, she
has a point.” She looked at her son pleadingly. “Your
wife knows the ins and outs of the various charities and was making
much headway on the project. I would-”





“Mother, could
you give us the room, please? I need to speak to my wife alone.”






“Of course,
darling.” Putting the glass down, she rose. “Dinner will
be served whenever you are ready.” She added before slipping
out of the room and closing the doors behind her.






“I know what
you are going to say.” Madison began.






“I bet you
don’t.” Sliding off the arm of the chair, he went to the
recessed cabinet to touch the button. “You feel guilty because
of the contract. You are my wife, and I will not have you-”






“ Working?”
She got to her feet and rounded on him. “I am supposed to be
arm candy, is that it? The little lady who cannot do anything for
herself. I am not that girl. 







I love this charity,
Brennan. I saw pics of those girls - girls as young as twelve. Your
mother and the rest of her friends are doing a hell of a job, and I
want to be in on it. What do you expect me to do, baby? Sit at home
and knit?






“Can you knit?”






“Hell no. I can
talk to people and get money out of them. Go on a crusade to help
those girls.” Walking over, she placed both hands on his dark
blue cable knit sweater. “I love you, baby. I love that you
look out for me and are attentive and protective. But I am a big
girl, and I don’t just want to be your wife. I want to make a
difference.”






“You don’t
just want to be my wife?”






“No. Do you
have any idea how much I love you?” She whispered, hands
clutching at his sweater.






“Trying to
butter me up, darling?”






“Is it
working?”






Sighing deeply, he
closed his hands over her wrists. “There are conditions.”






“I can work
with that.”






“You have not
heard them yet.”






“I am sure I
can work with anything you say.”






“All right,
let’s go and sit down for supper.”






Elizabeth waited
until they had got to the second course before she brought it up. “I
hate to broach the topic-”






“My wife is
determined to be a working woman.” Brennan reached for his
wine, his eyes on the woman across from him. “She made some
valid points, and I agreed to listen.”






“Oh, that’s
wonderful.”






“You have not
heard my conditions yet,” He told his mother mildly.






“What are
they?”






“She does not
work like a damn slave. You hire someone to do the heavy lifting. She
eats on time and takes time to rest.”






“I am not ill-”
Madison broke off at the stern look he threw at her. “Go on.”






“She leaves on
time. I want you to be home when I am home. Is that clear?”






“How about
this?” Elizabeth interjected. “Whenever we have to work
late, she stays here, and you come over. The suite is still yours,
darling.”






Brennan sent her a
knowing look.






“I am not
trying to get you to move back in, but it makes much sense.”
She pointed out.






“I agree.”
He turned to look at his wife, the smile turning into a look of alarm
at the look on her face. “Madison? What is it?”






“I don’t-”
Closing her eyes, she pressed a hand against her stomach. “I am
sorry; please excuse me.” Pushing back the chair, she fled the
room with her husband behind her. 







He found her on her
knees in the pink and cream powder room. The sound of her retching
tore at his heart. Without a word, he hunkered behind her and fisted
his hand into her hair.






When it ended, she
leaned against him weakly, taking several deep breaths. “So it
appears I am off a duck.”






“How do you
feel?” He asked her tenderly.






“Just
peachy.”






“How about some
soup?”






“Plain soup. I
need to rinse my mouth out.”






Lifting her into his
arms, he took her to the sink and turned the tap on.






“I will take
you upstairs and let you lie down a bit.”






“Okay.”
She buried her face into his chest and closed her eyes. “I
guess this is just the beginning.”






“Are you up for
it?”






“That’s
a moot point.”






*****






“I instructed
Andre to make some plain soup for her. How is she?”






“Her stomach is
empty. Is this what I must look forward to for the nine months?”
Picking up his wine glass, he finished it. 







“I had many
complications when I was pregnant with you—trips to the
hospital, doctor home visits, and the inability to keep anything
down. Sit darling. I will get one of the maids to take her up a
tray.”






He sat. “How
long did it last?”






“For seven
months, and then it was smooth sailing after that. I was a scarecrow
for those seven months.”






“The reason why
I did not want her working.”






“Darling-”






“No.” He
shook his head with a laugh. “She is determined to make a
difference, and I cannot deny that. She has been thrust into a
lifestyle she is not accustomed to, and I have to give her some
leeway.”






“You love her,”
Elizabeth murmured.






He stared at her in
surprise. “I told you that.”






“You did, but
seeing you together confirmed it.”






“I am
ridiculously in love with her.’ He admitted with a shaky laugh.
“I hover, and when I am not with her, I call and check-in. I
have never felt this way before in my life, and it scares the hell
out of me.”






His mother smiled at
him. “treasure it, darling. I never had that with your father,
and I wonder what would have happened if we had been in love. Your
childhood would have been so different.”






“I do believe
you are right.” His appetite had deserted him. He had heard her
vomiting up everything she ate, and it had brought home to him the
enormity of what she was facing. He could never bear to lose her. He
had also been doing a considerable amount of reading on pregnancy,
and it was not settling well with him.






“You are going
to make a great dad.” She said softly, cutting into his
thoughts.






“And you know
that - how?”






“You are
already an excellent husband. She felt ill, and you did not hesitate
to jump up and run to her rescue. Bart never did anything like that
for me.” Elizabeth fiddled with the stem of her glass. “I
was ill for most of the pregnancy, and that did not stop him from
gallivanting all over the place. Parties trip out of the country.”







A grim smile touched
her lips. “Oh, he would instruct the staff to check on me to
ensure I was properly fed. It would not do to have Bart Connelly’s
wife passing out or dying when he was off somewhere with God knows
who.”






“Was he there
for doctor’s visits?” Brennan asked her tensely, feeling
the anger rise inside him.






“The doctor
would make home visits,” Elizabeth remembered, a smile playing
around her lips. “Jack was a family friend- it’s a pity
he died last year; he would have been an excellent choice. He was
very thorough and supportive. He would call to check in on me, and
whenever I felt particularly down and out, he would talk to me.”






“He knew
what was going on.”






She nodded. “He
even tried to talk to your father to make him realize how important
it was for him to be here with me for support. It never made a
difference.”






“Was there any
point during which you had regrets?”






She stared at him in
surprise. “None at all. Even when I was sick to my stomach and
puking my guts out.” Reaching across the table, she squeezed
his hand. “You were my absolute pride and joy. Even now, even
when we are at odds. I love you, darling. You saved me all those
years ago.”






*****






“Hey.”






“Hey, I thought
I would have to come and find you.”






“I see you ate
everything.” He nodded to the tray and the empty bowl.






“The soup was
delicious and just what I needed.” She watched as he came and
sat on the edge of the bed. “I was also rummaging through your
things.”






His eyebrows lifted.
“Found anything incriminating?”






“Some old
football posters and a couple boxes of condoms.” She quirked a
brow at him. “I know you never used any on me, so here is the
question-”






“You caught me,
darling.” Taking her hand, he linked their fingers. “All
the times we were together, I was having hot sex with a couple of the
maids.” He grinned at her.






“I might just
believe you and make your life and the maids a living hell. And I
might just ask for names.”






“Elaine?”






“Eew. She is
old enough to be your mother.” She poked him in the ribs. “So
I take it we are staying here tonight?”






“We are, and
Mother is over the moon.”






“I think I like
her.”






His lips lifted, eyes
twinkling. “Do you?”






“When I was
working for her, she was this scary diva type who rarely smiles, and
I was afraid of making even the tiniest mistake.”






“But now
she is different?” Kicking off his shoes, he climbed beside her
and pulled her into his arms.

“She is.
Tonight, she was charming and sociable.”






“I am guessing
here, but it might be because your status has changed.” He
winced when she nudged her knee dangerously close to his groin.
“Watch the package.”






“How about I
unwarp said package?” Her hand reached down to cup him.






“Darling, you
emptied your stomach not quite half an hour ago. We are not doing
this.”






“Doing
what?” He hissed out a breath as she straddled him and started
pulling at his belt. She was pulling at his zipper before he could
stop her.






“Wait-”
His hands clamped down on hers as she reached into his underwear.
“Madison, I mean it. We cannot- Oh Christ!” He bit off a
groan when she started to pump him. 







He was already hard,
but there was no damn way he was going to make love to her. He had
knelt there behind her when she retched, and-” Darling!”
he groaned deep inside his throat when she eased up and straddled
him.






“Give me a
minute-” Lifting his lower body, he quickly got rid of his
trousers and underwear, flinging them over the side of the bed. Next
came his sweater, leaving her to run her hands freely over his naked
chest. 






“You witch,”
He whispered, hands gripping her slender hips. “Are you sure
you are all right?”






“I am great.
Now stop talking.” She whispered, leaning forward to take his
lips with hers.






He wanted to be
gentle; the Lord knows he tried. But with her gripping his cock, the
warmth of her hugging him like a glove, he knew he was lost. Dragging
her lips from hers, she moved her hands from her hips to cup her
breasts. “They are so sensitive.”






“What do
you want me to do?”






“What you do
best. Touch them-” Her head drifted back as she undulated her
hips slowly. 






“Don’t
stop, darling.”






“As if I
could.” Lifting his body, he took a tight bud into his mouth,
pulling it into his mouth until he was suckling hungrily. The
sensation was so unbelievable that she could barely stand it. 






“Brennan - I
can’t-” She whispered brokenly. She felt as if her body
was being pulled from all directions simultaneously. It was not long
before she came, the climax so intense and powerful that she could
not control her reaction. 






Leaning forward, she
dug her fingers into his chest, her body trembling. Flipping her over
without breaking the intimate contact, Brennan lifted her left foot
and bent it at the knee, his eyes holding hers as he drove into her
slowly, drawing out the climax that still had her imploding!





Chapter 15






He had found his
balance, and the months had flown by so quickly, with several trips
to the ER because of the amount of nausea that seemed to become a
pattern for the first six months. 







A pattern that had
him on edge as he accompanied her on every trip. No amount of threats
or pleas had stopped her from working with his mother on her numerous
charitable projects, and he had given up in frustration. 







“You must
realize that your wife is strong and knows what she is doing,
darling.” His mother had tried to reassure him.






“And it
certainly does not hurt that she is making strides in being your
assistant.”






“She is not
overworked, and I insist on her having regular breaks.” She
added. “She is my daughter-in-law, and I care about her. She is
also the woman carrying my grandson.”






They were having a
boy, something he was up in the air about. But his wife and his
mother were thrilled with the news, and rooms at the manor and the
apartment had been decorated with his wife’s supervision.






“I am
looking forward to putting down the load.” She said laughingly
as she patted her bulge. She was happy. She had become friends with
several of the ‘wives,’ and the press was finally leaving
them alone.






“You have to
come and see the warehouse that has been transformed into a home for
these children, darling. It’s equipped with all the modern
conveniences and the library is filled with books. The children are
settling in nicely, and we are working with the various law
enforcement agencies to sort out immigration status.”






“I hope I do
not have to remind you that you are close to your delivery date and
should be taking it easy.”






“I am fine. And
I promise that after this last visit, I will stay home like an old
pregnant woman and enjoy being catered to. I just have to deliver
something I promised one of the girls there. 







Her name is Maria,
and she is from Cozumel. Darling, she has been badly bruised and
abused and, for some reason, is taken with me. I am taking her some
drawing pads and pencils. She is quite talented.”






“You are much
too involved.”






“How can I
not be?” She asked, placing her hand on her stomach. “I
am going to be a mother, and the thought of anything happening to
Brennan junior here is unthinkable.”
“We are not going
to name our son Brennan Junior, and we need to come up with a name.”






“How about
Nathan?”






“No. A guy in
my senior class had that name and was a complete jerk.”






“Our son is
going to be sweet and caring-”






“Nathan is off
the table.” He told her firmly.






Forcing himself to
concentrate on the meeting, he mentally shook himself to pay
attention.






“What you are
implying is that the number of models we have on the project are-”






“Would you
excuse us? I need to speak with my son.”






“We will
continue this sometime in the afternoon.” Brennan rose and
waited until the team members had filed out of the room. He noticed
the strained look on his mother’s face for the first time.






“What is it?”






“I am so
sorry.”






His heart took a
downward dive, and he just stood there staring at her for a few
seconds. 







“Madison.”






“Yes.”
Elizabeth came forward, her steps halting. “They have been
trying to get you on your phone-”






“It was on
mute. The meeting- Is it the hospital?”






“No.”
Taking a deep breath, Elizabeth decided that the best thing was to
rush into it. “There is a hostage situation at the center-”





All the color leaked
out of his face as he stumbled backward.






“Madison.”






“The police and
SWAT teams are there-”






“My wife!”
He whispered harshly. “Where is she?”






“In the
building. Brennan-” she broke off as he rushed out of the
office at a run.






*****






She could not
concentrate on the pain. It had started as a faint irritant when she
got to the center, but the doctor had warned her that the closer she
was to her due date, that would happen. It was getting steadily
worse, but she was in a crisis and could not think about it now.






The man had a gun to
her head, and the memory of her assault was trickling back. She could
not concentrate on that either. She had to stay focused. 






“Now, Miguel, I
want you to think about your actions. There is police presence
surrounding the building-”






“Shut the
hell up!” He shouted, jamming the gun into her side. “Or
do you want me to shoot the brat out of you?”






“No,
please. I know you are not going to hurt my baby.”






“Lady, you do
not know me.” His hand tightened her neck, almost cutting off
her air. “I am here for my girls and am not leaving without
them.” He pointed the gun towards Maria, who was cowering in
one corner. “Get the phone and tell them I am not leaving
without my girls and have demands. 







Also, tell them I
have the charming Mrs. Brennan Connelly at gunpoint. I am demanding
ten million dollars in cash. I am sure that’s a small change
for her old man. I will also need a private plane and safe passage
for me and the girls. Put the phone on speaker.” He ordered.






Madison felt the pain
swamping her again and had to take a deep breath. Forcing herself to
concentrate on what was happening, she knew she had to find a way
out. The administrator and her staff were weeping in a corner of the
room, and the girls were huddled together, saying some sort of
prayer. She was going to have to get proactive.






*****






“What’s
the status?” Brennan headed for the officer in charge.






“He is making
demands.”






“Who the hell
is he, and what does he want?”






“His name is
Miguel Santiago, a Mexican-American who has been on our radar for
five years. Somehow, he found out where the girls are being kept and
is now-”






“He has my wife
at gunpoint.”






“I am afraid
so.”






“My very
pregnant wife. What is he demanding?”






“Ten million
dollars and safe passage out of the country.”






“Give it to
him.”






“That’s
not the way we work-” The man stumbled back at the enraged look
on Brennan’s face. 







“You think I
give a damn about that? My wife is in there with that maniac, and I
am going to do anything to get her out safely. That is all I care
about.”






“I understand
your concern-”






“No, you
don’t,” Brennan told him coldly. “My wife is in
that building; if I have to march in there and get her out, I
will.”






“Mr. Connelly-”
The captain was interrupted by the radio.






“Yes, Miguel,
we are still here.” He listened for a minute before responding.
“That’s going to take some time for us to get-” He
broke off as Brennan grabbed the radio.






“This is
Brennan Connelly, and you will be dealing directly with me. How is my
wife?”






“Ah, the big
man himself. Your lovely wife is just fine. How pregnant is she?”






“That’s
none of your damn concern. You are demanding ten million dollars and
safe passage out of the country. I can make that happen.”






“Mr.
Connelly-”






“Shut the hell
up.” He snapped. “I need to speak to my wife.”






“Of course.”
The man said genially. “But no funny stuff. Your husband is on
the line.”






“Brennan?”






“Baby, are
you okay?”






“We are fine,
darling. Miguel is living up to his promise of not hurting anyone. He
just needs to get out of here.”






“You are
going to be fine. Let me talk to him.”






“I love you.”






“I love you
too.”






“Isn’t
that sweet? Now, about my money-”






“I must go to
my bank to get the cash.”






“Sounds
like a plan. And the plane?”






“I will arrange
for you to use the company’s jet.”






“Now, that’s
what I am talking about.” He cackled. “Like I always told
my old man, money talks a lot.”






“One scratch on
her, just a mark that was not there before, and it will not be safe
for you anywhere.”






“Are you
threatening me?”






“No, Senhor
Santiago, that is a direct promise.” 







“I got that
boss. Not a scratch on your beautiful wife.”






Turning off the
radio, Captain Faraday turned towards Brennan, who was dialing a
number. 







“You cannot
mean to give into that animal’s request.”






“Do you have a
better idea? If you do, I am all ears.”






“We continue to
negotiate and find a way to get a shot-”






“And risk
shooting my wife in the process. I don’t think so.”






“You have to
allow us to do our jobs.”






“I am not
taking any chances. If-” He turned at the sound of his name and
saw Kyle hurrying toward him. 






“He is with
me.” His authoritative voice rang out when the officers
gestured the person back.






“Kyle.”






“It’s all
over the news. What the hell is going on?”






“That bastard
has Madison at gunpoint. I want to rip his head off, and then I want
to take a belt to my wife for not listening to me, but first things
first.”






“What does
he want?”






“Ten
million and a jet. I am in dialogue with my bank -” He looked
up to see his mother approaching. “You should not be here.”






“It’s my
fault-”






“Let’s
leave the blame game for another time. I just told our bank that I
need ten million dollars.”






“And it’s
going to take some time to get that amount of cash.”






“We can stall
the asshole-” He broke off when the sharpshooter called out.






“We have a
shot.”






“Take it.”
The captain told him grimly.






“My wife-”






“Mr. Connelly,
please allow us to do our job.” Raising a hand, he gave the
signal.






“Move in now!”
He ordered as soon as the shot rang out.






“My wife-”






“Please stay
back. We have to assess the situation-”






“Not a chance
in hell!” Before they could stop him, Brennan sprinted toward
the building where several officers were already inside. He got there
in time to see her on the floor, and for one paralyzing minute, he
thought she was dead until she started moaning.






“Madison! We
need an ambulance. Madison,” Running over to her, he bent down
and lifted her head into his lap. The cops were swarming around the
dead man, several of them ushering the women and children out, but he
did not notice any of it. “Darling, are you hurt?”






“No.”
She closed her eyes and hissed out a breath. 







“The baby-”
Gripping his hand, she squeezed down hard. “My water broke-Oh
God!” Her scream rents the air.






“Where is the
damn ambulance?” He shouted. “Breathe, baby, just
breathe.”






“The pain-”
She gripped his hand, fingers digging into his skin. “Kyle.”






“What have we
here?” He hunkered to check on her. 






“I think the
baby is coming.” She whispered.






“And the
ambulance is ten minutes out.” Looking around, he started
issuing instructions.






“I need fresh
towels and a basin or a bucket of water. This baby is not waiting.”






“What can I
do?” Brennan felt the fear settling inside his gut but was
determined to ignore it.






“Stay with her.
Hold her hand; she needs your support. Talk her through the
contractions. Maddie, you are doing fine, darling. And I have to say
you are the bravest woman I have ever known.” Kyle pressed down
on her stomach to make his assessment. “You love the
excitement.”






“My husband is
mad at me.” She tried to smile through the excruciating pain.
It felt as if someone was holding several hot pokers to her
extremities.






“We are not
going to talk about that now.” Brennan’s smile wobbled as
he mopped at her damp forehead. “Just concentrate on your
breathing.”






“Yes. Oh God!”
Her scream almost had him dissolving in fear. Turning his head, he
sought consolation from Kyle.






“It’s
fine. Now, darling, I will ask you to lift and bend your legs at the
knees. Brennan, go over to her head and raise her; yes, that’s
it. We want to make you comfortable.”






“After this,
you will tell me that you know everything there is to know about
me.”






“Yep.”
Kyle grinned at her quickly. “Now darling-” Using the
water, he washed his hands thoroughly and snapped on gloves. “You
are not going to push until you are told. No matter how much you feel
like it. We want to avoid tearing.” He glanced at her husband,
who was trying his best to act cool. “Hold her hands; she will
want to feel you.”






“I am here,
baby. I am not going anywhere.”






“Move those
people back,” Kyle ordered.






“Mother.”






“I was just
allowed to come in,” Elizabeth said as she looked at the scene.






“The
ambulance?”






“On the way.”






“The baby will
be here before that. Okay, darling, you will push when I give the
word. 







Easy now.”






“It hurts.”
She whispered.






“Almost over.
Now push, not too hard, that’s it. Stop.” He examined her
again, a frown touching his brow.






“Something
wrong?” Brennan asked him tersely.






“No, just a
slight hitch.” He smiled at Madison. “Ready?”






“I need a
second.” She closed her eyes briefly and felt herself drifting.






“Not long now,
darling. You can do it.”






“Madison,”
Brennan kissed the top of her head. “I love you, my sweet.”






“You are just
trying to make up for the fact that I am the only one feeling this-
Oh!”






“Push now
darling, slowly - okay, easy. Ah! The hardest part is over.  I have
the head.”






“I cannot do
this!”






“Yes, you can.”
Getting on her knees, Elizabeth took the towel and wiped Madison’s
brow. 







“You are brave
and strong; your son relies on you.”






“Ready,
darling?”






“Yes.”






“Now push!”






Gripping her
husband’s hands, she gave one mighty push, flopping back
against his chest wearily as her baby gave his first cry.






“Is he-”






“He is
perfect,” Kyle assured her, wrapping the boy into one of the
towels. Just then, the sound of the ambulance was heard.






“Perfect
timing.”






“Is she all
right?” Brennan asked anxiously.






Rising, Kyle handed
the baby to the tech, who rushed in with a gurney.






“Both mother
and son need to be transported to the hospital immediately,” He
ordered. “I will follow behind in my car.”






“What's wrong?”






“She is losing
blood.”






*****






“He is
perfect.” Ilene and Elizabeth stood outside the nursery, baby
Connelly, who was finally sleeping inside his cot. 







“Isn’t
he?” Elizabeth was overwhelmed as she stared at her grandson.
“He looks like Brennan when he was a baby.”






“They have not
given him a name yet?”






“No,” She
responded with a laugh. “My son says that as soon as his wife
wakes up, that will be the first thing they talk about.”






“How is my
niece?”






“Still in
surgery.” Elizabeth reached for the woman’s hand and
squeezed it. “They have the best team working on her.”






“I have asked
my church to send up prayers for her. She was in a very traumatic
situation, and on top of that, she gave birth in that place.”
Ilene heaved out a sigh. “She has been through a lot.”






“She is a brave
young woman.”






“Oh, no doubt
about that.”






They both turned
their attention to the beautiful baby again with smiles on their
faces.






*****






Brennan turned from
his contemplation outside the window as soon as the door opened.






“My wife?”






“Is still out
of it, but the danger has passed,” Kyle said with a smile. “I
volunteered to come and give you the good news.”






“Is she
okay?”






“She is fine.
The body has been through a lot and just needs to catch up.”






“I want to
see her.”






“Of course.
This way.”






“Kyle?”






“Yes?” He
turned at the door.






“Anything.”
Brennan swallowed the lump inside his throat. “Whatever it is I
can do for you, nothing is too much-”






“She is like a
sister to me, so that’s unnecessary.”






“If you had not
been there-”






“Let’s
not think about that now. She is through here.”






Pushing the doors
open, he stepped back so Brennan could go on. “Just sit with
her. She might be out of it for the next few hours.”






“Thanks.”
Pulling up a chair, he sat there staring at the love of his life for
a few minutes before taking her hand. She looked so peaceful, her
lashes making shadows on her smooth cheeks. “We will have a
very long conversation about your willful ways, darling.” 







He had to fight back
the emotions that were storming through his body. “This is the
second time you are putting me through this, and I am not going to
stand for it.” 






He swallowed the golf
ball lump in his throat. “The first time was bad enough, but to
stand outside that building knowing that a madman had a gun to your
head and not being able to do anything about it was more than I could
bear.” Lifting her hand, he kissed the back of it, the warmth
of her skin bringing the tears to his eyes. 







“But you are
here, and you are alive, so I am inclined to forgive you, but no
more. Is that understood? I am tempted to tie you to me for the rest
of your life. Oh baby.” He whispered hoarsely. “My sweet
darling, I thought I had lost you.”






*****






“You look like
hell.” Her soft voice jarred him out of the slumber that had
claimed him only for a few minutes. Lurching from the chair, he slid
on his knees at the side of her bed.






“Whose fault is
that?” He asked huskily, eyes roving over her face.






“I guess it’s
mine.” Her hand lifted to cup his jaw, feeling the bristles
there. “Our son?”






“Needing his
mama.” Turning his head, he kissed her palm, closing his eyes
briefly.






“I want to see
him.”






“I could have
lost you.”






“Darling-”






“You are never
leaving my side again, and I don’t care about any charitable
cause. You are staying inside the apartment where you will be
safe.”






“Brennan-”






“I will go and
get the doctors and ask the nurse to bring our son to you.”






Before she could
say anything else, he strode from the room.






She was half
listening to her aunt and mother-in-law. Her son had taken to her
breast immediately as if there had been no lapse in the delivery at
all or the fact that she had gone through surgery. Now, he was fed
and ready to go back to sleep; still, her husband was missing.






“He has been
here all day, so I urged him to go home, shower, and get something to
eat.” his mother told her when she asked.






“I see. I am a
little tired now. Can you-”






“Of course, my
dear. Ilene and I will examine the little treasure again before we
leave.” Elizabeth squeezed her hand. “Thank God you are
all right, my dear. Brennan was out of his mind with worry.”






“Kyle, stay.
Please.”






She waited until the
women had left and closed the door behind them. “Where is
he?”






“Like your
mother-in-law said, he went home to take a much-needed nap.”
Kyle examined her and checked the vital signs, nodding approvingly.
“If you keep this up, you can leave here in the next two
days.”






“He is
upset.”






Pulling up the chair,
Kyle straddled it, leaning forward with his hands around the back of
it. “He is still in shock. He stood outside that center
negotiating with a sick bastard who had a gun to his wife’s
head. And he did so with complete and unusual calm. 







He was willing to
give the sick son of a bitch the ten million dollars to get you back,
and he would have offered more. You were in there, and he was not
certain you would come out alive. I was there, and my heart was in my
throat. Put yourself in his shoes.”






Tears burned the back
of her eyes. “And this is the second time. He told me to stay
home because I was close to my delivery date.”






“And you
had to have your way.”






“He will be
angry with me for a long time.”






“He loves you,
so he’ll come around.”





Chapter 16






He had not smoked
since he was in college and was under extreme stress. But the need
for it had come about, and he could not stop himself. After ensuring
his wife and son were all right, he returned to the apartment, where
he sent the maid home after telling her that both mother and baby
were okay. 







Now, he was on his
balcony smoking. The tobacco from the slim cheroot had a pleasing
aroma that tickled his nostrils. He had contemplated completing the
entire thing with a bottle of scotch, but he had to have his wits
about him.






He was pissed. The
bastard was dead, and yet here he was, wanting to tear his heart out
for daring to hold a gun on his wife. He was also pissed with her. He
had specifically ordered her not to go to the center. 






To just stay home and
rest until it was time to deliver their son. She had done enough,
gone through enough - what with the difficult first six months of the
pregnancy and her running around with the damn charity.






But she had not
listened to him as usual and, for that, had almost lost her life. He
could not face her now and was ignoring the calls from her and his
mother. 







He was going to have
to calm all the way down before he spoke to either of them,
especially her.






Leaning against the
rail, he stared bleakly out at the swift running stream, the scent of
begonias and roses lost on him.






He had gone into the
nursery to check on things. She had spent hours repacking the tiny
clothes inside the antique dresser. The designer had almost torn his
hair out at her constant indecision. She had changed the color scheme
five times before he was forced to step in and told her firmly that
it should be cerulean. 






Lifting his head to
the sky, he blew smoke upwards, watching it dissipate into
nothingness. He was a father. He was undoubtedly elated at having a
family, but now he could not escape the scare. Nor could he push past
the anger that was burning inside his gut.






He had been calm when
he started negotiating with that nutcase and would have emptied every
cent of the corporate account as well as his account just to get her
back safe and sound.






He was in love for
the first time in his life, and that magnitude made him aware of how
vulnerable that made him. He was the sole heir to a multi-billion
dollar industry, which means his family - his wife and son would be
susceptible to threats - from people who think they could be a meal
ticket.






He had told her he
would restrict her comings and goings, but he did not mean it. How
could he do that to her? After seeing what his mother had gone
through with his father, he could never put her through that sort of
insecurity.






Turning away from the
railing, he walked over to the table and stubbed out the cigar. His
phone pinged again, and with an impatient snort, he dragged it out.






“Mother, this
is not a good time.”






“Why? Were
you sleeping?”






“About to.
Look-”






“I am outside
the apartment, darling, and am not leaving until I speak to you.”






Hanging up the phone,
he swore furiously before stepping from the balcony. Pulling on a
robe, he went downstairs to open the door.






“Darling, how
are you?”






“Super.”
Turning around, he led the way into the living room. “What do
you need?”






“Your wife and
son are doing great.”






“So I was told.
Need a drink?”






“No, thank
you.” She watched as he walked over to the cabinet to pour
himself a drink.






“She needs
you.”






“She should be
resting. She has been through a hell of a lot.”






“She needs you,
darling.”






“I am not able
to speak to her right now.”






“You are
upset.”






“You think?”
Picking up the glass, he walked to the easy chair beside the
fireplace. Standing next to it, he looked into his drink
contemplatively. “She put herself in danger.”






“That’s
not fair.”






“I told her not
to go.”






“She is
committed to the cause-”






“One that
almost cost her life!” 






She jumped when he
hurled the glass of scotch against the wall. 






“I specifically
asked or to just take it easy for the duration. She had what? Two
weeks before her due date, all she had to do was to take it easy. You
encouraged her to continue working, had her so damned wrapped up in
this cause that she would not listen to me. The result? She was
almost killed. I almost lost my entire family.”






“Then blame
me.”






“I do.”
He told her coldly.






“Blame me, and
do not punish her. She needs you, darling. When I was leaving, she
was trying your phone again. You are right when you say she needs her
rest, but she cannot settle  because her husband, the man she loves
and her baby's father, is not with her.”






“I need a
minute.”






“Not at the
expense of your wife and son.”






“I will be
there in the morning. And I am in constant contact with the doctors.
Kyle promised to look over her.”






“Kyle is a
friend. You are her husband. She needs you.”






“I need to get
my head on straight.”






“And you are
doing that by smoking and drinking. I can smell the tobacco on you,
darling. This is not you.”






“How would you
know that?” He asked her rudely. “I need to be alone.”






“When I had
you, I went through a particularly rough delivery. “







“I don’t
want to hear-”






“You are going
to stand there and listen to me. I am your damn mother, and I am
going to have my say.”






Staring at her for a
few seconds, he nodded jerkily. “He stayed at the hospital long
enough to see that you were healthy and not in any danger. I was in
labor for fourteen hours, weak and out of it. 







He left to go to his
current mistress, and even though we did not have a good
relationship, I needed him, and he was not there. I went into
postpartum depression right after and for months could barely
function.”






She walked over to
him. Taking his hands in hers, she met his eyes. “You are not
like him. I have seen you with that beautiful girl, and you changed
my mind about your choice without roping me into it. I have never
seen such complete and utter devotion between two people. 







Right now, she needs
the man she loves more than anything else. I saw the look on her face
each time her phone rang, or someone came through that doorway and
the disappointment when it wasn’t you. You are the only one she
wants to see.”






“I am so damn
angry with her.” He admitted wearily. “I love her with
everything inside me. I stood outside that center and felt as if my
life was ending. And then afterward, I watched her lying on that
pallet on the floor in the worst pain imaginable. 







I felt helpless both
times. I could not save her, could not be in that place instead of
her, and then I could not bear her pain.”






“Darling-”
Elizabeth felt the nerves twisting inside her belly. “You have
to know that none of this was on you. Do you, for one minute, think
your wife blames you for the pain she endured during childbirth? She
loves you. 







I was never in love
with your father, and when I held you for the first time, I knew I
would have gone through hell and back just to have that moment. To
have you.” Lifting a hand, she touched the unshaven jaw and
felt her heart fluttering at the gaunt look on his face. “Go to
her, darling, or you will regret it for the rest of your life.”






*****






“You are here.”
She searched his face as he came into the room. “I have been
calling you.”






“Yes. I know.”






“And?”






“I had a peek
at our son-”






“Where were
you?”






Pulling up the chair,
he sat, staring at her. “At the apartment.”






“You
deliberately did not answer my calls.”






“My phone was
on mute.”






“I see.”
She plucked at the sheets. “Is this how it’s going to be?
You go off and sulk because what? You are upset with me?”






“upset?”
He laughed harshly. “That’s a tame word if ever there was
one.”






“Then what,
Brennan? Are you going to lock me inside our bedroom?” 







“Don’t
tempt me,” He muttered. Leaning back in the chair, he combed
his fingers through his hair. “I love you.”






“You have an
amusing way of showing it.”






“I was hopping
mad. Still am.”






“And I get it.
You had to live that time all over again. I went against your wishes
to the center-”






“You did.”






Her chin lifted. “I
am my own woman-”






“You are my
wife and was heavily pregnant, I was exercising my rights-”






“As my wife, I
am entitled to give you an order-”






“Damn you, stop
it!” She cried. “I am not your servant who you can just
order around. I am your wife, the mother of your child.”






He rose and paced
over to the window, his expression bleak. “I am not handling
this well. I came here to apologize for not being with you, and
instead, I have started an argument.”






“Brennan, can
you come here, please?” She asked softly.






Turning, he looked at
her, eyes wandering over her face. Either she or one of the nurses
had braided her heavy curls into a big plait at the side of her head.
Her face was clean, her skin glowing from the pregnancy. 







She had complained
that her nose had gotten bigger, but he did not see it. What he saw
was a woman so beautiful that it hurt his heart. The blue silk robe
was slightly unbuttoned because she had not fed their son for too
long. And he loved her so much that he was overwhelmed by it.






“I cannot lose
you,” he told her thickly. “I would not bear it. I
cannot-” Striding forward, he sat on the edge of the bed and
took her hand in his. “I cannot lose you.”






“I promise that
I will clear everything with you first.” She whispered, drawing
him down so that she could cradle him. “I should not have gone
to the center, and I am so sorry, darling. But you have to talk to me
and not order me around. It makes me crazy.”






Burying his face into
her neck, he gave into the emotions raging through his body.






“I love you so
much, my darling husband.” She stroked his thick hair slowly as
she held him against her. “I am here, baby, I am here.”






*****






“You should
come to bed.” Her husband whispered, wrapping his arms around
her waist. 






“You have been
watching our son sleep for half an hour.”






“Jeffry is a
good name, isn’t it?” She whispered back, covering his
hands with hers. “Jeffry Caleb Connelly. Good strong names.”






“Which only
took us eight and a half months to come up with,” He said
teasingly as he stared down at his son, who was oblivious to what was
happening around him. 






“We wanted to
be sure. A name is significant.”






He kissed the top
of her head and closed his eyes as he absorbed her scent of baby oil
and crushed raspberries from her body wash.






“Come with
me.”






“All right.”
Leaning over, she touched his petal soft cheek lightly. “He has
your nose and your chin.”






“How can you
tell?”






“I am a mom.”
She responded loftily. “And I can see what others can’t.”





“That’s a
crock, and you know it.” He chuckled softly as he hoisted her
into his arms.






Wrapping her hands
around his neck, she snuggled against him. “I love this.”






“What? The fact
that I am the one doing the lifting?” Turning out the light
until the glow of the night light in the shape of an elephant hit the
room, he left the door half open and headed out.






“Yes. We are
okay, right?”






Settling her on the
bed, he shrugged out of his robe and joined her. “More than.
Why?”






“It’s
just that the last two weeks have been so trying, and I still think
there is some residual anger where you are concerned.”






Turning to face her,
he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, his touch lingering. “Just
a mite.”






“I think
it’s more than that, and I think we should talk about your
past.”






“We have
already been down that road.”






“All of it?”
She stared at him intently. “I want there to be complete
transparency between us, darling. We are a team now, and I know you
are scared about fatherhood without even saying it.” She
touched his chin gently. 







“Your mother
has been very forthcoming about the past, and she told me about your
grandfather and how you are fearful that you will be like them.”






“There you have
it.” He started to turn away, but she would not let him. 







“Here it is
again. If we do not get in front of it, there will be no peace for
either of us.”






“I have peace
right here.” He pointed to her.






“Do you? I know
why you have been reading books about fatherhood and genetics.”






“I just
want to know how to be a good dad. I would think that is something
you want as well.”






“You are a
wonderful husband, and I could not have wished for a better man. You
showed me who you were the first time I met you. We have been to
restaurants and various outings, and you made me feel as if I am the
only woman in the world where you are concerned.”





“That’s
because you are,” He admitted.






“There you
go.”






“Being a good
husband does not necessarily mean being a good father.”
“You
have been with me throughout the pregnancy and the delivery.”






“I did leave to
come back to the apartment.”






“Did you go
to another woman?”






“Don’t be
ridiculous.”






“Precisely.”
She smiled at him. “Elizabeth also told me about her time in
the hospital and how your dad left her to go to his current mistress.
You left because you were overwhelmed with what happened to me and
because you were pissed that I disobeyed you. 







Then you came back.
You took time off from work to be with me even though the company is
currently going through an extensive campaign. You are already a
terrific dad, and I don’t want you to think otherwise.”






Placing his hand over
hers, he closed his eyes briefly. “It’s difficult for me
to talk about him, about the past.”






“I know.
But I would like to think that I am different. I am the woman you are
in love with.”






“You are, and
sometimes I wonder how I got so lucky.”






“I could say
the same about myself. You are nothing like them, darling, and I
should know. You are wonderful. Yes, sometimes your highhandedness
gets on my nerves, but I know it’s because you love and want to
protect me from everything.”






“I get on your
nerves.”






“You know you
do. And stop changing the subject,” She chided. “We have
been through a hell of a lot-”






“I thought we
weren’t swearing-”






“Brennan-”






“Shutting up
now,” He promised with a grin.






“Anyway,”
She rolled her eyes at him. “As I was saying, you are the best
man I know, and I am so happy I met you. I would like to think that
God had a say when he allowed me to get that job with my mother. We
were meant to be. You came back from Europe at the exact time I was
working for her. And we clicked.”






“I think it was
more than that,” He murmured.






“Much more.”
She agreed. “Now, can we enjoy the solitude and quiet before
our son wakes up for his meal?”






“We can.”
Drawing her into his arms, he took several breaths. “Thank
you.”






*****






“Thanks for the
invite,” Kyle said, lowering himself into the chaise beside
her. “You are looking good.”






“I feel good.”
Madison turned her head to look at her husband and son seated on a
padded bench. “It’s hard to believe he is a month old
already.”






“And thriving.
Your husband is playing his part.”






“And
Elizabeth is doting. She loves the idea that we are staying here on
the weekends. It gives her a chance to bond with her grandchild.”






“Ilene is happy
to be Jeffry’s nanny?”






“Between her
baking and taking care of Jeff, she has her hands full, but she loves
it, and there is no one else we would rather have taking care of
him.”






“And you are
back working the charities.”






“After several
days of arguing with my husband.” She told him dryly. “I
am confined to the house, and if I am going out for visits, I have a
guard with me.”






“Darling, I
cannot say I blame him after what you went through.”






“He is
overprotective.”






“It’s his
job, and he had to face you being held at gunpoint twice and both
when you were pregnant. Give him time.”






“I suppose you
are right.” Her head lifted instinctively to find the topic of
their conversation staring at her. Something jittered inside her
heart as they exchanged an intimate look. The man still could destroy
her senses. Feeling her nipples hardening in response, she had to
look away to maintain her composure. “I think a swim is in
order.”






*****






“Hi.” He
came up behind her as she applied cream to her skin later that night.






“Hi.” Her
eyes met his in the mirror. “Jeff settled in?”





“I left him
with mother. He is staying with her for the night.”






“She sent Allan
home?”






“Hmm.”
Taking the cream from her, he slipped off the robe. Scooping some
from the jar, he applied it to her shoulders.






“I saw how you
looked at me when we were at the pool.” Her breath was coming
quickly between her lips.






“What way?”
He was at her throat and heading down to her breasts.






“Like the way
you are doing now.”






“I have no idea
what you mean.” Putting away the jar, he continued massaging
her breasts, circling the nipples slowly, his eyes on her face. “I
love watching you breastfeed our son; it’s illuminating.”






“How so?”






“I find myself
wondering about the taste. What could be so fascinating would have
him suckling for a long time. I thought I would find out for
myself.”





“You want to?”
Her back arched as he bent his head and pulled the nipple into his
mouth. Her hands fisted into his hair as she felt every nerve end
standing up inside her body. They had started making love a week ago,
but he had been careful, his touch gentle. Now, it was different, as
if he had decided he wanted so much more. “Brennan-”






Clamping his hands
around her waist, he drew her onto the carpet. Straddling her, he
shrugged out of his robe, eyes blazing with passion.






“I cannot make
it to the bed. I have wanted you since we have been out by the pool.”
His breathing was harsh, body shuddering with need. “Tell me
you are ready for me.”






“I am.”
Her hands raced up and down his chest, feeling the muscles bunching.
“Now. Please.”






Sliding downwards, he
entered her swiftly, the gasp escaping him as she closed around him
like a vice. “Oh Christ!” he stayed there for a minute,
heart pounding inside his chest.






“How did it
taste?” She whispered against his mouth. 






“Funny. But I
like it. I think I am going to compete with our son.”






“I am sure he
would not mind.” Her arms came around his neck. “We will,
of course, teach him that sharing is caring.”






“Absolutely.”
His lips brushed against hers, body driving into hers as she wrapped
her legs around his waist. “I adore you, darling.”






“Back at you.”
her body arched in response as he increased the pace. His lips found
hers, the kiss taking them to a familiar place, one where nothing
else or no one else exists but the two of them. The combined climaxes
washed through them like a tidal wave, sweeping them along. 







Afterward, he held
her against him, sending a simple prayer of thanks for the miracle of
hope and love.
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A sexy romance by
Monica J Charles of BWWM Club.

Toni Love, a young
African-American assistant bookkeeper, has struggled with finding
love.

All that changes when
she encounters Phoenix Philipson, a captivating billionaire and
distinguished member of the Sunrise Society!

When single father
Phoenix rescues her from an unwelcome advance at a bar, a spark is
ignited, quickly blossoming into a passionate romance...

But as their
relationship flourishes, an unexpected twist comes their way—Toni
is pregnant with twins!

As they embark on
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Or will their
relationship crumble under all the pressure?
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marriage romance by Constance Michael of BWWM Club.

Laura Allamond has
always been a goody-two-shoes, excelling in academics as well as
winning her mother’s approval.

However, taking a
break from her dull job, Laura's trip to Las Vegas takes an
unexpected turn when she wakes up married to a man she's just met!

Aspiring politician
Cole Williams knows a wife will bolster his public image.

Caught off guard by
his spontaneous marriage to Laura, he sees an opportunity to fit her
into his campaign strategy.

But Laura's
strong-willed nature turns out to be more powerful than expected...

Especially as they
find themselves truly falling for each other.

Will they reconcile
their vastly different worlds to make their marriage work?

Or will being a wife
of a politician be too much for Laura to take?

Find out in this
emotional yet sexy romance by Constance Michael of BWWM Club.

Suitable for over 18s
only due to shockingly hot sex scenes!

Want to read more?
Then
click here to get An Accidental Love now.
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Description:

A sexy BBW, marriage
romance by Katie Dowe of BWWM Club.

In the spotlight of
the theater world, plus size African American beauty Lynn Peterson
captivates audiences night after night.

But when her path
crosses with Callum Hammond, a multi-billionaire investor with an eye
for talent, her life veers into uncharted waters!

Their passionate
whirlwind romance quickly becomes the talk of the town.

Yet the shadows of
Callum’s past looms large, sparking doubt in Lynn’s heart
about their future.

And when a turn of
events thrusts her into danger, a surprising discovery in the
hospital changes everything…

As they step into the
unknown, can Lynn and Callum find a way to blend their worlds and
build a family against all odds?

Or will the glare of
the spotlight cast a shadow too dark to overcome?

Find out in this
emotional yet sexy romance by Katie Dowe of BWWM Club.

Suitable for over 18s
only due to sizzling hot sex scenes!

Want to read more?
Then
click here to get Callum now.
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A sexy BBW, older
man, younger woman romance by Samantha Drake of BWWM Club.

When a mysterious
older man named Gabriel saves her from an ex-boyfriend’s
advances at her 23rd birthday party, Destiny is enchanted to say the
least.

Their connection is
instant, leading to a night spent at Gabriel’s apartment…

But by morning,
Destiny vanishes, leaving Gabriel both smitten and perplexed by the
plus size beauty.

Destiny's career
takes an unexpected twist when she learns that her enigmatic new boss
is Gabriel, the very man who captivated her heart.

And so they begin a
relationship in secret!

But the age gap
weighs heavily in Gabriel’s mind, and he only seems to only
push her away…

Can Gabriel overcome
his fears and societal norms to embrace the love he feels for
Destiny?

And will Destiny find
the strength to trust again and build a future with a man so
different yet so right for her?

Find out in this
emotional yet sexy romance by Samantha Drake of BWWM Club.

Suitable for over 18s
only due to sex scenes so hot, you'll need a fan to cool off!

Want to read more?
Then
click here to get His Big, Younger Woman now.
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