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Chapter One

Brandy had felt like Cinderella when Alton
Lawrence Jamison III had swept her off her feet. Never in her life
had anyone ever lavished so much time, charm, and money on her.

It didn’t hurt that he was as handsome as
the most handsome movie stars of the silver screen. And built so
well it was clear he was dedicated to self-improvement—however much
time or effort it took to achieve the look he wanted.

Which was packaged total perfection to her
mind.

He dressed so well she had to be on her
metal to keep from feeling, and looking, dowdy next to him. He was
always neat. He smelled so good she was intoxicated just getting
within arm’s length of him. He had the best manners of any man she
had ever met and … he was funny, actually funny in a very high
brow, sardonic sort of way. He didn’t tell crude jokes, or behave
in a crude, disgusting way.

In point of fact, he was such a gentleman
that Brandy was beside herself with anticipation long before he
took the next step in their relationship.

He was such a gentleman, he didn’t even kiss
her until their first real, actual date.

Two years later, she was as miserable and
confused as she’d ever been in her life. She didn’t feel like a
fairy princess anymore. She felt trapped. She felt like she was
drowning.

The thought of leaving was becoming a
recurring theme. At least twice a day she considered whether she
would be more miserable if she stayed or if she left.

Then things would seem to be getting better
and she’d take a one eighty.

Turning away from the window where she’d
been staring sightlessly at the perfectly manicured lawn and the
perfectly sculpted landscaping shrubs in their perfectly formed
beds, Brandy allowed her gaze to inventory the perfect nursery
she’d created for the perfect baby she was pretty sure by now that
she would never have.

Moving away from the window at last, she
approached the empty crib and ran her palm over the little coverlet
that covered the mattress and then picked up the little teddy bear
she’d bought not long after she and Alton had been married. She’d
been so filled with hope—then—so certain she would have a baby
before long at all.

And yet here it was—two years later—and she
wasn’t even pregnant.

At this point in her life, it was beginning
to look like she never would be—certainly not with Alton’s
child.

Feeling abruptly overcome with despair, she
moved to the rocking chair where she’d thought she would rock her
baby, dropped into it with the teddy bear. Her mind blessedly empty
for the moment, she hugged the toy to her, rocking gently, staring
out into space.

A movement near the door pierced her bubble
and she jumped, whipping a glance toward the opening. It took her a
moment to realize that it was Ian who stood just beyond the
opening, not Alton as she’d supposed.

There was a remarkable family resemblance
between the two men—not a huge surprise since they were cousins—but
still a little disconcerting—to her anyway.

Apparently the Jamison bloodline was a
strong one. The family resemblance throughout, male and female,
declared a connection none of them could deny.

In Ian’s case—it was more his coloring and
build. He wasn’t as classically handsome as Alton, but he was
certainly a very attractive man for all that.

A bit rougher around the edges than Alton,
maybe, but still a comfortable distance from the crude rednecks
she’d been accustomed to until she ‘came up in the world’.

Embarrassed that she’d been caught feeling
sorry for herself, she felt her face heat, but she managed a smile.
“Ian!” She frowned. “Did I know you were coming today?”

He grimaced. “It’s I who should apologize …
for interrupting.” His gaze skimmed over her speculatively. “Is
there … news?”

Brandy gaped at him blankly before it came
to her that he’d found her rocking the teddy bear. The discomfort
she’d felt before was as nothing compared to how she felt then. Her
face felt like a neon sign. She forced a chuckle. “Not yet.”

Surging out of the chair, she moved to the
crib and carefully arranged the stuffed toy where it had been.
“Maybe … probably soon,” she lied as she turned, uncomfortable with
the lie and uncertain of whether she told it to save face or to
protect Alton.

There was something in Ian’s gaze that she
couldn’t quite identify.

Or, she supposed wryly, didn’t want to.

“Were you looking for Alton? He’s out of
town. I’m afraid you’ve missed him, but I expect him back in a day
or two.”

His expression turned sardonic. “Well, in
that case, would you like to take lunch with me?”

“Oh!” A thrill went through her. She so
rarely got the chance to go out with anyone she was comfortable
enough around Ian to think of them as a friend. Of course, Ian was
Alton’s cousin—family—his family, but he’d practically
always felt like a friend.

And, somehow, she didn’t have any of her own
friends anymore. She wasn’t sure of when or how that had happened,
and she hardly ever saw her mom or her brother anymore, but …. “I’d
love that! Let me … I should change, I think?”

He looked her over as if she’d invited a
critical assessment—which she supposed she had.

His gaze was warm and appreciative when it
met hers again. “What’s wrong with what you’re wearing?”

Besides the fact that it was on the skimpy
side? The sort of thing she’d liked to wear before she
became a married lady? “Oh … uh … Alton prefers that I dress … uh
…. I’m only allowed … I mean ….”

Ian shrugged. “Well, Al isn’t here, is he? I
think you look good enough to eat,” he murmured. “I don’t mind
beating the men off of you.”

Brandy laughed. “You are such a flirt, Ian
Patterson!

He favored her with a slow grin. “If you’re
that convinced that was all bullshit, love, I’m not doing so
great.”

She wouldn’t have admitted it under torture,
but there was something about the way Ian smiled at her that made
her little heart go pity-pat.

Not that that was surprising. He was almost
as big a chick magnet as Alton was—maybe more.

But the thought in conjunction with Alton
made her pleasure and her spirits take a nosedive.

Shrugging it off with an effort, she excused
herself to change. “I’ll be quick! I don’t want Alton to find out I
went out in this. He’d be so pissed with me I’d never hear the end
of it.”

Ian’s lips tightened.

Before he could say anything, she dashed
off. “Besides, it wouldn’t be up to dress code for the sort of
places you’d be interested in,” she tossed over her shoulder.

“You don’t know what I had in mind!” he
called out.

Chuckling, she went into her room and closed
the door. In a rush, she snatched the closet open, shimmied out of
her shorts and discarded her crop top and pulled a semi-dressy
pantsuit out to wear. Then she kicked her tennis shoes off, peeled
her socks off and slipped into a comfortable pair of sandals.

A little breathless from rushing, she headed
downstairs.

Ian, she discovered, was already outside,
staring at the ocean view, she supposed, beyond the edge pool that
seemed to blend right in with the ocean when, in fact, it was
actually a fair distance from it.

She let out a breath of relief and smiled at
him when he turned around. “You had me worried there for a minute!”
she exclaimed with a chuckle. “I thought I’d taken too long and
you’re changed your mind and left.”

He glanced at his Rolex and lifted his brows
at her. “For you? I’m willing to wait forever … and that is what it
felt like. Ten minutes? Really?”

She looked dismayed. “It really took that
long?”

He shook his head at her. “Come on.”

“You were teasing?” she said a little
anxiously as they followed the patio around to the front drive.

He sent her a piercing look and then forced
a faint smile. “You don’t get out much, do you?”

Her color fluctuated. “I went somewhere just
yesterday.” She frowned. “Wait! No, that was last week!”

His expression was unreadable when she
glanced at him and she laughed. “I was joking. Honestly, I’m mostly
a homebody these days. But I enjoy getting out from time to
time.”

He glanced up at the house. “Escaping the
gilded cage?”

She followed the look.

It really was a beautiful house. She’d
thought so the first time Alton had shown it to her. She couldn’t
believe it when he’d told her he’d bought it for her.

Unfortunately, she’d learned that Alton
considered everything his.

He’d bought it for ‘his’ wife. It was
incidental that she was his wife.

Her chuckle was a little forced. “Stop it!
It’s hardly that.”

He helped her into the front seat of his car
and walked around.

Brandy studied the posh interior while she
waited for him. “Is this new? I don’t remem …”

He grinned at her. “Not yet. I decided to
put it through its paces. What do you think?”

“It looks ungodly expensive,” she said
before she thought better of it—one of the ‘plebian’ remarks she
was prone to that made her husband cringe—and sent him a horrified
look.

He laughed. “It is. I’m trying to decide if
it’s worth—to me—what it is to them.”

Relieved that he hadn’t taken issue with it,
she grinned at him. “It’s really nice,” she murmured and then
closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Don’t you just love the
new car smell?”

When she opened her eyes again, she
discovered he was studying her—the oddest sort of expression on his
face—a half smile that seemed somehow warm and at the same time
almost … intimate.

It aroused a little flutter of attraction
low in her belly that made her uncomfortable even though she had
acknowledged, many times, that the guy was a chick magnet and she
wasn’t as immune to his charm as she could’ve wished.

There was some comfort, however, in the
certainty that he wasn’t likely to notice.

He took her to what Alton referred to as a
‘nice middle class’ restaurant.

Alton was such a snob, she thought with
amusement and affection.

She supposed that came from being born from
‘money’. It was like living on a separate planet—for her,
anyway—because she certainly hadn’t been born into a family with
money. Not even into middle class. She hadn’t grown up in poverty,
but money was an object. They had money for the things they
needed—which was a real blessing because she had friends who
didn’t. They even had a very small spendable income.

But rich—no. Upper middleclass—no.

The restaurant, therefore, was a far more
comfortable atmosphere than most of the places Alton took her
to.

Ian, of course, wasn’t hurting for money
himself. She didn’t know if his net worth was lower than Alton’s or
not, but he was in the nosebleed section himself so she didn’t know
if he was ‘slumming’ for her sake or if he actually was able to
enjoy ‘lower class’ foods and company. But she appreciated it
whatever his reason for picking that particular restaurant.

When they’d ordered, they both settled back
comfortably and exchanged a long, appreciative glance.

“You look good,” they said almost in
unison.

And then both laughed. “You first,” Brandy
insisted. “How have things been? I haven’t seen you in ages. Have
you found the love of your life yet?”

“Absolutely,” he murmured, his eyes gleaming
with humor and something else Brandy couldn’t identify. “She’s
already taken, though.”

Brandy laughed. “For shame! You aren’t
supposed to look at the taken ones.”

His dark brows rose. “No? What if I can’t
help myself?”

She shook her head at him. “You’re
incorrigible. No. The grass is always greener, you know. You get
the idea if two people are happy then that person would make you
happy and it’s usually dead wrong. To say nothing about the danger
of looking at something that someone else has claimed!”

“Are you happy, Brandy?”

The question jolted her—shocked her to her
core. She struggled to recover the playfulness from before. “Of
course!” she exclaimed, but the words were no sooner out than she
questioned the pat answer. Was she?

Not always, certainly. There was no such
thing.

But mostly?

“You didn’t look ….” He didn’t finish the
statement.

Someone swarmed Brandy from behind and for a
moment, she felt panic. Fortunately, she realized it was Alton
almost a moment before he bussed her cheek.

And then, somehow, his fingers seemed to
tangle in hers where she’d reached up to grasp his hand and defend
herself before recognition dawned and he twisted her finger almost
to the point that she felt it snap. She gasped in pain, snatching
at her hand. “Alton!”

He released her and moved around her and she
caught her hand, squeezing it against the throbbing pain.

“What’s this? What’s going on?” Alton asked
sharply as he took a seat across from them.

Ian reached for her hand. “You ok?”

She shook her head and pressed her hand
between her thighs. “I’m fine,” she said, her voice still tight
with the pain, wondering if her finger actually was broken
the way it was throbbing. “Alton … . I’m so clumsy sometimes.” She
forced a smile for Alton. “I didn’t think you’d make it back
today.”

“That’s obvious,” Alton responded coolly,
eyeing Ian with a hard look. “What brings you here, cousin?”

Ian, thankfully, looked completely
unperturbed by the chill threat in Alton’s expression. “I stopped
by your place—you weren’t home so I invited Brandy out for
lunch.”

A question popped into Brandy’s mind and, as
was an unfortunate trait of hers, she reacted on impulse. “How in
the world did you find us?” she asked blankly.

Alton slid a speculative look at her. “Was I
not supposed to?” he countered.

Brandy gaped at him, feeling guilt slither
through her even though she hadn’t thought there was anything wrong
with accepting Ian’s invitation.


Chapter Two

After studying the menu for a few moments,
Alton decided not to stay and do lunch with them. Insisting there
was no reason for them to abandon their lunch—which they’d already
ordered—he got up, kissed Brandy thoroughly enough to completely
rattle her, and then, after sending a gloating look at Ian,
departed. “See you in a bit, darling.”

“He always was a bastard,” Ian murmured when
he was gone, then he held out his hand in silent demand. “Let me
see your hand.”

Brandy felt tears sting her eyes and nose,
but she managed to beat the urge back. “It’s ok. Really. It isn’t
hurting at all now.”

But she yielded to the silent demand and
held her hand out.

Ian took her hand in his and studied it
carefully, then, just as carefully, bent each of her fingers except
the injured one. He left that one extended when he lifted her hand.
“Is this the finger?”

Brandy stared at it for a moment and then
erupted into embarrassed laughter. “Ian! That is so juvenile!”

He held onto her hand when she tried to
snatch it back, but finally relented. “Juvenile, huh? Well, it made
you laugh. That’s all that matters to me. Feeling better?”

She actually was—but her belly was knotted
with anxiety.

Despite the kiss—maybe because of it—she
knew Alton was pissed off and she was going to hear all about it
when she got home.

It was disconcerting, under the
circumstances, to get home and discover she’d braced herself for
unpleasantness that never came.

Alton greeted her with another warm, wet
kiss that threw her for a loop.

Mostly because he wasn’t generally inclined
toward demonstrative behavior. In fact, he was just the opposite
most of the time.
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