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NAUGHTY SECRET WAS written during the Covid-19 pandemic, which has been a most trying time for everyone around the world. Therefore, I am dedicating this book to all my lovely, faithful readers and wishing you to stay safe and healthy!

~Lea
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[image: ]




“Wait.” Alexander MacMillan Jr. leaned his forehead against the dark, tinted window of the limousine to gaze out at the woman and child walking alongside the desolate road under a baking sun. He shifted on his leather seat to look through the front window and consider the length of the stretch ahead—a good two miles through endless yellow crop fields until the nearest shade of a tree—and he glanced at his chauffeur, who looked to be hesitating, too. 

Under normal circumstances, Alex wouldn’t bother stopping his luxurious ride to pick someone up on the side of the road. First, people of his social standing didn’t walk, so anyone doing that was beneath his rank and unworthy of his concern. Second, sympathy didn’t come to him easily: He’d been taught not to care. Third, well-bred men like him didn’t have time—they were always on their way to the next meeting, party, golf game... 

This morning, after a night of particularly wild partying, he’d received a call from his grumpy father ordering to come to the family estate in the Hamptons A.S.A.P. He had a feeling it wasn’t about his upcoming fortieth birthday—no, the old man was going to berate him about his disgraceful behavior again. Adding this to a mother of a hangover, Alex honestly wasn’t inclined to be nice to anyone.

But the circumstances weren’t normal. A high-noon August sun literally cast flames onto the countryside, torching everything alive, and people or livestock spending the smallest amount of time outside risked a heatstroke. Plus, the child looked to be very little, and from the way the woman tugged on the tiny hand, he or she must be tired. 

Alex clenched his fists and cursed under his breath. He hated what he was about to do, but he didn’t have it in him not to do it. He may be the heir of one of the country’s wealthiest families and enjoy the social and financial advantages that came with his position, but he wasn’t a complete cold-hearted bastard. 

His chauffeur must have sensed him leaning toward a decision to stop. Without waiting for a sign, the uniformed man hit the brakes and pulled the limo to a screeching halt right after it passed the pedestrians, sending a cloud of hot dust toward them. 

Alex rolled down his window to invite the two strangers. As they stepped inside the vast car and sat opposite him, an odd satisfaction from having been capable of such a grand gesture filled his chest. He calmly observed them while the limo roared to life and hit the road again. 

Beneath a simple straw hat, the woman wore sunglasses hiding half her face, a blue-jean dress, and worn sneakers. No make-up. No jewels. Short nails, possibly chewed. Brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. Maybe she went for a cheap style. Fashion could be strange, but he didn’t think that was the reason. If he had a wild guess, she didn’t own a dime. 

Drops of sweat rolled down her neck. Posture hunched and tense, either from exhaustion after the ordeal on the scorching road or nervousness from sitting in a stranger’s car, she clutched a sports bag to one side of her and the kid to the other. 

The kid—a boy—looked to be about three. Beside a faded cap, he wore an old Superman shirt, shorts, and sandals. His almond-shaped greenish eyes in a chubby, freckled face gave Alex a feeling he’d seen him before. But where?

The boy didn’t look too good, though. He hung his head, his skin was red and sweaty and his eyes void of life, and his breaths came out rapid.

Dehydration. 

As if reading his mind, the chauffeur opened a compartment with his free hand, pulled out a bottle, and reached it over his shoulder. “Here, some water,” he said, sending Alex a glance in the rearview mirror.

The young woman gazed from the extended bottle to the chauffeur, apparently unsure what to do. 

“Go ahead, take it,” Alex encouraged. “Your kid looks like he needs it.” Gee, his kindness was so out of character. Must be the heat playing tricks. 

“It’s extremely hot outside,” she acknowledged with a sigh, accepting the bottle and unscrewing it. “Thank you. And thank you for picking us up. I don’t know how we would’ve made it otherwise. It was stupid of me to embark on this walk, but I didn’t... I don’t...” She clamped her mouth shut, like maybe she was afraid of saying too much, and turned to put the bottle to the boy’s lips. 

Hadn’t Alex heard her voice before, too? It was below him to engage in a conversation with such a simple person, but curiosity gnawed at him. “Where are you heading?” he asked, somewhat against himself.

She didn’t reply immediately, but soothed the little boy with low, cooing words while making sure he swallowed water. She seemed to love him a lot. 

Like Mommy loved me.

A pang of hurt went through Alex. Mommy died of cancer many years ago, so he best not think of her too much. 

After a while, when the kid was strong enough to hold the bottle and sip on his own, the woman straightened in her seat, took off her hat and sunglasses, and set them on her lap with a deep breath. “I just got a position at the Fremont estate,” she said, her topaz blue gaze seeking Alex with a small smile—and by God, in that second, he knew who she was and where he’d seen her.

Ivy.

The chocolate-brown hairlocks that escaped her ponytail and framed her sweet, oval face revealed she’d dyed it, but he would recognize this girl anywhere. Her hair had been a platinum blond when he’d met and fallen for the sexy, curvaceous pole dancer in a gentlemen’s club in Manhattan about four years ago. They’d spent a passionate night together, and although he hadn’t seen her again for a number of reasons, the memory had imprinted on his heart and soul and made him numb to new relationships.

Fuck. The recognition froze him. As if someone had punched him in the chest and stomach, he sat still on his seat, not breathing, not saying anything, just staring. He couldn’t believe it was the sexy girl he’d believed to be lost forever ... but the shape of her beautiful blues, perky nose, and luscious lips left no doubt. 

“Do you know Mr. Fremont?” she asked in a conversional tone that revealed no reaction on her part. 

She probably didn’t recognize him because he wore dark shades. Or she was a damn good actress, pretending they were total strangers. 

“H-he’s a neighbor,” he choked out. 

Didn’t his voice ring a bell? She showed no sign of recognition. It must be because his chest squeezed so tightly, he could barely breathe, and his voice sounded distorted. 

With a small nod, she looked away and leaned back toward the little boy, telling him sweet words Alexander couldn’t decipher in his state of shock. 

How unfair was it that four years had passed without them seeing each other? Where had she been all this time? Had she thought of him, too? Or had she merely considered him a customer, maybe a fun enough guy to spend the night with but mostly a source of income... 

The thought pained him, but it was realistic. He’d paid a lot of money for her to be his that night, to strip for him on stage, to arouse him with a lap dance, then to disappear in a room with him and fulfill his sexual desires until early morning.

He’d lost count of the times he’d ached to seek that club again and look for her. To others, she might be a mere erotic dancer—maybe even a prostitute—but to him, she was a princess, the woman of his dreams. He loved her. Problem was, it’d been a lost case. His father would never accept that he chose a nightclub stripper for wife, so he’d had to move on and look for someone more suitable for his family name and reputation. But that wasn’t very easy. He didn’t want to marry a woman for her name, he wanted to be madly in love with his bride. As a result, he’d fooled around left and right, straight and gay, in an attempt to forget her and distract himself.

Too soon, the landscape changed from golden fields to tall, green hedges barring the view into properties. The limo stopped in front of Mr. Fremont’s gate. 

As Ivy grabbed the little boy’s hand and opened the door, Alex shook himself from his daze, cleared his throat, and reached out a hand. “Um,” he started, wanting to stop her and say something, though he didn’t know what. 

But she only gave him a smile and a polite, “Thank you,” before disappearing out the door with the kid in tow. 
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Chapter Two
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The doorbell gave no sound, so at first, Ivy Stone worried maybe she’d been dropped off at the wrong address. Clutching little Danny’s hand, she held her breath and counted the seconds. Everything about her new surroundings impressed her, from the exquisite landscaping behind the bars of the white painted wrought-iron gate, to its elegant shingle-style house with covered porches and decks, and the complete silence that fell upon them once the limo had disappeared. She’d never known that kind of quiet in town. 

She’d never been out of town. 

Moments later, an old man with a cane limped over to the gate and opened it. He wore a beige jacket and chinos, thick glasses, and a crown of white hair around his bald skull. He could’ve been Ivy’s height in his younger years, but now his back hunched so he reached her at the shoulders. “Hello,” he said, voice raspy but warm, peeking up at her with an outreached hand. 

“Hello.” Her heart palpitated from nervousness as she accepted his soft handshake. She’d heard the first impression one made on one’s future employer was decisive. 

“You must be Ivy.”

“Yes.”

“I’m Gerald. Gerald Fremont. And this is?” He bent to look at Danny, who hid behind her.

“That’s my son, Danny. He’s three. I told you about him in my application letter, yes?”

The old man straightened the best he could, gave a gentle smile, and gestured for her to come inside. “Yes, you did, and I look forward to meeting him and showing him around. Oh, where’s my head?” He tapped his temple and peeked out the gate. “We should park your car in the driveway.”
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