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          Desmond

        

      

    

    
      Two towering wrought-iron gates opened to my approach, and the luxurious engine of the SUV roared as the wheels churned the gravel down the winding driveway, stirring a thick cloud of dust. I reached the end of the driveway and cut the engine in front of the Renault Mansion. After inserting the key, the satisfying click signaled the unlocking of the door. I pushed it open, my mother’s foot bobbing in a steady rhythm, her high-heeled shoe clacking against the marble tiles of our foyer. She still lived in the mansion after my father’s death.

      My eyebrow raised, and then I gave her a glassy stare as I shut the door, knowing since she was waiting for me, she had some gossip she couldn’t wait to share. She had on a black cocktail dress and her hair was in a neat bun. Leave it to my mother to always look so damn put together. Her lips were painted a deep shade of red.

      “Weren’t you supposed to be going out with Gerard tonight?”

      Her lips pressed together in a slight grimace. “Desmond, there’s plenty of time for that. You’re home early.”

      I put my briefcase down and loosened my tie with a sigh. “I have a date tonight and need a quick shower,” I said, moving toward the stairs.

      My mother, Madeline, aged overnight after my father’s passing. She became even more protective of us, especially Leanne. At twenty-two, my sister was determined to make her own way in the world. She bought a club, which was mine originally, with a friend in a bad part of town. Mom always lectured her about it, warning her of the perils of working in such a place. My mother was constantly on edge, her lips pressed together like a zipper to keep it all in.

      “I hardly see you or your sister. She’s either at that Club Bush or she is with that Dan person. It’s not safe for her to be there. Such a dangerous neighborhood. And you’re always working, just like your father. Don’t you ever stop to enjoy life?”

      She acted like we didn’t have bodyguards watching us everywhere we went. Every day something reminded me why, with every breath, we were at risk; the Renault name brought enemies with it, both foreign and domestic, and billions of dollars in wealth had to be protected.

      “I got my work ethic from Father. You know that. The one thing he instilled in me was the importance of the family image and keeping the businesses running smoothly. With that immense responsibility comes many late nights. You know that better than anyone.”

      She gestured to a bottle of aged whiskey on the counter behind her. “Have a quick drink with me, son. You have time, right? Or does this girl you’re seeing have you wrapped around her finger?” Her eyebrow arched, and her gaze held me captive.

      Wow, Mom. Tell me how you really feel, why don’t ya?

      “You got me for fifteen minutes, and then I have to take a shower and go.”

      Her words were laced with frustration when she said, “What do you mean, fifteen minutes?”

      I could sense my mother’s unease as I followed her to the living room and hung my blazer and navy tie on the back of the settee. She stood in the center of the room, her arms crossed, her eyes darting from the corner of the room to the window.

      “So, what is it? What’s bothering you?”

      “I met Kimberly Bennett and her little boy today.” Her eyes were peering at me as I poured two glasses of whiskey.

      “Okay? And?” I raise an eyebrow. Seriously? She wanted to talk to me about the newest hotshot business owner in town? “Ms. Bennett must have some serious backers to rent the Thornton Co. building. And she has a child. That’s a well-kept secret.”

      “Do you know her?” she asked as I handed her the glass.

      “No. We both went to one of those dreadful networking events a while ago, but we didn’t speak. What was so notable about Kimberly and her little boy that you had to bring it up? Am I missing something?”

      Oh God, is she going to set me up with her? That was where I drew the line. I didn’t need her meddling in my love life.

      “What was notable, Desmond, is that the child is a mirror image of you at that age. He has your eyes, your smile, and he tilts his head like you sometimes do. In fact, it quite startled me.”

      “Really, Mother, you’re just being…” I stopped in my tracks. “I recall Cecily telling me about the achievements of her half sister. Cecily hoped Kimberly visited her family so she could introduce her to me.”

      “Wait, who is Cecily?” my mother asked.

      “Kimberly is Cecily’s sister. I dated her six years ago. We met at one of your fundraisers.”

      Cecily was shy and unassuming, not the type of woman who normally caught my eye. But her enthusiasm and dedication to her work, supporting parents with young children from poorer backgrounds from the Bush area, held my interest.

      I invited her out to dinner to find out more about her work and then took her home. Of course, I accepted her invitation to come in ‘for a coffee or something.’ The ‘something’ turned into an enjoyable three hours in her bed.

      I saw her again a few more times, but the relationship fizzled out soon after the death of my father. I had to take on more responsibilities, including extensive traveling to visit Renault Tech subsidiaries. Plus, I didn’t want yet another casual coupling in my life. Much of my antics calmed down after my father’s passing, and I grew a reputation as a shrewd and imaginative business leader. Although the tabloids still loved to follow me and exploit me as a womanizer.

      “You were seeing Cecily McCormick?” Her eyes locked on me. She always pushed her limits in my personal life, so she shouldn’t be surprised she had no clue. Some things I liked to keep private.

      “It was a long time ago. The relationship was very brief. I haven’t seen her since. Does she still work at that nonprofit?”

      Honestly, I should have kept in touch with her. She was an amazing woman and had so many noble plans to help the struggling neighborhoods. The one thing I liked about her was she couldn't care less about money. She got paid horribly, but absolutely adored what she did. Before our breakup, we discussed Renault Tech donating money so they could help even more families. Growing up, we always had money, and sometimes it was nice to be able to use that to help others. Cecily was very passionate about the community.

      “Oh, did you not know? Cecily died.”

      My head snapped up. “She died? When? How?”

      Nobody knew about us, so it made sense that I didn’t get a phone call, but there wasn’t anything in the paper about it either. For someone so well known around this area, it came as a surprise.

      “At least five or six years ago.”

      The color drained from my face. No. It isn’t possible. I always used a condom, but I recalled one rather energetic occasion when I stayed the night at her apartment. It was two days after my father’s death. The sex, an all-night session, was frenetic and intense. Cecily was very generous in her desire to comfort me, then we ran out of condoms. And maybe just one time… in the early hours of the morning when I slipped inside her from behind. Jesus! No! It can’t be.

      “How old is the child, Mom? What’s his name?” My stomach was in knots, running through the timeline.

      She shrugged her shoulders, gazing around the room. “He could be about five or six. What on earth is the matter? You’re white as a sheet.”

      “That child may be mine…” The words came out of my mouth, but my hands raced to cover it. This doesn’t make any sense. Why would Cecily keep this from me? We didn’t end on bad terms, so maybe she was seeing someone else right after me, and that was why she never called. Yet, my mother’s words rang through my head again. He looks just like you.

      “Did you get Cecily McCormick pregnant?”

      My fingers rushed through my hair and then landed on my hips. It can’t be. “Mom, I swear I didn’t know she was pregnant, but there is a possibility.”

      She grew still for a moment, touching her chin, and then the pacing began.

      “Maybe we are getting ahead of ourselves. Surely, she would have told you, right?”

      “Maybe. It was a long time ago, and I was a little impetuous then. But we ended on good terms… or so I thought.” I buried my face in my hands. This can’t be happening. I picked up my jacket and moved toward the door. There was no use in just sitting around here when I could go and sort things out. There was only one way to confirm or deny me being the father.

      “Where are you going? What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to talk to Ms. Bennett. She will know who the father is, and then we will know for sure.”

      It was seven o’clock. Kimberly would still be in her office. Owners of start-ups worked all hours of the day and night to get their business established, not that Bennett Technologies looked anything like a start-up, but I was banking on my hunch about her.

      There was no time to arrange for my bodyguard Ward to meet me. In the car, I called Marsha. “Hey, I’ve got to cancel our date tonight. I’m sorry. Something urgent has come up.”

      We hadn’t seen each other much in the past month because of business meetings and she worked a shit ton of hours, too. Our schedules were opposite. I withhold the news of me possibly being a father so as not to worry her before it was confirmed.

      “What am I going to do with you? This is one of my rare nights off.”

      “I’m pretty sure I know what I want to do with you. I’ll make it up to you, multiple times. Promise.”

      “You’d better. Wanna know what I’m wearing right now?”

      My cock stiffened. “My naughty girl. I’m driving, but I’ll call you later.”

      The tires squealed off the long circle driveway in front of the mansion, heading for Bennett Technologies. She must be successful if she could already afford to rent from there. Thornton owned the building outright but occupied the top five floors and typically rented out the rest. I often glimpsed the simple yet impressive banner that blazoned her name high above the Bay. With her being back in Bayview, I had never brought up my relationship with her sister, and now I regretted that. I visualized her face from the last time. A blonde with glasses.

      The parking lot was desolate with only two cars, so I pulled into a spot right outside the front doors. In a few quick strides, I was pushing the buzzer and the security guard recognized me.

      “Good evening, Mr. Renault. How may I help you?”

      Everyone knew me, the scion of the uber rich Renault family. Apart from my reputation with women, I was known for my astute leadership of Renault Technologies, a multinational conglomerate with significant share ownership in almost every type of business one cared to name—resorts, hotels, restaurants, and insurance. The list was endless, but excluded pharma and arms. My family deliberately avoided those two industries. We owned a jet, a yacht, race horses, several homes, a fleet of vintage vehicles, and those were just the outer and visible trappings of our wealth.

      “I’d like to see Ms. Bennett if she is still here.”

      His forehead wrinkled. “Do you have an appointment, sir? It’s late for her to be having company.”

      “No, I don’t. Just let her know I’m here to see her.”

      “Yes, sir. One moment.”

      The reception area was open and spacious, elegant and welcoming. They framed the walls with prints, placed two plush white leather settees on either side of a large mosaic coffee table, and added large leafy plants. Whoever decorated this place didn’t skimp on the small details.

      “Ms. Bennett is on her way down. Please take a seat.”

      My body was restless, and I needed answers so I couldn’t sit down. Why hadn’t anyone told me about him? The timing was right and if he was my son, I shuddered at the thought of him not having a father around his whole life.

      Within minutes an elevator door opened and an attractive blonde wearing glasses with her hair in a high ponytail stepped out dressed in a gray pencil skirt and red silk shirt, an ensemble that showed off her figure to perfection. She tapped her way toward me in black high-heeled pumps.

      Oh dear God! How can anyone get any work done with that in the office?

      I couldn’t take my eyes off her. She was a fucking vision. I took in everything about her as my practiced eye skimmed over her body. It’s hard to believe she was related to Cecily, who was quiet and understated. This one looked confident, a badass. Her very appearance was an announcement. I instinctively braced myself for the assault. She looked feisty, and this wasn’t just any old conversation.

      “Good evening, Mr. Renault.” She smiled, but her eyes were questioning. “This is an unexpected surprise. What can I do for you?”

      My mind came up with many answers to that question, but I was here on important matters and needed to stick to my guns. I had many questions and right now all I wanted was answers.
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      Why would Desmond Renault be in my reception area this late at night? My laser-like blue orbs appraised him. His sleek gray Italian silk suit fitted him to perfection. His tieless open-neck shirt just added to his allure. Ahh, yes, the notorious man-whore of Bayview. Damn, the man is attractive.

      I knew of Desmond Renault, of course. Who didn’t? But I’d never formally met him. Glimpsing him across a crowded room didn’t count. Up close and personal, he was hot as hell, even more handsome than his photographs suggested. I had a thing for men sporting a scruff, but he wasn’t my type. Arrogant and entitled I could do without. His reported tendency to hop in and out of the bed with different women, as regularly as he trimmed said scruff, was unappealing. What could he want with me this time of night?

      His eyes skimmed over my body, heat rushing to my cheeks. “I’m sorry to barge in on you unannounced.” Desmond looked around at the reception. “Can we talk in private?”

      Bennett Technologies had no business with the Renaults so his presence was confusing.

      “Yes, of course. Follow me.”

      My back was to him as I walked, but his eyes were drinking in my body, every inch of it. I led him to a door off the reception area and ushered him in.

      “Do sit down.” I gestured to one sofa and then sat opposite him, hoping the flush wasn’t still visible in my cheeks.

      “Ms. Bennett, my mother saw you with a young boy today. Is he your nephew?”

      I bit my lip. Of all the things I expected to hear, that sure wasn’t one of them. My entire day had been off-putting, so I guess it made sense to end this way. “Yes, why?”

      “I don’t quite know how to say this, so I’m just going to cut straight to the point. Your nephew might be my son.”

      My blue eyes opened wide, and then I laughed, my head rolling backward. He can’t be serious! Is he doing drugs? There was no way William was his. My sister wouldn’t have ever slept with a man like him. Is this some kind of sick joke?

      He stared at the upsweep of my throat, and he waited for my laughter to subside.

      “I didn’t think I said anything funny.” His demeanor went from collected to irritated.

      “Are you kidding me? It is funny. You’re funny. My sister didn’t know anyone like you. We are talking about the same woman, right? Cecily McCormick?” I spoke in short staccato sentences, each one intended to puncture his arrogance.

      “Someone like me? What does that mean?” His eyes searched mine.

      “Where did you meet? I mean, you guys didn’t exactly hang out in the same circles. So please tell me how you think you are William’s father?”

      “Don’t answer a question with a question. Didn’t they teach you that at Yale?”

      My breathing hitched. Desmond knew I went to Yale? Did he research me before coming here?

      “You, Mr. Renault, are a man-whore, a notorious womanizer, if I’m being polite. My sister is, was, a very respectable woman who was immersed in her work and didn’t frequent the places to meet someone like you. And she was so not your type. So, tell me, what’s going on? Why did you turn up here and make such a ridiculous assertion?”

      Cecily never told us who the father was, but I always assumed it was because he was a married man, not Desmond fucking Renault.

      “I’m a guest on your premises, and this is the first time we’ve met. Are you typically so insulting and judgmental about people you don’t know? And what exactly is my type?”

      I flushed with a little bit of guilt but not enough to apologize. Nope. I definitely wasn’t going to do that.

      His gaze went down to the opening of my shirt, its three top buttons undone. Seriously? He can’t even help himself right now from staring at my cleavage while having this conversation. He’s a joke! I shifted in my seat. He was being suggestive, a typical male tactic to throw me off my game. There was a slight curve of his lips.

      “I believe you met my mother at Action for Children and she said the child with you was the spitting image of me at that age.”

      He can’t be serious? He slept with my sister? Why wouldn’t she tell me about it?

      “Cecily and I were in a brief relationship nearly six years ago. It lasted about five or six months. We met at a fundraiser hosted by my mother. I didn’t have knowledge of her passing or having a child. If the boy is mine, I don’t know why she didn’t tell me since we parted amicably.”

      My eyes latched on to his face. I mentally removed his scruff and aged him down to a boy. There was some resemblance for sure. William’s eyes were the same color and shape. He had Desmond’s nose. But none of that said William was his son. No way.

      I met his eyes. “You should know I’m going through the process of adopting William, my sister’s child, who couldn’t possibly be your son.”

      After five years, my mother pushed me to do a formal adoption, and now Desmond was here claiming to be his father? The timing couldn’t be worse.

      “Nevertheless, I want to meet… um… William and have a DNA test done. And call me Desmond, please. Mr. Renault makes me feel like I’m eighty years old.”

      Nope. That won’t be happening. Won’t be on first-name terms with you, ever.

      “That won’t be necessary.”

      “If William is my son, I have every right to see him. It’s not like I stayed away on purpose… I’m not a deadbeat father.”

      “Hey. Hold on. This is moving way too fast. You arrive at my office offering no kind of proof of him even being yours and now you are talking about meeting him? No way. He’s only five years old, and you aren’t an appropriate father for him, even if you were his father.”

      Desmond bristled in his chair, the vein in his neck trembling. “There seems to be little point in continuing this conversation tonight. I find your tone offensive and unhelpful. Let me assure you I have no intention of disrupting William’s life or being inappropriate, as you put it, around him. What does that even mean?”

      Everything about Desmond Renault screamed inappropriate. The way his eyes scanned my body or the way he licked his lips as he spoke. The man couldn’t even keep his eyes to himself for more than a couple minutes.

      “You know what it means. Your lifestyle isn’t fitting for the needs of a young child. William doesn’t need you. And you won’t disrupt his life? That’s just hilarious.” I was throwing down the gauntlet. Nothing could stop him from seeing William once he proved his paternity, but there were steps that needed to be taken. Precautions and all that. He needed to slow down.

      “What did your sister say when she discovered she was pregnant? She must have given some indication about the identity of her child’s father.”

      “Well, she certainly made no reference to you. She had all sorts of plans for their future and none of them included any man. Unfortunately, there were birth complications, and she didn’t make it through the delivery.”

      I hated having to talk about this again. It was painful, but William deserved the very best and we could give that to him. Could Desmond? Would he be around enough? I just couldn’t imagine him as a father.

      “Like I said, my mother and I have been raising William. He’s a happy little boy and doesn’t need this kind of upheaval in his life.”

      He swiped his hands down his pants, fidgeting in the chair. “Look, all I want to do is find out whether William is my son.”

      That raised my hackles. “Where were you for the last five years? We took care of him before you, and it will continue after you.” I stared at him, my eyes pinpoints of fire and fury. “William doesn’t need your money. He is well provided for, I assure you.”

      Desmond stood up, the vein in his neck pulsating. “There really is no point in continuing this discussion. You will hear further from my lawyer.”

      He walked to the door and turned for one last look. “What is your nephew’s full name?”

      “William Lucas McCormick. Why?”

      Desmond closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. “Goodbye, Kimberly.”

      I watched Desmond Renault exit the building and disappear into the night. He never looked back, but the way his face fell when hearing his full name scared me. Something wasn’t right.

      A frown took over my face as the letter Cecily left in a safety deposit box came to my mind. He was set to open it on his eighteenth birthday, but what if that letter contained proof of Desmond’s paternity? I clamped my hand over my mouth. Oh dear God. No. We needed to open it.

      I rushed back to my office and found my phone and tapped on the name of the only person who could help me through this.

      “Hey, I need your help now. I’m in trouble.”

      “Kim, you’re frightening me. What happened?” Barb asked.

      “I think I’ve discovered who William’s dad might be. I’m coming to you. There’s not a second to lose. Have you lodged those adoption papers with the courts?”

      “Yes, but the hearing won’t be for another six weeks. Who do you think it is?”

      My arm clutched my purse to my side, and I tried to maneuver the phone back to my ear, stepping into the elevator. “I’ll tell you everything as soon as I get there.”
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      As soon as I got home, I dialed Alana Glacey, an ex-girlfriend now living with my best friend. The Senior Partner of Glacey Associates, Alana was not the Renault family’s legal adviser, but she was the person I wanted to help me with my son.

      Before meeting Kimberly tonight, I was uncertain about what I wanted to do but now it was crystal clear. How dare she insinuate I was an unfit person to raise my own child? William Lucas McCormick was indeed my son. Cecily gave our son my middle name.

      She was so quick to judge me without even getting to know me first, and she should be the first person to understand that everything you read in the tabloids wasn’t true. Kimberly had her fair share of articles, and not all of them painted her in a magnificent light. Yet, she couldn’t even give me the benefit of the doubt before insulting me.

      Obviously, she had no clue of my middle name so she couldn’t put the two together, but I was his father. If Kimberly gave me more of a chance to explain tonight, then things could have gone smoother, but she was on a warpath. It didn’t matter what came out of my mouth, she wouldn’t have heard it.

      Once the DNA test was finalized, Kimberly was guaranteed to be in my life. As my son’s aunt and current legal guardian, it was impossible not to be in the same room with her. Now that I knew of his existence, he wouldn’t be without a father any longer.

      Alana was a beast in the courtroom and her specialty was child cases.

      “Alana? Listen, I know it’s late, but I just found out I have a son and need to retain your services.”

      She remained quiet for a moment, which I expected, because no one saw that coming.

      “Yes, you heard me right. A son. Now, let’s get down to business.”

      I explained the situation. Alana thought Ms. Bennett would be more likely to listen once the DNA test came back.

      “Think about it from her perspective, Des. You walked into her place of business and sideswiped her with your paternity. Not only that, but of a child she has been raising for five years. Don’t think about her as her aunt, but like his mother,” Alana said with emphasis on the mother part.

      “Okay, so maybe I jumped the gun by going there tonight and should have waited to talk to you. A son, Alana. I never knew I had a fucking son out there.”

      Words couldn’t even describe the betrayal by Cecily for not telling her family about me. Was I that bad of a person she wouldn’t tell me about my own flesh and blood? None of this made sense.

      “Take a deep breath. Don’t get yourself worked up. Let’s handle this. I’ll get the DNA test, and then we will go from there. Just remember, they will use everything you say against you. Her office is likely recorded, so whatever you said tonight, it's fair game.”

      Shit! I didn’t even think about that. Although, it was mostly her insulting me the whole time, so I should be good.

      “Alright, we should both get some sleep. Our wake-up times come too soon. Thanks for your help.”

      “My pleasure, Des. You know that.”

      I couldn’t comprehend why Cecily withheld her pregnancy from me. Nine long months, and she still said nothing. Now I was a father, even though I hadn’t had the chance to meet my little one yet. I had more money than I could ever spend, but that shouldn’t impede my rights as a parent. William was my son, and my blood ran through his veins. I missed out on his first five years of life, but soon he would know me as his dad. I’d do whatever I could to make up for the time I lost.

      Tears stung my eyes as it hit me—I was a father.

      I didn’t want William to think the reason for my absence was because I didn’t care about him. That it was my decision not to be there. Kimberly’s reaction was genuine, so Cecily didn’t tell anyone about my paternity. I commended Kimberly for taking William in as her own and raising him in my absence, but once the test came back, I wanted to be in my son’s life. She couldn’t keep him from me. Instead of fighting me, she should give me a chance to prove what kind of father I could be.

      My eyes shut and I took a deep breath, calming myself, trying to find the silver lining in today. If my mother wouldn’t have meddled, then I wouldn’t have known about William. Another couple of years could’ve went by with my son running around the same town as me without my knowledge.

      “What’s going on, Desmond?” she asked, most likely listening in to the conversation with Alana, not having the concept of personal space.

      “You’re here. Have you eaten anything?” My stomach was growling since I only had a protein bar today for breakfast.

      “I canceled dinner with Gerard when you ran out of here like some demented soul. What’s going on? You got me worried.”

      “It’s okay.” I put my arm around her shoulders. “Let’s get something to eat and I’ll explain everything.”

      Let’s pray Kimberly came to her senses and stopped insulting my ability to be a father. Sooner or later, we would be in each other’s lives whether we wanted to be or not.
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      My tires squealed to a stop in front of Barb’s two-story colonial house in a tranquil neighborhood. I shouldn’t be bothering her this late, but I didn’t know what else to do. The air was still, and the night was peaceful, but inside, Barb was pacing back and forth, her light-blue pajamas shaking with her every movement visible through the floor-to-ceiling glass windows. When her eyes landed on me, her face softened, and she scrambled to the front door.

      “Oh, honey.” She bundled her arms around me. “What happened?”

      Everything spilled out in quick succession. About how Desmond Renault appeared at my office. How he said he knew my sister and he may be William’s father. I tried to stay calm, but I cried at how Desmond looked at me with such conviction.

      Barb ripped away from me. “Come here.” She guided me to a couch in the corner of the room. “Sit down and take a deep breath. Let’s talk it through.”

      The tears ceased as I did as she said. I told her how fearful I was, how I didn’t know what to do if he was William’s father. I’d been the only mother he’d ever known, the one who’d been there for him since he was born.

      “It’s okay.” Barb patted my arm. “We’ll figure it out. But first, you need to calm down.”

      She reached for the coffee table, clutched a box of tissues, and passed them to me so I could dab my eyes.

      “Do you want some tea?” she asked. “I think it’ll help relax you.”

      She went to the kitchen to make it. I took in the pictures of William and me on the walls, the bookshelves full of novels, the cozy blanket she always kept draped over her chair. The familiarity of the place wrapped around me like a hug.

      When Barb came back with the tea, we sat and drank it. She was right. The warm tea started to make me sleepy.

      “Right now, it’s too late for me to do anything. I expect him to reach out to his lawyers tonight to request a DNA test, so I’ll be hearing from someone tomorrow, I’m sure.”

      “What am I going to do if William is his? Can he take him from me? Will he deny my adoption request? Barb, I can’t lose him. He’s my everything. There must be a reason my sister didn’t want him to know.”

      Her hand caressed my back, and she studied my eyes. “All in due time. Try to go home and get some rest. I’ll contact you as soon as I’ve heard from his lawyers, okay?”

      My body rose off the couch, and my feet shuffled to the front door. “I don’t know what I would do without you.”

      Barb grinned, blew a kiss at me, and I left.

      As the engine roared awake, I hauled out of her driveway and headed home. Hopefully, my mother Angela wasn’t waiting for me because this was going to blow her mind even more than mine. With working more and more, she stepped up and had been a godsend for William and me. She took care of him while I was working because I refused to put him in daycare, not knowing who I could trust to take care of such precious cargo. After the horror stories people told me about daycare workers, I couldn’t bring myself to take that chance.

      After pulling into the driveway, I parked my car in the garage and fumbled for my keys in my purse. As I put the key in, the door flew open, revealing my mother’s concerned face. She knew something was wrong; the blotches on my face gave it away. Shit!

      I hesitated, not wanting to have this conversation again tonight, but she pulled me inside and shut the door, ushering me into the living room.

      “What’s going on?” Her voice was calm but her face was intense.

      “Desmond Renault showed up at my office.”

      My mother’s expression didn’t change, but her eyes widened a little. “Desmond Renault? Why? Is he wanting to do business with you? That’s wonderful. He’s very well known around here.”

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, repeating myself once again. “No, Mother. That wasn’t it. He says he’s William’s father.”

      My mother sat open-mouthed, staring at me with disbelief.

      “Desmond Renault? You’re telling me that the Desmond Renault is my grandson’s father? Cecily made a child with Desmond Renault?” Her grip on the couch tightened, her knuckles turning white, and her face draining of color.

      “Mom. Calm down. That’s what he said, and repeating his name won’t make him go away.”

      She paced across the living room, her brows knitted together. She shook her head and ran a hand through her hair. “It’s just unbelievable. How did this happen?”

      “Um… sex? That’s usually how it happens.” I shifted, averting my gaze, not wanting any images of my sister and Desmond in bed together.

      “Don’t be facetious, Kimberly. How long have you known about this?”

      I groaned. “I just found out tonight, although I didn’t believe it at first.”

      Her gaze intensified. “And you do now?”

      “I think it’s a strong possibility. All the times I pestered Cece to reveal the identity. No matter how much we pleaded, she was tight-lipped and that frustrated me to no end. Sometimes I wondered whether he was a married man and that’s why she didn’t tell us.”

      “Why did he wait so long?” My mother’s voice shook.

      “Cece met Desmond at one of those glitzy charity dinners hosted by Renault Technologies.” His brown eyes, expensive suit, and air of sophistication mesmerized my sister. “It was short-lived according to him. She never told him she was pregnant.”

      “So, how did he know there was a child?”

      “His mother saw me today at the AFC with William, and when she got home, she told Desmond how much William favored him. So he came to my office tonight. He knew Cece was my half sister.”

      “What are we going to do, Kimberly? You’re only weeks away from finalizing the adoption.”

      She doesn’t need to remind me because I was already freaking out over here. “On my way home, I dropped by Barb's. I’m afraid I wasn’t welcoming to Mr. Renault. She told me that the Renaults were major players in the area and that I should prepare for some tough days ahead. They also hold considerable influence in this city.”

      Mom’s eyes remained fixed on mine.

      “That letter Cece left in her safety deposit box for William may tell us the name. Barb thinks it would be a good idea for us to read it, and in William’s best interest to do so, too. We should go down there first thing in the morning.”

      “Yes, okay. But can he stop the adoption?”

      William had a stable home with us, and God knew what he was going to get if he went to live with Desmond. A different woman every night to call mommy. Definitely fucking not. I would fight this to the ends of the earth to keep William safe and guarded.

      “He would have to provide proof of paternity and Barb thinks a judge would decide what was in William’s best interest, given all the circumstances. Maybe we can head Desmond off by giving him full access to William.”

      My mother was going to continue this conversation until I was blue in the face, but after the long day I had, my bed was the only place I wanted to be. Plus, I was sick of saying his name. He had me so riled and there was nothing more I could do tonight.

      “Look, Mom. I’m beat. It’s been a long day which ended badly. Let’s get some sleep and deal with this in the morning.”

      Mom smiled. “How about you have a relaxing bath, and I’ll bring you some comfort in a cup,” she said with a twinkle in her eye.

      “Yes, extra creamy with extra marshmallows.”

      “Coming right up, baby.”
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        * * *

      

      Mother and I stepped through the revolving door into the bank, the air assaulting us with the smell of stale cigarettes and cleaning supplies. The tellers stared at us and my heartbeat quickened as I swallowed the lump in my throat. We made our way to the back of the bank, where the manager’s office was. He looked up as we entered, his gaze cold and unwelcoming.

      “Can I help you?” His voice was gruff and unfriendly.

      “I need to access my sister’s safety deposit box. Cecily McCormick.”

      He stared before sighing and getting up from his chair. “Come with me.” He unlocked a side door and led us into the vault.

      It was ominous, and I inhaled a faint smell of lemon lime cleaning supplies. They lined the walls with rows and rows of metal boxes of different sizes, each one with its own key. The manager stopped in front of one box and embedded a key in the lock. He swiveled it, and there was a loud click as the mechanism opened. He stepped aside and gestured for us to take it.

      I tiptoed forward and reached into the box, my hands quivering. Inside, I found a thick envelope with William’s name written on the front. I plucked it out and hugged it to my chest.

      “Thank you.”

      The manager acknowledged me and waited outside for us to pass him before closing the vault. Mother and I shuffled back to the front of the bank, the envelope tucked in my purse. A sense of relief washed over me as we stepped back into the sunshine. We did it. Hopefully, this letter would tell us who William’s father was, and that it wasn’t Desmond Renault.

      Back at home, I put the envelope on the coffee table and gawked at my mother. “Are you ready?”

      She nodded.

      I sat on the couch, opened the envelope, and began reading. My heart pounded as I scanned through the letter and recognized the name. My mother’s hand landed on my shoulder, offering support as she was reading it as well.

      “What do we do now?”

      Mother exhaled and hugged me tight. “We make preparations.”

      I nodded, my mind spiraling with all the outcomes. The future felt uncertain, but I knew one thing—I would not lose William to a womanizing asshole like Desmond Renault.
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          Desmond

        

      

    

    
      A few minutes before seven, I arrived at Bennett Technologies and the receptionist guided me to the same room as the previous night. My eyes widened, and my pulse quickened as she stepped into the room. She was breathtaking in a pale-blue sleeveless dress, which accentuated her petite frame with diamond-shaped cutouts at her chest and waist, not exactly appropriate business attire but I had never been one to complain. I straightened my posture and rose to my feet. Her assistant wasn’t very forthcoming on the phone to mine about this meeting. “Good evening. I didn’t expect to see you again so soon.”

      “Mr. Renault, please sit.” She took her place on the opposite couch. “I want to apologize for my unseemly behavior yesterday. It was a shock and I didn’t respond well.”

      Yeah, that is an understatement. It still irked me how she painted me as a womanizing villain and believed everything she read about me in the tabloids. Maybe she finally came to her senses.

      “I was a little abrupt in my approach. They said you have something to show me?”

      Kimberly reached across the low table and handed me a white envelope. I took it and frowned. The name written on it was William Lucas McCormick. What in the world is this?

      I held a puzzled expression. The handwriting was familiar from when Cecily used to leave me cute notes when she left before I woke up. It brought tears to my eyes. We weren’t serious, but she was a wonderful person.

      “Go ahead, open it.” She encouraged me.

      My eyes trailed to the opened envelope, knowing Kimberly already read it. My chest rose and fell before I took the piece of paper out and folded it open on my lap. Should I even be reading this? Cecily wrote this for our son, and it felt like an intrusion.

      “I shouldn’t be reading this.”

      “Believe me, you want to. It answers our questions, and you should know.”

      I was going into this blind, not knowing what it contained. After one last look at Kimberly, I prepared myself for the worst.

      
        
        My Dearest Darling William,

        You’re growing big and strong in my tummy right now and should be born in just a few weeks. Your auntie Kim and nana Angela are so excited to meet you. One of the happiest days of my life was when I found out about you. I’ve always wanted to be a mama, and I can’t wait to hold you in my arms.

        There are some things that you won’t quite understand, and for that I’m saving this for your eighteenth birthday. If things have gone according to plan, you still don’t know who your father is, and I’m sorry for that, but I thought it was the best option for you to have a normal life.

        Your father is Desmond Lucas Renault, and he lives in Bayview. He might be living somewhere else now with a big happy family, but he will take you in with open arms.

        I fell in love with your dad the very first time we met. As you will be, he is very handsome. Desmond is kind and generous to those he loves and will do anything for his family. He will love you, son. If I’m right, you will have his beautiful brown eyes and a smile that lights up the room. I hope you end up with the best parts of both of us.

        I’m sure you will both be upset about this, but we can discuss it when you’re ready. Your father didn’t abandon me or you. Let me make that clear. He doesn’t know you are his. If he did, then he would be a big part of both our lives. He isn’t the type of man to shy away from responsibility, that I know.

        There are reasons why I decided not to tell him, and I’ll explain once you’ve read this letter. Your dad and I lived very different lives, but the time we spent together was very special and we parted as friends.

        I love you so very much and only want the best for you. If you are ready to meet him, I will help you every step of the way. Your father might have a family by now, but he’ll embrace you as his son.

        Please come and find me when you’ve read this letter so we can talk.

        With all my love,

        Mom

      

      

      Kimberly’s eyes were on me, and she was trying to invade my thoughts. I tried my best to keep my facial expression blank, but inside I was unraveling. Why did she want to keep my son from me until his eighteenth birthday? She said she loved me? So many things were swirling around in my head, and tears stung my eyes as I fought them back. He is my son. I knew after hearing his full name, but this cemented it. It was in writing. Holy shit, I’m a father. Reading this, knowing that she was gone and I could never ask her why, it hurt.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t expect this. Will you excuse me for a few minutes?”

      I put the letter on the table, leaving the room. When I got out of her office, I stumbled backward against the wall, my breath catching in my throat, then slid down the wall and my body crumpled to the floor. I buried my head in my hands as the tears spilled over. The words in Cecily’s letter looped through my mind. Held captive in a homemade prison of guilt and regret, I replayed our relationship over and over. A fool for not realizing she was pregnant when we said goodbye all those years ago. How could she love me, yet keep me from knowing about our son? All these years, he was living in the same city and I never knew. Why would she not tell me? Tell her family?

      The stubble scratched my palms as I ran my hands over my face. With a heavy sigh, I trudged back inside. Kimberly still sat on the couch, scrolling through her phone. She smiled and I couldn’t help but return it even though my heart was shattered into pieces.

      “Are you okay?” Her voice was breaking. I couldn’t imagine what was going through her head right now. She read the same letter as me.

      “Yes. Thank you for sharing this with me. You didn’t have to.”

      She nodded, her gaze locked on the envelope in her trembling hands. I could tell she had her own reasons for wanting to show me the letter. Kimberly couldn’t deny that I was his father now. That was the reason for our meeting today.

      I fell silent and my throat tightened as I tried to find the words to ask, “Where do we go from here?”

      A heavy pause filled the air before she suggested, “We should talk about that. Do you want to get out of here and grab a bite to eat?”

      “Rain check? I’d be poor company right now.” My eyes pleaded and I drew in a slow breath to hold back the emotion that threatened to spill out.

      “I’ve got an apartment upstairs, with a mini-fridge stocked with wine and other refreshments. You could do with a glass of Pinot Grigio or something even stronger right about now. What do ya say, Desmond?”

      What the hell is she doing? Why didn’t she just let me go home?

      “You have an apartment here?” How simple that must be to have your residence within the building you work.

      “Yes, it’s nice to have since I spend many hours here. Sometimes I get so sucked into things I don’t realize it’s already midnight. Is that a yes?”

      I took a minute to mull it over. This was the first gesture to being civil from Kimberly, and even though I would rather be anywhere else than here right now, whether I liked it or not, she was the guardian of my son. I needed to get in her good graces. “Yes, I’d like that. You just called me Desmond for the first time, so you’ve decided I’m not the rogue you thought, huh?”

      She laughed. “Yes, I’ve changed my mind about you, only slightly though, since Cece said some nice things.”

      “She was so proud of you,” I told her. “She bragged about your early entry to Yale and your business start-up in Boston, hoping you would return to Bayview so that she could introduce us.”

      “Well, that didn’t happen, did it?”

      That came out more sharply than she intended, I think, but I couldn’t blame her. Here I was, the guy that wasn’t there all those months through her sister’s pregnancy, not when she died, and not afterward. There was some resentment.

      Kimberly stood. “Shall we?” She led the way to the elevator, and I walked forward to call the transporter. Nothing happened. Then Kimberly pressed her thumb on the same pad on the wall I touched and the elevator doors opened.

      “You’re high tech here. I’m impressed,” I said as we stepped inside.

      She chuckled. “It only works on the elevator for Bennett Tech floors. Everyone else still lives in the twentieth century when it comes to elevators.”

      I liked her laugh. My eyes rested fleetingly on her vermillion lips. “I’ll have to get you to update Renault Tech.”

      “I’m your girl; anytime you’re ready, just let me know.” She flushed. “I didn’t mean I’m your girl, girl, I meant…”

      My fingertips brushed her arm. “I know what you meant.”
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          Kimberly

        

      

    

    
      A current of energy shot through me at his touch, and my skin buzzed alive with a hundred tiny bumps. I looked at his hand, smooth and tan, against my pale arm. Even in the warmth of the elevator, a chill passed through me as I tried to distance myself from his proximity. I was aware of his every movement, my breath coming quicker until the elevator doors opened and my cheeks grew red.

      Desmond Renault paused, his icy brown eyes burning with desire. His presence was intoxicating. Temptation coursed through my veins, a desire to give in to the magnetic feeling of sinning. Whoever created Desmond Renault personified temptation. I turned as we walked out of the elevator and an alluring smirk played on his lips, daring me to come closer. I bit on my lower lip to stymie my desire.

      My thighs quivered. I was desperate to keep him from seeing the effect he had on me, so I closed my eyes and turned my back to him, hiding the heated flush on my cheeks. What the hell is wrong with me? Oh God, I turned into one of those women who threw themselves before him. In the darkness behind my eyelids, I imagined the sinful things that must follow such an electrifying moment. I will not succumb to his magnetic pull, dammit!

      Desmond’s lips curved into a wide smile and his eyes widened as he took in the luxuriousness of my apartment. Creamy, leather furnishings offset the rich, mahogany walls. Crystal chandeliers sparkled from the high ceilings, and vibrant works of art hung on the walls.

      I gestured toward the living room. “There’s some wine in the fridge and glasses in the kitchen cabinet. Oh, and there’s scotch too. I’m going to order some Thai takeout and then take a quick shower.”

      He nodded, taking in the surroundings.

      I made my way across the living room, stifling a groan. My feet were heavy, almost as if lead encased them, but I pushed myself forward and stumbled into my bedroom. I kicked off my heels as I entered with a loud exhale. Hell, I was panting like some out-of-shape sprinter who just ran a four-minute mile. My hands shook as I tugged off my dress and underwear, then threw them on the bed before collapsing against the door.
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