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Secrets of a Ruthless Tycoon
Cathy Williams
Power, wealth and beautiful women at his beck and call!
Leo Spencer has it all, but there’s one thing his luxurious lifestyle can’t give him—the truth

about his past. His search for answers leads him to Brianna Sullivan, hidden in the Irish countryside,
where she soon proves to be a distraction he never anticipated….

Brianna is unlike any of the women this ruthless tycoon is used to, and her innocence has him
captivated…and ready to seduce the secrets of his past from her lips! But when Brianna learns his
true identity, their undeniable connection will erupt in a whole new kind of chemistry!

CATHY WILLIAMS is originally from Trinidad, but has lived in England for a number of
years. She currently has a house in Warwickshire, which she shares with her husband Richard, her
three daughters, Charlotte, Olivia and Emma, and their pet cat, Salem. She adores writing romantic
fiction and would love one of her girls to become a writer—although at the moment she is happy
enough if they do their homework and agree not to bicker with one another!

CHAPTER ONE
IN THE DIMINISHING light, Leo Spencer was beginning to question his decision to make this

trip. He looked up briefly from the report blinking at him on his laptop and frowned at the sprawling
acres of countryside reaching out on either side to distant horizons which had now been swallowed
up by the gathering dusk.

It was on the tip of his tongue to tell his driver to put his foot down, but what would be the
point? How much speed would Harry be able to pick up on these winding, unlit country roads, still
hazardous from the recent bout of snow which was only now beginning to melt? The last thing he
needed was to end up in a ditch somewhere. The last car they had passed had been several miles
back. God only knew where the nearest town was.

He concluded that February was, possibly, the very worst month in which to have undertaken
this trip to the outer reaches of Ireland. He had failed to foresee the length of time it would take to
get to his destination and he now cursed the contorted reasoning that had made him reject the option
of flying there on the company plane.

The flight to Dublin had been straightforward enough but, the minute he had met his driver
outside the airport, the trip had evolved into a nightmare of traffic, diversions and, as they’d appeared
to leave all traces of civilisation behind, a network of bleak, perilous roads made all the more
threatening by the constant threat of snow. It hung in the air like a death shroud, biding its time for
just the right unsuspecting mug to come along.

Giving up on all hope of getting anything useful done, Leo snapped shut his laptop and stared
at the gloomy scenery.

The rolling hills were dark contours rising ominously up from flat fields in which lurked a
honeycomb network of lakes, meandering streams and rivers, none of which was visible at this time
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of the late afternoon. Leo was accustomed to the almost constant artificial light of London. He had
never had much time for the joys of the countryside and his indifference to it was rapidly being
cemented with each passing mile.

But this was a trip that had to be undertaken.
When he reflected on the narrative of his life, he knew that it was an essential journey. The

death of his mother eight months previously—following so shortly after his father’s own unexpected
demise from a heart attack whilst, of all things, he had been playing golf with his friends—had left
him with no excuses for avoidance. He had to find out where he really came from, who his real
birth parents were. He would never have disrespected his adoptive parents when they were alive by
searching out his birth family but the time had come.

He closed his eyes and the image of his own life flickered in front of him like an old-
fashioned movie reel: adopted at birth by a successful and wealthy couple in their late thirties who had
been unable to have children of their own; brought up with all the advantages a solid, middle-class
background had to offer; private school and holidays abroad. A brilliant academic career followed by
a stint at an investment bank which had been the springboard for a meteoric rise through the financial
world until, at the ripe old age of thirty-two, he now had more money than he could ever hope to
spend in a lifetime and the freedom to use it in the more creative arena of acquisitions.

He seemed to possess the golden touch. None of his acquisitions to date had failed. Additionally,
he had been bequeathed a sizeable fortune by his parents. All told, the only grey area in a life that
had been blessed with success was the murky blur of his true heritage. Like a pernicious weed, it
had never been completely uprooted. Curiosity had always been there, hovering on the edges of his
consciousness, and he knew that it would always be there unless he took active measures to put it
to rest once and for all.

Not given to introspection of any sort, there were moments when he suspected that it had left
a far-reaching legacy, despite all the advantages his wonderful adoptive parents had given him. His
relationships with women had all been short-lived. He enjoyed a varied love life with some of the
most beautiful and eligible women on the London scene, yet the thought of committing to any of them
had always left him cold. He always used the excuse of being the kind of man whose commitment
to work left little fertile ground on which a successful relationship could flourish. But there lurked
the nagging suspicion that the notion of his own feckless parents dumping him on whatever passing
strangers they could had fostered a deep-seated mistrust of any form of permanence, despite the
sterling example his adoptive parents had set for him.

He had known for several years where he could locate his mother. He had no idea if his natural
father was still on the scene—quite possibly not. The whereabouts of his mother was information that
had sat, untouched, in his locked office drawer until now.

He had taken a week off work, informing his secretary that he would be contactable at all times
by email or on his mobile phone. He would find his mother, make his own judgements and he would
leave, putting to rest the curiosity that had plagued him over the years. He had a good idea of what
he would find but it would be useful having his suspicions confirmed. He wasn’t looking for answers
or touching reconciliations. He was looking for closure.

And, naturally, he had no intention of letting her know his identity. He was sinfully rich and
there was nothing like money to engender all the wrong responses. There was no way he intended
to have some irresponsible deadbeat who had given him up for adoption holding out a begging bowl
and suddenly claiming parental love—not to mention whatever half-siblings he had who would feel
free to board the gravy train.

His mouth curled derisively at the mere thought of it.
‘Any chance we could actually get this car into fifth gear?’ he asked Harry, who caught his eye

in the rear-view mirror and raised his eyebrows.
‘Aren’t you appreciating the wonderful scenery, sir?’
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‘You’ve been with me for eight years, Harry. Have I ever given any indication that I like
the countryside?’ Harry, strangely, was the only one in whom Leo had confided. They shared an
uncommonly strong bond. Leo would have trusted his driver with his life. He certainly trusted him
with thoughts he never would have shared with another living soul.

‘There’s always a first, sir,’ Harry suggested calmly. ‘And, no, there is no way I can drive any
faster. Not on these roads. And have you noticed the sky?’

‘In passing.’
‘Snow’s on the way, sir.’
‘And I’m hoping that it will delay its arrival until I’m through...doing what I have to do.’ From

where he was sitting, it was hard to see where the sky met the open land. It was all just a black,
formless density around them. Aside from the sound of the powerful engine of the car, the silence
was so complete that, with eyes closed, anyone could be forgiven for thinking that they were suffering
sensory deprivation.

‘The weather is seldom obedient, sir. Even for a man like yourself who is accustomed to having
his orders obeyed.’

Leo grinned. ‘You talk too much, Harry.’
‘So my better half often tells me, sir. Are you certain you don’t require my services when we

reach Ballybay?’
‘Quite certain. You can get a cab driver to deliver the car back to London and the company

plane will return you to your better half. I’ve alerted my secretary to have it on standby; she’ll text
you where. Make sure you tell my people to have it ready and waiting for when I need to return to
London. I have no intention of repeating this journey by car any time soon.’

‘Of course, sir.’
Leo flipped back open the laptop and consigned all wayward thoughts of what he would find

when he finally arrived to the furthermost outer reaches of his mind. Losing yourself in pointless
speculation was a waste of time.

It was two hours by the time he was informed that they were in Ballybay. Either he had missed
the main part of the town or else there was nothing much to it. He could just about make out the vast
stillness of a lake and then a scattering of houses and shops nestling amidst the hills and dales.

‘Is this it?’ he asked Harry, who tut-tutted in response.
‘Were you expecting Oxford Street, sir?’
‘I was expecting a little more by way of life. Is there even a hotel?’ He frowned and thought

that allowing a week off work might have been over-estimating the time he would need. A couple of
days at most should see him conclude his business.

‘There’s a pub, sir.’
Leo followed his driver’s pointing finger and made out an ancient pub that optimistically

boasted ‘vacancies’. He wondered what the passing tourist trade could possibly be in a town that time
appeared to have forgotten.

‘Drop me off here, Harry, and you can head off.’ He was travelling light: one holdall, suitably
battered, into which he now stuffed his slim laptop.

Already, he was making comparisons between what appeared to be this tiny town of splendid
isolation and the completely different backdrop to life with his adoptive parents. The busy Surrey
village in which he had been brought up buzzed with a veritable treasure trove of trendy gastropubs
and designer shops. The landscape was confined and neatly manicured. The commuter links to
London were excellent and that was reflected in the high-end property market. Gated mansions were
hidden from prying eyes by long drives. On Saturdays, the high street was bursting with expensive
people who lived in the expensive houses and drove the expensive cars.

He stepped out of the Range Rover to a gusty wind and freezing cold.
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The ancient pub looked decidedly more inviting given the temperatures outside and he strode
towards it without hesitation.

* * *
Inside the pub, Brianna Sullivan was nursing an incipient headache. Even in the depths of

winter, Friday nights brought in the crowds and, whilst she was grateful for their patronage, she
yearned for peace and quiet. Both seemed about as elusive as finding gold dust in the kitchen sink.
She had inherited this pub from her father nearly six years ago and there were no allowances made
for time out. There was just her, and it was her livelihood. Choice didn’t feature heavily on the menu.

‘Tell Pat he can come and get his own drinks at the bar,’ she hissed to Shannon. ‘We’re busy
enough here without you carrying trays of drinks over to him because he broke his leg six months
ago. He’s perfectly capable of getting them himself, or else he can send that brother of his over to
get them.’ At one end of the bar, Aidan and two of his friends were beginning to sing a rousing love
song to grab her attention.

‘I’ll have to chuck you out for unruly behaviour,’ she snapped at Aidan as she slid refills for
them along the counter.

‘You know you love me, darling.’
Brianna shot him an exasperated look and told him that he either settled his tab in full, right

here and right now, or else that was the last pint he was going to get.
She needed more people behind the bar but what on earth would she do with them on the

week days, when the place was less rowdy and busy? How could she justify the expenditure? And
yet, she barely had enough time to function properly. Between the bookkeeping, the stock taking, the
ordering and the actual standing behind the bar every night, time—the one thing she didn’t have—
was galloping past. She was twenty-seven years old and in the blink of an eye she would be thirty,
then forty, then fifty, and still doing the things she was doing now, still struggling to kick back. She
was young but, hell, she felt old a lot of the time.

Aidan continued to try his banter on her but she blocked him out. Now that she had begun
feeling sorry for herself, she was barely aware of what was going on around her.

Surely her years at university had not equipped her to spend the rest of her life running this
pub? She loved her friends and the tight-knit community but surely she was entitled to just have some
fun? Six months of fun was all she had had when she had finished university, then it had been back
here to help look after her father who had managed to drink himself into a premature grave.

Not a day went by when she didn’t miss him. For twelve years after her mother had died it
had been just the two of them, and she missed his easy laughter, his support, his corny jokes. She
wondered how he would feel if he knew that she was still here, at the pub. He had always wanted
her to fly away and develop a career in art, but then little had he known that he would not be around
to make that possible.

She only became aware that something was different when, still absorbed in her own thoughts,
it dawned on her that the bar had grown silent.

In the act of pulling a pint, she raised her eyes and there, framed in the doorway, was one of
the most startlingly beautiful men she had ever seen in her life. Tall, windswept dark hair raked back
from a face that was shamefully good-looking. He didn’t seem in the slightest taken aback by the fact
that all eyes were on him as he looked around, his midnight-black eyes finally coming to rest on her.

Brianna felt her cheeks burn at the casual inspection, then she returned to what she was doing
and so did everyone else. The noise levels once again rose and the jokes resumed; old Connor did his
usual and began singing lustily and drunkenly until he was laughed down.

She ignored the stranger, yet was all too aware of his presence, and not at all surprised that
when she next glanced up it was to find him standing right in front of her.

‘The sign outside says that there are vacancies.’ Leo practically had to shout to make himself
heard above the noise. The entire town seemed to have congregated in this small pub. Most of the
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green leather stools assembled along the bar were filled, as were the tables. Behind the bar, two girls
were trying hard to keep up with the demands—a small, busty brunette and the one in front of whom
he was now standing. A tall, slender girl with copper-coloured hair which she had swept up into a
rough pony tail and, as she looked at him, the clearest, greenest eyes he had ever seen.

‘Why do you want to know?’ Brianna asked.
His voice matched the rest of him. It was deep and lazy and induced an annoying, fluttery

feeling in the pit of her stomach. ‘Why do you think? I need to rent a room and I take it this is the
only place in the village that rents rooms...?’

‘Is it not good enough for you?’
‘Where’s the owner?’
‘You’re looking at her.’
He did, much more thoroughly this time. Bare of any make-up, her skin was satin-smooth and

creamy white. There was not a freckle in sight, despite the vibrant colour of her hair. She was wearing
a pair of faded jeans and a long-sleeved jumper but neither detracted from her looks.

‘Right. I need a room.’
‘I will show you up to one just as soon as I get a free moment. In the meantime, would you

like something to drink?’ What on earth was this man doing here? He certainly wasn’t from around
these parts, nor did he know anyone around here. She would know. It was a tiny community; they
all knew each other in some way, shape or form.

‘What I’d like is a hot shower and a good night’s sleep.’
‘Both will have to wait, Mr...?’
‘My name is Leo and, if you give me a key and point me in the right direction, I’ll make my

own way upstairs. And, by the way, is there anywhere to eat around here?’
Not only was the man a stranger but he was an obnoxious one. Brianna could feel her hackles

rising. Memories of another good-looking, well-spoken stranger rose unbidden to the foreground. As
learning curves went, she had been taught well what sort of men to avoid.

‘You’ll have to go into Monaghan for that,’ she informed him shortly. ‘I can fix you a sandwich
but—’

‘Yes—but I’ll have to wait because you’re too busy behind the bar. Forget the food. If you need
a deposit, tell me how much and then you can give me the key.’

Brianna shot him an impatient glance and called over to Aidan. ‘Take the reins,’ she told him.
‘And no free drinks. I’ve got to show this man to a room. I’ll be back down in five minutes, and if I
find out that you’ve helped yourself to so much as a thimble of free beer I’ll ban you for a week.’

‘Love you too, Brianna.’
‘How long would you be wanting the room for?’ was the first thing she asked him as soon as

they were out of the bar area and heading upstairs. She was very much aware of him following her
and she could feel the hairs on the back of her neck rising. Had she lived so long in this place that
the mere sight of a halfway decent guy was enough to bring her out in a cold sweat?

‘A few days.’ She was as graceful as a dancer and he was tempted to ask why a girl with her
looks was running a pub in the middle of nowhere. Certainly not for the stress-free existence. She
looked hassled and he could understand that if it was as busy every night of the week.

‘And might I ask what brings you to this lovely part of Ireland?’ She pushed open the door to
one of the four rooms she rented out and stood back, allowing him to brush past her.

Leo took his time looking around him. It was small but clean. He would have to be sharp-witted
when it came to avoiding the beams but it would do. He turned round to her and began removing his
coat which he tossed onto the high-backed wooden chair by the dressing table.

Brianna took a step back. The room was small and he seemed to over-power it with his presence.
She was treated to a full view of his muscular body now he was without his coat: black jeans, a black
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jumper and the sort of olive-brown complexion that told her that, somewhere along the line, there
was a strain of exotic blood running through him.

‘You can ask,’ Leo agreed. Billionaire searching for his long-lost, feckless parent wasn’t going
to cut it. One hint of that and it would be round the grapevine faster than he could pay her the deposit
on the room; of that he was convinced. Checking his mother out was going to be an incognito exercise
and he certainly wasn’t going to be ambushed by a pub owner with a loose tongue, however pretty
she was.

‘But you’re not going to tell me. Fair enough.’ She shrugged. ‘If you want breakfast, it’s served
between seven and eight. I run this place single-handed so I don’t have a great deal of time to wait
on guests.’

‘Such a warm welcome.’
Brianna flushed and belatedly remembered that he was a paying guest and not another of the

lads downstairs to whom she was allowed to give as good as she got. ‘I apologise if I seem rude, Mr...’
‘Leo.’
‘But I’m rushed off my feet at the moment and not in the best of moods. The bathroom is

through there...’ She pointed in the direction of a white-washed door. ‘And there are tea-and coffee-
making facilities.’ She backed towards the door, although she was finding it hard to tear her eyes
away from his face.

If he brought to mind unhappy memories of Daniel Fluke, then it could be said that he was a
decidedly more threatening version: bigger, better looking and without the readily charming patter,
and that in itself somehow felt more dangerous. And she still had no idea what he was doing in this
part of the world.

‘If you could settle the deposit on the room...’ She cleared her throat and watched in silence as
he extracted a wad of notes from his wallet and handed her the required amount.

‘And tell me, what is there to do here?’ he asked, shoving his hands in his pockets and tilting
his head to one side. ‘I guess you must know everything...and everyone?’

‘You’ve picked a poor time of year for sightseeing, Mr...eh...Leo. I’m afraid walking might be
a little challenging, especially as snow is predicted, and you can forget about the fishing.’

‘Perhaps I’ll just explore the town,’ he murmured. Truly amazing eyes, he thought. Eyelashes
long and dark and in striking contrast to the paleness of her skin. ‘I hope I’m not making you nervous...
Sorry, you didn’t tell me your name, although I gather it’s Brianna...?’

‘We don’t get very many strangers in this part of town, certainly not in the depths of winter.’
‘And now you’re renting a room to one and you don’t know what he does or why he’s here in

the first place. Understandable if you feel a little edgy...’ He shot her a crooked smile and waited for
it to take effect; waited to see her loosen up, smile back in return, look him up and down covertly;
waited for the impact he knew he had on women to register. Nothing. She frowned and looked at
him coolly, clearly assessing him.

‘That’s right.’ Brianna folded her arms and leaned against the doorframe.
‘I...’ He realised that he hadn’t banked on this. He actually hadn’t expected the place to be so

small. Whilst he had acknowledged that he couldn’t just show up on his mother’s doorstep and do his
character assessment on the spot, he was now realising that the other option of extracting information
from random drinkers at some faceless, characterless bar close to where the woman lived was quite
likely also out of the question.

‘Yes?’ Brianna continued to look at him. She might be grateful for the money—it wasn’t as
though people were falling over themselves to rent a room in the depths of winter—but on the other
hand she was a single woman, here on her own, and what if he turned out to be a homicidal maniac?

Granted it was unlikely that a homicidal maniac would announce his intentions because she
happened to ask, but if he seemed too shifty, just too untrustworthy, then she would send him on
his way, money or not.
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‘I’m not proud of this.’ Leo glanced around him. His gaze settled on an exquisite watercolour
painting above the bed and moved to the row of books neatly stacked on the shelf just alongside it.
‘But I jacked in a perfectly good job a fortnight ago.’

‘A perfectly good job doing what?’ Brianna knew that she was giving him the third degree; that
he was under no obligation to explain himself to her; that she could lose trade should he choose to
spread the word that the landlady at the Angler’s Catch was the sort who gave her customers a hard
time. She also knew that there was a fair to middling chance that Aidan had already had a couple
of free whiskies at her expense, and that Shannon would be running around like a headless chicken
trying to fill orders, but her feet refused to budge. She was riveted by the sight of his dark, handsome
face, glued to the spot by that lazy, mesmerising drawl.

‘Working at one of those big, soulless companies...’ Which was not, strictly speaking, a complete
lie, although it had to be said that his company was less soulless than most. ‘Decided that I would try
my luck at something else. I’ve always wanted to...write, so I’m in the process of taking a little time
out to try my hand at it; see where that takes me...’ He strolled towards the window and peered out. ‘I
thought a good place to start would be Ireland. It’s noted for its inspiring scenery, isn’t it? Thought I
would get a flavour of the country...the bits most people don’t see; thought I would set my book here...’

He glanced over his shoulder to her before resuming his thoughtful contemplation of the very
little he could actually see in the almost complete, abysmal darkness outside. ‘The weather has
knocked my progress off a little, hence—’ he raised his shoulders in a rueful, elegant shrug ‘—here
I am.’

A budding author? Surely not. He certainly didn’t look like one, yet why on earth would he lie?
The fact that he had held down a conventional job no doubt accounted for that hint of sophistication
she was getting; something intangible that emanated from him, an air of unspoken authority that she
found difficult to quite define but...

Brianna felt herself thaw. ‘It gets a little quieter towards the end of the evening,’ she offered.
‘If you haven’t fallen asleep, I can make you something to eat.’

‘That’s very kind of you,’ Leo murmured. The passing guilt he had felt at having to concoct a lie
was rationalised, justified and consigned to oblivion. He had responded creatively to an unexpected
development.

Getting her onside could also work in his favour. Publicans knew everything about everyone
and were seldom averse to a bit of healthy gossip. Doubtless he would be able to extract some
background information on his mother and, when he had that information, he would pay her a visit in
the guise of someone doing business in the area—maybe interviewing her for the fictitious book he
had supposedly jacked his job in for. He would add whatever he learnt to whatever he saw and would
get a complete picture of the woman who had abandoned him at birth. He would get his closure. The
unfinished mosaic of his life would finally have all the pieces welded together.

‘Right, then...’ Brianna dithered awkwardly. ‘Is there anything you need to know about...the
room? How the television works? How you can get an outside line?’

‘I think I can figure both out,’ Leo responded dryly. ‘You can get back to your rowdy crew
in the bar.’

‘They are, aren’t they?’ She laughed softly and hooked her thumbs into the pockets of her jeans.
Without warning, Leo felt a jolt of unexpected arousal at the sight. She was very slender. Her

figure was almost boyish, not at all like the women he was routinely attracted to, whose assets were
always far more prominent and much more aggressively advertised; beautiful, overtly sexy women
who had no time for downplaying what they possessed.

He frowned at his body’s unexpected lapse in self-control. ‘You should employ more people
to help you out,’ he told her abruptly.

‘Perhaps I should.’ Just like that she felt the change in the atmosphere and she reminded herself
that, writer or not, guys who were too sexy for their own good spelled trouble. She reminded herself
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of how easy it was to be taken in by what was on the outside, only to completely miss the ugly stuff
that was buried underneath.

She coolly excused herself and returned to find that, just as expected, Aidan was knocking back
a glass of whisky which he hurriedly banged on the counter the second he spotted her approaching.

Shannon appeared to be on the verge of tears and, despite what Brianna had told her, was
scuttling over with a tray of drinks to the group of high-spirited men at the corner table, most of whom
they had gone to school with, which Brianna thought was no reason for them to think they could get
waitress service. Old Connor, with several more drinks inside him, was once again attempting to be
a crooner but could scarcely enunciate the words to the song he was trying to belt out.

It was the same old same old, and she felt every day of her twenty-seven years by the time they
all began drifting off into an unwelcoming night. Twenty-seven years old and she felt like forty-seven.
The snow which had thankfully disappeared for the past week had returned to pay them another visit,
and outside the flakes were big and fat under the street lights.

Shannon was the last to leave and Brianna had to chivvy her along. For a young girl of nineteen,
she had a highly developed mothering instinct and worried incessantly about her friend living above
the pub on her own.

‘Although at least there’s a strapping man there with you tonight!’ She laughed, wrapping her
scarf around her neck and winking.

‘From my experience of the opposite sex...’ Brianna grinned back and shouted into the darkness
with a wave ‘...they’re the first to dive for cover if there’s any chance of danger—and that includes
the strapping ones!’

‘Then you’ve just met the wrong men.’
She spun round to see Leo standing by the bar, arms folded, his dark eyes amused. He had

showered and changed and was in a pair of jeans and a cream, thickly knitted jumper which did
dramatic things for his colouring.

‘You’ve come for your sandwich.’ She tore her eyes away from him and quickly and efficiently
began clearing the tables, getting the brunt of the work done before she had to get up at seven the
following morning.

‘I gathered that the crowd was beginning to disperse. The singing had stopped.’ He began giving
her a hand.

Clearing tables was a novel experience. When he happened to be in the country, he ate out. On
the rare occasions when he chose to eat in, he ate food specially prepared for him by his housekeeper,
who was also an excellent chef. She cooked for him, discreetly waited until he was finished and then
cleared the table. Once a month, she cooked for both him and Harry and these meals were usually
pre-planned to coincide with a football game. They would eat, enjoy a couple of beers and watch the
football. It was his most perfect down time.

He wondered when and how that small slice of normality, the normality of clearing a table,
had vanished—but then was it so surprising? He ran multi-million-pound companies that stretched
across the world. Normality, as most people understood it, was in scarce supply.

‘You really don’t have to help,’ Brianna told him as she began to fetch the components for a
sandwich. ‘You’re a paying guest.’

‘With a curious mind. Tell me about the wannabe opera singer...’
He watched as she worked, making him a sandwich that could have fed four, tidying away

the beer mugs and glasses into the industrial-sized dishwasher. He listened keenly as she chatted,
awkwardly at first, but then fluently, about all the regulars—laughing at their idiosyncrasies; relating
little anecdotes of angry wives showing up to drag their other halves back home when they had abused
the freedom pass they had been given for a couple of hours.

‘Terrific sandwich, by the way.’ It had been. Surprisingly so, bearing in mind that the sandwiches
he occasionally ate were usually ornate affairs with intricate fillings prepared by top chefs in expensive
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restaurants. He lifted the plate as she wiped clean the counter underneath. ‘I’m guessing that you
pretty much know everyone who lives around here...’

‘You guess correctly.’
‘One of the upsides of living in a small place?’ He could think of nothing worse. He thoroughly

enjoyed the anonymity of big-city life.
‘It’s nice knowing who your neighbours are. It’s a small population here. ’Course, some of them

have gone to live in other parts of Ireland, and a few really daring ones have moved to your part of
the world, but on the whole, yes, we all know each other.’

She met his steady gaze and again felt that hectic bloom of colour invade her cheeks. ‘Nearly
everyone here tonight were regulars. They’ve been coming here since my dad owned the place.’

‘And your dad is...?’
‘Dead,’ Brianna said shortly. ‘Hence this is now my place.’
‘I’m sorry. Tough work.’
‘I can handle it.’ She took his plate, stuck it into the sink then washed her hands.
‘And, of course, you have all your friends around you for support... Siblings as well? What

about your mother?’
‘Why are you asking me all these questions?’
‘Aren’t we always curious about people we’ve never met and places we’ve never seen? As

a...writer you could say that I’m more curious than most.’ He stood up and began walking towards the
door through which lay the stairs up to his bedroom. ‘If you think I’m being too nosy then tell me.’

Brianna half-opened her mouth with a cool retort, something that would restore the balance
between paying guest and landlady, but the temptation to chat to a new face, a new person, someone
who didn’t know her from time immemorial, was too persuasive.

A writer! How wonderful to meet someone on the same wavelength as her! What would it hurt
to drop her guard for a couple of days and give him the benefit of the doubt? He might be good-
looking but he wasn’t Danny Fluke.

‘You’re not nosy.’ She smiled tentatively. ‘I just don’t understand why you’re interested. We’re
a pretty run-of-the-mill lot here; I can’t imagine you would get anything useful for your book.’ She
couldn’t quite make him out. He was in shadow, lounging indolently against the wall as he looked at
her. She squashed the uneasy feeling that there was more to him than met the eye.

‘People’s stories interest me.’ He pushed himself away from the wall and smiled. ‘You’d
be surprised what you can pick up; what you can find...useful.’ There was something defiant yet
vulnerable about her. It was an appealing mix and a refreshing change from the women he normally
met.

‘Tomorrow,’ he said, ‘Point me in the direction of what to do and you can relax. Tell me about
the people who live here.’

‘Don’t be crazy. You’re a guest. You’re paying for your bed and board and, much as I’d love to
swap the room for your labour, I just can’t afford it.’

‘And I wouldn’t dream of asking.’ He wondered how she would react if she knew that he could
buy this pub a hundred times over and it would still only be loose change to him. He wondered what
she would say if she knew that, in between the stories she had to tell, there would be that vital one he
wanted to hear. ‘No, you’d be helping me out, giving me one or two ideas. Plus you look as though
you could use a day off...’

The thought of putting her feet up for a couple of hours dangled in front of her like the promise
of a banquet to a starving man. ‘I can work and chat at the same time,’ she conceded. ‘And it’ll be
nice to have someone lend a hand.’

CHAPTER TWO
BRIANNA WOKE AT six the following morning to furious snowfall. Outside, it was as still

as a tomb. On days like this, her enjoyment of the peace and quiet was marred by the reality that she
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would have next to no customers, but then she thought of the stranger lying in the room down from
hers on the middle floor. Leo. He hadn’t baulked at the cost of the room and, the evening before, had
insisted on paying her generously for an evening meal. Some of her lost income would be recovered.

And then...the unexpected, passing companionship of a fellow artiste. She knew most of the
guys her age in the village and it had to be said that there wasn’t a creative streak to be found among
the pack of them.

She closed her eyes and luxuriated for a few stolen minutes, just thinking about him. When
she thought about the way his dark eyes had followed her as she had tidied and chatted, wiped the
bar counter and straightened the stools, she could feel the heat rush all through her body until it felt
as though it was on fire.

She hadn’t had a boyfriend in years.
The appearance of the stranger was a stark reminder of how her emotional life had ground to

a standstill after her disastrous relationship with Daniel Fluke at university. All those years ago, she
had fancied herself in love.

Daniel had been the complete package: gorgeous, with chestnut-brown hair, laughing blue eyes
and an abundance of pure charm that had won him a lot of admirers. But he had only had eyes for her.
They had been an item for nearly two years. He had met her father; had sat at the very bar downstairs,
nursing a pint with him. He had been studying law and had possessed that peculiar surety of someone
who has always known what road they intended to go down. His father was a retired judge, his mother
a key barrister in London. They were all originally from Dublin, one of those families with textbook,
aristocratic genealogy. They still kept a fabulous apartment in Dublin, but he had lived in London
since he had been a child.

Looking back, Brianna could see that there had always been the unspoken assumption that she
should consider herself lucky to have nabbed him, that a guy like him could have had any pretty girl
on campus. At the time, though, she had walked around with her head in the clouds. She had actually
thought that their relationship was built to last. Even now, years after the event, she could still taste
the bitterness in her mouth when she remembered how it had all ended.

She had been swept off her feet on a post-graduation holiday in New Zealand, all expenses paid.
She shuddered now when she thought back to the ease with which she had accepted his generosity.
She had returned to Ireland only to discover that her father was seriously ill and, at that point, she had
made the mistake of showing her hand. She had made the fatal error of assuming that Daniel would
be right there by her side, supporting her through tough times.

‘Of course,’ he had told her, ‘There’s no way I can stay there with you. I have an internship
due to start in London...’

She had understood. She had hoped for weekends. Her father would recover, she had insisted,
choosing to misread the very clear messages the doctors had been giving her about his prognosis.
And, when he did, she would join him in London. There would be loads of opportunities for her in
the city and they would easily be able to afford a place to rent. There would be no need to rush to
buy...not until they were ready really to seal their relationship. Plus, it would be a wonderful time for
her finally to meet his family: the brother he spoke so much about, who did clever things in banking,
and his kid sister who was at a boarding school in Gloucester. And of course his parents, who never
seemed to be in one place for very long.

She had stupidly made assumptions about a future that had never been on the cards. They had
been at university together and, hell, it had been a lot of fun. She was by far the fittest girl there.
But a future together...?

The look of embarrassed, dawning horror on his face had said it all but still, like the young fool
she had been, she had clung on and asked for explanations. The more he had been forced to explain,
the cooler his voice had become. They were worlds apart; how could she seriously have thought that
they would end up married? Wasn’t it enough that she had had an all-expenses-paid farewell holiday?
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He was expected to marry a certain type of woman...that was just the way it was...she should just
stop clinging and move on...

She’d moved on but still a part of her had remained rooted to that moment in time. Why else
had she made no effort to get her love life back on track?

The stranger’s unexpected arrival on the scene had opened Pandora’s box in her head and, much
as she wanted to slam the lid back down, she remained lying in bed for far longer than she should,
just thinking.

It was after eight by the time she made it down to the bar, belatedly remembering the strict
times during which her guest could have his breakfast. As landladies went, she would definitely not
be in the running for a five-star rating.

She came to a halt by the kitchen door when she discovered that Leo was already there,
appearing to make himself at home. There was a cup of coffee in front of him, and his laptop, which
he instantly closed the second he looked up and spied her hovering in the doorway, a bit like a guest
on her own premises.

‘I hope you don’t mind me making myself at home,’ Leo said, pushing his chair back and folding
his hands behind his head to look at her. ‘I’m an early riser and staying in bed wasn’t a tempting
thought.’ He had been up since six, in fact, and had already accomplished a great deal of work,
although less than he had anticipated, because for once he had found his mind wandering to the girl
now dithering in front of him. Was it because he was so completely removed from his comfort zone
that his brain was not functioning with the rigid discipline to which it was accustomed? Was that
why he had fallen asleep thinking of those startling green eyes and had awakened less than five hours
later with a painful erection?

He might be willing to exploit whatever she knew about his mother, if she knew anything at
all, but he certainly wasn’t interested in progressing beyond that.

‘You’ve been working.’ Brianna smiled hesitantly. His impact on all her senses seemed as
powerful in the clear light of day as it had been the night before. She galvanised herself into action and
began unloading the dishwasher, stacking all the glasses to be returned to the bar outside; fetching
things from the fridge so that she could make him the breakfast which was included in the money
he had paid her.

‘I have. I find that I work best in the mornings.’
‘Have you managed to get anything down? I guess it must be quite an ordeal trying to get your

imagination to do what you want it to do. Can I ask you what your book is going to be about? Or
would you rather keep that to yourself?’

‘People and the way they interact.’ Leo hastened to get away from a topic in which he had
no intention of becoming mired. The last time he had written anything that required the sort of
imagination she was talking about had been at secondary school. ‘Do you usually get up this early?’

‘Earlier.’ She refilled his mug and began cracking eggs, only pausing when he told her to sit
down and talk to him for a few minutes rather than rushing into making breakfast.

Brianna blushed and obeyed. Nerves threatened to overwhelm her. She sneaked a glance at
him and all over again was rendered breathless by the sheer force of his good looks and peculiar
magnetism. ‘There’s a lot to do when you run a pub.’ She launched into hurried speech to fill the
silence. ‘And, like I said, I’m doing it all on my own, so I have no one to share the responsibility with.’

Leo, never one to indulge his curiosity when it came to women—and knowing very well that,
whatever information he was interested in gathering, certainly had nothing to do with her so why
waste time hearing her out?—was reluctantly intrigued. ‘A curious life you chose for yourself,’ he
murmured.

‘I didn’t choose it. It chose me.’
‘Explain.’
‘Are you really interested?’
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‘I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t,’ Leo said with a shrug. He had wondered whether she was really as
pretty as he had imagined her to be. Subdued lighting in a pub could do flattering things to an average
woman. He was discovering that his first impressions had been spot on. In fact, they had failed to do
her justice. She had an ethereal, angelic beauty about her that drew the eye and compelled him to keep
on staring. His eyes drifted slightly down to her breasts, small buds causing just the tiniest indentations
in her unflattering, masculine jumper, which he guessed had belonged at one point to her father.

‘My dad died unexpectedly. Well, maybe there were signs before. I didn’t see them. I was at
university, not getting back home as often as I knew I should, and Dad was never one to make a fuss
when it came to his health.’ She was startled at the ease with which she confessed to the guilt that
had haunted her ever since her father had died. She could feel the full brunt of Leo’s attention on her
and it was as flattering as it was unnerving, not at all what she was accustomed to.

‘He left a lot of debts.’ She cleared her throat and blinked back the urge to cry. ‘I think things
must have slipped as he became ill and he never told me. The bank manager was very understanding
but I had to keep running the pub so that I could repay the debts. I couldn’t sell it, even though I tried
for a while. There’s a good summer trade here. Lots of fantastic scenery. Fishing. Brilliant walks.
But the trade is a little seasonal and, well, the economy isn’t great. I guess you’d know. You probably
have to keep a firm rein on your finances if you’ve packed your job in...’

Leo flushed darkly and skirted around that ingenuous observation. ‘So you’ve been here ever
since,’ he murmured. ‘And no partner around to share the burden?’

‘No.’ Brianna looked down quickly and then stood up. ‘I should get going with my chores. It’s
snowing outside and it looks like it’s going to get worse, which usually means that the pub loses
business, but just in case any hardy souls show up I can’t have it looking a mess.’

So, he thought, there had been a man and it had ended badly. He wondered who the guy was.
Some losers only stuck by their women when the times were good. The second the winds of change
began blowing, they ran for the hills. He felt an unexpected spurt of anger towards this mystery person
who had consigned her to a life on her own of drudgery, running a pub to make ends meet and pay
off bills. He reined back his unruly mind and reminded himself that his primary purpose wasn’t as
counsellor but as information gatherer.

‘If you really meant it about helping—and I promise I won’t take advantage of your kind offer
— you could try and clear a path through the snow, just in case it stops; at least my customers would
be able to get to the door. It doesn’t look promising...’ She moved to one of the windows and frowned
at the strengthening blizzard. ‘What do you intend to do if the weather doesn’t let up?’ She turned
to face him.

‘It’ll let up. I can’t afford to stay here for very long.’
‘You could always incorporate a snow storm in your book.’
‘It’s a thought.’ He moved to stand next to her and at once he breathed in the fragrant, flowery

smell of her hair which was, again, tied back in a pony tail. His fingers itched to release it, just to see
how long it was, how thick. He noticed how she edged away slightly from him. ‘I’ll go see what I can
do about the snow. You’ll have to show me where the equipment is.’

‘The equipment consists of a shovel and some bags of sand for gritting.’ She laughed, putting a
little more distance between them, because just for a second there she had felt short of breath with
him standing so close to her.

‘You do this yourself whenever it snows?’ he asked, once the shovel was in his hand and the
door to the pub thrown open to the elements. He thought of his last girlfriend, a model who didn’t
possess a pair of wellies to her name, and would only have gone near snow if it happened to be falling
on a ski slope in Val d’Isere.

‘Only if it looks as though it would make a difference. There’ve been times when I’ve wasted
two hours trying to clear a path, only to stand back and watch the snow cover it all up in two minutes.
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You can’t go out in those...er...jeans; you’ll be soaked through. I don’t suppose you brought any, um,
waterproof clothing with you?’

Leo burst out laughing. ‘Believe it or not, I didn’t pack for a snow storm. The jeans will have
to do. If they get soaked, they’ll dry in front of that open fire in the lounge area.’

He worked out. He was strong. And yet he found that battling with the elements was exercise of
a completely different sort. This was not the sanitised comfort of his expensive gym, with perfectly
oiled machinery that was supposed to test the body to its limits. This was raw nature and, by the time
he looked at his handiwork, a meagre path already filling up with fast falling snow, an hour and a
half had flown past.

He had no gloves. His hands were freezing. But hell, it was invigorating. In fact, he had
completely forgotten the reason why he was in this Godforsaken village in the first place. His thoughts
were purely and utterly focused on trying to outsmart and out-shovel the falling snow.

The landscape had turned completely white. The pub was set a distance from the main part of
the village and was surrounded by open fields. Pausing to stand back, his arm resting heavily on the
shovel which he had planted firmly in the ground, he felt that he was looking at infinity. It evoked
the strangest sensation of peace and awe, quite different from the irritation he had felt the day before
when he had stared moodily out of the window at the tedium of never-ending fields and cursed his
decision to get there by car.

He stayed out another hour, determined not to be beaten, but in the end he admitted defeat
and returned to the warmth of the pub, to find the fire blazing and the smell of food wafting from
the kitchen.

‘I fought the snow...’ God, he felt like a caveman returning from a hard day out hunting. ‘And
the snow won. Don’t bank on any customers today. Something smells good.’

‘I don’t normally do lunch for guests.’
‘You’ll be royally paid for your efforts.’ He stifled a surge of irritation that the one thing most

women would have given their eye teeth to do for him was something she clearly had done because
she had had no choice. She was stuck with him. She could hardly expect him to starve because lunch
wasn’t included in the price of the room. ‘You were going to fill me in on the people who live around
here.’ He reminded her coolly of the deal they had struck.

‘It’s not very exciting.’ She looked at him and her heartbeat quickened. ‘You’re going to have
to change. You’re soaked through. If you give me your damp clothes, I can put them in front of the
fire in the snug.’

‘The snug?’
‘My part of the house.’ She leaned back against the kitchen counter, hands behind her. ‘Self-

contained quarters. Only small—two bedrooms, a little snug, a kitchen, bathroom and a study where
Dad used to do all the accounts for the pub. It’s where I grew up. I can remember loving it when the
place was full and I could roam through the guest quarters bringing them cups of tea and coffee. It
used to get a lot busier in the boom days.’

She certainly looked happy recounting those jolly times but, as far as Leo was concerned, it
sounded like just the sort of restricted life that would have driven him crazy.

And yet, this could have been his fate—living in this tiny place where everyone knew everyone
else. In fact, he wouldn’t even have had the relative comforts of a village pub. He would probably
have been dragged up in a hovel somewhere by the town junkie, because what other sort of loser
gave away their own child? It was a sobering thought.

‘I could rustle up some of Dad’s old shirts for you. I kept quite a few for myself. I’ll leave them
outside your bedroom door and you can hand me the jeans so that I can launder them.’

She hadn’t realised how lonely it was living above the pub on her own, making every single
decision on her own, until she was rummaging through her wardrobe, picking out shirts and enjoying
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the thought of having someone to lend them to, someone sharing her space, even if it was only in the
guise of a guest who had been temporarily blown off-path by inclement weather.

She warmed at the thought of him trying and failing to clear the path to the pub of snow. When
she gently knocked on his bedroom door ten minutes later, she was carrying a bundle of flannel shirts
and thermal long-sleeved vests. She would leave them outside the door, and indeed she was bending
down to do just that when the door opened.

She looked sideways and blinked rapidly at the sight of bare ankles. Bare ankles and strong
calves, with dark hair... Her eyes drifted further upwards to bare thighs...lean, muscular bare thighs.
Her mouth went dry. She was still clutching the clothes to her chest, as if shielding herself from the
visual invasion of his body on her senses. His semi-clad body.

‘Are these for me?’
Brianna snapped out of her trance and stared at him wordlessly.
‘The clothes?’ Leo arched an amused eyebrow as he took in her bright-red face and parted lips.

‘They’ll come in very handy. Naturally, you can put them on the tab.’
He was wearing boxers and nothing else. Brianna’s brain registered that as a belated postscript.

Most of her brain was wrapped up with stunned, shocked appreciation of his body. Broad shoulders
and powerful arms tapered down to a flat stomach and lean hips. He had had a quick shower, evidently,
and one of the cheap, white hand towels was slung around his neck and hung over his shoulders.
She felt faint.

‘I thought I’d get rid of the shirt as well,’ he said. ‘If you wouldn’t mind laundering the lot, I
would be extremely grateful. I failed to make provisions for clearing snow.’

Brianna blinked, as gauche and confused as a teenager. She saw that he was dangling the laundry
bag on one finger while looking at her with amusement.

Well of course he would be, she thought, bristling. Writer or not, he came from a big city and,
yes, was ever so patronising about the smallness of their town. And here she was, playing into his
hands, gaping as though she had never seen a naked man in her life before, as though he was the most
interesting thing to have landed on her doorstep in a hundred years.

‘Well, perhaps you should have,’ she said tartly. ‘Only a fool would travel to this part of the
world in the depths of winter and not come prepared for heavy snow.’ She snatched the laundry bag
from him and thrust the armful of clothes at his chest in return.

‘Come again?’ Had she just called him a fool?
‘I haven’t got the time or the energy to launder your clothes every two seconds because you

didn’t anticipate bad weather. In February. Here.’ Her eyes skirted nervously away from the aggressive
width of his chest. ‘And I suggest,’ she continued tightly, ‘That you cover up. If I don’t have the time
to launder your clothes, then I most certainly do not have the time to play nursemaid when you go
down with flu!’

Leo was trying to think of the last time a woman had raised her voice in his presence. Or, come
to think of it, said anything that was in any way inflammatory. It just didn’t happen. He didn’t know
whether to be irritated, enraged or entertained.

‘Message understood loud and clear.’ He grinned and leaned against the doorframe. However
serious the implications of this visit to the land that time forgot, he realised that he was enjoying
himself. Right now, at this very moment, with this beautiful Irish girl standing in front of him, glaring
and uncomfortable. ‘Fortunately, I’m as healthy as a horse. Can’t remember the last time I succumbed
to flu. So you won’t have to pull out your nurse’s uniform and tend to me.’ Interesting notion, though...
His dark eyes drifted over her lazily. ‘I’ll be down shortly. And my thanks once again for the clothes.’

Brianna was still hot and flustered when, half an hour later, he sauntered down to the kitchen.
One of the tables in the bar area had been neatly set for one. ‘I hope you’re not expecting me to have
lunch on my own,’ were his opening words, and she spun around from where she had been frowning
into the pot of homemade soup.
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Without giving her a chance to answer, he began searching for the crockery, giving a little grunt
of satisfaction when he hit upon the right cupboard. ‘Remember we were going to...talk? You were
going to tell me all about the people who live here so that I can get some useful fodder for my book.’
It seemed inconceivable that a budding author would simply up sticks and go on a rambling tour of
Ireland in the hope of inspiration but, as excuses went, it had served its purpose, which was all that
mattered. ‘And then, I’ll do whatever you want me to do. I’m a man of my word.’

‘There won’t be much to do,’ Brianna admitted. ‘The snow’s not letting up. I’ve phoned Aidan
and told him that the place will be closed until the weather improves.’

‘Aidan?’
‘One of my friends. He can be relied on to spread the word. Only my absolute regulars would

even contemplate trudging out here in this weather.’
‘So...is Aidan the old would-be opera singer?’
‘Aidan is my age. We used to go to school together.’ She dished him out some soup, added

some bread and offered him a glass of wine, which he rejected in favour of water.
‘And he’s the guy who broke your heart? No. He wouldn’t be. The guy who broke your heart

has long since disappeared, hasn’t he?’
Brianna stiffened. She reminded herself that she was not having a cosy chat with a friend over

lunch. This was a guest in her pub, a stranger who was passing through, no more. Confiding details
of her private life was beyond the pale, quite different from chatting about all the amusing things that
happened in a village where nearly everyone knew everyone else. Her personal life was not going to
be fodder for a short story on life in a quaint Irish village.

‘I don’t recall telling you anything about my heart being broken, and I don’t think my private
life is any of your business. I hope the soup is satisfactory.’

So that was a sore topic; there was no point in a follow-up. It was irrelevant to his business here.
If he happened to be curious, then it was simply because he was in the unique situation of being pub-
bound and snowed in with just her for company. In the absence of anyone else, it was only natural
that she would spark an interest.

‘Why don’t you serve food? It would add a lot to the profits of a place like this. You’d be
surprised how remote places can become packed if the food is good enough...’ He doubted the place
had seen any changes in a very long time. Again, not his concern, he thought. ‘So, if you don’t want
to talk about yourself, then that’s fair enough.’

‘Why don’t you talk about yourself? Are you married? Do you have children?’
‘If I were married and had children, I wouldn’t be doing what I’m doing.’ Marriage? Children?

He had never contemplated either. He pushed the empty soup bowl aside and sprawled on the chair,
angling it so that he could stretch his legs out to one side. ‘Tell me about the old guy who likes to sing.’

‘What made you suddenly decide to pack in your job and write? It must have been a big deal,
giving up steady work in favour of a gamble that might or might not pay off.’

Leo shrugged and told himself that, certainly in this instance, the ends would more than justify
the means—and at any rate, there was no chance that she would discover his little lie. He would
forever remain the enigmatic stranger who had passed through and collected a few amusing anecdotes
on the way. She would be regaling her friends with this in a week’s time.

‘Sometimes life is all about taking chances,’ he murmured softly.
Brianna hadn’t taken a chance in such a long time that she had forgotten what it felt like. The

last chance she had taken had been with Danny, and hadn’t that backfired spectacularly in her face?
She had settled into a groove and had firmly convinced herself that it suited her. ‘Some people are
braver than others when it comes to that sort of thing,’ she found herself muttering under her breath.

Leading remark, Leo thought. He had vast experience of women dangling titbits of information
about themselves, offering them to him in the hope of securing his interest, an attempt to reel him in
through his curiosity. However, for once his cynicism was absent. This woman knew nothing about
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him. He did not represent a rich, eligible bachelor. He was a struggling writer with no job. He had a
glimpse of what it must feel like to communicate with a woman without undercurrents of suspicion
that, whatever they wanted, at least part of it had to do with his limitless bank balance. He might have
been adopted into a life of extreme privilege, and that privilege might have been his spring board to
the dizzying heights of his success, but with that privilege and with that success had come drawbacks
—one of which was an inborn mistrust of women and their motivations.

Right now, he was just communicating with a very beautiful and undeniably sexy woman and,
hell, she was clueless about him. He smiled, enjoying the rare sense of freedom.

‘And you’re not one of the brave ones?’
Brianna stood up to clear the table. She had no idea where this sudden urge to confide was

coming from. Was she bonding with him because, underneath those disconcerting good looks, he
was a fellow artist? Because, on some weird level, he understood her? Or was she just one of those
sad women, too young to be living a life of relative solitude, willing to confide in anyone who showed
an interest?

Her head was buzzing. She felt hot and bothered and, when he reached out and circled her
wrist with his hand, she froze in shock. The feel of his warm fingers on her skin was electrifying.
She hadn’t had a response like this to a man in a very long time. It was a feeling of coming alive.
She wanted to snatch her hand away from his and rub away where he had touched her... Yet she also
wanted him to keep his fingers on her wrist; she wanted to prolong the warm, physical connection
between them. She abruptly sat back down, because her legs felt like jelly, and he released her.

‘It’s hard to take chances when you have commitments,’ she muttered unsteadily. She couldn’t
tear her eyes away from his face. She literally felt as though he held her spellbound. ‘You’re on your
own. You probably had sufficient money saved to just take off and do your own thing. I’m only now
beginning to see the light financially and, even so, I still couldn’t just up and leave.’ She was leaning
forward in the chair, leaning towards him as though he was the source of her energy. ‘I should get
this place tidied up,’ she said agitatedly.

‘Why? I thought you said that the pub would be closed until further notice.’
‘Yes, but...’
‘You must get lonely here on your own.’
‘Of course I’m not lonely! I have too many friends to count!’
‘But I don’t suppose you have a lot of time to actually go out with them...’
Hot colour invaded her cheeks. No time to go out with them; no time even to pursue her art as

a hobby. She hated the picture he was painting of her life. She was being made to feel as though she
had sleepwalked into an existence of living from one day to the next, with each day being exactly the
same. She dragged herself back to reality, back to the fact that he was just a budding writer on the
hunt for some interesting material for his book. He wasn’t interested in her.

‘Will I be the sad spinster in your book?’ She laughed shakily and gathered herself together.
‘I think you’re better off with some of the more colourful characters who live here.’ She managed
to get to her feet, driven by a need to put some distance between them. How could she let this one
passing stranger get to her with such breath-taking speed? Lots of guys had come on to her over the
years. Some of them she had known for ever, others had been friends of friends of friends. She had
laughed and joked with all of them but she had never, not once, felt like this. Felt as though the air
was being sucked out of her lungs every time she took a peek...as though she was being injected with
adrenaline every time she came too close.

She busied herself tidying, urging him to sit rather than help. Her flustered brain screeched to
a halt when she imagined them standing side by side at the kitchen sink.

She launched into nervous conversation, chattering mindlessly about the last time a snow storm
had hit the village, forcing herself to relax as she recounted stories of all the things that could happen
to people who were snow bound for days on end, occasionally as long as a fortnight: the baby delivered
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by one panicked father; the rowdy rugby group who had been forced to spend two nights in the pub;
the community spirit when they had all had to help each other out; the food that Seamus Riley had
had to lift by rope into his bedroom because he hadn’t been able to get past his front door.

Leo listened politely. He really ought to be paying a bit more attention, but he was captivated
by the graceful movement of her tall, slender body as she moved from counter to counter, picking
things up, putting things away, making sure not to look at him.

‘In fact, we all do our bit when the weather turns really bad,’ she was saying now as she turned
briefly in his direction. ‘I don’t suppose you have much of that in London.’

‘None,’ Leo murmured absently. Her little breasts pointed against the jumper and he wondered
whether she was wearing a bra; a sensible, white cotton bra. He never imagined the thought of a
sensible, white cotton bra could be such an illicit turn-on.

He was so absorbed in the surprising disobedience of his imagination that he almost missed
the name that briefly passed her lips and, when it registered, he stiffened and felt his pulses quicken.

‘Sorry,’ he grated, straightening. ‘I missed that...particular anecdote.’ He kept his voice as casual
as possible but he was tense and vigilant as he waited for her to repeat what she had been saying,
what he had stupidly missed because he had been too busy getting distracted, too busy missing the
point of why he was stuck here in the first place.

‘I was just telling you about what it’s like here—we help each other out. I was telling you about
my friend who lives in the village. Bridget McGuire...’

CHAPTER THREE
SO HIS MOTHER wasn’t the drunk or the junkie that he had anticipated, if his landlady was

to be believed...
Leo flexed his muscles and wandered restlessly through the lounge where he had been sitting

in front of his computer working for the past hour and a half.
Circumstance had forced him into a routine of sorts, as his optimistic plan of clearing off within

a few days had faded into impossibility.
After three days, the snow was still falling steadily. It fluctuated between virtual white-out and

gentle flakes that could lull you into thinking that it was all picture-postcard perfect. Until you opened
the front door and clocked that the snow you’d cleared moments previously had already been replaced
by a fresh fall.

He strolled towards the window and stared out at a pitch-black vista, illuminated only by the
outside lights which Brianna kept on overnight.

It was not yet seven in the morning. He had never needed much sleep and here, more than
ever, he couldn’t afford to lie in. Not when he had to keep communicating with his office, sending
emails, reviewing reports, without her knowing exactly what was going on. At precisely seven-thirty,
he would shut his computer and head outside to see what he could do about beating back some of
the snow so that it didn’t completely bank up against the door.

It was, he had to admit to himself, a fairly unique take on winter sport. When he had mentioned
that to Brianna the day before, she had burst out laughing and told him that he could try building
himself a sledge and having fun outside, getting in touch with his inner child.

He made himself a cup of coffee and reined in the temptation to let his mind meander, which
was what it seemed to want to do whenever he thought of her.

His mother was in hospital recovering from a mild heart attack.
‘She should have been out last week,’ Brianna had confided, ‘But they’ve decided to keep her

in because the weather’s so horrendous and she has no one to take care of her.’
Where was the down-and-out junkie he had been anticipating? Of course, there was every

chance that she had been a deadbeat, a down and out. It would be a past she would have wanted
to keep to herself, especially with Brianna who, from the sounds of it, saw her as something of a
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surrogate mother. The woman hadn’t lived her whole life in the village. Who knew what sort of person
she had been once upon a time?

But certainly, the stories he had heard did not tally with his expectations.
And the bottom line was that his hands were tied at the moment. He had come to see for himself

what his past held. He wasn’t about to abandon that quest on the say-so of a girl he’d known for five
minutes. On the other hand, he was now on indefinite leave. One week, he had told his secretary, but
who was to say that this enforced stay would not last longer?

The snow showed no sign of abating. When it did abate, there was still the question of
engineering a meeting with his mother. She was in hospital and when she came out she would
presumably be fairly weak. However, without anyone to act as full-time carer, at least for a while,
what was the likelihood of her being released from hospital? He was now playing a waiting game.

And throughout all this, there was still the matter of his fictitious occupation. Surely Brianna
would start asking him questions about this so-called book he was busily writing? Would he have
to fabricate a plot?

In retrospect, out of all the occupations he could have picked, he concluded that he had managed
to hit on the single worst one of them all. God knew, he hadn’t read a book in years. His reading was
strictly of the utilitarian variety: legal tomes, books on the movements of financial markets, detailed
backgrounds to companies he was planning to take over.

The fairly straightforward agenda he had set out for himself was turning into something far
more complex.

He turned round at the sound of her footsteps on the wooden floor.
And that, he thought, frowning, was an added complication. She was beginning to occupy far

too much space in his head. Familiarity was not breeding contempt. He caught himself watching her,
thinking about her, fantasising about her. His appreciation of her natural beauty was growing like an
unrestrained weed, stifling the disciplined part of his brain that told him that he should not go there.

Not only was she ignorant of his real identity but whatever the hell had happened to her—
whoever had broken her heart, the mystery guy she could not be persuaded to discuss—had left her
vulnerable. On the surface, she was capable, feisty, strong-willed and stubbornly proud. But he sensed
her vulnerability underneath and the rational part of him acknowledged that a vulnerable woman was
a woman best left well alone.

But his libido was refusing to listen to reason and seemed to have developed a will of its own.
‘You’re working too hard.’ She greeted him cheerfully. Having told him that she would not be

doing his laundry, she had been doing his laundry. Today he was wearing the jeans she had washed
the day before and one of her father’s checked flannel shirts, the sleeves of which he had rolled to
the elbows. In a few seconds, she took in the dark hair just visible where the top couple of buttons
of the shirt were undone; the low-slung jeans that emphasised the leanness of his hips; the strong,
muscular forearms.

Leo knew what he had been working on and it hadn’t been the novel she imagined: legal
technicalities that had to be sorted out with one small IT company he was in the process of buying;
emails to the human resources department so that they reached a mutually agreeable deal with
employees of yet another company he was acquiring. He had the grace to flush.

‘Believe me, I’ve worked harder,’ he said with utmost truth. She was in some baggy grey jogging
bottoms, which made her look even slimmer than she was, and a baggy grey sweatshirt. For the first
time, her hair wasn’t tied back, but instead fell over her shoulders and down her back in a cascade
of rich auburn.

‘I guess maybe in that company of yours—’
‘Company of mine?’ Leo asked sharply and then realised that guilt had laced the question with

unnecessary asperity when she smiled and explained that she was talking about whatever big firm he
had worked for before quitting.
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She had noticed that he never talked about the job he had done, and Brianna had made sure
to steer clear of the subject. It was a big enough deal getting away from the rat race without being
reminded of what you’d left behind, because the rat race from which he had escaped was the very
same rat race that was now funding his exploits into the world of writing.

‘You still haven’t told me much about your book,’ she said tentatively. ‘I know I’m being horribly
nosy, and I know how hard it is to let someone have a whiff of what you’re working on before it’s
finished, but you must be very far in. You start work so early and I know you keep it up, off and on
during the day. You never seem to lack inspiration.’

Leo considered what level of inspiration was needed to review due diligence on a company:
none. ‘You know how it goes,’ he said vaguely. ‘You can write two...er...chapters and then immediately
delete them, although...’ He considered the massive deal he had just signed off on. ‘I must admit I’ve
been reasonably productive. To change the subject, have you any books I could borrow? I had no idea
I would be in one place for so long...’

When had his life become so blinkered? he wondered. Sure, he played; he enjoyed the company
of beautiful women, but they were a secondary consideration to his work. The notion of any of them
becoming a permanent fixture in his life had never crossed his mind. And, yes, he relaxed at the
gym but, hell, he hadn’t picked up a novel in years; hadn’t been to a movie in years; rarely watched
television for pleasure, aside from the occasional football match; went to the theatre occasionally,
usually when it was an arranged company event, but even then he was always restless, always thinking
of what needed to be done with his companies or clients or mergers or buyouts.

He impatiently swept aside the downward spiral of introspection and surfaced to find her telling
him that there were books in her study.

‘And there’s something I want to show you,’ she said hesitantly. She disappeared for a few
minutes and in that time he strolled around the lounge, distractedly looking at the fire and wondering
whether the log basket would have to be topped up. He wondered how much money she was losing
with this enforced closure of the pub and then debated the pros and cons of asking her if he could
have a look at her books.

‘Okay...’
Leo turned around and walked slowly towards her. ‘What do you have behind your back?’
Brianna took a deep breath and revealed one of the small paintings she had done a few months

back, when she had managed to squeeze in some down-time during the summer. It was a painting of
the lake and in the foreground an angler sat, back to the spectator, his head bent, his body leaning
forward, as if listening for the sound of fish.

‘I don’t like showing my work to anyone either,’ she confided as he took the picture from her and
held it at a distance in his hands. ‘So I fully understand why you don’t want to talk about your book.’

‘You painted this?’
‘What do you think?’
‘I think you’re wasted running a pub here.’ Leo was temporarily lost for words. Of course he

had masterpieces in his house, as well as some very expensive investment art, but this was charming
and unique enough to find a lucrative market of its own. ‘Why don’t you try selling them?’

‘Oh, I could never produce enough.’ She sighed regretfully. She moved to stand next to him
so that they were both looking at the painting. When he rested it on the table, she didn’t move, and
suddenly her throat constricted as their eyes tangled and, for a few seconds, she found that she was
holding her breath.

Leo sifted his fingers through her hair and the door slammed shut on all his good intentions not
to let his wayward libido do the thinking for him. He just knew that he wanted this woman, more than
he had ever wanted any woman in his life before, and for the hell of him he had no idea why. He had
stopped trying to work that one out. He was not a man who was accustomed to holding out. Desire
was always accompanied by possession. In fact, as he looked down at her flushed, upturned face, he
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marvelled that he had managed to restrain himself for so long because hadn’t he known, almost from
the very start, that she was attracted to him? Hadn’t he seen it there in those hot, stolen looks and her
nervous, jumpy reactions when he got fractionally too close to her?

He perched on the edge of the table and drew her closer to him.
Brianna released her breath in a long shudder. She was burning up where he touched her. Never

in a million years would she have imagined that she could do this, that she could feel this way, feel so
connected to a guy that she wanted him to touch her after only a few days. Showing him that painting,
had he only known it, had been a measure of how much she trusted him. She felt easy in his company.
Gone were the feelings of suspicion which had been there when she had first laid eyes on him, when
she had wondered what such a dramatic looking stranger was doing in their midst, standing there at
the door of the pub and looking around him with guarded coolness.

She had let down her defences, had thawed. Being cooped up had blurred the lines between
paying guest and a guy who was as amusing as he was intelligent; as witty and dry as he was focused
and disciplined. He might have worked in a company and done boring stuff but you would never
guess that by the breadth of his conversation. He knew a great deal about art, about world affairs, and
he had travelled extensively. He had vaguely told her that it was all in connection with his job, and
really not very exciting at all because he did nothing but work when he got to his destination, but he
could still captivate her with descriptions of the places he had been and the things he had seen there.

In short, he was nothing at all like any of the men she had ever met in her entire life, and that
included Danny Fluke.

‘What are you doing?’ she asked weakly.
‘I’m touching you. Do you want me to stop?’
‘This is crazy.’
‘This is taking a chance.’
‘I don’t even...know you.’
No, she certainly didn’t. And yet, strangely, she knew more about him than any other woman

did. Not that there was any point in getting tied down with semantics. ‘What does that have to do with
wanting someone?’ His voice was a low murmur in her ear and, as he slid his hand underneath the
jumper to caress her waist, she could feel all rational thought disappearing like dew in the summer sun.

So, she thought, fighting down the temptation to moan as his fingers continued to stroke her
bare skin, he wasn’t going to be sticking around. He was as nomadic as she was rooted to this place.
But wasn’t that what taking chances was all about?

She reached up and trembled as she linked her fingers behind his neck and pulled him down
towards her.

His kiss was soft, exploratory. His tongue mingled against hers and was mind-blowingly erotic.
He angled his long legs open and she edged her body between them so that now she was pushed up
against him and could feel the hardness of his erection against her.

‘You can still tell me to stop...’ And, if she did, he didn’t know what he would do. Have a sub-
zero shower? Even then, he wasn’t sure that it would be enough to cool him down. ‘Taking a chance
can sometimes be a dangerous indulgence...’

And yet there was a part of her that knew that not taking this chance would be a source of
eternal regret. Besides, why on earth should she let one miserable experience that was now in the
past determine her present?

‘Maybe I want to live dangerously for once...’
His hand had crept further up her jumper and he unhooked her bra strap with practised ease.
Brianna’s breath caught in her throat and she stilled as he inched his way towards one small

breast. She quivered at the feel of his thumb rubbing over it. She wanted him so badly that she was
shaking with desire.



M.  Conder, C.  WILLIAMS, J.  Hayward.  «Deal With The Devil: Secrets of a Ruthless Tycoon / The Most Expensive Lie
of All / The Magnate's Manifesto»

25

Leo marvelled that something he knew they just shouldn’t be doing could feel so damned right.
Had he been going stir crazy here without even realising it? Was that why he had been so useless
at disciplining his libido? The lie that had taken him so far, that had started life as just something
he had been inspired to do because he had needed an excuse for being there in the first place, hung
around his neck with the deadly weight of an albatross.

He shied away from the thought that she might find out, and then laughed at the possibility
of that happening.

‘I won’t be around for much longer.’ He felt compelled to warn her off involvement even though
he knew that the safest route he could take if he really didn’t want to court unwanted involvement
would be to walk away. ‘Sure you want to take a chance with someone who’s just passing through?’
He spoke against her mouth and he could feel her warm breath mingling with his.

Brianna feverishly thought of the last guy she had become involved with—the guy she had
thought wasn’t passing through, the guy she had thought she might end up spending the rest of her
life with but who, in fact, had always known that he would be moving on. This time, there would
be no illusions. A fling: it was something she had never done in her life before. Danny had been her
first and only relationship.

‘I’m not looking for permanence,’ she whispered. ‘I thought I had that once and it turned out
to be the biggest mistake I ever made. Stop talking.’

‘Happy to oblige,’ Leo growled, his conscience relieved. ‘I think I wanted this within hours of
meeting you.’ He circled her waist with his hands and then pushed the jumper up, taking the bra
with it as well.

For a split second, Brianna was overwhelmed by shyness. She closed her eyes and arched back,
every nerve and pore straining towards a closeness she hadn’t felt in such a long time. When she felt
the wetness of his mouth surround her nipple, she groaned and half-collapsed. Her hands coiled into
his thick, dark hair as he continued sucking and teasing the stiffened peaks until she wanted to faint
from the pleasure of it. When he drew back, she groaned in frustration and looked at him drowsily
from under her lashes, her heartbeat quickening to a frantic beat as she watched him inspecting her
breasts with the same considered thoroughness with which he had earlier inspected her painting.

‘I want to see you,’ Leo said roughly. He was surprised at the speed with which his body was
reacting, racing towards release. His erection was uncomfortable against his jeans, bulging painfully.
Yet he didn’t want to rush this. He had to close his eyes briefly and breathe deeply so that he wouldn’t
be thrown off-balance by the sight of her bare breasts, small and crested with large, pink nipples that
were still glistening from where he had sucked them.

In response, Brianna traced the contours of his shoulders, broad and powerful. It was driving her
crazy just thinking about touching his chest, the bronzed, muscled chest that had sent her imagination
into overdrive on that first day when he had stood half-naked in front of her, waiting for the shirts
she had brought for him.

‘I don’t want to make love to you here...’ He swung her off her feet as though she weighed
nothing and carried her up the stairs towards his bedroom, and then, pausing briefly, up the further
flight of stairs that led to her bedroom. He didn’t dare look down at her soft, small breasts or he
would deposit her on the stairs and take her right there. His urgency to have her lying underneath him
was shocking. Not cool; definitely not his style.

He found her bedroom, barely taking time to look around him as he placed her on the bed and
ordered her to stay put.

‘Where do you think I’m going to go?’ She laughed with nervous excitement and levered herself
onto one elbow, watching with unconcealed fascination as he began to strip off. With each discarded
item of clothing, her heart rate picked up speed until she had to close her eyes and take deep breaths.

Her response was so wonderfully, naturally open and unconcealed that Leo experienced a raw,
primitive thrill that magnified his burning lust a thousand-fold.
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He took his time removing the jeans because he was enjoying watching her watching him. Most
of all he enjoyed her gasp as he stepped out of his boxers and moved towards her, his erection thick,
heavy and impressively telling of just how aroused he was.

Brianna scrabbled to sit up, pulses racing, the blood pumping in her veins hot with desire.
She couldn’t believe she was doing this, behaving in a way that was so out of character. She

sighed and moaned as the mattress depressed under his weight; the feel of his hands tucking into
the waistband of the jogging bottoms, sliding them down, signalled the final nail in her crumbling
defences

‘You’re beautiful.’ He straddled her and kissed her with intimate, exquisite thoroughness, tracing
her mouth with his tongue, then trailing his lips against her neck so that she whimpered and tilted
her head to prolong the kiss.

Every small noise she made, every tiny movement, bore witness to how much she was turned
on and it gave him an unbelievable kick to know that she had allowed herself to be pulled along by
an irresistible force even though it went against the grain.

Her skin was supple and smooth, her breasts perfect, dainty orbs that barely fitted his large
hand.

He teased the tip of her nipple with his tongue and then submerged himself in the pleasure of
suckling on it, loving the way she writhed under him; the way her fingers bit into his shoulder blades;
the way she arched back, eyes closed, mouth parted, her whole body trembling.

He let his hand drift over her flat stomach to circle the indentation of her belly button with one
finger while he continued to plunder her breasts, moving between them, sucking, liking the way he
could draw them into his mouth. He was hungry for more but determined not to take things fast. He
wanted to savour every second of tasting her body.

He parted her legs gently with his hand and eased the momentary tension he could feel as she
stilled against him.

‘Shh,’ he whispered huskily, as though she had spoken. ‘Relax.’
‘It’s...been a long time.’ Brianna gave a half-stifled, nervous laugh. He raised his head and their

eyes tangled, black clashing with apple-green.
‘When you say long...’
‘I haven’t slept with anyone since... Well, it’s been years...’ She twisted away, embarrassed by

the admission. Where had the time gone? It seemed as though one minute she had been nursing
heartbreak, dealing with her father’s death, caught up in a jumble of financial worries, her life thrown
utterly off course, and the next minute she was here, still running the pub, though with the financial
worries more or less behind her. She was hardly sinking but definitely not swimming and living a life
that seemed far too responsible for someone her age.

Leo tilted her face to his, kissed her on the side of her mouth and banked down his momentary
discomfort at thinking that he might be taking advantage of her.

Yet she was perfectly aware of the situation, perfectly aware that he wasn’t going to be hanging
around. Naturally, she was not in possession of the true facts regulating his departure, but weren’t
those just details? Looking at the bigger picture, she knew where she stood, that this was just a fling
—not even that.

‘I’ll be gentle.’
‘I guess you...you’ve had a lot of girlfriends?’
‘I haven’t espoused a life of celibacy.’ He slipped his finger into the wet groove of her femininity

and felt whatever further questions she wanted to ask become stifled under her heated response. She
moved against his finger and groaned.

He could have played with her body all day, all night. Right now, he couldn’t get enough of her
and he moved downwards. She sucked in her breath sharply and he rested the palm of his hand flat
on her stomach, then he nuzzled the soft hair covering the apex between her thighs. He breathed in
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the musky, honeyed scent of her and dipped his tongue to taste her. How did he know that this was
something she was experiencing for the first time? And why was that such a turn on?

He teased the throbbing bud of her clitoris and, when she moaned and squirmed, he flattened
his hands on her thighs so that her legs were spread wide open for his delectation.

Brianna had never known anything like this before. There wasn’t a single part of her body
that wasn’t consumed with an overpowering craving. She wanted him to continue doing what he was
doing, yet she wanted him in her, deep inside. She weakly tugged at his hair but was powerless to
pull him up. When she looked down and saw his dark head between her legs, and his strong, bronzed
hands against the paleness of her thighs, she almost passed out.

Could years of living in icy isolation have made her so vulnerable to his touch? Had her body
been so deprived of human contact that it was now overwhelmed? It felt like it.

When he rose, she was so close to tipping over the edge that she had to squeeze her eyes shut
and grit her teeth together to maintain self-control.

‘Enjoying yourself?’ Leo raised some hair from her flushed face to whisper in her ear. He
rubbed his stiff erection against her belly and felt sensation lick through his body at frightening speed.

Brianna blushed and nodded, then raised herself up so that she could kiss him on the mouth,
draw him down over her so that their bodies were pressed together, fused with slick perspiration. She
reached down and took him in her hand and he angled himself slightly away to accommodate her.
His breathing thickened as she continued to work her movements into a deep rhythm.

He was impressively big and she shivered with heady anticipation.
‘A condom... Wait; in my wallet...’
Already he was groping in the pocket of his jeans for his wallet and fumbling to fetch a condom,

his eyes still pinned to her flushed, reclining body. How on earth could he be thinking of anything at
a time like this? She just couldn’t wait for him to be inside her, filling her with his bigness.

‘You’re well prepared.’ She sighed and thought that of course he would be; he was a man of
the world after all.

She groaned and felt the slippery, cool sheath guarding his arousal; her hands impatiently guided
him to her, longing for the moment when he would fill her completely. She flipped onto him and
arched up, her hands on his broad chest, her small breasts tipping teasingly towards him. ‘I know
you’re moving on and I like it that way.’ Did she? Yes, she did! ‘I need this.’ She leaned forward,
bottom sticking up provocatively, and covered her mouth with his. ‘The last thing I would take a
gamble on is with a pregnancy.’

‘You wouldn’t want to be stuck with a loser like me?’ Leo grinned, because those words had
never passed his lips before. ‘A travelling writer hoping to make his fortune?’ He curved his hands
on her rear and inserted himself into her. He drove into her and Brianna felt a surge of splintering
pleasure as he moved deep inside her. Her head was flung back and he could feel the ends of her
long hair on his thighs, brushing against them.

‘A guy could feel insulted.’
She was on her back before she knew it and he was rearing up over her, big, powerful and oh,

so breathtakingly beautiful, one-hundred per cent alpha male.
She came with such intensity that she had to squeeze her eyes shut on the gathering tears. She

knew her fingers were digging in to the small of his back and they dug harder as she felt him swell
and reach his orgasm inside her.

God, nothing had ever felt that good. Years of celibacy, running the pub and coping with all
the day-to-day worries had obviously had the effect of making her respond like a wanton to being
touched. She had never been like that before. But then, she had been so much younger when she had
met Danny. Had the years and the tough times released some sort of pent-up capacity for passion
that she had never known about?
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‘So...’ Leo drawled, rolling onto his side then pulling her to face him so that their naked bodies
were front to front and still touching, almost as though neither of them wanted to break the physical
contact. ‘You were telling me all about how you were using me to get you out of a dry patch.’ He
inserted his thigh between her legs and felt her wetness slippery against his skin.

‘I never said that,’ Brianna murmured.
‘You didn’t have to. The word “need” gave it away.’
‘Maybe you’re right. It’s been a slog for the past few years. Don’t get me wrong, there have been

times when I’ve enjoyed running this place. It’s just not how I expected my life to turn out.’
‘What had you expected?’
‘I expected to be married with a couple of kids, pursuing the art career that never took off,

as it happens.’
‘Ah. And the couple of kids and the wedding ring would have been courtesy of the

heartbreaker?’
‘He dumped me.’ It had haunted her, had been responsible for all the precautions she had taken

to protect herself. Yet lying here, with his thigh doing wonderful things between her legs, stirring
up all the excitement that had only just faded, she could barely remember Danny’s face. He had
stopped being a human being and had become just a vague, disturbing recollection of a past mistake.
She couldn’t care less what had become of him, so how on earth had he carried on having such an
influence on her behaviour?

‘I wasn’t good enough,’ she said, anger replacing the humiliation that usually accompanied this
thought. ‘We went out for ages; when I thought that we really were destined to be together, he broke
it to me that I had just been a good time at university. Dad was ill and I had discovered that the
guy I thought I was in love with had been using me all along for a bit of fun. At least you’ve been
honest and up-front.’

‘Honest and up-front?’
‘You’re moving on. You’re not here to stay. No illusions. I like that.’
‘Before you start putting me on a pedestal and getting out the feather brush to dust my halo, I

should tell you that you know very little about me.’
‘I know enough.’
‘You have little to compare me with. I’m a pretty ruthless bastard, if you want the truth.’
Brianna laughed, a clear, tinkling sound of pure amusement. She sifted her fingers through his

dark hair and curled up closer to him which kick-started a whole lot of very pleasurable sensations
that had him hardening in record time.

He edged her back from him and looked at her, unsmiling. ‘You’ve been hurt once. You’ve
spent years buried here, working beyond the call of duty to keep the wolves from the door. You’ve
had no boyfriends, no distractions to occupy your time. Hell, you haven’t even been able to wring out
an hour or two to do your painting. And then along I come. I’m not your knight in shining armour.’

‘I never said that you were!’ Brianna pulled back, hurt and confused at a sudden glimpse of
ruthlessness she wouldn’t have imagined possible.

‘It’s been my experience that what women say is often at variance to what they think. I won’t
be hanging around—and even if I lived next door to you, Brianna, I don’t do long-term relationships.’

‘What do you mean, you don’t do long-term relationships?’
‘Just what I say, so be warned. Don’t make the mistake of investing anything in me. What we

have is sexual attraction, pure and simple.’ He softened and gentled his voice. ‘We have something
that works at this precise moment in time.’

But it was more than that. What about the conversations they had had; the moments of sharing
generated by close proximity? Some sixth sense stopped her from pointing that out. She was finding
it difficult to recognise the cool, dark eyes of this stranger looking at her.
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‘And stop treating me as though I’m a stupid kid,’ she bit out tightly, disentangling herself from
him. ‘I was one of those once.’ Her voice was equally cool. ‘I don’t intend to repeat the same mistake
twice. And, if you think that I would ever let myself get emotionally wrapped up with someone who
doesn’t want to spend his life in one place, then you’re crazy. I value security. When I fall for someone,
it will be someone who wants to settle down and isn’t scared of commitment. I’m thankful that you’ve
been honest enough to tell me as it is, but you have nothing to fear. Your precious independence
isn’t at risk.’

‘If that’s the case, why are you pulling away from me?’
‘I don’t like your tone of voice.’
‘Just so long as it’s not what I say but how I’m saying it,’ he murmured softly. He tugged her

back towards him and Brianna placed her hand on his shoulder but it was a pathetically weak attempt
to stave off the fierce urgings of her body.

As his hand swept erotically along her thigh, she shimmied back towards him, the coolness in
his eyes forgotten, the jarring hardness of his voice consigned to oblivion.

They made love slowly, touching each other everywhere, absorbing each other’s pleasurable
groans. She tasted him with as much hunger as he tasted her. She just couldn’t get enough of him—
at her breasts, between her thighs, urging her to tell him what she wanted him to do and telling her
in explicit detail what he wanted her to do to him.

Eventually, just as she was falling into a light, utterly contented doze, she heard the insistent
buzz of her mobile phone next to the bed where she had left it charging. She was almost too sleepy
to pick up but, when she did, she instantly sat up, drawing the covers around her.

Leo watched her, his keen antennae picking up her sudden tension, although from this end of
the phone he could only hear monosyllabic replies to whatever was being said.

‘Remember I told you about my friend? Bridget McGuire?’ Brianna ended the call thoughtfully
but remained holding the mobile, caressing it absently.

Leo was immediately on red-hot alert, although he kept his expression mildly interested and
utterly expressionless. ‘The name rings a bell...’

‘They need to release her from hospital. There’s been an accident on the motorway and they
need all the beds they can get. So she’s leaving tomorrow. The snow is predicted to stop. She’s coming
here...’

CHAPTER FOUR
‘WHEN?’ HE SLID out of the bed, strolled towards the window and stared down to a snowy,

grey landscape. The sun had barely risen but, yes, the snow appeared to be lessening.
This was the reason he was here, pretending to be someone he wasn’t. When he had first arrived,

he had wondered how a meeting with his mother could possibly be engineered in a town where
everyone seemed to know everyone else. Several lies down and his quarry would be delivered right
to his doorstep. Didn’t fate work in mysterious ways?

Brianna, sitting up, wondered what was going through his head.
‘For the moment, they’re going to transfer her to another ward and then, provided the snow

doesn’t get worse, they’re going to bring her here tomorrow. You’re making me nervous, standing
by the window like that. What are you thinking? I have room here at the pub. It won’t make any
difference to you. You won’t have to vacate your room—in fact, you probably won’t even notice that
she’s here. I shall have her in the spare room next to my bedroom so that I can keep a constant eye
on her, and of course I doubt she’ll be able to climb up and down stairs.’

Leo smiled and pushed himself away from the window ledge. When he tried to analyse what
he felt about his birth mother, the most he could come up with was a scathing contempt which he
realised he would have to attempt to conceal for what remained of his time here. Brianna might have
painted a different picture, but years of preconceived notions were impossible to put to bed.

#uebdea82e-583e-5b01-b18c-6e6e9709d662
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‘So...’ He slipped back under the covers and pulled her towards him. ‘If we’re going to have an
unexpected visitor, then maybe you should start telling me the sort of person I can look forward to
meeting and throw me a few more details...’

* * *
Brianna began plating their breakfast. Was it her imagination or was he abnormally interested

in finding out about Bridget? He had returned to the bed earlier and she had thrown him a few sketchy
details about her friend yet, off and on, he seemed to return to the subject. His questions were in no
way pressing; in fact, he barely seemed to care about the answer.

A sudden thought occurred to her.
Was he really worried that their wonderful one-on-one time might be interrupted? He had made

it perfectly clear that he was just passing through, and had given her a stern warning that she was not
to make the mistake of investing in him, yet was he becoming possessive of her company without
even realising it himself?

For reasons best known to himself, he was a commitment-phobe, but did he respond out of
habit? Had he warned her off because distancing himself was an automatic response?

He might not want to admit it, but over the past few days they had got to know one another in a
way she would never have thought possible. He worked while she busied herself with the accounts and
the bookkeeping but, for a lot of the time, they had communicated. He had even looked at her ledgers,
leading her to think that he might have been an accountant in a previous life. He had suggested ways
to improve her finances. He had persuaded her to show him all the paintings she had ever done, which
she kept in portfolios under the bed, and had urged her to design a website to showcase them. She
had caught herself telling him so much more than she had ever told anyone in her life before, even
her close friends. He made a very good listener.

His own life, he had confided, had been as uneventful as it came: middle class, middle of the
road. Both of them were single children, both without parents. They laughed at the same things; they
bickered over the remote control for the television in the little private lounge which was set aside for
the guests, on those rare occasions she had some. With the pub closed, they had had lots of quality
time during which to get to know one another.

So was he scared that the arrival of Bridget would signal the end of what they had?
With a sigh, she acknowledged that if the ambulance could make it up the lane to the pub to

deliver their patient then her loyal customers could certainly make it as well. The pub would once
again reopen and their time together would certainly be curtailed.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ she said slowly, handing him a plate of bacon, eggs and toast and sitting
down. ‘I might just keep the pub closed for a couple of weeks. Until the snow is well and truly over
and the path outside the pub is completely safe.’

She told herself that this was something that made perfect sense. And why shouldn’t she have
a little break? The last break she had had was over summer when she had grabbed a long weekend to
go to Dublin with her friends. At other times, while they’d been off having lovely warm holidays in
sunny Spain or Portugal, she had always been holed up at the pub, unable to take the time off because
she couldn’t afford to lose the revenue.

So why shouldn’t she have time off now? A couple of weeks wouldn’t break the bank—at
least, not completely. And she would make up for it later in the year. Leo had suggested a website to
promote the pub and she would take him up on that. He had intimated that she could really take off
with only minimal changes, a few things to bring the place up to date.

And, if she closed the pub for a couple of weeks, they would continue to have their quality
time until he disappeared.

‘It would be better for Bridget as well,’ she hurried on, not wanting to analyse how much of this
idea was down to her desire to keep him to herself for a little longer. ‘She’s going to need looking
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after, at least in the beginning, and it would give me the opportunity to really take care of her without
having to worry about running the pub as well.’

‘Makes sense, I suppose...’
‘You won’t be affected at all.’
‘I know. You’ve already told me.’
‘And I don’t want you to think that your needs are going to be overlooked. I mean, what I’m

trying to say is...’
Leo tilted his head to one side. She blushed very easily. Especially when you considered the

hard life she had had and the financial worries she had faced. No one would ever be able to accuse
her of not being a fighter.

‘Is that you’ll carry on making my breakfast for me? Fixing me sandwiches for lunch? Slaving
over a recipe book for something to cook for dinner? Making sure my bed is...warm and that you’re
in it?’

‘I’m not part of a package deal.’ Brianna bristled, suddenly offended at the picture he painted
of her. ‘You haven’t paid for me along with the breakfast, lunch and dinner.’ She stood up and began
clearing the dishes, only pausing when she felt his arms around her at the sink. When she looked
straight ahead, she could see their dim reflection in the window pane, his head downbent, buried in
her hair. He didn’t like it when she tied it back so she had left it loose the past couple of days and
now he wound one of the long, auburn strands around his finger.

His other hand reached underneath the sweater and she watched their hazy reflection, the
movement of his hand caressing her breast, playing with her nipple, rubbing the pad of his thumb
over it. Liquid pooled between her legs, dampening her underwear and making her squirm and shift
in his embrace.

She could feel his hard arousal nudging her from behind and, when she half-closed her eyes,
her imagination took flight, dwelling on the image of her touching him there, licking and sucking
with his fingers tangled in her hair. She wanted to do the same now. She pictured him kneeling like a
penitent at her feet, her body pressing against the wall in her bedroom, her legs parted as he tasted her.

He seemed to have the ability to make her stop thinking the second he laid a finger on her and
he did it as easily as someone switching a tap off.

She watched, eyes smoky with desire, as he pushed the jumper up; now she could see the pale
skin of her stomach and his much darker hands on her breasts, massaging them, teasing them, playing
with her swollen, sensitive nipples.

She shuddered and angled her neck so that he could kiss her.
‘I know you’re not part of the package,’ he murmured. ‘And, just to set the record straight, I

enjoy you a hell of a lot more than I enjoy the meals you prepare.’
‘Are you implying that I’m a bad cook?’ He had undone the top button of her jeans and she

wriggled as he did the same with the zip, easing the jeans down over her slim hips, exposing her
pale pink briefs.

‘You’re a fantastic cook. One of the best.’ He stood back slightly so that she could swivel to
face him.

‘You’re a terrible liar.’
Leo flushed guiltily at this unwittingly inaccurate swipe, said in jest.
‘Don’t bank on that,’ he murmured into her ear. ‘You forget that I’ve already warned you that

I’m a ruthless bastard.’
‘If you really were a ruthless bastard, then you wouldn’t have to warn me. I’d see all the giveaway

signs.’ She tiptoed and drew his head down so that she could kiss him. Her body was heating up,
impatiently anticipating the moment when it could unite with his.

In the heat of passion, it was always him who thought about protection. So he was scrupulous
when it came to taking no chances—that didn’t mean that he wasn’t becoming more attached to her,
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did it? The fact he didn’t want an unwanted pregnancy any more than she did, didn’t indicate that his
nomadic lifestyle wasn’t undergoing a subtle ground-change...

‘Touch me,’ he commanded roughly and he rested his hands on her hips and half-closed his
eyes as she burrowed underneath his jumper, her hands feathering across his chest, pausing to do
wonderful things to his nipples. He was breathing quickly, every sinew and muscle stretched to a
point of yearning that made a nonsense of his legendary self-control.

He yanked his jumper off and heard her sigh with pleasure, a little, soft sigh that was uniquely
hers. His eyes were still half-closed and he inhaled slightly to accommodate her fumbling fingers as
they travelled downwards to unbutton and unzip his jeans.

Outside a watery sun was making itself known, pushing through the blanket of leaden grey of
the past few days. Like an unfamiliar visitor, it threaded its way tentatively into the kitchen, picking
up the rich hues of her hair and the smooth, creamy whiteness of her skin.

He stilled as she lowered herself to begin pulling down his jeans, taking his boxers with them
until they were at his ankles and he stepped out of them and kicked them to one side.

He couldn’t withhold his grunt of intense satisfaction as she began delicately to lick the tip of
his erection. He was so aroused that it was painful and as he looked down at the crown of her head,
and her pink, darting tongue as it continued to tease him, he became even more aroused.

‘You’re driving me crazy, woman...’ His voice was unsteady, as were his hands as he coiled his
fingers into her hair.

Brianna didn’t say anything. His nakedness had her firing on all cylinders and his vulnerability,
glimpses of which she only caught when they were making love, was the most powerful of
aphrodisiacs. She took him in her mouth, loving the way every atom of pleasure seemed to be
transmitted from him to her via invisible, powerful pathways. As she sucked and teased, her hands
caressed, and she was aware of his big, strong body shaking ever so slightly. How could he make her
feel so powerful and so helpless at the same time?

She was so damp, her body so urgent for his, that she itched to rip off her clothes. Her jumper
was back in place and it felt heavy and uncomfortable against her sensitised skin. She gasped as he
pulled her up, and she obediently lifted her arms so that he could remove the offending jumper. The
cool air hit her heated breasts like a soothing balm.

‘I can’t make it to the bedroom...’ He breathed heavily as she wriggled out of the jeans and
then he hoisted her onto the kitchen table, shoving aside the remnants of their breakfast—the jar of
marmalade, the little ceramic butter dish, the striped jug with milk. Surprisingly, nothing crashed
to the ground in the process.

When he stood back, he marvelled at the sight of her naked beauty: her arms outstretched, her
eyes heavy with the same lust that was coursing through his bloodstream like an unstoppable virus.

Her vibrant hair streamed out around her, formed a tangle over one breast, and the glimpse of
a pink nipple peeping out was like something from an erotic X-rated magazine. Her parted legs were
an invitation he couldn’t refuse, nor was his body allowing him the luxury of foreplay. As she raised
her knees, he embedded himself into her in one hard, forceful thrust and then he lifted her up and
drove again into her, building a furious rhythm and somehow ending up with her pressed against the
kitchen wall, her legs wrapped around him.

Her hair trailed over her shoulder, down her back, a silky mass of rich auburn. He felt her in
every part of him in a way that had never happened with any woman before. He didn’t get it, but he
liked it. He was holding her underneath her sexy, rounded bottom and as he thrust long and deep
into her he looked down at her little breasts bouncing in time to their bodies. The tips of her nipples
were stiff and swollen, the big, flattened pink discs encircling them swollen and puffy. Every square
inch of her body was an unbelievable turn-on and, even as he felt the satiny tightness of her sheath
around him, he would have liked to close his mouth over one of those succulent nipples so that he
could feast on its honeyed sweetness.
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They came as one, their bodies fused, their breathing mirroring each other.
‘That was...indescribable.’ He eased her down and they stood facing one another, completely

naked. Sanity began restoring itself, seeping through the haze of his hot, replete satisfaction. He swore
under his breath and turned away. ‘The condom...it seems to have split...’

Brianna’s eyes widened with shock. She went over to her bundle of clothes and began getting
dressed. He looked horrified. There was a heavy, laden silence as he likewise began getting dressed.

‘It’s okay. It takes more than one mistake for a person to get pregnant! If you read any magazine
there are always stories of women trying for months, years, to conceive...’ Her menstrual cycle had
always been erratic so it was easy to believe that.

Leo shook his head and raked his fingers through his hair. ‘This is a nightmare.’
‘I won’t get pregnant! I’m one-hundred per cent sure about that! I know my body. You don’t

have to look as though...as though the sky has fallen in!’
Yes, he was a nomad. Yes, he had just jacked in his job to embark on a precarious and

unpredictable career. But did he have to look so damned appalled? And then, hard on the heels of
that thought, came wrenching dismay at the insanity of thinking that a pregnancy wouldn’t be the end
of the world. God, what was she thinking? Had she gone completely mad?

She snatched the various bits and pieces left on the kitchen table and began slamming them
into cupboards.

‘God knows, you’re probably right,’ he gritted, catching her by the arm and pulling her round
to face him. ‘But I’ve had sufficient experience of the fairer sex to know that they—’

‘What experience? What are you talking about?’
Leo paused. Money bred suspicion and he had always been suspicious enough to know that it

was a mistake to trust contraception to the opposite sex.
Except, how could he say that when he was supposed to be a struggling writer existing on the

remnants of his savings from whatever two-bit job he had been in? How could he confess that five
years previously he had had a scare with a woman in the dying stages of their relationship. The Pill she
claimed to have been on, which she then later denied... Two weeks of hell cursing himself for having
been a trusting idiot and, in the end, thankfully there had been no pregnancy. There was nothing he
could have done in the circumstances, but a split condom was still bad news.

But how could he concede that his vast financial reserves made him a natural target for potential
gold-diggers?

‘You must really think that you’re such a desirable catch that women just can’t help wanting
to tie you down by falling pregnant!’

‘So you’re telling me that I’m not a desirable catch?’ Crisis over. Deception, even as an
acceptable means to an end, was proving unsavoury. He smiled a sexy half-smile, clearing his head
of any shade of guilt, telling himself that a chance in a million did not constitute anything to get
worked up about.

‘There are better options...’ The tension slowly seeped out of her although she was tempted to
pry further, to find out who these determined women were—the ones he had bedded, the ones who
had wanted more.

She tried to picture him in his other life, sitting in a cubicle behind a desk somewhere with a
computer in front of him. She couldn’t. He seemed so at home in casual clothes; dealing with the
snow; making sure the fireplace was well supplied with logs; doing little handyman jobs around the
place, the sort she usually ended up having to pay someone to do for her. He now had a stubbly six
o’clock shadow on his jawline because he told her that he saw no point in shaving twice a day. He
was a man made for the great outdoor life. And yet...

‘You were going to tell me about Bridget,’ Leo said casually, moving to sit at the table and
shoving his chair out so that he could stretch his legs in front of him. ‘Before you rudely decided to
interrupt the conversation by demanding sex.’
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Brianna laughed. Just like that, whatever mood had swept over her like an ugly, freak wave
looming unexpectedly from calm waters dissolved and disappeared.

‘As I said, you’ll like her.’ She began unloading the dishwasher, her mind only half-focused on
what she was saying; she was looking ahead to the technicalities of keeping the pub shut, wondering
how long she could afford the luxury, trying to figure out whether her battered four-wheel drive could
make it to the village so that she could stock up on food...

Leo’s lips twisted with disdain. ‘Funnily enough, whenever someone has said that to me in
the past I’m guaranteed to dislike the person in question.’ For the first time, he thought of his birth
mother in a way that wasn’t exclusively abstract, wasn’t merely a jigsaw piece that had to be located
and slotted in for the completed picture.

What did she look like? Tall, short, fat, thin...? And from whom had he inherited his non-Irish
looks? His adoptive parents had both been small, neat and fair-haired. He had towered above them,
dark-haired, dark-eyed, olive-skinned...as physically different from them as chalk from cheese.

He stamped down his surge of curiosity and reminded himself that he wasn’t here to form any
kind of relationship with the woman but merely finally to lay an uncertain past to rest. Anger, curiosity
and confusion were unhappy life companions and the faster he dispensed with them, the better.

‘You’re very suspicious, Leo.’ Brianna thought back to his vehement declaration that women
couldn’t be trusted when it came to contraception. ‘Everyone loves Bridget.’

‘You mentioned that she didn’t have a...partner.’ A passing remark on which Brianna had not
elaborated. Now, Leo was determined to prise as much information out of her as he could, information
that would be a useful backdrop for when he met the woman the following day. It was a given, he
recognised, that some people might think him heartless to extract information from the woman he
was sleeping with, but he decided to view that as a necessity—something that couldn’t be helped,
something to be completely disassociated from the fact that they were lovers, and extremely passionate
lovers at that.

Life, generally speaking, was all about people using people. If he hadn’t learned that directly
from his adoptive parents, then he certainly must have had it cemented somewhere deep within his
consciousness. Perhaps, and in spite of his remarkably stable background, the fact that he was adopted
had allowed a seed of cynicism to run rampant over the years.

‘She doesn’t talk much about that.’
‘No? Why not? You’re her...what would you say...confidante? I would have thought that she

would find it a comfort to talk to you about whatever happened. I mean, you’ve known each other
how long? Were your parents friends with the woman?’

Brianna laughed. ‘Oh, gosh, no!’ She glanced round the kitchen, making sure that all her jobs
were done. ‘Bridget is a relative newcomer to this area.’

‘Really...’ Leo murmured. ‘I was under the impression that she was a valued, long-standing
member of the community.’ He almost laughed at the thought of that. Valued member of the
community? Whilst jettisoning an unwanted child like an item of disposable garbage? Only in a
community of jailbirds would someone like that have been up for consideration as a valued member.

‘But now you tell me that she’s a newcomer. How long has she been living in the area?’
‘Eight years tops.’
‘And before that?’
Brianna shot him a look of mild curiosity but, when he smiled that smile at her, that crooked,

sexy half-smile, she felt any niggling questions hovering on the tip of her tongue disappear.
‘You’re asking a lot of questions,’ she murmured breathlessly. He signalled for her to come

closer and she did, until he could wrap his arms around her and hold her close.
‘Like I said, I have a curious mind.’ He breathed in the clean floral scent of her hair and for a

few seconds forgot everything. ‘You shouldn’t have put your jumper back on,’ he remarked in a voice
that thrilled her to the core. ‘I like looking at your breasts. Just the perfect mouthful...’
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‘And I have calls to make if I’m to keep the pub shut!’ She slapped away his wandering hand,
even though she would have liked nothing more than to drag him up to the bedroom to lay claim to
him. ‘And you have a book to work on!’

‘I’d rather work on you...’
‘Thank goodness Bridget isn’t here. She’d be horrified.’
Leo nearly burst out laughing. ‘And is this because she’s the soul of prurience? You still haven’t

told me where she came from. Maybe she was a nun in her former life?’ He began strolling out of the
kitchen towards the sitting room with the open fire which he had requisitioned as his working space.
His computer was shut and there was a stack of novels by the side of it, books he had picked from
her collection. He had already started two, abandoned them both and was reaching the conclusion
that soul-searching novels with complicated themes were not for him.

‘There’s no need to be sarcastic.’ Brianna hovered by the table as he sat down. She knew that
he demanded complete privacy when he was writing, sectioning off a corner of the sitting area, his
back to the window. Yet somehow it felt as though their conversation was not quite at an end, even
though he wasn’t asking any further questions.

‘Was I?’
His cool, dark eyes rested on her and she flushed and traced an invisible pattern with her finger

on the table. Was there something she was missing? Some important link she was failing to connect?
‘You’ve known this woman for a few years...’
‘Nearly seven. She came to the pub one evening on her own.’
‘In other words, she has a drinking habit?’
‘No! She’d moved to the area and she thought it might be a way of meeting people! We have

quiz nights here once a month. She used to come for the quiz nights, and after a while we got chatting.’
‘Chatting about where she had come from? Oh no; of course, you know nothing about that.

And I’m guessing not many clues as to what she was doing here either? It’s a small place for a woman
who wants to meet people...’

‘It’s a community. We make outsiders feel welcome.’ She blushed at her unwitting choice of
words. ‘I felt sorry for her,’ Brianna continued hurriedly. ‘I started an over-forties’ quiz night, ladies
only, so that she could get talking to some of them.’

Leo was mentally joining the dots and was arriving at a picture not dissimilar to the one he
had always had of the woman who had given birth to him—with a few extra trimmings thrown in
for good measure.

A new life and a new start for someone with a dubious past to conceal. Tellingly, no one knew
about this past life, including the girl who had supposedly become her anchor in the community.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out that, where there were secrets that required concealment,
those secrets were dirty little ones. He had received half a picture from Brianna, he was certain of it
—the rosy half, the half that didn’t conform to his expectations.

‘And you did all this without having a clue as to this woman’s past?’
‘I don’t need to know every single detail about someone’s past to recognise a good person when

I see one!’ She folded her arms tightly around her and glared down at him. She should have let him
carry on with his writing. Instead, she had somehow found herself embroiled in an argument she
hadn’t courted and was dismayed at how sick it made her feel. ‘I don’t want to argue with you about
this, Leo.’

‘You’re young. You’re generous and trusting. You’re about to give house room to someone
whose past is a mystery.’ He drew an uneasy parallel with his own circumstance, here at the pub under
a very dubious cloud of deceit indeed, and dismissed any similarities. He was, after all, as upstanding
and law-abiding as they came. No shady past here.

On the very point of tipping over into anger that he was in the process of dismissing her as
the sort of gullible fool who might be taken in by someone who was up to no good, another thought



M.  Conder, C.  WILLIAMS, J.  Hayward.  «Deal With The Devil: Secrets of a Ruthless Tycoon / The Most Expensive Lie
of All / The Magnate's Manifesto»

36

lodged in the back of her mind. It took up residence next to the pernicious feel-good seed that had
been planted when she had considered the possibility that he might not be welcoming Bridget because
he cherished their one-to-one solitude.

Was he seriously worried about her? And if he was... That thought joined the other links in the
chain that seemed to represent the nebulous beginnings of a commitment...

She knew that she was treading on very dangerous ground even having these crazy day dreams
but she couldn’t push them away. With her heart beating like a jack hammer, she attempted to squash
the thrilling notion that he was concerned about her welfare.

‘Do you think that my friend might be a homicidal maniac in the guise of a friendly and rather
lonely woman?’

Leo frowned darkly. Brianna’s thoughts about Bridget were frankly none of his concern, and
irrelevant to the matter in hand, but he couldn’t contain a surge of sudden, disorienting protectiveness.

Brianna had had to put her dreams and ambitions on hold to take charge of her father’s failing
business, whilst at the same time trying to deal with the double heartbreak of her father’s death and
her lover’s abandonment. It should have been enough to turn her into an embittered shrew. Yet there
was a transparent openness and natural honesty about her that had surfaced through the challenging
debris of her past. She laughed a lot, she seldom complained and she was the sort of girl who would
never spare an act of kindness.

‘When people remove themselves for no apparent reason to start a new beginning, it’s usually
because they’re running away from something.’

‘You mean the police?’
Leo shrugged and tugged her towards him so that she collapsed on his lap with a stifled laugh.

‘What if she turns into an unwanted pub guest who overstays her welcome?’ He angled her so that
she was straddling him on his lap and delicately pushed up the jumper.

‘Don’t be silly,’ Brianna contradicted him breathlessly. ‘You should get down to your writing.
I should continue with my stock taking...’

In response to that, Leo eased the jumper off and gazed at her small, pert breasts with rampant
satisfaction. He began licking one of her nipples, a lazy, light, teasing with the tip of his tongue, a
connoisseur sampling an exquisite and irresistible offering.

‘She has a perfectly nice little house of her own.’ There was something wonderfully decadent
about doing this, sitting on his lap in the middle of the empty pub, watching him as he nuzzled her
breast as if he had all the time in the world and was in no hurry to take things to the next level.

‘But—’ Leo broke off. ‘Here...’ he flicked his tongue against her other nipple ‘...she would
have...’ he suckled for a few seconds, drawing her breast into his mouth ‘...you...’ a few kisses on the
soft roundness until he could feel her shiver and shudder ‘...to take care of her; cook her food...’

He held one of her breasts in his hand so that it was pushed up to him, the nipple engorged and
throbbing, and he delicately sucked it. ‘Brianna, she might seem perfectly harmless to you.’ With a
sigh, he leaned back in the chair and gave her tingling breasts a momentary reprieve. ‘But what do
you do if she decides that a cosy room in a pub, surrounded by people and hands-on waitress service,
is more appealing than an empty house and the exertion of having to cook her own food?’

At no point was he inclined to give the woman the benefit of the doubt. In his experience,
people rarely deserved that luxury, and certainly not someone with her particular shady history.

Never one ever to have been possessive or protective about the women in his life, he was a little
shaken by the fierce streak suddenly racing through him that was repelled by the thought of someone
taking advantage of the girl sitting on his lap with the easy smile, the flushed face and tousled hair.

‘You need to exercise caution,’ he muttered grimly. He raked his fingers through his hair and
scowled, as though she had decided to disagree with him even though she hadn’t uttered a word.

‘Then maybe,’ Brianna teased him lightly, ‘you should stick around and make sure I don’t end
up becoming a patsy...’
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The journey here should have taken no time at all; his stay should have been over in a matter
of a couple of days. There were meetings waiting for him and urgent trips abroad that could only
be deferred for so long. It had never been his intention to turn this simple fact-finding exercise into
a drama in three parts.

‘Maybe I should,’ he heard himself say softly. ‘For a while...’
‘And you can chase her away if she turns out to be an unscrupulous squatter who wants to take

advantage of me.’ She laughed as though nothing could be more ridiculous and raised her hand to
caress his cheek.

Leo circled her slim wrist with his fingers in a vice-like grip. ‘Oh, if she tries that,’ he said in
a voice that made her shiver, ‘she’ll discover just what a ruthless opponent I could prove to be—and
just how regrettable it can be to cross my path.’

CHAPTER FIVE
THE SNOW HAD stopped. As grey and leaden as the skies had been for a seemingly

unstoppable length of time, the sun now emerged, turning a bleak winter landscape into a scene from
a movie: bright-blue skies and fields of purest white.

Bridget’s arrival had been delayed by a day, during which time Leo had allowed the subject
of her dubious, unknown past to be dropped. No more hassle warning Brianna about accepting the
cuckoo in the nest. No more words of caution that the person she might have considered a friend
and surrogate mother might very well turn out to be someone all set to take full advantage of her
generous nature and hospitality. There would be fallout from this gesture of putting the woman up
while she recuperated; he was certain of that and he would be the man to deal with it. So he might
never have specialised in the role of ‘knight in shining armour’ in his life before, but he was happy
with his decision.

London would have to take a little back seat for a while. He was managing to keep on top of
things just fine via his computer, tablet and smartphone and, if anything dramatic arose, then he
could always shoot down to sort it out.

All told, the prospect of being holed up in the middle of nowhere was not nearly as tedious as
he might have imagined. In fact, all things considered, he was in tremendously high spirits.

Of course, Brianna was a hell of a long way responsible for that. He glanced up lazily from his
computer to the sofa where she was sitting amidst piles of paperwork. Her hair was a rich tumble
over her shoulders and she was cross-legged, leaning forward and chewing her lip as she stared at her
way-past-its-sell-by-date computer which was on the low coffee table in front of her.

In a couple of hours the ambulance would be bringing his destiny towards him. For the moment,
he intended to enjoy his woman. He closed the report in front of him and stood up, stretching, flexing
his muscles.

From across the small, cosy room, Brianna looked up and, as always happened, her eyes
lingered, absorbing the beautiful sight of his long, lean body; the way his jeans rode low on his hips;
the way he filled out her father’s checked flannel shirt in just the right way. He had loosely rolled the
sleeves to his elbow and his strong, brown forearms, liberally sprinkled with dark hair, sent a little
shiver of pleasurable awareness rippling through her.

‘You should get a new computer.’ Leo strolled towards her and then stood so that he was looking
down at the columns of numbers flickering on the screen at him. ‘Something faster, more up-to-date.’

‘And I should have a holiday, somewhere warm and far away... And I’ll do both just as soon as
I have the money.’ Brianna sighed and sat back, keenly aware of him looking over her. ‘I just want
to get all this stuff out of the way before Bridget gets here. I want to be able to devote some quality
time to her.’

Leo massaged her neck from behind. Her hair, newly washed, was soft and silky. The baggy,
faded pink jumper was the most unrevealing garment she could have worn but he had fast discovered
that there was no need for her to wear anything that outlined her figure. His imagination was well
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supplied with all the necessary tools for providing graphic images of her body that kept him in a state
of semi-permanent arousal.

‘Was the urgent trip to the local supermarket part of the quality-service package?’ He moved
round to sit next to her, shoving some of the papers out of the way and wondering how on earth she
could keep track of her paperwork when there seemed to be no discernible order to any of it.

‘I know you don’t agree with what I’m doing; I know you think I should just leave her to get
on with things on her own but—’

‘This conversational road is guaranteed to lead to a dead end,’ he drawled smoothly. ‘Let’s do
ourselves a favour and not travel down it.’

‘You enjoyed the supermarket experience.’ Brianna changed the subject immediately. She didn’t
want an argument. She didn’t even want a mild disagreement, and she knew what his feelings were
on the subject of their soon-to-be visitor, even though he had backed off from making any further
disparaging remarks about her naïvety in taking in someone whose entire life hadn’t been laid out
on a plate for her perusal.

‘It was...novel.’ Actually, Leo couldn’t recall the last time he had set foot in a supermarket. He
paid someone to deal with the hassle of all that.

‘Margaret Connelly has only just opened up that place. Actually, it’s not a supermarket as such.’
‘I’d noticed.’
‘More of a...a...’
‘Cosy space filled to overflowing with all manner of things, of which food is only one

component? Brussels sprouts nestling next to fishing tackle...?’
‘The lay out can seem a bit eccentric but the food’s all fresh and locally sourced.’
Leo grinned, swivelled her so that she had her back to him and began massaging her shoulders.

‘You sound like an advertisement for a food magazine. I’m going to have to put my foot down if
you’re thinking of slaving over a hot stove preparing dishes on this woman’s whim.’

Brianna relaxed into the massage and smiled with contentment. She felt a thrill of pleasure at
the possessive edge to his voice. ‘She has to be on a bland diet—doctor’s orders.’

‘That’s irrelevant. You’re not going to be running up and down those stairs because someone
rings a bell and wants a cup of tea immediately.’

‘You could always do the running for me if you think I’m too fragile to cope.’
Leo’s lips curled with derision and he fought down the impulse to burst into sardonic laughter.

‘Running and doing errands for people isn’t something I do.’
‘Especially not in this instance,’ Brianna said, remembering that he was, after all, a paying guest

despite their unusual arrangement. He had given her a shocking amount of money for his stay thus
far, way too much, and had informed her that it was something to do with company expenses owed to
him before he’d quit his job. She hadn’t quite understood his explanation. Nor had he backed down
when she refused to take the full amount.

‘Take it,’ he had ordered, ‘Or I’ll just have to find another establishment that will accommodate
what I want to pay. And I shall end up having to take taxis here to see you. You wouldn’t want to add
that further cost to a poor, struggling writer, would you?’

‘What do you mean?’ Leo stilled now.
‘I mean you’re a customer. Running up and down stairs isn’t something I would ask you to do.

That would be ridiculous. I would never take advantage of you like that.’
‘But you would take advantage of me in other ways...because I happen to enjoy you taking

advantage of me in all those other imaginative ways of yours...’
‘Is sex all you ever think about?’ she murmured, settling back against him and sighing as he

slipped his hands underneath her jumper to fondle her breasts.
No. Sex most certainly had never been all he thought about. In fact, Leo contemplated with

some bemusement, although he had always enjoyed an exceptionally varied and active sex life it had
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never been at the top of his priorities. Sex, and likewise women, had always taken a back seat to the
more important driving force in his life, which was his work.

‘You bring out the primitive in me,’ he said softly into her ear. ‘Is it my fault that your body
drives me insane?’ He relaxed into the sprawling sofa so that he had Brianna half-lying on top of him,
her back pressed against his torso, her hair tangled against his chest. He removed one hand to brush
some of her hair from his cheek and returned his hand to her jeans to rest it lightly on her hip. A
stray sheet of paper wafted to the ground, joining a disconcerting bundle already there.

Brianna’s body was responding as it always did, with galloping excitement and sweet
anticipation. She might very well joke that sex was the only thing on his mind, but it certainly seemed
to have taken over all her responses as well. Even the problem supplier she knew she had to deal with
urgently was forgotten as she undid the button and zip of her jeans.

‘Tut, tut, tut; you’re going to have to do better than that, my darling. How am I expected to
get my hand where it wants to be?’

Brianna giggled softly. He had no hang-ups about where they made love. His lack of inhibition
was liberating and it worked in tandem with her own period of celibacy to release an explosion of
passion she had never experienced in her life before. She couldn’t seem to get enough of him.

She wriggled out of her jeans and he chuckled.
‘For someone with a body like yours, I’m always amazed that you’ve stuck to the functional

underwear...’ He thought about seeing her in something small, lacy and sexy, lying in his super-king-
sized bed in his penthouse apartment in Chelsea.

The thought was random, springing from nowhere and establishing itself with such graphic
clarity that he drew in his breath sharply with shock.

Hell, where was his mind going? This was a situation that was intensely enjoyable but it only
functioned within very definite parameters. Like it or not, they were operating within a box, a box
of his own making, and freedom from that box in any way, shape or form was a possibility that was
not to be entertained.

With that in mind, he cleared his head of any inappropriate, wandering thoughts about her
being in his apartment. Crazy.

‘Is that how you like your women?’ Brianna asked casually. He never spoke about his love life.
A sudden thought occurred to her and, although this hardly seemed the time for a deep, meaningful
conversation, she had to carry on regardless. ‘Is that why you’re here?’

‘What are you talking about?’
Brianna wriggled so that she was on her side, still nestled between his legs, and she looked

up at him, breathing in that clean, tangy scent that always seemed to scramble all her thoughts. His
hand was curved on her hip, fingers dipping against her stomach. Even that small, casual contact
did devastating things to her already hot, aroused body. She was slippery and wet, and it was mad,
because she had to get things together before Bridget arrived.

‘You know, all the way from London.’
‘No clue as to what you’re talking about.’
‘Never mind. We need to start tidying up.’ She sighed. ‘Bridget’s going to be here soon.’
‘Didn’t they say that they would telephone you before they left the hospital?’
‘Yes, but...’
‘No phone call yet.’ After the disturbing tangent his thoughts had taken only moments before

when he had imagined her in his apartment, the last thing Leo wanted was a heart-to-heart. He wanted
to touch her; touching her was like a magic antidote to thinking. Hell, he had worked while he had
been here, but his mind had not been on the cut and thrust of business deals with its customary focus.
This was as close to a holiday as he had had in years, and the last thing he had expected when he
had started on this journey of discovery.
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He reached under her knickers, a dull beige with not a scrap of lace in sight, and slid his finger
against the wet crease, seeking out the little nub of her clitoris. This was so much better than talking
and a damn sight more worthwhile than the sudden chaos of thoughts that had earlier afflicted him.

Brianna moaned softly as he continued to rub. She squirmed and sighed and half-closed her
eyes, her nostrils flaring and her breathing thickening the closer she came to a point of no return.

Questions still hovered at the back of her mind like pesky insects nipping at her conscience,
refusing to go away, but right now she couldn’t focus on any of that. Right now, as the movement
of his strong, sure hand picked up speed, she moaned and arched her body and wave upon wave of
pleasure surged through her. Lying with her back to him, she couldn’t see his face, only his one hand
moving inside her while the other was flattened against her thigh and his legs, spread to accommodate
her body between them. But she knew that he was watching her body as he brought her to orgasm
and the thought of that was wantonly exciting.

She was aware of her uneven, shaky breathing as she lay back and let her heated body return
to planet Earth.

For a few seconds, there was silence. Leo linked his fingers on her stomach and absently noted
the way they glistened with her honeyed wetness.

‘I’m going to start clearing all my paperwork away,’ she said eventually. ‘I don’t seem to have
made much progress with our snack supplier. I’m going to have a shower.’ She eased herself over his
legs and off the sofa, and began tidying the papers which were strewn everywhere. She didn’t bother
to put on her jeans, instead choosing to scoop them up and drape them over one arm.

It all came down to sex. She knew that she was being silly for objecting to that because this was
a situation that was never going to last longer than two minutes. It was something she had jumped
into, eyes wide open, throwing caution to the winds and accepting it for what it was, and there was
no excuse now for wanting more than what had been laid on the table.

Except...had she thought that this perfect stranger would possess the sort of complex personality
that she would end up finding strangely compulsive?

Could she ever have imagined that an unexpected, astounding, elemental physical attraction
would turn into something that seemed to have her in its hold? That taking a walk on the wild side,
breaking out of the box for just a little while, would have repercussions that struck a chord of fear
into her?

She wanted more. She couldn’t even begin to think of him leaving, carrying on with his travels.
He had entered her life, and what had previously been bland, dull and grey was now Technicolor-
bright. She alternated between reading all sorts of things behind his words and actions and then telling
herself that she really shouldn’t.

‘You never said...’ Brianna begin heading up the stairs, carrying as much with her as she could:
files, her jeans and her trainers, which she didn’t bother to stick on completely.

Behind her, Leo scooped up the remainder of the files and began following her.
‘Never said what?’
‘All those women you’re so cynical about...’ She paused to look at him over her shoulder. ‘The

ones who wear lacy underwear...’
‘Did I ever say that? I don’t recall.’
‘You didn’t have to. I can read between the lines.’ She spun back round and headed towards

her suite of rooms, straight to the study, where she dumped all the files she had been carrying. She
stood back and watched as he deposited the remainder of them, including her computer, which was
as heavy as a barrow full of bricks, and—yes, he was right—in desperate need of updating.

Brianna took in his guarded, shuttered expression and knew instinctively that she was treading
on quicksand, even though he hadn’t rushed in with any angry words telling her to mind her own
business. She could see it on his face. Her heart was beating so fiercely that she could almost hear
it in the still quiet of the room.
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‘I’m going to have a shower,’ she mumbled, backing out of the little office. ‘On my own, if
you don’t mind.’

Leo frowned and raked his fingers through his hair, but he didn’t move a muscle.
She wanted to talk. Talk about what? His exes? What was the point of that? When it came

to women and meaningful conversations, they invariably led down the same road: a dead end. He
wasn’t entirely sure where his aversion to commitment came from and he knew, if he were honest,
that his parents would have wanted to see him travel down the traditional route of marriage and
kids by thirty—but there it was; he hadn’t. He had never felt the inclination. Perhaps a feeling of
security was something that developed in a mother’s womb and having been given up for adoption,
by definition, had wiped that out and the security of making money, something tangible he could
control, had taken its place.

At any rate, the minute any woman started showing signs of crossing the barriers he had firmly
erected around himself, they were relegated to history.

He told himself that there should be no difficulty in this particular relationship following the
same course because he could see, from the look in her eyes, that whatever chat she wanted to have
was not going to begin and end with the choice of underwear his women were accustomed to wearing.

He told himself that in fact it would be easier to end this relationship because, in essence, it had
never really functioned in his real life. It had functioned as something sweet and satisfying within a
bubble. And within a day or two, once he had met his birth mother and put any unanswered questions
to rest, he would be gone.

So there definitely was no point to a lengthy heart-to-,heart. He strolled into the bedroom and
glanced down at the snow which was already beginning to thaw.

She emerged minutes later from the shower with a towel wrapped round her, her long hair piled
up on top of her head and held in place with a hair grip. Tendrils had escaped and framed her heart-
shaped face. She looked impossibly young and vulnerable.

‘What are you doing in my bedroom?’
‘Okay. So I go out with women who seem to spend a lot of money on fancy underwear.’ He

glowered at her. ‘I don’t know what that has to do with anything.’ He watched as she rummaged in her
drawers in silence and fetched out some faded jogging bottoms and a rugby-style jumper, likewise
faded.

Brianna knew that a few passing remarks had escalated into something that she found unsettling.
She didn’t want to pry into his life. She wanted to be the adult who took this on board, no questions
asked and no strings attached. Unfortunately...

She disappeared back into the bathroom, changed and returned to find him still standing in an
attitude of challenging defensiveness by the bedroom window.

‘You wanted to talk...’ he prompted, in defiance of common sense. ‘Are you jealous that I’ve
had lovers? That they’ve been the sort of women who—?’

‘Don’t run pubs, live on a shoestring and wear functional underwear from department stores?
No, I’m not jealous. Why would I be?’

‘Good. Because, personally, I don’t do jealousy.’ It occurred to Leo that there were a number
of things he didn’t do when it came to his personal relationships and yet, here he was, doing one of
them right now: having a talk.

‘Have we ended up in bed because you think I make a change?’ She took a deep breath and
looked him squarely in the face. He was so beautiful. He literally took her breath away. ‘From all
those women you went out with?’ If she found him beautiful, if he blew her mind away, then why
wouldn’t he have had the same effect on hordes of other women?

‘No! That’s an absurd question.’
‘Is it?’ She turned on her heel and began back down the stairs to the bar area where she

proceeded to do some unnecessary tidying. He lounged against the bar, hands in his pockets, and
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watched her as she worked. She appeared to be in no hurry to proceed with the conversation she had
initiated. The longer the silence stretched between them, the more disgruntled Leo became.

Moving to stand directly in front of her, so that she was forced to stop arranging the beer mats in
straight lines on the counter, he said, ‘If there’s any comparison to be done, then you win hands down.’

Brianna felt a stupid surge of pleasure. ‘I’m guessing you would say that, considering we’re
sleeping together and you’re pretty much stuck here.’

‘Am I? The snow seems to be on its way out.’ They weren’t touching each other, but he could
feel her as forcibly as if they had been lying naked on her bed.

‘How long do you intend to stay?’ She flushed and glanced down at her feet before taking a deep
breath and looking at him without flinching. ‘I’m going to keep the pub closed for another fortnight
but just in case, er, bookings come in for the rooms, it would be helpful for me to know when yours
might be free to, er, rent out...’

And this, Leo thought, was the perfect opportunity to put a date in the calendar. It was as
obvious as the nose on his face that her reason for wanting to find out when he would be leaving had
nothing to do with a possible mystery surge in bookings for the rooms. He didn’t like being put in
a position of feeling trapped.

‘I told you I’d stick around, make sure you didn’t get ripped off or taken advantage of by this
so-called best buddy of yours,’ he said roughly. ‘I won’t be going anywhere until I’m satisfied that
you’re okay on that score. Satisfied? No; you’re not. What else is on your mind, Brianna? Spit it
out and then I can disappear for a shower and some work and leave you to get on with your female
bonding in peace.’

Brianna shrugged. Everything about his body language suggested that he was in no mood to
stand here, answering questions. Perhaps, she thought, answering questions was something else he
didn’t do when it came to women. Like jealousy. And yet he wasn’t moving. ‘Did you end up here on
the back of a bad relationship?’ she asked bluntly. She shot him a defiant look from under her lashes.
‘I know you don’t want me to ask lots of questions...’

‘Did I ever say that?’
‘You don’t have to.’
‘Because, let me guess, you seem to have a hot line to my thoughts!’ He scowled. Far from

backing away from an interrogation he didn’t want and certainly didn’t need, his feet appeared to
be disobeying the express orders of his brain. Against all odds, he wanted to wipe that defensive,
guarded expression from her face. ‘And no, I did not end up here on the back of a bad relationship.’
He had ended up here because...

Leo flushed darkly, uncomfortable with where his thoughts were drifting.
‘I’m sleeping with you, and I know it’s going to end soon, but I still want to know that you’re

not using me as some sort of sticking plaster while you try to recover from a broken heart.’
‘I’ve never suffered from a broken heart, Brianna.’ Leo smiled crookedly at her and stroked the

side of her face with his finger.
Just then her mobile buzzed and after only a few seconds on the phone she said to him, ‘Bridget’s

had her final check-up with the consultant and they’re going to be setting off in about half an hour.
They’ll probably be here in about an hour and a half or so. Depends on the roads, but the main roads
will all be gritted. It’s only the country lanes around here that are still a little snowed up.’

An hour and a half. Leo’s lips thinned but, despite the impending meeting with his mother,
one which he had quietly anticipated for a number of years ever since he had tracked down her
whereabouts, his focus remained exclusively on the girl standing in front of him.

‘Everyone has suffered from a broken heart at some point.’ She reverted to her original topic.
‘I’m the exception to the rule.’
‘You’ve never been in love?’
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‘You say that as though it’s inconceivable. No. Never. And stop looking at me as though I’ve
suddenly turned into an alien life-form. Are you telling me that, after your experience with the guy
you thought you would be spending your life with, you’re still glad to have been in love?’

He lounged against the bar and stared down at her. He had become so accustomed to wearing
jeans and an assortment of her father’s old plaid flannel shirts, a vast array of which she seemed to
have kept, that he idly wondered what it would feel like returning to his snappy handmade suits, his
Italian shoes, the silk ties, driving one of his three cars or having Harry chauffeur him. He would
return to the reality of high-powered meetings, life in the fast lane, private planes and first-class travel
to all four corners of the globe.

Here, he could be a million miles away, living on another planet. Was that why he now found
himself inclined to have this type of conversation? The sort of touchy-feely conversation that he had
always made a point of steering well clear from? Really, since when had he ever been into probing
any woman about her thoughts and feelings about past loves?

‘Of course I am,’ Brianna exclaimed stoutly. ‘It may have crashed and burned, but there were
moments of real happiness.’

Leo frowned. Real happiness? What did she mean by that? Good sex? He didn’t care much
for a trip down happiness lane with her. If she felt inclined to reminisce over the good old days,
conveniently forgetting the misery that had been dished up to her in the end, then he was not the
man with the listening ear.

‘How salutary that you can ignore the fact that you were taken for a ride for years... Are you
still in touch with the creep?’

Brianna frowned and tried to remember what the creep looked like. ‘No,’ she said honestly. ‘I
haven’t got a clue what he’s up to. The last I heard from one of my friends from uni, he had gone abroad
to work for some important law firm in New York. He’s disappeared completely. I was heartbroken
at the time, but it doesn’t mean that I’m not glad I met him, and it doesn’t mean that I don’t hope to
meet that someone special at some point in the future.’

And as she said that a very clear picture of Mr Special floated into her mind. He was
approximately six-two with bronzed skin, nearly black hair and lazy, midnight-dark eyes that could
send shivers racing up and down her spine. He came in a package that had carried very clear health
warnings but still she had fallen for him like a stupid teenager with more hormones than common
sense.

Fallen in lust with him, she thought with feverish panic. She hadn’t had a relationship with a
guy for years! And then he had come along, drop-dead gorgeous, with all the seductive anonymity of
a stranger—a writer, no less. Was it any wonder that she had fallen in lust with him?

Was that why she could now feel herself becoming clingy? Not wanting him to go? Losing all
sense of perspective?

‘And no one special is on the scene here?’ Leo drawled lazily. ‘Surely the lads must be queuing
up for you...’

Of course there had been nibbles, but Brianna had never been interested. She had reasoned to
herself that she just didn’t have the time; that her big, broken love affair had irreparably damaged
something inside her; that, just as soon as the pub really began paying its way, she would jump back
into the dating world.

All lies. She could have had all the time in the world, a fully paid-up functioning heart and
a pub that turned over a million pounds a year in profit and she still wouldn’t have been drawn to
anyone—because she had been waiting for just the moment when Leo Spencer walked through the
door, tall, dark and dangerous, like a gunslinger in a Western movie.

‘I’m not interested in anything serious at the moment,’ she said faintly. ‘I have loads of time.
Bridget should be arriving any minute now.’
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‘At least an hour left to go...’ How was it possible to shove all thoughts of his so-called mother
out of his head? He had almost forgotten that the woman was on her way.

‘I need to go and get her room ready.’
‘Haven’t you already done that? The potpourri and the new throw from the jack-of-all-trades

supermarket?’
She had. But suddenly she wanted nothing more than to escape his suffocating masculine

presence, find a spot where she could straighten out her tangled thoughts.
‘Well, I want to make sure that it’s just right,’ she said sharply.
Leo stepped aside. ‘And I think I’ll go and have a shower and do something productive with

my time in my room.’
‘You don’t have to disappear! You’re a paying guest, Leo. You can come down and do your

writing in your usual place. Bridget and I won’t make any noise at all. She’ll probably just want to rest.’
‘I’ll let the two of you do your bonding in peace,’ he murmured. ‘I’ll come down for dinner. I

take it you’ll be cooking for three?’
‘You know I will, and please don’t start on the business of me being a mug.’
Leo held up both hands in a gesture of mock-indignation that she could even contemplate such

a thing.
Brianna shot him a reluctant smile. ‘You wait and see. You’ll end up loving her as much as I do.’
‘Yes. We’ll certainly wait and see,’ Leo delivered with a coolness that Brianna felt rather than

saw, because his expression was mildly amused. She wondered if she had perhaps imagined it.
Leo remained where he was while she disappeared upstairs to do her last check of the bedroom

where Bridget would be staying, doubtless making sure that the sheets were in place with hospital
precision, corners tucked in just so.

His mouth curled with derision. The thought of her being taken advantage of filled him with
disgust. The thought of her putting her trust in a woman who would inevitably turn out not to be the
person she thought she was made his stomach turn. He could think of no other woman whose trusting
nature should be allowed to remain intact.

He slammed his clenched fist against the wall and gritted his teeth. He had come here
predisposed to dislike the woman who had given birth to him and then given him away. He was even
more predisposed to dislike her as the woman who, in the final analysis, would reveal her true colours
to the girl who had had the kindness to take her under her wing.

The force of his feelings on this subject surprised him. It was like the powerful impact of a
depth charge, rumbling down deep in the very core of him.

He didn’t wait for the ambulance bearing his destiny towards him to arrive, instead pushing
himself away from the wall and heading up to his bedroom. His focus on work had been alarmingly
casual and now, having had a shower, he buried himself in reports, numbers, figures and all the things
that usually had the ability to fully engage his attention.

Not now. His brain refused to obey the commands being issued to it. What would the woman
look like? Years ago, he could have had pictures taken of her when he had set his man on her trail,
but he hadn’t bothered because she had been just a missing slot in his life he had wanted to fill. He
hadn’t given a damn what she looked like. Now, he had to fight the temptation to stroll over to the
window and peer out to the courtyard which his room overlooked.

He stiffened when he eventually heard the sound of the ambulance pulling up and the muffled
rise and fall of voices which carried up to his room.

Deliberately he tuned out and exerted every ounce of will power to rein in his exasperating,
wandering mind.

* * *
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At a little after five, he got a text from Brianna: a light early supper would be served at six. If
he wanted to join them, then he was more than welcome. Sorry she couldn’t come up to his room but
she had barely had time to draw breath since Bridget had arrived.

She had concluded her text with a smiley face. Who did that? He smiled and texted back: yes,
he’d be down promptly at six.

He sat back and stared at the wall. In an hour he would meet his past. He would put that to
bed and then, when that was done, he would move on, back to the life from which he had taken this
brief respite.

He had an image of Brianna’s face gazing at him, of her lithe, slim body, of the way she had of
humming under her breath when she was occupied doing something, and the way she looked when
she was curled up on the sofa trying to make sense of her accounts.

But of course, he thought grimly, that was fine. Sure, she would be on his mind. They might
not have spent a long time in each other’s company but it had been concentrated time. Plenty long
enough for images of her to get stuck in his head.

But she was not part of his reality. He would check out the woman who had given birth to him,
put his curiosity to bed and, yes, move on...

CHAPTER SIX
LEO WASN’T QUITE sure when the snow had stopped, when the furious blizzards had turned

to tamer snowfall, and when that tamer snowfall had given way to a fine, steady drizzle that wiped
clean the white horizon and returned it to its original, snow-free state.

He couldn’t quite believe that he was still here. Of course, he returned to London sporadically
mid-week and was uncomfortably aware of his conscience every time he vaguely intimated that there
were things to do with the job he had ditched: paperwork that needed sorting out; problems with his
accommodation that needed seeing to; social engagements that had to be fulfilled because he should
have returned to London by now.

The lie he had blithely concocted before his game plan had been derailed did not sit quite so
easily now. But what the hell was he to do?

He rose to move towards the window and stared distractedly down at the open fields that backed
the pub. It was nearly three. In three hours, the pub would be alive with the usual Friday evening
crowd, most of whom he knew by sight if not by name.

How had something so straightforward become so tangled in grey areas?
Of course, he knew. In fact, he could track the path as clearly as if it was signposted. His simple

plan—go in, confirm all the suspicions he had harboured about his birth mother, close the book and
leave—had slipped out of place the second he had been confronted with Brianna.

She was everything the women he had dated in the past were not. Was that why he had not been
able to kill his ill-advised temptation to take her to bed? And had her natural, open personality, once
sampled, become an addiction he found impossible to jettison? He couldn’t seem to see her without
wanting her. She turned him on in ways that were unimaginable. For once in his life, he experienced
a complete loss of self-control when they made love; it was a drug too powerful to resist.

And then...his mother. The woman he had prejudged, had seen as no more than a distasteful
curiosity that had to be boxed and filed away, had not slotted neatly into the box he had prepared.

With a sigh, he raked his fingers through his hair and glanced over his shoulder to the reports
blinking at him, demanding urgent attention, yet failing to focus it.

He thought back to when he had met her, that very first impression: smaller than he’d imagined,
clearly younger, although her face was worn, very frail after hospital. He had expected someone brash,
someone who fitted the image of a woman willing to give away a baby. He had realised, after only
an hour in her company, that his preconceived notions were simplistic. That was an eventuality he
had not taken into account. He lived his life with clean lines, no room for all those grey areas that
could turn stark reality into a sludgy mess. But he had heard her gentle voice and, hard as he had
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tried not to be swayed, he had found himself hovering on the brink of needing to know more before
he made his final judgement.

Not that anything she had said had been of any importance. The three of them had sat on that
first evening and had dinner while Brianna had fussed and clucked and his mother had smiled with
warm sympathy and complained about her garden and the winter vegetables which would sadly be
suffering from negligence.

She had asked him about himself. He had looked at her and wondered where his dark eyes and
colouring came from. She was slight and blonde with green eyes. At one point, she had murmured
with a faraway expression that he reminded her of someone, someone she used to know, but he had
killed that tangent and moved the conversation along.

Seeing her, meeting her, had made him feel weird, confused, uncomfortable in his own skin.
A thousand questions had reared their ugly heads and he had killed them all by grimly holding on to
his anger. But underneath that anger he had known only too well that the foundations on which he
had relied were beginning to feel shaky. He had no longer known what he should be feeling.

Since that first day, he had seen her, though, only in brief interludes and always with Brianna
around. Much of the time she spent in her bedroom. She was an avid reader. He had had to reacquaint
himself with literature in an attempt to keep his so-called writer occupation as credible as possible.
He had caught himself wondering what books she enjoyed reading.

On his last trip to London, he had brought with him a stack of books and had been surprised to
discover that, after a diet of work-related reading, the fiction and non-fiction he had begun delving
into had not been the hard work he had expected. And at least he could make a halfway decent job
of sounding articulate on matters non-financial.

Where this was going to lead, he had no idea.
He headed downstairs and pulled up short at the sight of Bridget sitting in the small lounge

set aside from the bar area, which Brianna had turned into her private place if she didn’t want to
remain in her bedroom.

Because of Bridget, the pub now had slightly restricted opening and closing hours. He assumed
that that was something that could only be achieved in a small town where all the regulars knew what
was going on and would not be motivated to take their trade elsewhere—something that would have
been quite tedious, as ‘elsewhere’ was not exactly conveniently located to get to by foot or on a bike.

‘Leo!’
Leo paused, suddenly indecisive at being confronted by his mother without Brianna around as

an intermediary. She was sitting by the large bay window that overlooked the back garden and the
fields behind the pub. Her fair hair was tied back and the thin, gaunt lines of her face were accentuated
so that she resembled a wraith.

‘Brianna’s still out.’ She patted the chair facing hers and motioned to him to join her. ‘We
haven’t chatted very much at all. Why don’t you have a cup of tea with me?’

Leo frowned, exasperated at his inability to take control of the situation. Did he want to talk to
his mother on a one-to-one basis? Why did he suddenly feel so...vulnerable and at odds with himself
at the prospect? Wasn’t this why he had descended on this back-of-nowhere town in the first place?
So things had not turned out quite as he had anticipated, but wasn’t it still on his agenda to find out
what the woman was like?

He was struck by the unexpectedly fierce urge to find out what had possessed her to throw
him to the wolves.

He thought that perhaps the facade she portrayed now was a far cry from the real person lurking
underneath, and he hardened himself against the weak temptation to be swept along into thinking
that she was innocent, pathetic and deserving of sympathy. Could it be that, without Brianna there
to impress, her true colours would be revealed?

‘I think I’ll have black coffee myself. Would you like to switch to coffee?’
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‘No, my dear, my pot of tea will be fine, although perhaps you could refresh the hot water. I
feel exhausted if I’m on my feet for too long and I’ve been far too active today for my own good.’

He was back with a mug of coffee and the newly refreshed pot of tea which he rested on the
table by her, next to the plate of biscuits which were untouched.

‘I’m so glad I’ve caught you on your own,’ she murmured as soon as he had taken a seat next to
her. ‘I feel I barely know you and yet Brianna is so taken with you after such a short space of time.’

‘When you say “taken with me”...’ He had told Brianna that he saw it as his duty to keep an
eye on her houseguest, to scope her out, because a houseguest with a mysteriously absent past was
not a houseguest to be trusted. Was the houseguest doing the same with him? He almost laughed
out loud at the thought. As always when he was in her company, he had to try not to stare, not to
try and find similarities...

‘She’s, well, I suppose you know about...’
‘About the guy who broke her heart when she was at university?’
‘She’s locked herself away for years, has expressed no interest in any kind of love life at all.

I’ve always thought it sad for someone so young and caring and beautiful, that she wouldn’t be able
to share those qualities with a soul mate.’

Leo said something and nothing. He looked at the cane leaning against the chair and wondered
what it must feel like to be relatively young and yet require the assistance of a walking stick.

‘If you don’t mind my asking, how old are you, Bridget?’
Bridget looked at him in surprise. ‘Why do you ask?’
Leo shrugged and sipped his coffee.
‘Not yet fifty,’ Bridget said quietly. ‘Although I know I look much, much older.’ She glanced

away to stare through the window and he could see the shine of unshed tears filming her eyes.
In his head, he was doing the maths.
‘But we weren’t talking about me,’ she said softly.
Leo felt a surge of healthy cynicism and thought that if she figured she could disappear behind

a veil of anonymity then she was in for a surprise. There were things he wanted to find out, things
he needed to find out, and he knew himself well—what he wanted, he got, be it money, women or,
in this case, answers. The unsettling hesitancy that had afflicted him off and on, the hesitancy he
hated because he just wasn’t a hesitant person, thankfully disappeared beneath the weight of this new
resolve.

‘Indulge me,’ he said smoothly. ‘I hate one-sided conversations. I especially hate long chats
about myself... I’m a man, after all. Self-expression is a luxury I don’t tend to indulge very often. So,
let’s talk about you for a minute. I’m curious. You’re not yet fifty, you tell me? Seems very young to
have abandoned the lure of city lights for a quiet place like this.’ He still could not quite believe that
she was as young as she said. She looked like a woman in her sixties.

‘What you may call “quiet”, by which I take it you mean “dull”, is what I see as peace.’
‘Brianna said that you’ve been here a while—quite a few years; you must have been even

younger when you decided that you wanted “peace”.’ He couldn’t help thinking that, although their
colouring was different, he had her eyes, the shape of them. He looked away with a frown.

She blushed and for the first time he could see her relative youth peep out from behind the
care-worn features.

‘My life’s been...complicated. Not quite the life I ever expected, matter of fact.’
Curiosity was gnawing at him but he kept his features perfectly schooled, the disinterested

bystander in whom he hoped she would confide. He could feel in his bones that the questions he
wanted answering were about to be answered.

‘Why don’t you talk about it?’ he murmured, resting the cup on the table and leaning towards
her, his forearms resting on his thighs. ‘You probably feel constrained talking to Brianna. In such a
small, close-knit community perhaps you didn’t want your private life to be thrown into the public
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arena?’ He could see her hesitate. Secrets were always burdensome. ‘Not that Brianna would ever be
one to reveal a confidence, but one can never be too sure, I suppose.’

‘And who knows how long I have left?’ Bridget said quietly. She plucked distractedly at the
loose gown she was wearing and stared off through the window as though it might offer up some
inspiration. ‘My health isn’t good: stress, built up over the years. The doctor says I could have another
heart attack at any time. They can’t promise that the next time round won’t be fatal.’ She looked at
him pensively. ‘And I suppose I wouldn’t want to burden Brianna with my life story. She’s a sweet
girl but I would never want to put her in a position of having to express a sympathy she couldn’t feel.’

Or pass judgement which would certainly mean the end of your happy times with her, Leo
thought with another spurt of that healthy cynicism, cynicism he knew he had to work at.

‘But I don’t come from here...’ he encouraged in a low voice.
‘I grew up in a place not dissimilar to this,’ she murmured. ‘Well, bigger, but not by a lot.

Everybody knew everybody else. All the girls knew the boys they would end up marrying. I was
destined for Jimmy O’Connor; lived two doors away. His parents were my parents’ best friends. In
fact, we were practically born on the same day, but that all went up the spout when I met Robbie
Cabrera. Roberto Cabrera.’

Leo stilled. ‘He was Spanish?’
‘Yes. His father had come over for a temporary job on a building site ten miles out of town.

Six months. He was put into our school and all the girls went mad for him. I used to be pretty once,
when I was a young girl of fifteen...you might not guess it now.’ She sighed and looked at him with
a girlish smile which, like that blush, brought her buried youth back up to the surface.

‘And what happened?’ Leo was surprised he could talk so naturally, as though he was listening
to someone else’s story rather than his own.

‘We fell madly in love. In the way that you do when you’re young and innocent.’ She shot him
a concerned looked and he hastened to assure her that whatever she told him would stay with him.
Adrenaline was pumping through him. He hadn’t experienced this edge-of-the-precipice feeling in a
very long time. If ever. This was why he was here. The only reason he was here.

From nowhere, he had a vision of Brianna laughing and telling him that there was nothing more
satisfying than growing your own tomatoes in summer, and teasing him that he probably wouldn’t
understand because he probably lived in one of those horrible apartment blocks where you wouldn’t
be able to grow a tomato if your life depended on it.

He thought of himself, picking her up then and hauling her off to his bedroom at a ridiculous
hour after the pub had finally been closed. Thought of her curving, feline smile as she lay on his bed,
half-naked, her small, perfect breasts turning him on until his erection felt painful and he couldn’t
get his clothes off fast enough.

‘Sorry?’ He leaned in closer. ‘You were saying...?’
‘I know. You’re shocked. And I don’t mean to shock you but it’s a relief to talk about this; I

haven’t with anyone. I fell pregnant. At fifteen. My family were distraught, and of course there was
no question of abortion, not that we would have got rid of it. No, Robbie and I were committed to
one another.’

‘Pregnant...’
‘I was still a child myself. We both were. We wanted to keep it but my parents wouldn’t allow

it. I was shipped off to a convent to give birth.’
‘You wanted to keep it?’
‘I never even held it. Never knew if it was a boy or a girl. I returned to Ireland, went back to

school, but from that moment on my parents were lost to me. I had three younger siblings and they
never knew what had happened. Still don’t. Family life was never the same again.’

‘And the father of the child?’
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Bridget smiled. ‘We ran away. His father ended up on a two-year contract. We skipped town
when we were sixteen and headed south. I kept my parents informed of my whereabouts but I couldn’t
see them and they never lived down the shame of what I’d done. I don’t think they cared one way or
the other. Robbie always kept in touch with his parents and in fact, when they moved to London, we
stayed with them for several months before they returned to Spain.’

‘You...ran away...’ For some reason, his normally agile mind seemed to be lagging behind.
‘We were very happy, Robbie and me, for over twenty years until he died in a hit-and-run

accident and then I went back to Ireland. Not back to where I grew up, but to another little town,
and then eventually I came here.’

‘Hit and run...’ The tidal rush of emotions was so intense that he stood up and paced like a
wounded bear, before dropping back into the chair.

‘We never had any more children. Out of respect for the one I was forced to give up for
adoption.’

Suddenly the room felt too small. He felt himself break out in a fine perspiration. Restless
energy poured through him, driving him back onto his feet. His cool, logical mind willed him to stay
put and utter one or two platitudes to bring the conversation to a satisfactory conclusion. But the
chaotic jumble of thoughts filling every corner of his brain was forcing him to pace the room, his
movements uncoordinated and strangely jerky.

He was aware of Bridget saying something, murmuring, her face now turned to the window,
lost in her thoughts.

There was so much to process that he wasn’t sure where to start. So this was the story he had
been waiting for and the ending had not been anticipated. She hadn’t been the convenient stereotype
he had envisaged: she wasn’t the irresponsible no-hoper who had given him away without a backward
glance. And, now that he knew that, what the hell happened next?

He turned to her, saw that she had nodded off and almost immediately heard the sound of
Brianna returning.

‘What’s wrong?’ About to shut the door, Brianna stood still and looked at him with a concerned
frown. She had been out shopping and had had to force herself to take her time, not to hurry back,
because she just wanted to see him, to be with him. ‘Is...is Bridget all right?’ She walked towards him
and he automatically reached out to help her with the bags of shopping. Brianna stifled the warm
thrill that little slice of pretend domesticity gave her.

‘Bridget is fine. She appears to have fallen asleep. Have you ever...?’ Leo murmured, reaching
to cup the nape of her neck so that he could pull her towards him. ‘Thought that you were going in
one direction, only to find that the signposts had been switched somewhere along the way and the
destination you were heading to turned out to be as substantial as a mirage?’

Brianna’s heart skipped a beat. Was he talking about her? she wondered with heightened
excitement. Was he trying to tell her that meeting her had derailed him? She placed her hand flat on
his chest and then slipped it between two buttons to feel his roughened hair.

‘What are you saying?’ she whispered, wriggling her fingers and undoing the buttons so that
she could now see the hard chest against which her fingers were splayed.

‘I’m saying I want to have sex with you.’ And right at that moment it really was exactly what he
wanted. He wanted to drown the clamour of discordant voices in his head and just make love to her.
With the bags of shopping in just one hand, he nudged her towards the kitchen.

‘We can’t!’ But her hands were scrabbling over him, hurrying to undo the buttons of his shirt,
and her breasts were aching in anticipation of being touched by him. ‘Bridget...’

‘Asleep.’ He shut down the associated thoughts that came with mention of her name.
‘I’ve got to start getting ready to open up.’
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‘But not for another half-hour. I assure you...’ They were in the kitchen now and he kicked the
door shut behind him and pushed her towards the wall until she was backed up against it. ‘A lot can
be accomplished in half an hour.’

The low drawl of intent sent delicious shivers racing up and down her spine and she groaned
as he unzipped her jeans and pushed his hand underneath her panties. Frustrated because his big
hand couldn’t do what it wanted to do thanks to the tightness of her jeans, he yanked them down,
and Brianna quickly stepped out of them.

Bridget, she thought wildly, would have another heart attack if she decided to pop into the
kitchen for something. But fortunately her energy levels were still very low and if she was asleep then
she would remain asleep at least for another hour or so.

Her fingers dug into his shoulders and she uttered a low, wrenching groan as he pulled the
crotch of her panties to one side and began rubbing her throbbing clitoris with his finger.

Her panties were damp with her arousal. She gave a broken sigh and her eyelids fluttered. She
could feel him clumsily undoing his trousers and then his thick hardness pushing against her jumper.

This was fast and furious sex.
Where was his cool? Leo was catapulted right back to his days of being a horny teenager lacking

in finesse, except he couldn’t remember, even as a horny teenager, being as wildly out of control as he
was now. He didn’t even bother with taking off her jumper, far less his. He hooked his finger under
her knickers and she completed the job of disposing of them. He could barely get it together to don
protection. His hand was shaking and he swore in frustration as he ripped open the packet.

Then he took her. He hoisted her onto him and thrust into her with a grunt of pleasurable
release. Hands under her buttocks, he pushed hard and heard her little cry of pleasure with intense
satisfaction.

They came together, their bodies utterly united, both of them oblivious to their surroundings.
He dropped her to the ground, his breathing heavy and uncontrolled. ‘Not usually my style.’

But, as he watched her wriggle back into her underwear and jeans, he figured it could well become
part of his repertoire without a great deal of trouble.

‘You look a little hot and flustered.’ He gently smoothed some tendrils of hair away from her
face and Brianna added that tender gesture to the stockpile she was mentally constructing. She felt
another zing of excitement when she thought back to what he had said about his plans not going quite
as he had anticipated. She would have loved nothing more than to quiz him further on the subject,
but she would let it rest for the moment. One thing she had learnt about him was that he was not a
man who could be prodded into saying anything or doing anything unless he wanted to.

‘Right—the bar. I need to get going. I need to check on Bridget.’
Plus a million and one other things that needed doing, including sticking away the stuff she

had bought. All that was running through her head as a byline to the pleasurable thought of the big
guy behind her admitting to wanting more than a passing fling. A nomad would one day find a place
to stay put, wouldn’t he? That was how it worked. And, if he didn’t want to stay put here, then she
would be prepared to follow him. She knew she would.

Her mind was a thousand miles away, so it took her a few minutes to realise that something
was wrong when she entered the little lounge to check on Bridget.

She should have been in the chair by the window. It was where she always sat, looking out or
reading her book. But she wasn’t there. Her mind moved sluggishly as she quickly scanned the room
and she saw the limp body huddled behind the chair about the same time as Leo did.

It felt like hours but in fact it could only have been a matter of seconds, and Leo was on it before
her brain had really had time to crank into gear. She was aware of him gently inspecting Bridget
while barking orders to her at the same time: make sure the pub was shut; fetch some water; get a
blanket; bring him the telephone because his mobile phone was in his bedroom, then amending that
for her to fetch his mobile phone after all.
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‘I’ll call an ambulance!’
‘Leave that to me.’
Such was his unspoken strength that it didn’t occur to her to do anything but as he said. She shut

the pub. Then it was upstairs to fetch his mobile phone, along with one of the spare guest blankets
which she kept in the airing cupboard, only stopping en route to grab a glass of water from the kitchen.

‘She’s breathing,’ was the first thing he said when she returned. ‘So don’t look so panicked.’ He
gestured to his phone, scrolled down and began dialling a number. She couldn’t quite catch what he
was saying because he had walked over to the window and was talking in a low, urgent voice, his back
to her. Not that she was paying any attention. She was loosely holding Bridget, talking to her in soft
murmurs while trying to assess what the damage was. It looked as though she had fallen, banged her
head against the table and passed out. But, in her condition, what could be the ramifications of that?

‘Right.’ Leo turned to her and slipped the mobile phone into his jeans pocket. ‘It’s taken care of.’
‘Sorry?’
‘It’s under control. The main thing is to keep her still. We don’t know what she’s broken with

that fall.’
‘I’m glad you said that it was a fall. That’s what I thought. Surely that must be less serious than

another heart attack. Is the ambulance on its way? I’ve made sure the “closed” sign’s on the front
door. When I get a chance, I’ll ring round a couple of the regulars and explain the situation.’

Leo hesitated. ‘No ambulance.’
Brianna looked at him, startled. ‘But she’s got to go to hospital!’
‘Trust me when I tell you that I have things under control.’ He squatted alongside them both. The

time of reckoning had come and how on earth had he ever played with the thought that it wouldn’t?
How had he imagined that he would be able to walk away without a backward glance when the time
came?

Of course, he certainly hadn’t reckoned on the time coming in this fashion. He certainly hadn’t
thought that he would be the one rescuing his mother because it now seemed that there was more
conversation left between them.

‘You have things under control?’ Brianna looked at him dubiously. ‘And yet there’s no
ambulance on the way?’

‘I’ve arranged to have her air-lifted to the Cromwell Hospital in London,’ Leo said bluntly.
‘I beg your pardon?’
‘It should be here any minute soon. In terms of timing, it will probably get here faster than an

ambulance would, even an ambulance with its sirens going.’
In the midst of trying to process what sounded like complete gibberish to her, Brianna heard the

distant sound of an overhead aircraft. Landing would be no problem. In fact, there couldn’t have been
a better spot for an air ambulance to land. The noise grew louder and louder until it felt as though it
would take the roof off the pub, and then there was a flurry of activity while she stood back, confused.

She became a mystified bystander as the professionals took over, their movements hurried and
urgent, ferrying Bridget to the aircraft.

Then Leo turned to her. ‘You should come.’
Brianna looked at him in complete silence. ‘Leo...what’s going on?’ How had he managed to do

that? Who on earth could arrange for someone to be airlifted to a hospital hundreds of, miles away?
She had thought that maybe he had been in computers, but had he been in the medical field? Surely
not. She was uneasily aware that there were great, big gaps in her knowledge about him but there was
little time to think as she nodded and was hurried along to the waiting aircraft.

‘I don’t have any clothes.’
‘It’s not a problem.’
‘What do you mean, it’s not a problem?’
‘We haven’t got time to debate this. Let’s go.’
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Brianna’s head was full of so many questions, yet something in her resisted asking any of them.
Instead she said weakly, as they were lifted noisily into the air and the aircraft swung sharply away,
leaving the pub behind, ‘Do you think she’ll be all right?’ And then, with a tremulous laugh, because
the detachment on his dark face filled her with a dreadful apprehension, ‘I guess this would make a
fantastic scene in your book...’

Leo looked at her. She was huddled against him and her open, trusting face was shadowed
with anxiety.

This was a relationship that was never going to last. They had both been aware of that from
the very start. He had made the position perfectly clear. So, in terms of conscience, he was surely
justified in thinking that his was completely clear? But it still took a great deal of effort to grit his
teeth and not succumb to a wave of unedited, pure regret for what he knew now lay on the horizon.
But this wasn’t the time to talk about any of this so he chose to ignore her quip about the book that
was as fictitious as the Easter Bunny.

‘I think she’ll be fine but why take chances?’
‘Leo...’
‘We’ll be at the hospital very shortly, Brianna.’ He sighed deeply, pressed his thumbs against

his eyes and then rested his head against the upright, uncomfortable seat. ‘We’ll talk once Bridget’s
settled in hospital.’

Brianna shivered as he looked away to stare out of the window but she remained silent; then
there wasn’t much time to do any thinking at all as everything seemed to happen at once and with
impressive speed.

Once again she stood helplessly on the sidelines and watched as the machinery of the medical
world took over. She had never seen anything like it and she was even more impressed at Leo’s
handling of the situation, the way he just seemed to take charge, the way he knew exactly what to
do and the way people appeared to listen to him in a way she instinctively knew they wouldn’t have
to anyone else.

Like a spare part, she followed him into the hospital, which was more like a hotel than anything
else, a hotel filled with doctors and nurses, somewhere designed to inspire confidence. The smallness
of her life crowded her as she watched, nervously torn between wanting to get nearer to Bridget, who
had now been established in a room of her own, and wanting to stay out of the way just in case she
got mown down by the crisp efficiency of everyone bustling around their new patient.

It felt like ages until Bridget was examined, wheeled off for tests and examined again. Leo was
in the thick of it. She, on the other hand, kept her distance and at one point was firmly ushered to a
plush waiting room, gently encouraged to sit, handed a cappuccino and informed that she would help
matters enormously if she just relaxed, that everything was going to be perfectly fine.

How on earth was she supposed to relax? she wondered. Not only was she worried sick, but
alongside all her concerns about her friend other, more unsettling ideas were jostling in her head like
pernicious, stinging insects trying to get a hold.

She was dead on her feet by the time Leo finally made an appearance and he, too, looked
haggard. Brianna half-rose and he waved her back down, pulled one the chairs across and sat opposite
her, legs apart, his arms resting loosely on his thighs.

More than anything else, she wanted to reach out and smooth away the tired lines around his
eyes and she sat on her hands to avoid giving in to the temptation which here, and now, seemed
horribly inappropriate.

‘Leo, what’s going on?’
‘The main thing is that Bridget is going to be okay. It seems she stood up and fell as she was

reaching for her cane. She banged her head against the edge of the table and knocked herself out.
They’ve done tests to make sure that she suffered no brain damage and to ascertain that the shock
didn’t affect her heart.’ He looked at her upturned face and flushed darkly.
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‘I’m amazed you rushed into action like that when she could have just gone to the local hospital.’
She reached out tentatively to touch his arm and he vaulted upright and prowled through the shiny,
expensive waiting room of which they were the only occupants.

‘Brianna...’ He paused to stare down at her and all of a sudden there was no justification
whatsoever for any of the lies he had told. It didn’t matter whether they had been told in good faith,
whether the consequences had been unforeseen. Nor did the rights and wrongs of sleeping with the
girl, now staring up at him, come into play.

‘It’s late. You need to get some rest. But more importantly we have to talk...’
‘Yes.’ Why was she so reluctant to hear what he had to say? Where was that gut reaction coming

from?
‘I’m going to take you back to my place.’
‘I beg your pardon? You still have a place in London? What place? I thought you might have

sold that—you know?—to do your travelling.’
Leo shook his head and raked his fingers through his dishevelled hair. ‘I think when we get

there,’ he said on a heavy sigh, ‘some of the questions you’re asking yourself might begin to fall into
place.

CHAPTER SEVEN
BRIANNA’S FIRST SHOCK was when they emerged from the hospital and Leo immediately

made a call on his mobile which resulted, five minutes later, in the appearance of a top-of-the range
black Range Rover. It paused and he opened the back door for her and stood aside to allow her to
slide into the luxurious leather seat.

Suddenly she was seeing him in a whole new light. He was still wearing the jeans in which he
had travelled, a long-sleeved jumper and one of the old coats which he had found in a cupboard at
the back of the pub and which he had adopted because it was well lined. But even with this casual
clothing he now seemed a different person. He was no longer the outdoor guy with that slow, sexy
smile that dragged on her senses. There was a harshness to his face that she was picking up for the
first time and it sent a shiver of apprehension racing up and down her spine.

The silence stretched on and on as the car slowly pulled away from the kerb and began heading
into central London.

When she looked over to him, it was to quail inwardly at the sight of the forbidding cast of
his features, so she pretended to be absorbed in the monotonous, crowded London landscape of
pavements and buildings.

It was very late but, whereas in Ireland the night sky would be dense and black at this hour and
the countryside barely visible, here the streetlights illuminated everything. And there were people
around: little groups shivering on the pavements, the odd business man in a suit and, the further
towards the centre of London the car went, the busier the streets were.

Where one earth were they going? So he had a house in London. Why had he never mentioned
that? Her mind scrabbled frantically to come up with some logical reason why he might have kept
it a secret. Perhaps he was in the process of selling it. Everyone knew that it could take for ever to
sell a property and, if he was selling it, then maybe he thought that there was no point mentioning
it at all. But when she glanced surreptitiously at his forbidding profile, all the excuses she tried to
formulate in her head withered and died.

‘Where are we going? I know you said your house, but where exactly is that?’
Leo shifted and angled his body so that he was facing her. Hell, this was a total mess; he could

only lay one-hundred per cent of the blame for that at his own door. He had behaved like a stupid
fool and now he was about to be stuck handling the fallout.

Brianna was a simple country girl. He had known that the second he had seen her. She might
have had the grit and courage to single-handedly run a pub, but emotionally she was a baby, despite
her heartbreak. She was just the sort of woman he should have steered clear from, yet had he? No.

#uebdea82e-583e-5b01-b18c-6e6e9709d662
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He had found that curious blend of street-wise savvy and trusting naivety irresistible. He had wanted
her and so he had taken her. Of course, she had jumped in to the relationship eyes wide open, yet
he couldn’t help but feel that the blame still lay entirely on his shoulders. He had been arrogant and
selfish and those qualities, neither of which had caused him a moment’s concern in the past, now
disgusted him.

He harked back to his conversation with Bridget. Before it had turned to the illuminating matter
of her past, she had wanted to talk to him about Brianna, had opened the subject by letting on that
Brianna hadn’t been involved with anyone since her loser boyfriend from university had dumped her.
Leo now followed the path of that conversation which had never got off the starting blocks as it
turned out.

Had she been on the brink of confiding just how deeply Brianna was involved with him?
Of course she had been! Why kid himself? He might have laid down his ground rules and told

her that he was not in the market for involvement, but then he had proceeded to demonstrate quite
the opposite in a hundred and one ways. He couldn’t quite figure out how this had happened, but it
had, and the time had come to set the matter straight.

‘Knightsbridge,’ he told her, already disliking himself for the explanation he would be forced to
give. Less than twenty-four hours ago they had been making love, fast, furious love, her legs wrapped
around him, as primitive and driven as two wild animals in heat. The memory of it threatened to
sideswipe him and, totally inexplicably, he felt himself harden, felt his erection push painfully against
his zip so that he had to shift a little to alleviate the ache.

‘Knightsbridge. Knightsbridge as in Harrods, Knightsbridge?’ The last time Brianna had been
to London had been three years ago, and before that when she had been going out with Daniel. She
would have had to be living on another planet not to know that Knightsbridge was one of the most
expensive parts of London, if not the most expensive.

‘That’s right.’ On cue, the gleaming glass building in which his duplex apartment was located
rose upwards, arrogantly demanding notice, not that anyone could fail to pay attention and salute its
magnificence.

He nodded towards it, a slight inclination of his head, and Brianna, following his eyes, gasped
in shock.

‘My apartment’s there,’ he told her and he watched as the colour drained away from her face
and her eyes widened to huge, green saucers.

Before she could think of anything to say, the chauffeur-driven Range Rover was pulling
smoothly up in front of the building and she was being ushered out of the car, as limp as a rag doll.

She barely noticed the whoosh of the lift as it carried them upwards. Nor did she take in any
of her surroundings until she was finally standing in his apartment, a massive, sprawling testimony
to the very best money could buy.

With her back pressed to the door, she watched as he switched on lights with a remote control
and dropped blinds with another remote before turning to her with his thumbs hooked into the pockets
of his jeans.

They stared at each other in silence and he finally said, the first to turn away, ‘So this is where
I live. There are five bedrooms. It’s late; you can hit the sack now in one of them, or we can talk’

‘You actually own this place?’ Her gaze roamed from the slate flooring in the expansive hall
to the white walls, the dark wood that replaced the slate and the edge of a massive canvas she could
glimpse in what she assumed would be another grand space—maybe his living room.

‘I own it.’ He strolled through into the living area, which had been signposted by that glimpse
of wall art. Following behind him, Brianna saw that it was a massive piece of abstract art and that
there were several others on the walls. They provided the only glimpse of colour against a palette that
was uniformly white: white walls, white rug against the dark wooden floor, white leather furniture.
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‘I thought you were broke.’ Brianna dubiously eyed the chair to which she was being directed.
She yawned and he instantly told her that she should get some rest.

‘I’d prefer to find out what’s going on.’
‘In which case, you might need a drink.’ He strolled towards a cabinet and she looked around

her, only to refocus as he thrust a glass with some amber liquid into her hand.
He sat down next to her and leaned forward, cradling his drink while he took in her flushed

face. He noticed that she couldn’t meet his eyes and he had to steel himself against a wave of sickening
emotion.

‘We should never have slept together,’ he delivered abruptly and Brianna’s eyes shot to his.
‘What do you mean?’
‘I mean...’ He swirled his drink round and then swallowed a long mouthful. Never had he

needed a swig of alcohol more. ‘When I arrived in Ballybay, it was not my intention to get involved
with anyone. It was something that just seemed to happen, but it could have and should have been
prevented. I blame myself entirely for that, Brianna.’

Hurt lanced through Brianna. Was this the same guy about whom she had been nurturing silly,
girlish daydreams involving an improbable future? One where he stuck his hat on the door and decided
to stay put, so that they could explore what they had? She felt her colour rise as mortification kicked
in with a vengeance.

‘And why is that?’
‘Because I knew you for what you were, despite what you said. You told me that you were

tough, that you weren’t looking for anything committed, that you wanted nothing more from me than
sex, pure and simple. I chose to believe you because I was attracted to you. I chose to ignore the
voice of reason telling me that you weren’t half as tough as you claimed to be.’ Even now—and he
could see her stiffening as she absorbed what he was saying—there was still a softness to her mouth
that belied anything hard.

He found that he just couldn’t remain sitting next to her. He couldn’t feel the warmth she was
radiating without all his thoughts going into a tailspin.

‘I’m pretty tough, Leo. I’ve been on my own for a long time and I’ve managed fine.’
Leo prowled through the room, barely taking in the exquisite, breathtakingly expensive

minimalist décor, and not paying a scrap of attention to the Serpentine glittering hundreds of metres
in the distance, a black, broad stripe beyond the bank of trees.

‘You’ve taken over your father’s pub,’ he said heavily, finishing the rest of his drink in one long
gulp and dumping the glass on the low, squat table between the sofa and the chairs. It was of beaten
metal and had cost the earth. ‘You know how to handle hard work, but that’s not what I’m talking
about and we both know that. I told you from the start that I was just passing through and that hasn’t
changed. Not for me. I’m...I’m sorry.’

‘I understood the rules, Leo.’ Her cheeks were stinging and her hands didn’t want to keep still.
She had to grip the glass tightly to stop them from shaking. ‘I just don’t get...’ she waved her hand to
encompass the room in which they were sitting, with its floor-to-ceiling glass windows, its expensive
abstract art and weirdly soulless, uncomfortable furniture ‘...all of this. What sort of job did you have
before?’

Leo sighed and rubbed his eyes. It was late to begin this conversation. It didn’t feel like the
right time, but then what would be the right time? In the morning? The following afternoon? A not-
so-distant point in the future? There was no right time.

‘No past tense, Brianna.’
‘Sorry?’
‘There’s no past tense. I never gave my job up.’ He laughed mirthlessly at the notion of any such

thing ever happening. He was defined by his work, always had been. Apart from the past few weeks,
when he had played truant for the first time in his life.
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‘You never gave your job up...but...?’
‘I run a very large and very complex network of companies, Brianna. I’m the boss. I own them.

My employees report to me. That’s why I can afford all of this, as well as a house in the Caribbean,
an apartment in New York and another in Hong Kong. Have another sip of that drink. It’ll steady
your nerves. It’s a lot to take in, and I’m sorry about that, but like I said I never anticipated getting in
so deep...I never thought that I would have to sit here and have this conversation with you, or anyone
else, for that matter.’

Brianna took a swig of the brandy he had poured for her and felt it burn her throat. She had
a thousand angry questions running through her head but they were all silenced by the one, very
big realisation—he had lied to her. She didn’t know why, and she wasn’t even sure that it mattered,
because nothing could change the simple truth that he had lied. She felt numb just thinking about it.

‘So you’re not a writer.’
‘Brianna, I’m sorry. No. The last time I did any kind of creative writing was when I was in

school, and even then it had never been one of my stronger subjects.’ She wasn’t crying and somehow
that made it all the harder. He had fired a lot of people in his time, had told aspiring employees that
their aspirations were misplaced, but nothing had prepared him for what he was feeling now.

‘Right.’
Unable to keep still, he sprang to his feet and began pacing the room. His thoughts veered

irrationally, comparing the cold, elegant beauty of his sitting room and the warm, untidy cosiness
of the tiny lounge at the back of her pub, and he was instantly angry with himself for allowing that
small loss of self-control.

He had had numerous girlfriends in the past. He had always told them that commitment wasn’t
an option and, although quite a few had made the mistake of getting it into their heads that he might
have been lying, he had never felt a moment’s regret in telling the deluded ones goodbye.

‘So what were you doing in Ballybay?’ she asked. ‘Did you just decide on the spur of the
moment that you needed a break from...from the big apartment with the fancy paintings and all those
companies you own? Did you think that you needed to get up close and personal with how the other
half lives?’

She laughed bitterly. ‘Poor Leo. What a blow to have ended up stuck in my pub with no mod
cons, having to clear snow and help with the washing up. How you must have missed your flash car
and designer clothes! I bet you didn’t bank on having to stick around for as long as you did.’

‘Sarcasm doesn’t suit you.’
But he had flushed darkly and was finding it difficult to meet her fierce, accusatory green-eyed

stare. ‘I’m sorry,’ Brianna apologised with saccharine insincerity. ‘I find it really hard to be sweet and
smiling when I’ve just discovered that the guy I’ve been sleeping with is a liar.’

‘Which never made our passion any less incendiary.’
Her eyes tangled with his and she felt the hot, slow burn of an unwitting arousal that made her

ball her hands into angry fists. Unbelievable: her body responding to some primitive vibe that was
still running between them like a live current that couldn’t be switched off.

‘Why did you bother to make up some stupid story about being a writer?’ she flung at him.
‘Why didn’t you say that you were just another rich businessman who wanted to spend a few days
slumming it and winding down? Why the fairy story? Was that all part of the let’s adopt a different
persona?’ She kept her eyes firmly focused on his face but she was still taking in the perfection of the
whole, the amazing body, the strong arms, the length of his legs. Knowing exactly what he looked
like underneath the clothes didn’t help. ‘Well?’ she persisted in the face of his silence.

‘The story is a little more complex than a bid to take time out from my life here...’
‘What do you mean?’ She was overwhelmed by a wave of giddiness. She couldn’t tear her eyes

away from his face and she found that she was sitting ramrod erect, as rigid as a plank of wood, her
hands positioned squarely on her knees.
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‘There was a reason I came to Ballybay.’ Always in control of all situations, Leo scowled
at the unpleasant and uncustomary sensation of finding himself on the back foot. Suddenly the
clinical, expensive sophistication of his surroundings irritated the hell out of him. It was an unsuitable
environment in which to be having this sort of highly personal conversation. But would ‘warm and
cosy’ have made any difference? He had to do what he had to do. That was just the way life was.
She would be hurt, but she was young and she would get over it. It wasn’t as though he had made her
promises he had had no intention of keeping!

He unrealistically told himself that she might even benefit from the experience. She had not
had a lover for years. He had crashed through that icy barrier and reintroduced her to normal, physical
interaction between two people; had opened the door for her to move forward and get back out there
in the real world, find herself a guy to settle down with...

That thought seemed spectacularly unappealing and he jettisoned it immediately. No point
losing track of the moment and getting wrapped up in useless speculation and hypotheses.

‘A reason?’
‘I was looking for someone.’ He sat heavily on the chair facing hers and, as her posture was

tense and upright, so his was the exact opposite as he leaned towards her, legs wide apart, his strong
forearms resting on his thighs. He could feel her hurt withdrawal from him and it did weird things
to his state of mind.

‘Who?’
‘It might help if I told you a little bit about myself, Brianna.’
‘You mean aside from the lies you’ve already told me?’
‘The lies were necessary, or at least it seemed so at the time.’
‘Lies are never necessary.’
‘And that’s a point we can possibly debate at a later date. For now, let me start by telling you

that I was adopted at birth. It’s nothing that is a state secret, but the reason I came to Ballybay is
because I traced my birth mother a few years ago and I concluded that finding her was something
I had to do. Not while my adoptive parents were still alive. I loved them very much; I would never
have wanted to hurt them in any way.’
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