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Prologue

 


Funerals should be held only on cold, rainy,
miserable days. With the wind whistling through spiny branches
while the specter of the dead greeted one more to their ghostly
vigilance. They should not be on hot, sunny days in the
middle of the week.

Instead of holding an umbrella, Liam wore
sunglasses. Sweat ran down his lower back, into the waistband of
his tailored slacks, and he mentally patted himself on the back for
remembering deodorant. It was too humid to be standing outside long
after the funeral had ended, but he found it difficult to drag
himself away from the grave. Once the guests had left the ceremony,
attendants had lowered the casket into the ground. It was odd to
think of his mother as merely a shell being inside the darkness of
that rectangular box because she’d been a vivacious woman. Bigger
than life. The toast of Broadway at one time, or so she’d been fond
of telling him in one of her drunken moments, along with reminding
him how he’d stolen her youth and figure. Everything had always
been Liam’s fault, including how his father had turned to other
women to satisfy the itch his wife couldn’t scratch. It had been a
tremendous relief when his father had finally sent him away to
boarding school.

Liam knew he should feel something for the
woman resting in the ground. The hollowness in his heart scared
him. Why he remained by her grave he wasn’t sure. It wasn’t like
she was going to pop up out of the ground with a bottle of
champagne and announce it was all a big joke. That her death had
been greatly exaggerated. Yet there he stood, staring at her
picture that marked where her head stone would eventually be
placed, trying to dredge up some type of feeling.

Yet … all he seemed to be was a forty year
old man with mommy issues.

“Liam,” came a deep voice behind him.

Startled, Liam turned and recognized his
mother’s lawyer, Roger Banks. Shocked, he didn’t move when Roger
walked up to him and put his arms around him for a quick hug. Since
he wasn’t as tall as Liam, the move was slightly awkward. Liam
didn’t know what to do in return since there had never been more
than professional reserve between them. He simply stood there, arms
hanging limply at his side.

When Roger pulled back, Liam unconsciously
straightened his black tie. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m here on your mother’s behalf,” Roger
replied softly. “She left strict instructions upon her death that I
present to you these papers.”

He held up a manilla envelope. Liam looked
at them disdainfully.

“Instructions that couldn’t wait?” he asked,
having a weird feeling whatever lay inside that envelope wasn’t
good at all.

“This was a matter she didn’t want to keep
from you any longer.”

Liam snorted. “What of any of her issues
could I possibly care about?”

“Listen, I know how you felt about her—”

“I feel nothing for her.” Liam
clenched his fists, trying to keep his anger at bay. Even in death
she managed to drive him crazy.

“Really? Is that the reason why you’ve been
standing here while the paparazzi have been taking your picture
from behind that row of bushes?”

Liam glanced over and saw the numerous
cameras angled in his direction. He hadn’t even known they were
there. Liam sighed and for a moment, let his shoulders slump. Out
of anybody in the world, perhaps Roger knew his anger with his
mother the best. The lawyer had been present during many arguments
his mother had started, threatening to cut him out of her will. Not
that he cared. He had enough money from his father’s inheritance to
keep him in the lap of luxury the rest of his life, if he so
wished. The final fight had been only last month. She’d gone into a
drunken tirade and threatened to spill all the dirty secrets from
her marriage with his father. Liam had no interest in the past and
vowed never to see her again.

Two weeks later the police had come to his
door.

“I’m very sorry to inform you that your
mother was found dead in her home.”

The words reverberated around in his head
like a horrid game of ping pong he couldn’t escape. He vacillated
between anger at her stupidity for drinking herself to death, and
soul crushing sadness for a life wasted.

“You’re right,” he admitted softly. “I hated
her when I was growing up. But now, well, I’m simply apathetic. Or
at least, I’m trying very hard to be apathetic.”

“She was still your mother.”

Liam shook his head sharply. “No. She was
the woman who gave birth to me. She forfeited the right to be my
mother a long time ago. I mean, the media is awash with news of how
she died. Drowning in her own vomit … is there anything more
pathetic than a drunk?”

“It’s a disease,” Roger said soothingly.

“That’s an excuse.”

For a long moment they stood side by side,
silent. Then Roger turned toward him and held up the sealed
envelope. “You need to read this.”

Immediately, Liam began to shake his head.
“If it’s about her will, I don’t care—”

“It’s not,” Roger cut in. “There are things
you don’t know. Things about your father you should be aware
of.”

 Liam frowned.
Patrick Markwood had been a giant in the realty business of New
York City during the ’eighties and ’nineties. He’d built up an
empire by the time he’d turned sixty, only to have a stroke before
he got to enjoy the fruits of his labor. He’d died two years later,
after living like an invalid in a high-end rehabilitation
facility.

It made Liam vow to never have a
relationship that toxic. Not in love and certainly not in business.
He had sold off his father’s shares, not wanting anything to do
with realty. Liam took the envelope, holding it up.

“Is this one more obvious attempt to vilify
my dad? Because I can assure you, I know how fucking awful he was.
They were two of the most toxic people I knew.”

Roger shook his head. “I don’t think this is
the best place to get into it.”

He gave another purposeful glance over at
the paparazzi.

Liam nodded. “Very well. You need me to come
sign papers or something?”

“Yes, but those can wait a few days. Read
over that report first and if you have any questions, you can give
me a call.” He went to turn away, hesitated, and frowned. “Your
mother was … complicated. Your father’s infidelities cut her deep.
But despite all her faults, under her sadness and rage, she really
did love you, Liam.”

“Her love was a fucking mess,” Liam
muttered. “She turned me into a fucking mess. For my own
sanity, I don’t want any part of that.”

Roger gave a heavy nod, as if he carried a
large burden upon his shoulders. Liam figured he probably did. It
couldn’t have been easy being the lawyer for a woman like his
mother. Clutching the envelope he turned and finally left the
cemetery, and he wondered if he’d ever return.


Chapter One

 


Two weeks later

Liam ran a hand over his neatly trimmed
hair, the heavily moussed strands stiff under his fingers. He had
finished signing papers on a business deal he’d been working on for
a while, and it felt good to dot all the Is and cross all the Ts.
He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes as weariness washed
over him. He wasn’t sure if he was ready to get back into another
acquisition. Perhaps he should take a vacation.

Opening his eyes, his gaze fell on the
envelope that Roger had given him at the grave site. After reaching
his office after the funeral, he had promptly ignored whatever
information was inside. Something from a private investigator, but
Liam had no curiosity over why his mother had felt the need to hire
one.

“I’m leaving,” his assistant, Cheryl, said
as she poked her head in the doorway.

“Okay,” he said. “Have a good weekend.”

“You, too.”

She smiled and twirled her fingers before
sashaying her way out the door. He stared after her, knowing she
wouldn’t turn away his advances should he initiate them. She’d
certainly given him enough sly glances and lingering cleavage
shots. However, he never mixed business with pleasure, not to
mention that he simply had no desire for Cheryl. His dick lay as
uninterested as watching grass grow.

He straightened up his desk, putting away
the pens and notepads that he’d grabbed through the day. Organizing
his papers and folders. Gathering his trash and depositing it into
the larger receptacle outside. He was a firm believer that
everything had its place. Once he was satisfied his office was back
to the neat and tidy setting he preferred, he gathered his
briefcase and placed the proposals for the next possible merger
inside it. Once again, the manilla envelope caught his attention.
He stopped and sighed, wishing he could ignore it. The damn thing
was an albatross around his neck. Deciding to get it over with, he
grabbed it at the last moment.

An hour later he walked into his condo on
West 45th Street, a luxurious two bedroom located between Hudson
River Park and Midtown Manhattan. He’d moved in only a few months
prior because he liked the high efficiency of the residential
oasis. The white-on-white color palate gave him a sense of order.
Of peace.

His housekeeper had left him chicken in the
refrigerator, and he ate it without heating it up. He placed the
plastic container in the dishwasher knowing she would take care of
things in the morning.

Cranking up the shower to as hot as he could
stand, he let the steam wash away the tension that had gripped him
for the past couple of weeks. He’d like to blame it on the merger
he’d just finished, but he couldn’t lie to himself. The damn
manilla envelope had followed him around, going from desk to
briefcase, to home
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