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What happens when a billionaire finds out he has a secret love child? Find out in this sizzling collection of billionaire romance novels by USA Today bestselling author Shadonna Richards.

The Billionaire’s Lost & Found Love: A Secret Baby Holiday Romance (Cole & Hope) – Billionaires of Belmont Book 4

The Billionaire’s Baby: A Friends-to-Lovers Secret Baby Romance (Jules & Amber) – The Romero Brothers Book 5
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Hot and single hotel heir, Cole Belmont, wants more than anything to honor his dying father’s last wish to see him settle down with the love of his life. But love will never be on the agenda for him again since his ex-fiancée, Hope Morgan, walked out of his life and fled Belmont three years ago—without so much as a reason why, along with any dreams Cole had of true love and happily ever after. But when Hope mysteriously returns, his whole world is turned upside down again. Can Cole ever forgive her?

Hope Morgan has messed up in her life—really bad. She’s fleeing from her past. A dark secret threatens to ruin her chances for a future of happiness with any man, but it is Cole Belmont she really wants. Hope returns to Belmont with her young daughter, but she still can’t come clean about what she did many years earlier...lives could be ruined—including Cole’s. Is it true that “all you need is love”?  Can love keep Cole and Hope together and protect her from her secret past?

Meet the Belmont family of the affluent Belmont waterfront community...

Desperate to see his sons settle down, especially after he’d been given six months to a year to live, elderly hotel magnate and family patriarch Jonah E. Belmont, III gives his sons a bucket list challenge. They each must wed—or at least be in a stable, loving relationship before he passes on and in order to keep their inheritance in the prestigious Belmont Hotels & Resorts legacy. Only his sons are not too convinced about getting married for any reason and vow to remain single...and safe from heartbreak.

Read book 4 in Billionaires of Belmont Series... Cole & Hope’s story 
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Chapter 1

[image: image]





“And in the end, it's not the years in your life that count. It's the life in your years.”


— Abraham Lincoln

“I’m cutting you out of my will, son,” Jonah Belmont, III, said to Cole. The old man sat by the stone fireplace in the study by the wall of oak bookshelves, his chin up and his lips defiantly thinned.

“You’re doing what?” Cole didn’t think he heard his father correctly. He knew his old man could play jokes on his sons once in a while, but this?

“You heard me,” Jonah assured in the midst of one of the Belmont family’s weekly meetings.

“Now, Dad, you’re not serious,” Chase chimed in to his brother’s defense.

“I am serious. I know you want to come to your brother’s aid, Chase, but I’m very serious. Look at you all. Five sons and you all know how important it is for me to fulfill my last wish that you all settle down in order to live satisfying lives with meaning. I don’t want any playboys running the Belmont Empire when I’m gone. The doctor gave me six months to a year to live and the year is almost up.”

“But you’re in stable condition, Jonah. You might very well outlive that prognosis,” his sister, Aunt Maya, said with hope. “At least Chase, Dane and Brandon are married or settled down. Leave Cole and Leo alone. They’re still young. They’ll meet the right girls when the time is right.”

“No, I will not. And they’re pushing thirty. That’s not too young. I had a multi-billion dollar empire by that age.”

“Why are you being so stubborn, Jonah?” Aunt Maya challenged, hands on her hips.

“Relationships are what make life worth living,” Jonah proffered, mostly to his sons Cole and Leo. 

For a man who was divorced four times with expensive alimony payments and now was told he had less than six months left to live, Jonah was saying a lot.

“But relationships can also make your life a living hell,” Cole muttered under his breath. He wasn’t referring to his ex-step mothers, but to his own ex-fiancée, who’d torn apart his heart. 

“He’s got a point,” Leo echoed. 

“Did you say something, son?” Jonah said to Cole. The Belmont patriarch was quick with his hearing as he was with his words. But Cole loved his old man. And his heart ached for what he was going through. 

“No.”

“You know the doc says my pancreas might not be what it used to be, but my hearing’s still sharp as a needle. Make no mistake about that,” he said playfully.

“Sorry, Dad. It’s just that...we’ve had this discussion many times. I’m happy for Dane, Brandon and now Chase. I think it’s great they found really amazing women, but...I’ve tried.” Cole’s voice broke off with emotion. Why was he getting so choked up? That bothered him more than anything.

He couldn’t get over how his bachelor brothers had all settled down with the loves of their lives and were truly happy. Their joy was palpable. But Cole also knew that cupid didn’t have enough arrows to get to everyone. And he was sad to say he didn’t think he could ever trust a woman again let alone commit his life to her. His brothers lucked out as far as Cole was concerned. That magic pixie dust wasn’t going to blow in his direction any time soon. His father had better get used to it. As far as Cole was concerned, he would never marry. Ever. He just wasn’t going to take a chance on love again. 

“Not hard enough, apparently. Life is whatever you believe it is, Cole. Stop being so pessimistic. If you think failure, you’ll experience failure. You know that’s not how we run the family business. So why would you run your personal life like that? Don’t be pessimistic. Be optimistic.”

“Realistic, Dad. Not pessimistic.”

“Look,” Jonah picked up the antique family heirloom by the fireplace. It was filled with two boutonnieres and soon to be three. Jonah never ceased to tell the story over and over again of the magic in the bucket that was handed down from his great-grandfather and brought good luck to all Belmont men who placed their wedding flowers inside. “Look at this brass bucket. It’s been a year now since my diagnosis. I begged each of you to honor my last wish to my bucket list challenge for you. In one year, Chase, Dane and Brandon found the loves of their lives. Why do you and Leo feel the need to be defiant?”

“I’m not the one being defiant, Dad.”

“I don’t even have any grandchildren yet. A man at my age—seventy-five! It’s a crying shame.”

“Olivia’s pregnant,” Cole said.

“Yes, that’s true. Dane’s wife is expecting a child in a few months, which is a blessing to this family. But that still doesn’t let you off the hook, young man. What about that nice girl you dated from the office? She was a charming beauty and so intelligent. What was her name? Charity?” 

“Hope,” Cole corrected with a grin. “Her name’s Hope.”  

“Yes, yes. That’s it. Hope. I knew it was one of those virtues.” Jonah cleared his throat. “Well, anyway, you act as if you don’t have a hope in the world sometimes, boy. Everything is not just about work and earning money in this world. You know the old saying that life is a blank canvas.”

“A blank canvas?” Oh, boy, where was his old man going with this one?

“Yes. Relationships are like a blank canvas, and you are the artist. You have the power to create beauty by painting what you feel, what you see and always admiring the beauty of it. Never take it for granted. Cherish and color your relationships with love, son.”

Cole resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Okay, so his father had a way with words. But did he also have a strong point?

“Beautifully said, Jonah,” Brandon said to his father. Brandon often referred to Jonah by his first name since finding out very recently that he was his long lost son.

“Thank you, son,” Jonah acknowledged.

“Dad, I know what you’re saying,” Cole said. “I totally understand. But Hope is no longer in the picture.” 

As much as he’d felt intense pleasure with her and as much as he wanted her back in his life, she walked out on him. He had to forget about any possible future with her. It was over. Finito.

*    *    *  
[image: image]


Later, at an appreciation dinner in the banquet hall at the estate, Cole stood off to the side while guests danced. It was early December. The festive cheer was almost shadowed by news of more financial loss from their investments in Xszykee Financial Inc. The company brought down many of their associates and even dropped their stocks, thanks to fraudulent schemes by the owner and CEO. Charlie Xszykee was going to be serving another twenty years after he’d been found guilty on additional charges. The Xszykee Corp. was now officially dissolved, but many investors lost everything. Luckily, the Belmonts had more wealth that was not tied up in Xszykee Corp. But some of their friends hadn’t fared so well. Their good friends the Romero family also got hit hard but not as hard as others. “I’ve seen a lot in my lifetime,” Jonah Belmont had said of the situation, “but nothing like this. A man’s word was gold back in my day.” They’d trusted Charlie Xszykee with everything over the years and he’d pulled this number on them and other clients. Imagine that. 

Still, Cole was glad his father had not let it affect his health. In all fairness, the boys decided to handle everything and kept most of the news reports away from Jonah’s ears. 

As Cole glanced at his brother Brandon dancing with his lovely new wife, Faith, and his brother Dane dancing with his pregnant wife, Olivia, and his brother Chase, of all people, with his fiancée, Abbi, he could not help but feel a pang of loneliness mixed in with the joy he felt for them. He wished things had worked out differently for him and Hope. Hope was everything to him. What the hell happened between them? How could he have read her so wrong? Those soft, sexy lips of hers on his couldn’t have lied. There was something else. He felt it in his gut. But why the heck didn’t she trust him enough to let him help her? Then she’d ripped his pride to shreds by bailing out on him. She just up and left. Cole swallowed hard after he sipped on a glass of Romero champagne. 

He felt a shadow cross his heart, just thinking of what his beautiful ex-fiancée did. She didn’t just walk out of his life without so much as a word, she trampled on any shred of hope he’d had that love really did happen between two people. She was his right-hand woman. His trusted executive assistant. And she’d been up to something at his office, he’d found out later, but that was another matter altogether. 

Love.

Cole really wanted to believe in true love. But how could he?

Percy Sledge’s When a Man Loves a Woman played over the sound system. That was one of Hope and Cole’s favorite songs, wasn’t it? She’d sung the other version When a Woman Loves a Man. 

Just then, a woman walked by with a rose in her hand and Cole wanted to close his eyes to the memory of Hope and the day when he’d proposed to her...

“Oh, Cole, these flowers are stunning,” Hope had said, a few years ago when he’d given her a dozen beautiful long-stemmed freshly cut roses. She had really teared up at the time. The night before that, they’d had a passionate night of love making again and again right through to the morning. Cole never knew he could last that long but when you had the juice of true love in your veins, nothing was off limits.

“Twelve for you, my beautiful,” he’d told her.

She carefully lowered her nose to each of the beautiful red buds and inhaled their scent, but then she stopped at one. He couldn’t help but grin.

“Oh, no, Cole. I don’t know how to tell you this,” she said, stroking one of the roses. “But the florist gave you a fake one.”

“What? He did?” Cole feigned innocent.

“Yes, but it’s okay. Maybe he ran out of long stemmed red roses and only had eleven so he gave you a fake one. But our love is real, so it doesn’t matter,” she’d said.

“Read the card, beautiful,” he’d told her in his low sexy voice. 

“Okay,” she said and when she did, she cried. The card read, “I’ll love you until the last rose in this bouquet dies.” Of course, one of them would never die. She collapsed into his arms that night, overcome with emotion, and later they’d made sweet love all over again and had vowed to always be together.

Cole could feel his erection springing to attention at the sweet memory of her. God, he missed Hope. And that wonderful thing she did with her lips over his body. He enjoyed pleasuring her the same way, caressing every sensuous curve of her heavenly figure. He loved the soft fullness of her lips and the beautiful sound she made when she came for him.  His mind relived the velvet warmth of her sweet kiss and her generous curves on her body when he made love to her again and again. He admired her in every way. She’d projected an energy and sexiness that undeniably attracted him. She made his blood course through his veins like an awakened river. When she broke off with him and skipped town, he felt an inexplicable void. 

Cole’s trip down memory lane was interrupted by his brother Leo. “Earth to Cole, come in, Cole,” Leo said, holding a cordless phone in one hand.

“Sorry, I must’ve been daydreaming,” Cole confessed.

“I can tell. You’ve got a call, bro. It’s long distance from Lendovia. You might want to take it in the study, away from all the loud music.”

“Lendovia?” Cole’s heart raced. Hope Morgan was from Lendovia. Did she go back? Or was it her father calling again? Her father and she were estranged since she’d left Lendovia six years earlier. She’d refused to talk to her dad or to let him know what was going on, even though he’d paid her fare to come to Canada to study. He told her he wanted her to stay away from a troublesome young man and start a new life. Lendovia was in the middle of a civil war in their Mediterranean country. Apparently, the young man was from a rival state. Cole always wondered if Hope never forgot the guy she’d left behind. When he’d encouraged her to speak with her father, she’d flat out refused. Hope was evasive of the man. Cole was tempted to go digging around in her background but decided against it at the time to respect her privacy. But he wished he’d done that now. She’d only texted him to let him know she was leaving Canada to head to the States after leaving the Belmont Corp, but she was fine. That was over three years ago. 

“Okay,” Cole said, then he took the phone with him out into the corridor. He then walked down the hall towards the study.

“Season’s greetings,” Cole said into the phone.

“Cole Belmont, good to hear your voice again. Season’s greetings to you, too.”

“Julius Morgan. Nice to hear your voice after all these years.” Cole tried to remain courteous.

“Well, we can cease with the pleasantries,” Julius said, getting to the point. “Cole, I’m truly sorry to hear about your father’s diagnosis. I do hope and pray that he’ll respond well to treatment and recover.”

Cole swallowed hard, trying not to get emotional. “Same here,” he said. 

“I think it’s wonderful that you boys are giving him appreciation dinners every chance you get. What a brilliant idea.”

“Thank you.” Cole waited patiently, knowing Julius didn’t usually engage in small talk. 

Julius Morgan was a political and often ruthless businessman in Lendovia and a very powerful one, yet he had strange ways. He often bought people and authority figures in that country, according to rumors. He had fifteen children with different wives—as was accepted in his culture, and he’d shipped his daughter Hope to Canada in hopes that she’d keep away from her boyfriend at the time who was part of a rival state in their warring homeland. He knew full well how men like Julius treated their daughters who “dishonored” the family in any way, yet the man seemed caring enough to want to give his daughter the best he could by sending her away to Canada and paying her college tuition while keeping an eye on her from abroad.

“I haven’t seen or heard from Hope in years and she isn’t returning my letters.”

“Just now you’re realizing this, Julius?”

“Well, the truth is, I haven’t tried to reach her recently. She usually sends me text messages to let me know she is all right, but I haven’t heard from her in ages.”

Cole swallowed hard. God, he hoped she was all right. He would have to get Brandon’s agency on it soon then. But he didn’t want to alarm her father.

“Hope, as you know, is no longer working with Belmont Hotels, Mr. Morgan. I haven’t heard from her in the last three years. But I’m sure she’s all right.” Or he’d make sure about it.

“How can you be sure?”

“She sent me a text a while back saying she was moving to Texas.”

“I see,” he said, sounding less hopeful. “As you know, my country is having trouble with getting visas to visit Canada but I will try to reach there sometime soon when I get travel arrangements sorted out through the embassy.”

“I’m sure she’ll be happy to see you.”

“I hope so.”

Cole ended the call without mentioning he had hoped to ask his permission to marry Hope three and a half years ago, but that was until Hope up and left him, leaving a hole in his heart filled with many unanswered questions.
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Chapter 2
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One week later...

Hope Morgan was a bundle of nerves. 

She could not believe she was back in Belmont. It was early in December. It had been well over a couple of months since she’d moved back. Thanks to her best friend, Jewel, whom she’d met in college and who loaned her money recently, she was able to get a used car and pay the first month’s rent on a place. That was before Jewel’s husband lost his job. Jewel was a stay-at-home mom so currently Jewel and her husband were in a bad spot, living out of a room rented in someone’s house. 

They were all college grads, so what the heck was happening to the economy? Hope even tried to get a job at a fast food joint to make ends meet until a job in her field became available, but she was told she was overqualified. God, she wished she had enough money to rent a proper place, not a crappy excuse for an apartment like the one she had now though she counted her blessings that she was not on the street. Her landlord was a real character always snooping through her things when she wasn’t home. 

“What are you doing going through my stuff?” she’d once confronted him when she caught him in her closet.

“I have a right to inspect your place,” he’d told her.

“Not without notice. And you certainly have no right snooping around in my personal business.”

“You’re late with your rent,” he’d said.

How on earth did she get this way in her life? Hope thought she’d planned everything out the right way. Go to college. Get a degree. Get a job. Get a life. But things weren’t as simple, were they? Especially when you had no one in your family to help you. Her father was out of the question, and sadly when her mother passed away from breast cancer, Hope felt as if she had no one else to turn to in this world. Things must get better, she encouraged herself. 

I will not feel sorry for myself. I can do this. As long as there’s life, there’s hope, right?

She reminded herself of that famous saying by Confucius: "Our greatest glory is not in never falling, but in rising every time we fall." 

She never thought she’d ever return to Belmont. Not in a million years—even if she lived that long. What would people think of her now? Did they know her secret? How long was she going to keep running? What would her life become?

Besides, Texas never quite worked out for her. Hope moved there a few years prior to find work and had used the assumed name Brenda Leslie, but that didn’t pan out. Someone at the firm she’d worked for recognized her. She’d been let go from her contract almost immediately. Of course, they never admitted the real reason to her face. Did they ever? They just scrutinized her every move and if she was a minute late coming into work because of traffic, she’d be documented for that. Never mind if everyone else was an hour late. When a company wanted to get rid of you, they’d use your human weakness against you while ignoring other employees’ weaknesses. They’d magnify your faults and ignore your strengths. They’d even blame you for everything that went wrong in the office. It was hell living under that pressure. 

No matter how sweet Hope tried to be to everyone, they simply didn’t like her. The truth was, she was doing a great job, but they’d found out...about her past.

So moving back to Belmont in Canada was her last resort. 

And seeing Cole Belmont. Sweet lips, Cole Belmont. 

Hope swallowed hard when she thought of Cole. She was lucky Cole took a liking to her and liked her enough not to do a thorough background check on her when she worked for him after she finished college. But she’d earned his trust then—until she broke it.

Her heart turned over in her chest at the thought of seeing him again. Cole was the only man who made her feel as if she were the only woman in the world. That’s why it disturbed her to inadvertently hurt him the way she did, but she had no choice. Things were moving too quickly for her. Hope couldn’t risk him finding out what she’d done during her studies in college. Lives could be ruined. Her lungs squeezed at the chilling thought. Why couldn’t her life have been simpler? 

One silly mistake. 

One night of confusion.

One decision.

A decision she was haunted with for the rest of her life. 

Hope had not one but two overwhelming secrets she was harboring...

The first was that thing she was forced to do back in college to hide her dark past, while she was a student. She was sure Cole would never understand. 

And the second was that she’d found out that she was pregnant after she and Cole broke up.

She looked back to see her daughter sleeping in the car seat in the backseat of her gray Ford Escort.  

The Belmonts were respectable people, rich and powerful and had connections everywhere. Would they understand the choices she had to make? Would they try to take her daughter, Mia, away from her if they found out what Hope did in college before she even met them? Would they wrongly label her unfit to care for a Belmont child? She didn’t want to think about it. They were good people but she’d been less than honest with them because she felt she had no choice. The very thought of what Cole’s family might do made her head spin.  

One step at a time, Hope.

Still, she had no choice but to return to the town. But what would she do about her daughter?

She could feel her blood pumping hard and fast. This wasn’t the life she’d planned. But her father had messed up things for her and her mother. Now her mother was deceased. Hope had no one to whom she could turn. 

She felt so alienated. 

There was a time when she wondered if she could go on... 

But one glance at Mia and she knew she had every reason in the world. Her greatest blessing in life called her “Mom.” Her heart melted at the thought. She loved Mia more than she valued her own life—or anything in her life. 

It was extremely difficult raising Mia on her own, but thankfully she’d had the support of her friend Jewel and Jewel’s husband, Giles. They were married after Jewel dropped out of college to have Giles’s baby and to become a stay-at-home mom. Their son was now six, so Jewel had been there to help Hope as a single parent. Hope didn’t know what she would've done if she didn't have any close friends. She was sorry Jewel was going through a rough patch, too. Especially when the economy was tough. All it took was a layoff and everything could go downhill. Savings and resources could easily go dry in a heartbeat when a steady flow of income was suddenly halted. She just hoped she herself could move into a better apartment.

Jewel was perhaps her only friend. At least the only friend Hope could trust. The only friend who knew her two little secrets, one of what she'd done in college, along with everything about her past, and the other was about her daughter. 

But still, Hope longed to be with Cole. Every day and every night, Hope had dreamed about what it would've been like if they had been together—as a loving family. But she knew that would be nothing more than a fantasy, because if he ever found out about her background, her life would be all over, and he'd probably take Mia from her.

She squashed that thought from her mind. It was early in December, a few weeks to Christmas. She had to think about Mia and making the best holiday she could for her precious little girl while praying and hoping that one day her daughter would forgive her for what she had to do and understood the tough choices she had to make.

Hope turned the steering wheel of her vehicle through the slushy roads of Coverton Avenue. She almost lost control of the car as she panicked to reach her destination before it closed.  

How on earth did she end up this way? Hope had blown through her savings. She pondered as she drove down Main Street in her car—that she could now no longer afford to run if she didn’t get a job soon—and looked for 32 Sybil Street as the crisp snow fell hard on her windshield.  

Who was it that said: Tough times don’t last, but tough people do. Hope could only pray that this tough time wouldn’t last. But she didn’t know any other way. 

“Are we there yet?” The innocent, little voice in the backseat of her car interrupted her thoughts as she drove through the dark, snowy night.

“Soon, baby.” Warmth swept inside Hope and she melted at the sound of her three-year-old daughter’s voice. She was tired after a long day at the daycare. A pang of guilt struck Hope as she glanced through the rearview mirror to see Mia clinging to her teddy with her left hand with her right thumb in her mouth. Her pink sippy cup was off to the side and now empty. The cup was very special. Hope had seen it at a fair. It had an image of a brown cuddly teddy bear on it holding a bunch of flowers. The red flowers reminded Hope of the roses Cole had given her a few years earlier after their brief engagement.  

She wondered if she’d tried harder to get in touch with Mia’s father, if things would have worked out between them, if things would’ve been different. At least she would have a two-income family—Ha! That was an understatement. Cole was listed as one of the wealthiest, young bachelors on the planet, not that money attracted her to men like it did for most other girls. Well, at least she would have had a strong emotional support system. A good Christmas, instead of lonesome holidays with her daughter, alone, while she looked over her shoulders and suspected her neighbors of finding out about her past. 

It was very fortunate Cole never did a thorough background check on her to learn about her dark family secret. Hope figured he was so impressed with her work as a student and knew her affluent family background from Lendovia that it wasn’t necessary. She still had feelings for him and she knew he’d thought the world of her before she fled, at least. But if he found out about her secret life before Mia was even born, he’d go digging into the real reason she walked out on him and never looked back—and it had nothing to do with her blessed pregnancy.

Hope sighed heavily. It could have never worked out. Besides, they’d had such a difficult breakup.

No use trying to rewrite the past to feel better. She dismissed the thoughts in her mind and sent them marching to the bin of forgetful lane. 

She switched off the ignition, grabbed her purse and looked lovingly over her shoulder at her adorable, sleepy three-year-old daughter, Mia—the true pride and joy of her life. The food bank was located in the basement of the church; they’d be closing soon. Hope sighed at the thought. Not that she didn’t appreciate their support and having such a wonderful service in times of great need, but she just couldn’t help herself. 

Begging. Relying on handouts. This was not how she had planned her life, but being laid off wasn’t in the plans either, neither was being a single parent. Cole and Hope broke up just before she found out she was even pregnant. In fact, before she could tell him she was pregnant. Yet he’d given her the greatest gift she’d ever received in her life—Mia Morgan. Hope swallowed hard, thinking that she really wanted to name her Mia Belmont but she couldn’t. Belmont was a very special name, and Cole would’ve found out fast. 

Her mind went back on that night at the office. A fax had come in from a detective agency. And she’d destroyed it. It had to do with Charlie Xszykee from Xszykee Financial Inc., the company that swindled billions of dollars from the Belmont Empire, not to mention billions more from other unsuspecting clients. Xszykee was currently serving a life sentence in prison for multiple counts of fraud, embezzlement and murder. Hope told Cole it was an error, but that was stupid of her because of course the detective agency would have more copies. He was disappointed with her—and who could blame him? Still, she was only trying to spare him from heartbreak later down the road. It wasn’t what it looked like but she couldn’t explain it to him at the time why she’d inadvertently shredded the documents, thinking it was something else. 

Hope was determined to not live the rest of her life being miserable—for Mia’s sake. As one minister once said, “Disappointment happens but misery is an option.” She was determined to be happy for her little girl, no matter what curve balls life threw her and no matter what happened. 

She needed to be strong for her little girl.  

This was only a temporary glitch, a tiny setback. Hope believed in hard work and perseverance paying off.  She had to believe in good things; it was necessary to motivate her and keep her going, if nothing else.  Reality was biting cold on this early December night but she had to keep her spirits warm with some shred of optimism for Mia’s sake as much as her own. 

“Mommy, I’m tired,” Mia said yawning. Hope lifted her out of her car seat; the effects of a long day at daycare while mommy was busy attending job interviews.  

“Yes, baby, we’ll be home soon,” Hope confirmed with a warm smile.  

With those words, a pang of guilt flooded Hope’s soul with a trace of longing. The Christmas season was the worst time to be alone. She was longing for change. Longing for a better life for her and her little angel.  She had not planned on spending the few weeks before Christmas scrounging for ways to survive during the holidays, but she was a tough girl and she would make it work, somehow.

The tugging on her winter coat from her little girl reminded her that she wasn’t completely alone. 

As Hope trotted up the snow-covered walkway an uneasy feeling gnawed in the pit of her stomach. She strolled up the white stone pathway of the church as snow crunched under her leather boots. Hope took in another deep breath with the evening, crisp, cool air as snow melted on her forehead. The flurries were coming down heavier now.  If only her financial woes would melt away, too, she mused.

As she entered the back door, memories came flooding back. She once came with Cole and his brothers to help give out boxes of goods to the homeless and to low income families. Still, when she’d called this morning to confirm who would be volunteering tonight, they’d told her that the Belmonts would be coming on Christmas Day and Christmas Eve—as was their tradition, if she remembered correctly. That would be a few weeks from today, so she would be safe. They were obviously busy with other things right now.

“Welcome, Hope!” Pastor Anderson stretched out his hand to shake hers. 

“Thank you, Pastor Anderson.”

“And this must be your little angel, Mia.”

Mia was shy and buried her face in her mommy’s coat. 

Pastor Anderson smiled warmly. He then explained that one of the volunteers would assist her with her box of non-perishables and a Christmas turkey. He also explained that a few days before Christmas she would receive a visit from Santa, a member of the church who would deliver presents for her daughter.  Hope was so relieved that Christmas might not be the complete disaster she thought it could be.

She thanked Pastor Anderson. 

When Hope stepped down into the church hall, her heart stopped.  She recognized the man standing behind the table handing out food to the needy.

“What? This can’t be.” Hope’s throat tightened. It was him. Of all the people in the world—she did not want to see at this time.

Cole Belmont? 

The surprise siphoned the blood from her face. Her heart thumped hard in her chest. She was caught off guard by the sexiest man she’d ever met. Her former boss and the true father of her child. But Cole only volunteered around the holidays. It was early in December. What was he doing there?

The man, whom she’d walked out on so abruptly, was standing in the corner talking to an elderly visitor who was also receiving her Christmas food basket. 

Crap.

Hope tried to quiet the embarrassment rising up in her chest. To her surprise, he showed no reaction at first. Of all the places and times to meet up. And with Mia. He didn’t even know he was a father. She had tossed the idea over in her mind about when or if they should ever meet again and how she would tell him about their child. 

But this...

She couldn’t help but notice his strikingly handsome features. It had been three years and nine months since she’d last seen him in the flesh and she had to think, oh, my, heavens. He was looking hotter than she’d last remembered. Her inner thighs tingled at the remembrance of his sensuous erotic touch that sent waves of pleasure coursing through her veins. 

There he was, looking deliciously charming as ever, so sophisticated. His dimpled grin and handsome features caused a tingling sensation in Hope’s belly that traveled down her spine. The man was blessed with dark and delicious features. He had the most perfect, smooth tanned skin she’d ever seen on a man. She had the pleasure of knowing exactly how sinfully sexy his muscular body was underneath his clothes. He had high chiseled cheekbones, dark, sexy blue-gray eyes and a perfectly symmetrical face. 

He was taller than anyone in the room. She’d always been attracted to his impressive height at six foot three inches. He was fit and built like a champion swimmer with muscles in all the right places. 

Hope’s eyes were immediately drawn to his sexy lips. The man still oozed sensuality even after all this time; it didn't even matter what environment he was in, his charm was just so radiant. She tried hard not to lose control. But her palms became sweaty. All she could do was think about Cole and Mia, their love child, a child he knew nothing about. 

Guilt washed over her leaving her drenched in inner turmoil over not telling him beforehand. But she had to do what she had to do. 

Would he ever forgive her? Or worse, would he try to take Mia away from her?

His smooth skin and radiant glow made him devilishly handsome and caused her temperature to rise like the summer sun. Was it getting hot in there? 

After all these years, Cole Belmont still had that crazy instant effect on her. She drew in a deep breath, trying hard to throttle the dizzying currents racing through her, trying hard to calm her fiercely beating heart.

She stared wordlessly, her heart pounding in her chest. 

A sensuous light seemed to pass between them. Her eyes drew to Cole’s kissable, magical lips. The memory of his sexually potent lips kept traveling to her mind. She could feel his smooth lips on her skin as he made love to her that night, the night they'd conceived Mia. It hadn't been planned, of course, they’d used protection, but something went wrong— or right depending on how you looked at it. Because Mia was a blessing and a miracle. An unexpected blessing.

She felt a shudder of humiliation being at the food bank with Cole’s secret love child. What would Cole do if he found out she'd kept this wonderful three-year-old daughter from him—never mind the other things she was forced to harbor from him like her dark family secret? Was there going to be a scene right there at the church? Would he absolutely lose it?

Hope tried to evict those feelings of nervousness from her body quickly. This was the man who had so sweetly and passionately made love to her again and again and made her feel like the most beautiful woman in the world. Yet, she couldn’t open up to him fully. Her heart was currently officially under heightened security.  She was sure he wouldn’t be kind to her now. Not after what she’d done to him. And who could blame him?

She wanted to turn and run, but...

Their eyes locked. Her heart jolted and her pulse pounded. 

“Hope?” His soft, firm voice echoed through the hall amidst the unsuspecting crowd of food bank recipients.

“Hey, Cole,” she said casually, almost breathless. An unwelcomed blush crept into her cheeks. Okay, stupid thing to say. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. Gosh, talk about an awkward moment. If awards were given out for awkward encounters, this situation would certainly win top honors.  

What would she do now? Mia was still clutching her teddy while holding Hope’s hand. What should she say? How could she say it? She never expected such a rollercoaster of emotions.

She realized this could potentially be a Jerry Springer moment waiting to erupt. But no, she was going to be civilized. But would he? Was this the right time? 

What was she going to say? “Hi, I’m down and out and broke and this, by the way, is your kid.” She wondered, dreamed about this moment. But this was turning out to be a nightmare before Christmas.

Cole was intensely stunned. Speechless. He still had a gift basket in his hand with a patron anxiously waiting to receive.

“Excuse me, sir.” A nervous cough erupted from the tiny lady in front of him just in front of Hope. 

“Oh, um...sorry. Happy holidays, Mrs. Sanders,” he said as he handed the tiny elderly widow the basket. She smiled with an odd look and walked away.

It had been three years since Cole laid eyes on Hope and she looked as beautiful as ever. She still had her lovely ebony hair that cascaded down her back and shined like black pearls. She wore a cream-colored hat that complemented her gorgeous caramel complexion. She was still, after all these years, breathtaking. His body reacted to her stunning presence. The magnetism of her sweet smile drew him in to her. She still had that effect on him after all these years. Imagine that. 

She was stunning and alluring in every sense of the words. Though she had on a blue slim-fitted winter coat, he could see the gorgeous silhouette of her body. She wore black leggings with knee-high black leather boots and he could just imagine her legs wrapped around his waist as she’d done years ago when they’d dated and became briefly engaged. His groin jumped at the sweet memory. He’d always been attracted to her delicate features and her loveliness, her soft voice, her touch, her sassy headstrong demeanor that would get anything done at the office—and in the bedroom, with style and elegance and a creative problem-solving mind. 

Cole couldn’t get over how his body was reacting to her. A sensation of intense desire overcame him. It was as if want and need for her filled his gut. He’d desired her like he’d desired no other woman when they’d first met a few years ago. Hope was always the very smart, sexy, kind-hearted type. But this?

Waiting in the food line at the church? 

He was puzzled. Just what the heck was going on? 

His power-driven executive assistant, a top college graduate in the food line for handouts? This was awkward. He could tell she was embarrassed to see him. She seemed as caught by surprise as he was. 

If she was down on her luck, why didn’t she come to him for help? He’d have helped her in a heartbeat, and given her old job back to her without a question asked. Why was the most independent, beautiful woman he’d ever met standing in front of him in the food line? And with a child? Who looked... 

About three years old.  

No way. 

Could it be?

The little girl was a mini version of Hope. She had soft dark, wavy hair and olive skin with the cutest cheeks he’d ever seen on a kid. She wore a pink puffy jacket and matching pink hat and scarf with pink mittens and a pair of blue jeans with white winter kiddie boots with pictures of a Disney princess on them.

He shook his head and squinted his eyes. A feeling of jealousy slid inside his body.  Did Hope meet someone else right after they’d broken up over three years ago? Or did she end up going back with her ex from Lendovia? Was that the other guy’s child? Cole was always a man in control of his emotions but this situation threw him a curve ball. Still, he was in public and partaking in the Belmont family tradition of giving back to the community. There were people present. He composed himself. 

“Hi there.” Cole stooped and handed the little girl a toy and a present. “This is for you, sweetie. Well, aren’t you the cutest little thing.”

“Thank you,” the little girl said shyly as she held unto her mother’s hand and leaned into her mommy.

“Her name is Mia,” Hope added with a proud-parent smile.  

Cole could see that Hope was then shifting uncomfortably on the spot. His breath almost stopped suddenly. There was something in the little girl’s face. She looked...

A little like him. Or was that his imagination?

No way.

Wouldn’t Hope have said something before, if not now?

Could this be a coincidence?

“Thank you,” Hope said with her head held high and proud. 

He wanted to ask her more. He wanted to keep her there. To stall her. But how? Could he even begin again with Hope? 

He didn’t know what happened just then but a renewed sense of desire washed over him. He wanted Hope more than ever.
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Chapter 3



[image: image]


Cole paused and thought for a moment. He ran some calculations in his mind. He then felt the color drain from his face.  Could Mia be his child? He had to know. But could he handle the truth at that moment? Would his sweet former assistant be so heartless as to not even tell him about his own flesh and blood? The thought disturbed his senses at the possibility that Hope could have kept this from him.

“Wait, Hope!” He reached over to gently hold her arm.

“Yes?” Hope seemed puzzled by his gesture. Why was she being so evasive? Not that there was much to say now. Could he be wrong about Mia? What if she wasn’t really his?

He struggled to find the right words to say, but somehow he seemed tongue-tied. He was a former college debate champion and renowned public speaker and there must be over one million words in the English language and he couldn’t think of one to say that would convey what he was feeling.

“Can I at least help you unload the box?” Cole sounded as courteous as he could, his professionalism in check. 

“Well...” 

The large box of food supplies would be a struggle to carry back to her car. She was, after all, the last in line to receive a box. There was no one else and the food bank was about to close. 

“Sure,” she finally said.

They walked up the stone steps and out into the dark, wintery night as the automatic flood lights turned themselves on to reveal a figurine of the Holy Birth complete with manger and three wise kings.

“Look, Mommy!” Mia squealed in excitement. 

“Yes, it’s exciting, isn’t it?” Cole couldn’t help but respond, as Hope was about to reply to her little earth angel. 

No, he couldn’t help it. He felt so connected with Mia for some reason. 

Hope felt a strange pang of guilt inside as she noticed the connection between Mia and Cole. She normally didn’t allow her little girl to talk to strangers. But Cole was hardly a stranger, was he? How could she explain this?

As he loaded the box into the trunk, he turned to Mia. “Looking forward to seeing Santa?”

The little girl nodded.

Hope felt something strange about happen. Cole looked again at Mia and at Hope. She felt he was burning inside to ask a question. But now was not the time. Or was it?

“Are you okay, Hope?”

Her heart sank as he spoke her name with a caution attached to it. As if he was about to turn her daughter’s world upside down. She didn’t think she could bear this as her legs began to feel weak in the knees. 

A blanket of snow covered the city as carollers sang in the background. The snow was falling heavily. Hope could sense that Cole wanted to, in his traditional charming way, hold her tightly and wrap his arms around her. But she also sensed hesitation. Who could blame him? She was giving off the old ice-queen vibes tonight. More like “stunned-queen.”  

How on earth was she going to get out of this one?

An awkward pause followed as Cole slammed her trunk closed with the box of edible goods inside.

“Yes, I’m fine. And thanks again,” she said as she turned to take her little girl’s hand to guide her into the car.

“Do you two want to grab a bite at the mall?”

“Oh...um. I really don’t think this is a good idea, Cole,” she said turning to Mia whose face lit up to the idea. The mall was so festive at this time of the year. It was early in the evening and Santa was nearby with a line of children ready to take keepsake pictures. 

“Why not? Where’s your holiday spirit?” He spoke gently and deeply as he edged closer to her as if he read her mind and her emotions.

Damn! He was good.

She could never hide from him. The tension was palpable. But she finally gave in. 

“Baby, do you want to go see Santa?” Hope turned to her precious daughter who nodded excitedly. Hope could not resist. 

“Okay.” Hope smiled. “But we can’t stay long.”

They walked together next door to the mall doors and were greeted by another Santa ringing his bell.

“Ho. Ho. Ho. A very Merry Christmas to all.” The Santa observed the picturesque couple with their lookalike child then turned to Cole and gave him two candy canes. “These are for your little girl and your missus.”

Hope’s eyes widened and her heart sank. Maybe this was a bad idea after all.

Cole surveyed Hope with suspicion and narrowed his gorgeous eyes as they walked on.

“Is something wrong?” He turned to Hope, with a raised brow—looking too charming for her liking. “You look as if you’ve just seen a ghost.”

More like a ghost from the past! 

When was a good time to tell him? This was too quick. She needed to get Mia used to the truth first.  

“Oh, it’s nothing... I...”

Little Mia suddenly dropped her teddy and collapsed to her knees. Her breathing became labored. She was wheezing. Hope dropped her bag on the ground and screamed. “Mia!” She then grabbed her bag and tore open the zipper with lightning speed and whipped out a blue inhaler.

“Mia, it’s okay, sweetie. I’m here for you.” Cole reached for the little girl to support her. 

“Here’s your puffer, baby. It’s going to be okay,” Hope said as she tried to soothe as calmly as she could, hiding her fear as she placed the inhaler with its toddler aero-chamber mask over her daughter’s tiny mouth and nose. 

Cole was already at their side knelt down. The look of concern slid across his face. Neither heard the Santa
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