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  Chapter 1
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Madison


My future sister-in-law, Savannah, eases down beside me and holds her enormous belly. “It’s been a while since I had a good spa day, so I’m looking forward to this.” 
Savannah is Aaron’s fiancé and will soon become the latest addition to the ever-growing Blake family. 
Shortly after my late grandmother announced that the Blake brothers must have heirs to inherit her fortune, my four brothers quickly jumped on the bandwagon and tied the knot with a wife each.
It’s been 18 months since we heard the requirements of Grandma’s will, and now there are babies popping out everywhere.
Yes, eww.
“Me too.” I breathe out an exhale and it’s louder than expected. “Spa day will be great. I’m exhausted.”
Savannah lifts her chin and looks sideways at me. “My fault, I’m sure. But I really appreciate you planning our wedding. You’re doing so much for us and I’m forever grateful.”
“Yeah, yeah. It’ll be great,” I confirm, dipping my feet into gloriously hot, bubbling water and relaxing onto the thick, leather spa chairs. I face straightforward and stare into the space in front of me. “I’m just happy it’s not me who’s getting married and plucking out a baby.”
My other sister-in-law, Daisy, leans over and smacks me on the shoulder. “Hey, that’s not nice.” 
Daisy married my brother, Levi, and they took over my late grandmother’s ranch house. The family has known Daisy for a long time because she lived right next door to all of us. 
Daisy swigs a sip of prosecco and then realizes she’s holding two glasses. She hands me the other.
“Thanks. Cheers,” I mutter, grabbing the glass and holding it up. “Here’s to moving the needle forward with the patriarchy.”
“Don’t listen to her,” Daisy tells Savannah. “She’s just butt-sore that she doesn’t have a gorgeous Blake brother like the rest of us.”
An image of my four bare-chested brothers flashes across my brain. “Um. I think I just threw up a little in my mouth.”
Daisy tips her champagne glass toward Savannah. “Oh no. This won’t work for you.” She raises her hand and calls out her housemaid’s name. “Sparkling water, please.”
Moments later, her servant appears with a third glass for encumbered Savannah.
Savannah takes on a dreamy look and rubs her belly. “Marrying Aaron is one of the greatest joys I’ll ever have.” A smile lights up her face and her sheet-white teeth sparkle. “I mean, someone pinch me, I’m dreaming. I just love the way he …”
Blah, blah, blah.
Somebody gag me. Quickly.
I’ve just learned how to tune these people out. I’m not gonna sit here and take notes on this crap. 
These women live and die for their men—my brothers. Am I really going to listen to them drone on and on about love and romance and men and babies?
No. Thanks, but no thanks. I have better things to do—like running my vegan cosmetics biz, for instance.
“So, ladies,” an excited aesthetician begins. “First, we’re going to do a marvelous pedicure and manicure, and then we will follow it with our delightful airbrush spray tan.”
“We won’t be orange for the wedding, will we?” I ask. “Because then, I’ll need to choose a different color palette to balance it out.” 
“No,” the spa attendant replies, shaking her head and laughing at me. “Technology has quite improved.”
“Madison,” Daisy says, flashing me a look. “You’re the one who scheduled all this. I would have thought you would have been a bit more excited.”
“I am.” My eyes dim until they’re almost closed. “I just can’t … I’m just tired, I guess.”
It’s the truth, sort of. I don’t want to be a downer, so I resolve to lift my chin and look on the bright side. I glance at Savannah, who’s a whopping six months pregnant. 
“My brother Aaron will make a wonderful husband. I’m so happy for you.” My eyes warm as I touch her arm. “I mean it.” 
She nods. “Thanks, Madison. It’s kind of you and thank you for helping me with the wedding. I would’ve been a hot mess without you.” Her eyes flick down. “I mean, look at me. I could barely put my shoes on this morning.”
My eyes move down to her belly, and it’s almost impossible to look away. 
She’s cute, and I know my brother is proud of her. 
A feeling of guilt hits me. “You’re going to look magnificent on the altar, belly full of twins and all.”
“We all did things the other way around, Savannah,” Daisy chips in, downing another swig of prosecco. “Bun in the oven before marriage. The Blake brothers are just an excited group of men, I guess.”
Tilting my head to the side, I loosen my expression. “Yes. That $5 billion inheritance tends to excite.”
I love getting a rise out of people. I do it for sport.
Daisy snorts and rolls her eyes. “Come on, each one has been a billionaire for years. They barely even care about the inheritance.”
Tightening my lips, I look them both in the eye. “Bullshit,” I declare. “I know my brothers better than anyone. They will love their wives and adore their children forever, but there’s one person who rules the Blake family.”
Daisy scrunches her face and scratches her temple. 
Savannah creases her eyebrows and leans in.
I widen my eyes before revealing the answer. “Grandmother Farah. She was a true powerhouse matriarch,” I proclaim in a low, overly dramatic voice. “She was everything for this family and there will never again be another person like her.”
“Amen to that,” Daisy declares, raising her glass. “Farah is the tie that binds us.” 
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“Good morning, Mr. Elliot,” my shoeshine guy greets as I sit down into my usual seat at The Blake. 
“Thank you, my man,” I reply. “Good morning to you.”
Thomas shines my shoes Monday through Friday at 7:40 am sharp. It’s a daily ritual, and it’s sort of … cathartic.
He applies shoe gloss onto his brush and begins brushing my black Santoni shoes.
“My best friend is getting married this weekend. I expect you’ll be there beforehand to help?” I ask. “Double pay, of course.”
“Yes, sir,” he replies, his thin lips forming a smile. “I wouldn’t miss it.”
“Excellent,” I reply before relaxing into the chair and closing my eyes.
Thomas clears his throat. “Mr. Blake has been single a long time.”
I flinch a little at the interrupting voice and my cheeks tighten. 
“He has,” I respond. “Yes. He found someone.”
Thomas takes on a glint in his eye. “Could the same path be in your future?”
Silence ensues while I tackle the question. It would be wise to find a suitable mate soon, like Aaron and his brothers have. But marriage isn’t a matter of just selecting someone. There’s love involved. 
Love is an emotion I’ve never experienced. 
I’ve had women in my bed, sure. But the sex was an act of human necessity. I never wanted any of them. I just needed to ejaculate the buildup of semen—a right every man has.
“It doesn’t appear to be in my cards, Thomas,” I finally reply.
Thomas buffs one shoe with a tan towel and continues onto the other. “My wife and I are going on 46 years.”
My eyebrows rise, and even though it’s somewhat feigned, I’m genuinely happy for him. “Wow, that’s wonderful. Congratulations, man.”
Thomas finishes the shine and I slip him the usual one-hundred-dollar note.
“It’s been a pleasure, sir,” he says.
“Thank you, Thomas,” I say, stepping down from the chair and patting him on the back. “Until tomorrow.”
Thomas is indispensable. He’s worked for The Blake longer than me and he always comes in with the keenest advice.
I swear he’s prevented two major disasters from occurring at our company during my time here—one financial and one legal. It would have been very costly if not for this man.
Heading through the employee doors, I nod to everyone who greets me. The Blake Headquarters is my home, and I feel very relaxed here.
In fact, it’s rare that anything shakes me these days. I’m well-seasoned in business and have learned how to communicate to the highest level.
That wasn’t always the case, though.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Aaron,” an agitated female voice remarks from the other side of the hallway wall. “The florist is supposed to deliver the lilies tomorrow. This is insane.”
Her velvety voice floats into my ears, and I recognize it immediately. It’s Aaron’s sister, Madison.
She hates me. Well, not me, per se, but she hates anyone of the male sex, and she absolutely despises anybody who’s rich.  
I am both.
“Well, the florist would have to fly them in,” Aaron’s voice strains from the other side of the wall.
“Whatever,” Madison’s voice responds. “You’re a billionaire. Afford it.”
“I have money because I don’t spend it on things like flying lilies across the country,” he tells his sister. “Aren’t you supposed to be the sustainable sibling? What the hell happened to that?”
I step into Aaron’s office, the way I have a million times before. It’s usually a source of comfort, but since the multitude of Blake wedding frenzies began, it’s been hectic.
Madison moves her hand away from her temple and glares at me. Her hazel eyes burrow into mine and her jaw loosens before she looks at Aaron. “What’s he doing here?”
Aaron ignores her question and widens his eyes at me, which is our lingo for get me the hell outta here. “Hey, man.”
Eyeing my best friend, I fling him a loose smile before leaning against the door jamb. “You ready for the big day?”
“No,” Aaron gives me a quick answer, then gestures to his sister. “Madison is pissed because she wants lilies on the tables and the florist can’t do it.”
“And now the florist is out sick with the flu, and no one even tells me this,” Madison blurts, crossing her arms and looking at Aaron. “So, a temp florist is stepping in and she has no idea what’s going on.”
Madison’s eyes reflect sheer panic. I imagine the wedding planning is taking a toll on her. This is the third Blake wedding she’s planned for her brothers in 18 months. 
“Lillies are unsuitable,” I inform, quietly. “They do not grow naturally in Las Vegas and they only bloom in the summer months.” I let her digest the information. “Aaron’s wedding is in March.”
Her eyes dim. “Thanks. I know when Aaron’s wedding is,” she says flatly. “I’m planning it, like I’ve planned two others. Could you possibly be mansplaining right now?”
“Not at all.” I shake my head and wave my hand, not meaning to offend her. “My mother was a botanist, so I know about flowers.”
Madison’s gaze softens. “Oh.” She leans in, but then she catches herself and straightens her posture.
“Lillies could swelter in our Vegas heat,” I inform. “And their strong fragrance could overpower the food if you place them on the dinner tables.”
“What should we do then?” she asks, her mouth downturned. “Put cactuses on the tables?”
“It’s cacti,” I correct.
She scrunches her face. “What?”
“The plural of cactus is cacti.”
She rolls her eyes. “Oh my god, he’s driving me insane.”
“Maybe so,” Aaron begins, pursing his lips. He leans on a row of cabinets and slips his hands into his pockets. “But Ben sure knows his flowers.”
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