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Prologue

 


It was not easy to intrigue Carson Dexter. Considering he was
the most feared man in the state, if not the country, it took a lot
to gain his attention. One of his men told him that Mrs. Lauren
Kaye wanted to speak to him. This did make him stop
working.

He watched as the older woman, in her seventies, entered his
office. It was strange for her to be here, in his nightclub, where
he conducted a great deal of legal business. He saw Lauren had lost a great deal of weight in
the last few months and as he sat back, he happened to notice the
lack of spring in her step.

“Mrs. Kaye,” he said.

“Mr. Dexter.”

Without invitation, she took a seat in
front of him. They had spoken many times over the past few years. Usually, their
meetings left him somewhat frustrated. He had to admire the woman’s
grit, though. Of course, when he first approached her to buy her
fabric store, he’d done so with the intention of tearing it down to
build something more profitable for himself.

Everything had changed by the fifth meeting, when he’d walked
into her shop and met Willow Kaye, the older woman’s
granddaughter.

He leaned forward, pressing the tips of
his fingers together.
“You’ve come to me, Mrs. Kaye. I suggest you start talking. I can
only assume you’d like to make a deal with me?”

Lauren sighed. “You and I both know I don’t need security for the
shop. I run a profitable business, and I don’t need your hooligans
for protection either.”

She was unaware that he had men stationed
close to the shop, just in case. Normally, he made people pay for his services, but for
Lauren, it was free. Well, mainly for Willow, but he also made sure
to keep Lauren protected.

“I…” Lauren stopped. “I know who you are and what you do.
You’re not a good man, nor are you a kind man, but I know you won’t
hurt her. At least, not intentionally.”

Carson stared at the woman, curious where
this was going.

“Life is short, you know
that, right? I’m sure
all of us older people tell younger people how fleeting it is, and
I can promise you, they’re all right. Life is way too short. Before
you know where you are, you’ve lost your husband, your daughter,
and you’re taking care of your granddaughter the best way you know
how. Unfortunately, I have fallen to the same illness that took my
husband and child,” Lauren said.

He knew all about her history. He’d met
Archie, her husband, before. He was a good man, a fair man. Since
he met Willow, he’d made it his personal mission to know every
single detail about the
young woman.

Willow Kaye was twenty-one
years old, and when she
was thirteen, she lost her father to a drunk driver, and three
years later, her mother to cancer. At sixteen she was living with
her grandmother, and he’d only met her last year. The moment he had
seen Willow and witnessed her smile, he knew he had to have her.
She belonged to him, and so, little by little, he worked his power.
Lauren would be his biggest obstacle.

“You’re dying?” Carson asked.

“Yes, and I have to say I’m quite surprised
you’re not happy about
it. I’ll no longer be in the way.”

Carson got to his feet, not at all surprised to find that Lauren
knew he wished to pursue Willow.

“Why have you come to me?”

“I’ve seen the way you look at her. I know
of the men you’ve got stationed around the street. Even some of the
customers that come to
us are part of your little team. When I’m gone, Willow will have
nothing. She’ll have no one and I know it’s going to break her
heart. She has been dealt a bad hand, has known way too much loss.”
Lauren bowed her head and he saw her hand clenched into a fist.
“But, I know you’ll take care of her. You’ll keep her safe and you
will make sure she never knows a moment of sadness
again.”

“You’re giving me your granddaughter?” he
asked.

“I’m asking you to love her. I’m asking you
to find it in your heart
to want more than pain. Willow is a sweet woman, and I know you’re
not used to women like her. I’m asking you to take care of
her.”

“And what do I get in return?” Carson
asked.

Lauren smiled. “Something I imagine you’ve never
experienced before in your life.”

He waited, curious as to what this older
woman thought she was offering. Lauren stood.

“Someone who will eventually love you back.
Someone who wants to know that you’re okay. Someone
who no matter the danger will
run toward you, and never want to see you hurt. I’m giving you the
chance to have a family of your own.”

Carson wanted to laugh in her face, but he
couldn’t.

“How long do you have left?” he asked.

“Three months.”

“I’ll take care of Willow.”

****

Three Months Later

Willow stepped into the fabric store and flicked on the light.
Everything was as it should be. Nothing out of place. She sniffled.
Today had been an awful day, just like the day she’d buried her
father, her mother, her grandfather, and now, her
grandmother.

When her grandmother had told her the news, she’d been so angry.
For months, she had kept it from her, and Willow then felt guilty
for being so angry.

She walked through the shop and was sure
she could sense her grandmother there. Grabbing a tissue from inside her jacket pocket, she
wiped at her nose. The tears could fall, but she couldn’t handle
the snot. She came to a stop, and put her hand on a piece of
quilting cotton. It was one her grandmother had admired in the last
few days.

There had been a lot of people at her funeral. Friends and
customers alike, all of them wanting to pay their respects to a
woman who had touched them.

The sound of the door opening and closing
made her whirl around to see who had stepped into the shop. They
weren’t open.

Carson Dexter.

He stepped in and she couldn’t look away as he closed the door
and quickly closed the distance between them. One moment, she stood
alone, the next, his arms were wrapped around her. She breathed in
the scent of his very expensive cologne. She hated that she needed
this so damn much.

He wasn’t a good man.

Willow wasn’t a fool. She knew
what Carson was capable of, who
he was. Why people feared him. His name alone invoked fear in many.
Yet, he was the only person who offered her any comfort. After her
grandmother had told her about the diagnosis, Carson had come to
the shop late one night and told her that if there was ever
anything she needed or wanted, all she had to do was ask, and it
would be hers.

She saw him at the funeral today. Even as
people glared at him,
he’d stood there, paying respects to her grandmother.

Tilting her head back, she looked up at him and was taken
aback as he slammed his lips down on hers. At first, she accepted
the kiss. At twenty-one years old, she’d never truly been kissed.
He growled against her lips, and Willow felt an answering spark
within her body.

This shouldn’t be happening.

“No!” She pulled away and screamed. “Today
is my grandmother’s funeral! How dare you!”

Carson looked at her, and then cupped her
cheek. “You’re right. Today is not the time for this, nor tomorrow, but know
this, Willow. You belong to me, and there’s going to come a time
when you’ll be ready.”

He pressed a kiss to her lips and within
seconds, he was gone.


Chapter One

 


Six Months Later

The pain always lessened over time.

Willow paused as she stood in the shop at
the cutting table,
preparing some of the online orders for dispatch. It had been six
months since she stood at her grandmother’s grave. The pain never
truly went away. There were moments like now, when she was alone,
dealing with orders.

Before she passed, her grandmother had
told her that she couldn’t leave the shop, nor could she allow it to go to ruin. Her
responsibility was to the customers and to herself, to continue
with her love in the sewing world.

So, each day she got up and came to the
shop, and she realized
her grandmother had been right. Little by little, the pain had
eased and it helped to do something. Her grandparents had loved
this store. It had been in the family for nearly ten
years—her
grandfather’s gift to her grandmother for her retirement. Lauren
never wanted to retire, just run her own fabric
business.

The sewing bug had escaped her mother, but
Willow had captured it. From a young age she had loved to sew. It
was why she’d built a
special bond with her grandmother.

Finishing the order, she placed it in the
sealable brown paper bag, secured it, added the logo, and placed it with the other
items due for collection tomorrow morning. It was getting late, a
little after nine, and she didn’t like the prospect of going home
alone.

She had her own place. The apartment above
the shop was still empty. She’d already gone through her
grandparents’ things.
Her grandmother hadn’t wanted her to deal with all of that, so
before she died, she had gone through her personal belongings and
either sold or kept what she wanted Willow to have.

Willow had struggled during that
time, seeing her frail
grandmother go through her lifetime of memories. Once again, her
grandmother had been looking out for her.

She finished the last of the orders and
then, like so many other times before, she glanced toward the door.
When would he show up?
Carson had kept to his word. He’d given her time and space, but now
she was growing tired of waiting.

This wasn’t like her. She was waiting for Carson Dexter, of
all men. This was insane for her to even be anticipating his
arrival. It wasn’t like she wanted to have anything to do with him.
He was a bad man, the worst kind of man.

“Stop thinking about him.”

Willow closed the shop, then grabbed her bag and jacket
before walking out.

She was aware of the men who tended to
linger on the street corners, but she had come to understand that they worked for
Carson. Rather than be afraid of them, she felt safe, protected.
She gave them a wave and then headed in the direction of her small
apartment.

Her apartment was only ten minutes away on
foot, which was another
reason she loved it. It wasn’t in a great location. Her grandmother
had been seriously pissed off that she’d gotten her own place, but
she didn’t want to live with her grandmother. She’d already felt
like she imposed on her enough.

Taking care of a sixteen-year-old girl might not have been
easy for her. Especially as, in those first few months after her
mother died, she’d not spoken. It had been too much. Slowly, with
the help of the shop, she’d been able to process her pain and move
on.

She walked toward her apartment building. She knew someone must
have taken over, as there had been no landlord to pay in the past
few months, and she’d noticed a great deal of changes to the décor,
and even the people who lived there.

There had even been more security
placed at the door. No
one could enter without a code. She typed in her code and waited
for the door to open. Stepping inside, she made her way to the
stairs, then walked up the three flights to her own
apartment.

She slid the key into the lock, flicked it open, and then
collapsed against the door as she closed it. Willow didn’t know
when she became aware of someone else in the room or how, but as
she opened her eyes, she saw him.

Carson Dexter sat in her one and only
chair. His ankle rested
over one knee, and he looked so calm, so in control.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“Well, I thought I’d at least get a
better greeting than that, but
I’ve come to see that you are a stubborn one.”

She glanced at him and then
looked toward her door and
frowned. “How did you get in here?”

He chuckled. “It’s easy when you’re the
boss.”

She shook her head. “The boss?”

Carson got to his feet and stepped toward her. “Yes, the
boss.”

He was taller than her and she had no
choice but to tilt her head back to look at him. “You bought this place?”

“That I did, and you’re welcome.” He
tutted. “I cannot believe the rent you were paying for this place.”

“Why are you here?” she asked.

“I think that’s pretty simple. I’m here because you’re here. I
told you I’d give you time, Willow, but that time is up. I promised
your grandmother I’d take care of you, and that’s what I’m going to
do.”

“My grandmother came to you?” she asked, a
little perplexed.

“Yes, she came to me.” He
was within touching distance.
All she had to do was reach out and touch him, but she didn’t allow
herself to do that. “She told me she was sick.”

Willow laughed. “And she wanted you to take care of me?” She
shook her head. “I don’t need anyone to take care of
me.”

Moving around him, she put her bag and
coat down in the hallway and stepped into the kitchen. It was such
a small room she hadn’t been able to fit a table. In
fact, she didn’t even own a
table as the apartment was so small there was nowhere to put
it.

She had enough room for a chair and some
sewing supplies, which were set up near the window. Of course, she
couldn’t use them late at night. A couple of the
neighbors had been
pissed at the sound of the sewing machine late at night. There
wasn’t even a lot of space to cut fabric. She tended to take her
supplies to the shop to cut, and then bring them back to
sew.

“You were paying way too much to rent this
piece of crap apartment,
Willow. It was also infested with rodents, which I doubt you knew
about.”

Hearing that, she couldn’t help but look
down at her feet, fearing they’d run over her at any moment.

“What?”

“Don’t worry, I fixed those problems for
you.”

She pressed a hand to her forehead and gritted her teeth.
“Thank you.” She couldn’t be rude to him.

“You’re very welcome.”

“Look, I don’t know what agreement you had
with my grandmother, but I don’t need you to take care of me, or
feel responsible for me. I can take care of myself.” She put the kettle on the stove,
and her stove didn’t emit any gas. This wasn’t good. Her gas stove
had always been temperamental, but the landlord hadn’t been a nice
guy, so she didn’t want to bother him about it.

“You can take care of yourself? So the stove that no longer
works, that’s you taking care of yourself? How about the cupboards
with a few packets of ramen noodles, and a moldy yogurt? Is that
you taking care of yourself? Do you think I’ve not seen the weight
you’ve lost?”

Her clothes had gotten a little big on
her, and eating wasn’t
fun. Everything reminded her of her grandmother and that pain was
too raw, too fresh, and she struggled to handle it.

So, ramen noodles held no memory. Her grandmother never used
them, neither did her mother. To get through her grief, it was easy
to cut off all the memories.

“So, my doctor will be happy with me. It’s not your place to
take care of me, or to … invade my life.”

“Ah, but you see, you are my business, and
if you won’t take care of yourself, then it’s up to me to take care of
you.”

Before she knew what was happening,
Carson had moved toward her and
picked her up over his shoulders. She let out a little cry and then
started to slap at his butt, not too hard. She didn’t want to hurt
him.

“What are you doing? Put me down!”
she growled.

Willow had no idea where they were going or
why he was doing this. A guy like Carson could have any woman he
wanted. He didn’t need to pursue mousy little Willow Kaye.

They were out of her apartment,
and on the elevator.

“This thing doesn’t work,” she
said.

“It does now.”

“You’ve been renovating the building?”

“Yes. It is in fact a great investment.
Kicked out the people who were fucking the landlord to stay, and
those who were cooking
drugs.”

“What?” She had no idea about that.

“Don’t worry, I’ve been able to fix
everything, and soon it’ll be a good place to live, not that it
will matter to you.”

“Why won’t it matter to me?”

“Because you’ll be living with me.”

****

Carson was not a patient man.
He wasn’t used to standing idly
by waiting for shit to happen. The past six months had been the
hardest of his life, waiting, watching, allowing Willow to grieve.
She hadn’t been alone, though. He had access to the shop’s security
system, and also added a few cameras of his own, so he could watch
her any time he wanted. His men reported to him daily about her
activities. They made sure she was safe.

When he wasn’t satisfied with
watching her, he drove
by himself just to look
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