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Chapter 1


Boston, 2016





Guilt chipped away at George Karcher’s soul and left him an empty vessel—hollow and barren. 

To the unstudied eye, he seemed successful. His stellar career at Torrence Publishing had been the cherry on his full life. A well-respected member of the board, he volunteered at General Hospital, worked the soup kitchen at the homeless shelter, coached Little League, even served as a Boy Scout leader.

Not that it made any difference. George hated himself.

He’d allowed an innocent man to be brutally murdered.

He made a choice one fateful day and had been biding his time in the devil’s waiting room ever since.

There would be no forgiveness.

He never struck the final blow, but he’d turned a blind eye—something even worse.

He’d grown tired.

He fantasized about confessing. Imagined the pull of the restraints around his wrists and ankles, the icy stainless slab beneath him, the needle prick. Toxins would flood his veins and shut down vital organs—an appropriate denouement to the Greek tragedy of his life. Colin Atworth, his friend and business associate,

had perished. And justice had not been served. George tried to set the record straight by caring for Colin’s wife, Martha, and his daughter, Aliesa. It would have been easy to worm his way into Colin’s life and encroach on it. The wife would have been an easy mark, and the daughter would have been none the wiser, away at school. But every single time he held Martha, he saw Colin’s face and heard the rush of his breath and the plunge of the knife. Colin died before his body touched the ground.

George didn’t have any answers to the many questions plaguing him.

Darkness fell upon his soul.

He couldn’t explain what happened. A master puppeteer pulled the strings and manipulated him like a marionette.

Roxy, his secretary for the past ten years, knocked on his office door and walked inside, her nylons swishing with each step. “I’m going to head home, George.”

He continued to gaze out the window of Torrence Publishing’s Back Bay headquarters. He took special care not to turn around and steady his voice. “Have a good weekend. I’m going to finish a few things here before I leave.”

George listened intently and turned when the door snicked shut.

Sweat trickled down his brow and dripped off the end of his nose. His chest constricted. A shooting pain made his arm throb. His hand flopped in his lap and he swiped the sleeve of his button-down across his brow to absorb the perspiration. He loosened the knot of his tie and released the top button of his shirt. He pressed fingers to his carotid artery and struggled to locate his shallow pulse.

He opened his arms and welcomed death.

He wanted to leave this world. Hell, if it had been up to him, he would have checked out with Colin sixteen years ago. He sat back and catalogued every nuance of his life ebbing away.

Again, guilt washed over him.

Colin never had a moment to process the act perpetrated against him. One moment he lived and the next he didn’t.

George gulped air. His chest barely moved with the intake and expulsion. Energy waned as his heart spasmed. Blood pooled and settled in his veins.

The temperature in the office plummeted. 

Frost crackled.

It spider-webbed across the glass of the window. His mind played tricks. It couldn’t be frost, not in the summer.

Death closed in around him.

Before the light fled, an icy dagger slashed deep and pierced his sluggish heart. The electrifying jolt jarred the organ into steady rhythm. Soon the erratic beat grew into a powerful cadence.

George’s lungs filled with air. Capillaries infused blood with oxygen and fed his organs. Dazed, he sat and took stock of a vast array of bodily functions struggling to return to normal. Better than normal.

Stronger. He flexed his left knee and poked a finger into the joint of his right hip. No residual tenderness in the arthritically inflamed joint. The lack of pain set off a silent alarm.

It was happening again, and his control splintered.

Something in the darkness tugged on the strings.

This wasn’t over. 

Not yet.








  
  
Chapter 2




“Sorry to bother you, Mr. Torrence, but there’s a woman out here who insists on seeing you.” 

Aiden held the telephone in his hand. “Who is it, Cyndy?” He checked the time on his Rolex.

“A lawyer from Lucas and Devine.”

He opened his day calendar and flipped pages. He had a full docket next week. “Schedule a meeting for ten o’clock a week Monday.” He hung up and reclined in his ergonomically designed chair. He stretched his neck muscles. Stress management tactics. This afternoon the chairman of the board, his Aunt Loretta, had attended the monthly shareholder meeting and drilled him with questions. He assured her and the rest of the team the worst of the recession had passed.

The office door burst open. The woman he’d tried to put off for a week didn’t appear to be interested in conforming to his schedule. She bulldozed his secretary and bore down on his desk.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Torrence,” Cyndy said, two steps behind her.

Aiden studied the uninvited guest. “It’s okay.” Aiden steepled his fingers.

His secretary turned and closed the office door on her way out. The woman fished a business card out of the breast pocket of her jacket and handed it to him. The air stirred between them. She smelled clean and fresh like spring rain.

“Susan Dante from Lucas and Devine,” she said.

He nodded and motioned for her to sit in the chair across from his desk. “What’s so important it couldn’t wait?” He closed the file on his desk, placed outstretched hands on top of it, and assessed the woman facing him. Five feet. Not beautiful in the classical sense, but her gutsy fortitude made her sexy as hell.

“My client has waited long enough,” she said. She sat down and placed her small briefcase on top of her lap. Her skirt inched upward across toned thighs. “Do you remember the Trade Secrets series, Mr. Torrence?”

Focus.

His fingers found the computer keyboard. He typed the words “Trade Secrets.” On the right side of his desk, angled away from his visitor, the monitor filled with data. “Yes,” he said, scanning the copy. “A very successful series for us. Rocketed all of the participants to stardom.”

“Not all of the participants, Mr. Torrence.”

The woman’s short auburn hair shone. Woeful brown eyes and pursed lips would hypnotize if he let them. He searched the document for clues to help him make sense of her last remark, but nothing seemed untoward.


      [image: ]Susan lifted the flap of her briefcase, pulled out some papers, and passed them to the executive. She closed her attaché and, to still her trembling, laced her fingers together in her lap.

She pegged him around thirty-four or -five, just a few years her senior. Impeccably dressed—wearing a suit worth more than her Volvo—with slickened dark hair and a lean physique that screamed personal fitness trainer.

What had possessed her to personally serve the papers?

Aiden Rutherford Torrence watched her like a fox.

Mutant moths fluttered about in her stomach—an oddity because she rarely became rattled. Something about this man made her feel, for lack of a better term, overtly feminine. Torrence reminded her of the Big Bad Wolf to her Little Red Riding Hood.

She’d done the cursory research. Torrence Publishing, the last of the privately owned Boston independent houses, had made a handful of out-of-court settlements in the years since Aiden’s appointment. The particulars of each case had been suppressed. That meant she needed to proceed with caution. She’d never been the best judge of character when it came to men, and the jury still deliberated on this one.

“I represent Matthew Runner. We’re seeking monetary compensation for your breach of contract with regard to his Trade Secrets book.”

Computer keys tapped. Obviously, searching his database. Understandable, considering the series ran about sixteen years ago.

“You’re representing a convicted felon?” His brow creased.

With hands clenched and eyes narrowed, she pressed forward in her seat. “A convicted felon has rights, too. Your company took advantage of my client at a low point in his life. Like a helpless child, he couldn’t fight for himself. It makes me wonder how you sleep at night.”

Aiden’s brow hiked. “The helpless child was the boy he orphaned when he killed his father.”

Careful. Take it slow. She raised her chin in defiance. “A mistake that will haunt him for the rest of his natural life.”

Aiden’s gaze swept over her. “It sounds like you’re intimately familiar with the details of this case.”

She counted to three. She drew air into her lungs slow and steady. She had to gain control of her temper before she said something to harm her client’s chances of being compensated. “As it should be. Matthew Runner is my client.” Nothing more, you arrogant son of a bitch.

“I see,” Aiden said. Then, “Since I have no first-hand knowledge of the book particulars—his contract, the print run, payout, and such—I’ll have to check into it, Ms. Dante. My secretary will call you next week with an appointment.”

As quickly as this impromptu meeting began, it ended. 

Susan had been dismissed.

She didn’t want to push, but his arrogant demeanor unnerved her. “You have until Wednesday, Mr. Torrence.” She stood and, with her head held high, made her way to the door.

“Alone,” Aiden said behind her.

She turned, puzzled. “I beg your pardon?”

He paused. His eyes settled on her lips. “You asked how I slept at night.”

Aiden Torrence’s comment sent her rushing out of the office. She nearly trampled Cyndy in her beeline to the elevator. Susan turned, half expecting to see him bearing down on her. Of course, he was nowhere in sight.

She took a risk trying to make it personal—make him feel responsible. But then, he’d tried to intimidate her, too, or so she thought. It seemed more likely than the alternative—him coming on to her. She’d almost melted into a puddle under his scrutiny.

She expected Torrence to wield cutthroat tactics and spout technical double-talk, but she never dreamed he’d be so damned gorgeous. She still felt limp.

Gifted actor? Maybe yes, maybe no. Maybe he had no idea his corporation had screwed a former client out of his rightful royalties.

Whatever tactics he’d employed, his strategy worked.

She spent the next few hours at her office going over every little detail. At nine she went home to her Kenmore apartment, alongside the Charles River. Mr. Tibbs, her calico cat, came running. He circled her legs, purring. She hung her coat in the closet, bent down, and picked him up.

Someone knocked at the door. Susan peeked through the peephole. Iris Livermore.

She set Mr. Tibbs down and let her in.

“What the heck are you doing paying me a visit at this hour? I could have been entertaining a hot date.”

“You? A hot date?”

“A girl can always hope.” Susan swung the door shut behind Iris and scooted into the kitchen.

Iris followed. “I finished at the library and thought I’d stop on my way home.”

Susan darted around completing her dinner ritual. She popped a frozen entrée in the microwave and emptied a tin of cat food onto a plate. “Have you eaten?” she asked.

“Hours ago,” Iris said. “You need to get a life. You’re not going to meet someone pent up in that office of yours. You have to stop trying to save the world. Don’t take on any more lost causes—I mean other than my lost cause.”

“Are you trying to make me feel better? Because you’re not.”

“You know what I mean. You’ve always been a lifesaver. You’re the Grand Poobah of the underdog. Remember Dora Dunfore in grade school?”

Susan stilled and remembered. “Dora Dunfore. How could I forget? Everyone used to take advantage of her on the playground by butting in front of her.” Susan carried two plates to the kitchen table. Mr. Tibbs jumped up and began lapping his food. She picked up her fork and moved food around. “Dora’s the reason Roger Gilles sported a swollen shiner and I wound up practicing my penmanship after school.”

Iris leaned against the counter with her arms crossed. “That’s not all. You said you decided to become a lawyer that day. Speaking of which, how did the meeting go?”

Mr. Tibbs cleaned his face with his paws, jumped off the table, and scurried out of the kitchen. Susan scraped all the leftovers into the garbage and dumped both plates in the sink. “Torrence did some backpedaling. He said he wanted to research his company’s position. Which is fine, as long as you’re certain Runner didn’t get any of the royalty checks owed to him.”

“He didn’t.”

“You know, there’s something I’m still not clear about. How did you ever get the ghostwriting job with Runner?”

“I’m not surprised you don’t remember. You were busy studying for the bar.”

In all the years they’d been friends, Susan had never seen Iris lose her head over a man. Susan sauntered into the living room and settled into the down-filled custom leather sofa, the only luxury she’d afforded herself. She found all of her other furnishings in secondhand stores or flea markets.

Iris trailed her. “While you interned at Lucas and Devine, I scrambled to make ends meet. I published a few freelance articles in Time and Newsweek, but nothing clicked. I heard rumors an up-and-coming NASCAR driver needed a ghostwriter, so I sent off a résumé.”

“He must have made it worth your while, since you packed a bag and moved in with him.”

Iris didn’t say a word, and suddenly, she couldn’t make eye contact. “Iris? What aren’t you telling me?”

“I would have taken the job for a pittance just to spend time with him, okay?”

Crap.

It finally happened. Iris had fallen in love.

Talk about a conflict of interest. The playing field shifted. Why didn’t she mention this before? Iris said her ex-boss had been wronged. And as usual, Susan came charging to the rescue, no questions asked. “Please tell me you weren’t lying. You still have his power of attorney, right?”

“Absolutely,” Iris said. “As long as he’s incarcerated.”

“Thank God.” Susan heaved a sigh. “How could you have fallen for him? There were hordes of track bunnies ready and willing. I thought you were smarter than that.”

“What? I’m not allowed to meet and marry a nice man?”

“Nice?” Susan shook her head. “He was a slut by your own admission. And what about your writing? You wrote for him for six long months. Why weren’t you bitter? He used you.”

“I don’t know.” Iris’s shoulders slumped. “Do you believe in fate?”

“You’re not seriously suggesting this tragedy was preordained. Oh, my God. You didn’t do something to make sure he wound up incarcerated?”

“No. Never.”

Susan sat straight-backed, the hair on her neck bristling. “You have to tell me everything. I need to know all about your relationship with Runner. From the very beginning. I don’t want any surprises when I confront Torrence next Wednesday.”

Susan sat forward and punched the couch pillow.

Tonight, it seemed, would be another long and lonely night.








  
  
Chapter 3




“Is now the time? It’s late—it’s a convoluted story,” Iris said. 

“As you pointed out earlier, it’s not like I’ve got anything else to do.”

Iris sighed deeply. “About sixteen years ago, I applied for a job as Matthew Runner’s personal assistant. I stuck my résumé in an envelope and dropped it in the post. Two weeks later, I’d all but forgotten about it when I got a call for an interview.”

“Sixteen years ago I’d never even heard of Matthew Runner,” Susan said.

“Not many people had. I’d never been a fan of the NASCAR circuit, so I had to do a little research on him myself. Called a few friends to get the inside scoop.”

“And?”

“Runner was NASCAR’s rising star. A winner. Cock of the walk.”

“I don’t understand. You hate people like that,” Susan said. “Why did you lower your standards for him?”

“My personal preferences weren’t paying the bills. Besides, Runner already had a signed contract with Torrence Publishing to disclose his trade secrets. There were a lot of writers out there who wanted the job, but none as good as me.”

“You told him that?”

“Absolutely.”

“That sounds like the Iris I know and respect.”

“I still remember how he tried to charm and disarm me.” Iris chuckled. “He did it so I’d lower my defenses. He couldn’t seem to wrap his head around the fact I wanted employment, not his body.”

Susan laughed. “I bet you had him turning in circles.”

“Almost. Finally, he leveled with me. He told me he didn’t have a lot of time between events, and he needed someone at his beck and call, twenty-four-seven.”

“What? He was a race car driver, not a businessman or a doctor.” Susan harrumphed.

“He had too many things happening all at once. He needed a writer, publicist, and public relations manager to meet all of his personal and professional deadlines. I remember gazing into his liquid-silver eyes. He smiled and my mercury shot up ten degrees.”

“All he really needed was a wife.”

“I thought so, too. And I told him so.” 

“What did he say?”

“He chuckled and sat back in his chair. Amusement and a smile lit his face. Then he told me he’d never thought about it quite like that before. He said his offer was even sweeter.”

“Why?”

“Because I wouldn’t be expected to do any housecleaning or cooking. He already had a maid.”

“Ha,” Susan said. “Seriously?”

“Yeah. If nothing else, he had my attention. I even began to enjoy the back-and-forth banter. The job got better by the minute. Then he gave me the bad news.

He said I would have to move in with him.” 

“He meant in separate rooms.”

Iris scratched her brow. “He left that decision up to me. I’d been inept at playing his game. My head told me he was just joking, but from that moment on, my heart began taking him seriously. My insides were sizzling at the prospect of sharing a bed with him. And every time he looked at me, I felt like a double fudge brownie.”

“You didn’t.” Susan chided. “Did you?”

“No. He used to tell me we were a great couple. He loved me and would never want to mess it up by having a sexual relationship.”

“Oh, sex messes things up?”

Iris shrugged. “I guess it did for him. He spent time with me because I wasn’t like the women he dated. All of them were blonde bimbos—women who spawned the awful jokes. Sad but true.”

“I vaguely remember seeing his face plastered across the tabloids with a different tart on his arm every night.”

“Yes, but he always came home, and he always came home alone.”

Susan and Iris didn’t talk a lot during her six-month stint with Runner. But Susan knew Iris’s hard work catapulted him to the top.

Iris changed, too. Gone were the baggy tracksuits. She colored her hair to a rich hazelnut brown, began a fitness regime, and ate properly. She became a regal swan. She lost weight, cut her hair in a flattering bob, and used just enough makeup to have a healthy glow. Runner would have had to be blind not to notice.

“What happened when his Trade Secrets book of defensive driving tips hit the bookshelves?” 

“Everything you’d expect and a lot of stuff you wouldn’t,” Iris said. “He attained immediate icon status and became the unhappiest person I’ve ever known. His role as party animal turned into a full-time job. He experimented with designer drugs and drank twenty-four-seven. I tried to get him into rehab, but my prodding made him angry, and he fired me.”

“Is that when he had the accident?” 

“The same week.”

“Did you lose contact with him right away?” Susan asked.

“No. Not really. I helped him tie up loose ends before the trial. After his incarceration, I didn’t talk to him for ten years. Then one day, about a year ago, I got a letter.”

“What kind of a letter?”

“He told me that he’d finally taken responsibility for all of his actions. He’d been born again. It touched a part of me I’d considered dead.”

“Did you go and visit him?

“Yes, and I’ve been going ever since,” Iris said. “I’m the only visitor he’s ever had.”

“Does he know you’re in love with him?” Susan waited for a response from Iris. The silence stretched paper thin.

“Matthew didn’t walk away unscathed from the fatal accident. His face is scarred. He sees things he didn’t see before. He sees me differently.”

“What are you saying? He thinks you’re beautiful now?”

“It’s not like that. We could always talk to one another. Both of us have a good sense of humor.”

“I’m sorry, but you don’t seem to remember how unhappy you were back then. Now the pretty boy isn’t pretty anymore he’s fallen in love with you?”

“You make him sound like an abomination,” Iris said. “Why do you think he started doing drugs and drinking in the first place?”

Susan sighed. “I don’t know.”

“All of those other women were only interested in him because he had money and fame. Every single one disappeared the moment he fell from grace.”

“That doesn’t explain why he fired you, does it?” “He pushed me away because he couldn’t bear to be rejected.”

“I guess that brings me back to my original question,” Susan said. “Does he know you’re in love with him?”

Iris didn’t hesitate this time. “He knows.”

“This has got to be painful for him, dredging up the past.”

“He wants me to write his autobiography, give something back to society—put an end to drinking and driving.”

“A noble endeavor. So why does he want to go after Torrence Publishing after all these years? I mean, I’m not sure what kind of settlement he can expect at this late date. They could drag it out for years.”

Iris fidgeted and stood. She turned and headed for the door.

“Iris? He wants this, right?” Susan jumped up and followed her.

Iris stopped with her hand on the doorknob. “Well…not exactly.”

“Please tell me this action was his idea, not yours.”

“He’ll be on board, I promise.” Iris spun and scrambled. “I just didn’t want to trouble him with the details until after his parole hearing. He’s got enough to worry about.”

“Goddamn it, Iris.” Susan wagged a finger in her face, then grabbed the door and swung it open. “You better be right, or it’ll be both of our asses.”








  
  
Chapter 4




On autopilot, Aiden two-stepped his aunt around the Governor’s Room at the Four Seasons, barely in time with the music. 

“Earth to Aiden, come in Aiden.” Loretta snapped her fingers in his face. “Let’s go and sit down.” They meandered back through the hordes of couples to the head table.

Her hasty retreat made Aiden wonder if he’d stomped on her toes during the last number. He followed, held her chair, and sat down in the next seat. “Sorry,” he said. “I’ve got a lot on my mind.”

“I figured,” Loretta said. “Would you like to talk? I’m a good listener.”

Once a year, Torrence Publishing hosted a literacy fundraisera fun-filled evening of schmoozing and politics—but this year it was the last place he felt like being. Aiden always wanted to give back. This industry had been good to him and his family, only tonight he couldn’t get his mind off the indignant Susan Dante, the woman who barged her way into his office and life this past week.

“Do you remember Torrence Publishing’s Trade Secrets series?” Aiden asked.

“Nine-digit revenues would be hard to forget. Trade Secrets proved to be a very successful venture for our company, one of your late uncle’s most lucrative series.”

That information worried Aiden. For the past ten years, he’d extinguished several brush fires caused by his uncle’s questionable business practices. Aiden never told his aunt about her husband’s unethical decisions. Sleeping dogs were best left undisturbed, especially flea-infested mongrels. “You wouldn’t happen to remember all of the players, would you? I remember Leana Hart and Matthew Runner, but no one else.” Aiden chose his words carefully; he wanted to sound nonchalant, not worry Loretta needlessly.

“Well, let me see. There was Jack Golden, Mable Stalwart, and Dallas Monroe,” Loretta said. “Why do you ask?”

“I’m thinking about running a similar venture in today’s market.” The blatant lie sounded plausible. “Do you remember who worked on that particular project?”

Loretta thought for a moment before answering. “George Karcher headed it up.”

Just then, the orchestra played a waltz. Aiden caught sight of an elderly gentleman approaching their table. “I think you’re about to be swept off your feet.”

Loretta whispered in Aiden’s ear. “That’s Commissioner Broderick. He’s probably vying for a campaign contribution.”

The man placed his hand on Loretta’s. “You’re lovelier every time I see you,” Broderick said.

Loretta flashed Aiden a grin.

“May I have the honor of this dance?”

While the commissioner and Aunt Loretta headed onto the dance floor, Aiden surveyed the room. Several eligible women were scattered about. One buxom blonde went out of her way to catch his attention, even winked at him, but Aiden’s thoughts were on another curvaceous woman with sassy auburn hair.

He’d grown tired of the dating charade. He could hook up for a good time, maybe even have great sex, but to what end? Happily ever after only happened in storybooks. He’d learned that particular lesson the hard way a very long time ago when he lived with Loretta out on Marblehead neck. He remembered it like it happened yesterday.


      [image: ]Aiden, a college freshman, had energy to burn.

He jogged over and back from the mainland in record time. Beads of sweat trickled off his brow and streamed down his cheeks. The spicy offshore breeze invigorated him.

Yard contractors meticulously cared for the well-manicured homes on the neck. Even the smallest cottage would fetch six figures. Aiden ran alongside the majestic wrought iron fence surrounding his aunt’s estate. He sprinted through the ornately tooled gate along the crushed shell drive. He circled the prize-winning rose garden and went around the back of the mansion. Another forty minutes in the weight room and his muscles screamed for mercy. In a desperate rush to shower, he took a shortcut through the indoor pool enclosure. He kept his eye on the far door and hurried alongside the water. His heart hammered and his knees shook. Preoccupied with the task of staying clear of the edge, he didn’t notice the woman in the pool swimming lengths.

His stomach bottomed with his first glimpse of the beautiful nymph. He stood transfixed. She glided like a mermaid—her strokes strong and confidant. Unaware she had a visitor, she climbed up the stairs and out.

Water sluiced down her trim bikini-clad body. Honey-flax tresses clung to her breasts like liquid silk. When she saw him, she snatched a towel from the lounge and tried to cover herself. She broke eye contact, lowering her gaze like a subservient.

“I didn’t hear you come in,” she said. “Give me a minute and I’ll get out of your way.”

Aiden found his voice. “Who are you?”

“My name is Sara. I’m your aunt’s personal trainer.”

Aiden turned around. “Where is my aunt?”

“She had to cut our session short.” She shrugged. “It’s all right though, you needn’t worry. I have her permission to be here.”

Aiden never doubted it. “I didn’t mean to suggest otherwise. You startled me is all.”

Sara wrapped in the towel. “There. I’m finished.” 

“Don’t leave on my account. I’m just taking a shortcut.”

Sara turned. “That’s too bad. The water is beautiful. It would cool you right down.”

Aiden wiped his brow with the back of his hand.

He exhaled. “I prefer the shower.”

“You don’t know what you’re missing.” “I don’t swim; I sink.”

“Who doesn’t swim nowadays?” 

“Me.”

“I could teach you, if you’d like.”


      [image: ]Aiden sat back in his chair and watched Aunt Loretta dancing with Commissioner Broderick.

He’d fallen in love with Sara all those years ago.

She was the most beautiful woman he’d ever known, but her cuteness had nothing to do with why he fell in love with her.

He gave himself a shake.

Okay, her figure drew his eye, but her blind faith sealed his fate. She treated him like any other normal man, not the heir to the Torrence legacy. She even called him Art—a pet acronym for Aiden Rutherford Torrence.

That summer, while his uncle ran the company and his aunt worked tireless hours for various charities and committees, Aiden faced his greatest fear. He took swimming lessons and made sweet love to the beautiful temptress who stole his heart.

He still couldn’t understand why she’d disappeared, without a trace, right when he needed her the most.

In all the years since, he’d had his fair share of women, but he’d never been able to open up or let his guard down. He would never allow himself to be vulnerable again.

As he sat there watching Loretta, he remembered the outrage on Susan’s face when he’d told her he slept alone at night.

He had no clue what possessed him to make such an intimate remark to a woman he’d just met, but he couldn’t seem to help himself. For the briefest moment he detected a powerful chemistry between them. But she turned tail so fast she became a blur.

“Aiden?”

His preoccupation with his thoughts made him unaware Loretta had returned to the table with Commissioner Broderick, who seemed to be helping his aunt on with her wrap.

“Are you leaving?” Aiden asked, rising to offer his assistance.

“Wagner’s offered to drive me home. It’s on his way. That lets you off the hook.” Judging from the twinkle in Wagner’s eye, Aiden suspected an ulterior motive. He leaned toward his aunt, gave her a kiss, and whispered, “Maybe you should consider mutual funds. Charity only goes so far.”

Loretta chose not to respond, but as she walked out of the hall Aiden noticed she stopped and spoke to a blonde on the other side of the room.

Scant moments later, the same woman wormed her way over to him. “Your aunt asked me to give you a message. She said, ‘It’s whatever the market will bear.’”

Aunt Loretta’s message wasn’t lost on him.

Neither Aiden nor Loretta were prepared to make any hasty moves with regard to their personal lives.

Aiden thanked the blonde and said his goodbyes. When he got into his Beamer, he raced across town on autopilot. He pushed the garage door opener and parked his car in what used to be the loading bay for a small food processing company.

This part of Boston had once been an industrial area on the waterfront, but many of the old buildings had been renovated and sold as exclusive private dwellings. He unlocked the double doors to his house and stepped inside the foyer. The original plank flooring glowed like bars of gold. Reclaimed bricks on the outside walls were arranged in a herringbone pattern. The open concept living room flowed into the kitchen, and a bank of smoked-glass windows overlooked the waterfront.

The most interesting element in the huge room was the custom aquarium embedded into the wall. It separated the living area from the bedroom and bath. At least five feet high, the saltwater habitat churned with exotic, brilliant blues, reds, and oranges. Home sweet home for his Clarion angel, the most elusive and rare sea creature in the world. Tropical fish were his passion—his enigma. He coveted them despite the fact he’d never been able to stick even a toe into the ocean.

Soft blue light glowed from around the edges of the tank. Ribbons of bubbles rose to the top of the glass and disappeared into the wall that framed it.

Aiden loosened his tie and flicked on his sound system as he continued to his bedroom. The only part of the condo behind closed doors was the luxurious walk-in closet and bath. He stripped and took a shower.

He pulled on a pair of boxers and leaned over the desk in the corner of the bedroom. He logged on to his computer to research the Trade Secrets series. He typed the name Leana Hart and went to fix a cup of java.

In the kitchen, he ground a scoop of espresso beans and attached the basket to the Italian machine that claimed to make the best espresso this side of the Atlantic. One turn of the dial and the machine issued the black bullion into his cup. The harbor mesmerized him. The inky water taunted him. Moonlight reflected the rippling wake, the pull of the water forever a reminder of what he’d lost. Armed with a hit of caffeine, he headed back to his computer. He sat down and scrolled through the morass of information.

Aiden scanned Leana Hart’s bio—the beautiful blonde icon. Smart, too. She began her career as a model, but her first big break came when she landed a part as a James Bond girl. Her Trade Secrets book added to her popularity because it humanized her. The book contained her personalized beauty tips. She included old family recipes handed down from her mother—poultices to reduce wrinkles around the eyes and tonics to add luster to the hair. And the public loved it. They loved her. Even now, years later, Leana still commanded more money per movie role than any other female actress. People magazine nicknamed her Leana Break-Your-Hart, because the only thing she couldn’t do was stay faithful to one man. Aiden eyed the picture he’d double-clicked. He wouldn’t kick the cookie-eating star’s ass out of bed either.

He returned to the main menu and to the next name on his list, Jack Golden. If Aiden lived to be a hundred, he would never understand the world of wrestling. Jack had the body of Arnold Schwarzenegger, but Aiden had trouble believing intelligent people watched wrestling. Talk about phony. And yet, Jack’s Trade Secrets book became known as “The Bible of Wrestling Holds.” He reigned as the conquering hero of WrestleMania for well over a decade. Even non-wrestling fans knew of the famous “Jack Attack.”

Aiden slurped the last of his espresso and moved on to Mable Stalwart, happy homemaker and suburban stylist. Mable coined the phrase “shabby chic.” Her helpful hints provided affordable and innovative style alternatives and turned her into a domestic engineer in the truest sense—the reason people called her Able Mable.

Dallas Monroe, fitness diva and aerobic queen—commonly called Callous Dallas, because she pushed everyone to their physical limit. She began her career as a health club instructor. Her Trade Secrets book detailed her calorie-burning program and landed her a show on daytime television. The leading cardiologists in the country endorsed her routines.

Aiden punched in the name of the last of the Trade Secrets shooting stars, Matthew Runner. Runner had been an up-and-coming NASCAR driver sixteen years ago when his alcohol dependency rear-ended him. His defensive driving techniques didn’t do squat with a blood alcohol level three times the legal limit. Runner quite literally crashed and burned when he killed a young father. The horrific accident and ensuing trial reinvented him as the notorious Rum Runner.

Aiden scrolled through the bios again. The Trade Secrets series catapulted all of the celebrities into the stratosphere, and four out of the five managed to remain there over the years. Not Runner. As fast as Runner went up, he came down, and when he hit bottom, they put him away for the rest of his life.

He exited the program and shut down his computer. He decided to seek out George Karcher Monday morning to investigate the numbers to be sure. But his mind kept circling one fact. Why would Runner come forward with a complaint after sixteen years? If there had been a problem with his royalty checks, why wouldn’t he have contacted Torrence Publishing back then? He was in jail, not in another universe. It didn’t make sense.

Publishers didn’t screw around with their writer’s royalties. They wouldn’t stay in business very long if they did.

Susan Dante confounded him. She didn’t strike him as the type of lawyer to bring an unsubstantiated action against a company. Torn between duty and desire, he needed to handle this situation very carefully. He didn’t want to alienate her. He wanted to see a lot more of Ms. Dante and that meant treading lightly. Subdue the hard-ass executive so the charming man could jump in with both feet.








  
  
Chapter 5




Aiden needed to consult George Karcher. 

George may not have been a close friend, but he’d been on Aiden’s executive team as long as he’d been Chief Executive Editor. Besides carrying an excess of forty pounds, George worried and questioned every directive ever enforced by the board of directors. A red web of spider veins covered his bulbous nose, and his jowls shook when he spoke. But he got things done. He’d overseen some of the most difficult accounts during his career at Torrence Publishing, and it came as no surprise that he’d single-handedly controlled the Trade Secrets series.

Nothing escaped Aunt Loretta’s scrutiny. How did she remember George’s name so quickly? In a matter of minutes, Aiden downloaded the records on the entire Trade Secrets series. He had print runs, payouts and royalties, expenses, promotions, and extraneous expenditures for each Trade Secrets book and collectively as a group.

Aiden sat down with the numbers for Matthew Runner. They’d been way below the rest of the pack. There were no expenses, promotions, or expenditures, only two print runs, one virtually on top of the other—an oddity worth questioning.

Aiden reviewed all of the statements and formulated a theory. But he wanted to be certain when he met with Ms. Dante, so he dialed George’s office. “Is he in, Roxy? This is Aiden Torrence.”

“I’ll get him for you, Mr. Torrence.” Several moments passed.

“What can I do for you, Aiden?” George’s deep voice came on the line.

“I’ve been crunching some ancient numbers on the Trade Secrets series and I have a few questions.”

“Shoot.”

Aiden didn’t want George to become defensive. Accounting drove most people crazy, so he decided to make the inquiry in a relaxed and casual environment. “I could really use a coffee. How about we meet at the Bean Bar in twenty minutes?”

“I’ll be there.”

Aiden hung up, gathered the paperwork on Matthew Runner, and slipped on his jacket. He stopped to tell Cyndy he’d be back in a half hour and took the elevator to ground level.

He entered the Bean Bar and spotted George sipping a cup of coffee at a table in the front window. Aiden told him twenty minutes, but George probably came down straight away. 

“Want another?” Aiden called through the crowd.

George shook his head. His vigorous reaction sent coffee splashing over the rim of his cup and onto his shirt and tie.

Aiden ordered a latte and joined George, who sat dabbing the stain with a napkin. “I’m such a klutz.”

George dressed like he’d been rolled through a ringer washer. “Thanks for meeting me on such short notice,” Aiden said, shaking George’s hand.

“No problem. What can I do for you?”

Aiden pulled out the paperwork on Matthew Runner and passed it over. George flipped pages. “Why are you curious about the Trade Secrets series now? We put that series to bed a very long time ago.” 

Sunlight beamed through the window. Sweat glistened on George’s brow.

“I’m just trying to get a handle on these figures. Runner’s numbers were completely different from the rest. I just want to make sure he received all of his royalties.”

George reviewed the paperwork. “Runner’s incarceration couldn’t have happened at a worse time; his book had just hit the stands. As a result, he never performed any of the promotional activities we’d scheduled for him. Your uncle made the decision to duplicate the first print run.”

“That’s what I thought. Uncle Arthur knew how to make the most out of a bad situation. He banked on the public’s morbid fascination. Runner’s initial book sales were nearly double the other authors. It also accounts for why his book sales dried up overnight. No one idolizes a drunk.”

George dabbed his forehead with a napkin. “Is that all you wanted?”

Aiden shook his head. “I hoped you could take a peek at all of the royalty figures and tell me if they’re accurate.”

George had been gulping the last bit of coffee from his mug. When Aiden asked his question, George proceeded to choke. He dropped the cup on the table and nearly coughed up a lung. His jowls flapped. “Sorry,” he said when the fit subsided. “Went down the wrong way. Is it hot in here?” His words were frayed.

He blotted his slick forehead with another napkin.

“Are you feeling all right?” Aiden asked. Color blanched from George’s cheeks, and he rubbed his left arm.

“George?”

Aiden wasn’t hot. A moment ago, he felt a distinct chill in the air. He studied George and thought he might be having a heart attack. Then the strangest thing happened. George’s pink and sweaty complexion dried, and his skin took on a bluish-gray hue. He scratched his inner forearm. No longer slumped, George sat tall and straightened both his tie and the tangled mop of hair on his head.

“The figures are accurate.”

Aiden sat back. “Could there be any royalties still outstanding?”

George raised an eyebrow and blinked almost in disbelief.

Chills coursed down Aiden’s spine. His uncle used to do the very same thing.

“No.” George drew his cell phone out of his pocket. “I’m sorry, but I’ve got another meeting scheduled in ten minutes. Are we finished?”

Aiden didn’t want to push his luck. George had obviously taken offense with his questions. Aiden finished his coffee and placed it on the table. “I should be getting back, too.”

Both men stood, tossed their garbage in the bin, and walked outside. Traffic on the corner of Boylston and Dartmouth whizzed past as George and Aiden stepped to the curb. Behind them, a crowd of pedestrians gathered, waiting for the signal at the crosswalk to turn.

Without warning, someone pushed Aiden hard.

He teetered and lost his balance. When he turned his head, he noticed a black sedan bearing down on him, and he thought it was game over.

Suddenly a hand manacled his arm. It jerked him backwards with such force he wound up flat on the sidewalk. George loomed above him. He’d flung him to safety. Aiden leaned back on his elbows and noticed that George had turned bright red and sweaty again.

“One second I’m being shoved toward a speeding car, and the next I’m being hauled out of harm’s way. Thanks, man. I owe you,” Aiden said.

George sat down beside Aiden. “I’m not really sure what the hell happened. Someone pushed me, and I must have bumped into you. By the time I realized you were in trouble, I had to act fast. How’s your arm?”

“Still attached.”

“That’s good. Mine’s positively numb,” George said, scratching and tearing at his forearm.

Aiden didn’t know how George found the strength and agility to pull him to safety. He surveyed the crowd that had gathered around them. He got up off the ground and brushed the dirt from his pants. Then he shook George’s hand. George’s hair practically stood on end and his shirt had become untucked. George, the disheveled marshmallow, smiled and they continued along Dartmouth back to the office.


      [image: ]Aiden returned and tried to throw himself into his work. He couldn’t stop thinking about what George had done. George had given him a second chance. A wake-up call. Aiden needed to start living his life.

A vision of Susan Dante popped into his head.

He opened the Trade Secrets file and read it from front to back. No wonder the series and the stars became hugely popular. The books were innovative. Who didn’t want to be rich and famous? Then there was the corresponding promotional blitz following every release. Brilliant marketing strategy but unaffordable by today’s standards.

The entire industry had changed drastically in the years since Aiden had become CEE. He studied the hard data. All of the normal royalty ratios had been observed. The series had been a very successful venture for Torrence Publishing and the principals, Leana Hart, Mable Stalwart, Jack Golden, and Dallas Monroe. Matthew Runner had been a victim of his own circumstances. Sad, but true.

Now, all he had to do was find a way to gently break the news to Ms. Dante. It would be tricky because he seriously doubted she’d go out to dinner with him or see him socially once he proved her wrong. Based on the information he had in front of him, Runner didn’t have a case. Torrence Publishing had made the best of a bad situation. The promotional tour never went off as promised, but there had been an extra run to compensate.

He made a decision.

He had to seize the moment. Like Matthew Runner, he’d been in prison, too. His self-imposed exile had lasted eighteen long years, not fifteen. If he didn’t reach out now, he could very well die old and alone.

He’d ask Susan Dante out.

Shove his fear of abandonment aside, take the plunge, and pray he didn’t crash and burn, or in his particular case, drown.
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