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True heroism is remarkably sober, very undramatic. It is not the urge to surpass all others at whatever cost, but the urge to serve others at whatever cost.

—Arthur Ashe

Chapter 1

He came to with a jolt. Wind rushed through the broken windshield and slashed vicious tentacles against his face, while shattered glass and snow lay scattered across the dashboard and his lap. Pain cut into his skull and the back of his neck. With a tentative hand, he touched his brow and came away with damp fingers.

Blood.

He blinked several times, unable to understand why he sat behind the wheel of a car.

Some type of car accident? He couldn’t remember.

The vehicle rested at an odd angle, its nose dipped downward, and the driver’s side tilted toward the pine tops. Waning light turned a cloudless sky to a dirty gray. Dawn or dusk? He didn’t know. He couldn’t think. How had he gotten here?

Lifting his hands, he peered at them. They were large, long-fingered, and free of calluses. Fine brown hairs dusted their backs. Stranger’s hands. His hands.

He wrestled for answers—a memory, an image, a clue to his identity—anything.

Nothing but a black, empty slate.

Panic welled in his throat and cut off the air to his lungs. He couldn’t remember anything about himself. He didn’t have a name, a past, a family. He didn’t exist.

Finally, he managed to drag in a lungful of air, but its frigid sting rushed past his throat and into his lungs too fast. Oxygen flooded his head, and white sparks danced across his peripheral vision.

No. He needed to stop. Now. And focus. Think.

He forced himself to relax, to calm the wild thump of his heart. After a moment, he managed to breathe in a slow, steady rhythm, and the panic eased. He turned and noticed the passenger to his right. A man sat slumped, silent, his body thrown forward and held in place by his seatbelt.

“Hey, are you okay?”

No answer.

He nudged the man’s shoulder with a hand. “Can you hear me?”

No response.

Something wasn’t right.

He unbuckled his seatbelt and slapped a palm against the dashboard to stop from pitching forward. Awkwardly, he twisted in his seat, eased forward and ducked to get a better look at the person’s face. That’s when he noticed the hole above the passenger’s open and unblinking eye. For several long, heartrending seconds, he stared at how the blood pooled from the wound, and then dripped, again and again, slowly but steadily onto the person’s jean-clad leg.

A gunshot wound. Had to be. “Jesus!”

Until now, he hadn’t noticed the pungent odor of death and how it clung to the interior of the car. At the stench, his stomach lurched but kept from heaving its contents.

The passenger wasn’t even a man but a kid in his late teens. A dead one at that. And the boy sure as hell didn’t die from a car accident with a bullet hole in his head.

Repulsed by the idea, but determined to find something of importance, he dug inside both outer pockets of the teenager’s jacket. He needed something to tell him what the hell was going on or at least who sat dead in the car with him. Next, he unzipped the kid’s jacket and felt around. His fingers caught on something jutting from a shirt pocket. He pulled it out and lifted it up to get a better view.

A picture. He managed to make out that it was a photo of the passenger and a woman with her arm draped over his shoulders. They stood in front of a building of some type. He turned the photo over and read:

Me and Katherine at the Morning Dove.

At least it was something. But not nearly enough to tell him who either one of them was.

Had he been the one to kill the kid?

There’d have to be a gun.

Quickly, he stuffed the picture inside the pocket of his down jacket and started searching. The fading light forced him to grope around the seat and floor by his feet and that of the dead teenager. He reached for the glove box, the most logical place for a weapon, and kept his gaze away from the body.

He didn’t find a weapon inside, but he did find a flashlight, which he flipped on and aimed at the car’s floor. Still no gun. The relief was almost immobilizing. Because if he’d found a gun, he’d have proof that he’d murdered the boy. The idea of sticking the barrel of a gun into that kid’s face—

No. He didn’t want to go there.

He aimed the light in the back of the car where the beam caught on a navy blue duffle bag. Finally something. Not liking the idea of reaching over the back and brushing up against the dead teen, he decided to go outside and around. He opened the door, jumped out, and landed in a foot of snow, which seeped under his pants and bit into his skin.

Suddenly lightheaded, he bent over and rested his hands across his knees. Eyeglasses, he hadn’t noticed until now, slipped from his nose and fell to the ground. He plucked them from a snow as gray and lifeless as the sky and put them back on. When he rose, a wave of dizziness seized him. He swayed and latched onto the car’s roof with one hand. God, he was weaker than he’d thought.

After he regained his equilibrium, he opened the back door, unzipped the duffle bag and aimed the light inside. And froze. He’d hoped for some clue to his past—anything—but what he discovered was far from what he’d imagined.

Cold, hard cash. The bag was stuffed with bundles of it, all tied by bank straps. With the flashlight trained on the bag’s interior, he lifted one bundle out and fanned the top edges and did it again to ensure he wasn’t hallucinating. Hundreds. Every single one of them. The bills trembled against his fingers, while his heart rate kicked into a rapid rhythm. At the very least, there had to be more than a hundred thousand in front of him.

How? Why? What type of person carried this amount of money around with them?

He dropped the bundle back into the bag, opened the sides wider and realized he wasn’t done. Far from it. Something large rested inside. He wrapped his fingers around the handle and pulled the item from the bag. Beneath, the flashlight’s beam, the dark silver gleamed as if recently polished.

A gun.

“Holy Shit.”

Something big had gone down, and he’d been involved. But what?

He hated the feel of the gun beneath his fingers as he shoved it back in the bag. But even though he disliked touching the weapon, he’d obviously found it important enough keep one around.

What the hell type of person was he?

Then he heard something other than the wind through the pines. A cry. It had a distinct rhythm, growing low, then high, increasing in intensity as it approached.

He stilled.

The murdered teen, the cash, the gun. All incriminating, all unexplainable. The police or paramedics would never believe him. He didn’t even believe himself.

Fear shot him into action. He grabbed the bag—he might have lost his mind, but he wasn’t stupid enough to leave something like that behind—pivoted and stumbled away from the car and the dead boy.

He left a visible trail in his wake, but he didn’t see any other option with a deep carpet of snow covering every dip and mound of dirt. Even though it should have impeded his movements and momentum, he dodged trees, jumped over snow-crested logs and jogged his way through the thick, white powder with astonishing speed and agility.

After a good half-hour, he slowed to a walk, surprised at how his lungs and limbs quickly recovered from the demanding pace he’d forced on both.

The siren had long since died, while darkness had descended in its entirety. Surely if he’d been followed, they’d have found him by now. Even though somewhat reassured by the thought, he continued through the forest.

A noise crashed from behind. He jerked around and searched the darkness, moving backward with cautious steps. Another sound. He stopped and listened. He heard the flap of wings and a rustle of leaves.

A bird.

He laughed and turned back around. His feet hit black, wet tarmac. Headlights flashed and blinded him. He stumbled back. A horn blasted. Wind hit him in the face.

A car sped past, feet from where he stood. His heart hammered against his ribs. Two more steps and he’d have been coating the car.

The moon broke through the clouds, illuminating pines and snow on either side of a two-lane highway. He kept to the edge of the road, his rubber-soled boots scraping against small rocks and broken asphalt. Maybe being visible to anyone who drove by wasn’t the smartest move but getting lost in the forest wasn’t any better. If he didn’t find some form of shelter soon, frostbite would be the least of his worries.

The duffle bag against his side felt reassuring yet unsettling, while the gun inside felt a whole hell of a lot more than unsettling. Shivering, he stuffed his hands into his coat pockets and flexed his fingers to try to work the stiffness from their joints. When he brushed something from inside one of them, he pulled out a plastic rectangle, possibly a card of some type.

Even with the moon as a source of light, he couldn’t make it out. He grabbed the flashlight from his back pocket and pointed its beam on the card. After a moment, he realized it was a driver’s license. He didn’t know why the I.D. was in his coat pocket instead of a wallet. He was too damn thankful to have some type of identification.

He glanced at the picture. The person in the photo had gray eyes, short, brown hair, thick-framed glasses and a wide jaw—none of it familiar—which didn’t mean anything. He didn’t think he’d recognize his own reflection if he looked in the mirror. Aloud, he read the first name on the license.

“Clark.”

He repeated it along with the last name, rolled the syllables between his tongue and lips and tried to get a feel for it. There was no dawning realization or understanding, no sudden burst of recognition. The name didn’t mean anything. But there was an address.

“Boston. Finally, I’ve got something!”

Getting there didn’t bother him. He had enough cash to hire a pilot if he needed to. And once in Boston, he should be able to get some answers.

With a sense of purpose now, Clark stuffed the license back in his pocket and searched his other ones for a wallet or any other form of identification. All he found was a package of spearmint gum in his pants’ pocket, and he could barely make that out because his glasses had filmed with moisture. No wonder he’d had such a hard time reading his driver’s license.

With the flashlight cradled beneath an armpit, he used the collar of his flannel shirt to wipe the lenses and the same frames like the ones in the photo. When he put them back on, Clark noticed his vision, even with the aid of the flashlight, hadn’t improved. Puzzled, he took his glasses off again and aimed the flashlight’s beam at the lenses. He scowled. They were nothing but plain glass.

Why was he walking around with non-prescription glasses? Were they a disguise? Even though none of it made sense, there had to be some rational explanation. Well, until he learned the reason, he’d keep wearing them.

A faint rumble disturbed the evening air. The sound grew louder as Clark moved along the road. A car’s engine. He thought of diving back in the woods, but if he didn’t get out of these harsh elements, he was liable to die from exposure. Tense, expecting the worse, he turned and relaxed somewhat. A pickup, not a patrol car, appeared around the bend in the road.

Maybe his luck was turning around. Hell, it couldn’t get much worse.

Hitching up a thumb, he waited and hoped for two things: one, the driver hadn’t witnessed any police or paramedics with sirens, and two, they were kind or naive enough to pick up a hitchhiker.

The pickup rushed past, and then slowed and rolled to a stop a couple hundred feet away. Without giving the driver a chance to change his mind, Clark ran down the road, opened the passenger door and peered inside.

A heavy-set man with a baseball cap, in a desperate need of a shave and shower, sat behind the wheel. He took one look at Clark and whistled. “You okay buddy? Your face looks like it met up with a two-by-four.”

Clark heard the suspicion in the driver’s voice and explained, “More like a steering wheel. I had a tire blow out a couple miles back and hit a ditch.”

The man snapped a piece of gum between his teeth and seemed to hesitate as if weighing his options. “Hop in. I’m going as far as Pinetop.”

Thank God. Clark slipped inside the interior’s warmth and slammed the door behind him.

“Not the best place to break down.” The driver shifted his rear against the vinyl seat and steered the truck back onto the road. “Since we’re going to be up close and personal for a while—the name’s Stu. And you’re?”

“Clark. Clark Kent.”


Chapter 2

“What’s wrong?”

Katherine Spalding placed the receiver back in its cradle. She looked up to where George, her assistant, stood by the doorway to her office of Morning Dove’s Youth Shelter for the Homeless.

“Kincaid’s donation hasn’t come in this month, and I’m getting the runaround from his office. He’s dodging me as if I were the Black Plague.”

George leaned a jean-clad hip against the doorframe and rubbed at his gray beard. “It could be bad timing or a busy schedule.”

“I don’t think so. Until now, he’s always returned my calls.”

“Maybe it’s time we started looking around for another company with some spare change. But right now, it’s late. Worry about it tomorrow. You’ve been here since six this morning, and it’s almost six now.”

She looked at the clock on the wall. “Oh, shoot. I’m going to be late if I don’t get moving. I promised to have dinner with my parents. They’ve invited some of the family over tonight.”

“There you go. Get out of here and have some fun.”

“You don’t know my parents.”

George raised a thick, gray eyebrow. “Then, all I can say is ‘best of luck’.”

Her lips twitched. “Thanks, I might need it.”

After she shrugged into her jacket and grabbed her purse from under her desk, Katherine followed George down the hall and into the lobby. At the front door, she paused and glanced back at George. She’d almost forgotten. “You haven’t seen Brian today, have you?”

“Nope. Sorry. He’ll show up.”

“Hmm. I hope so.”

But she wasn’t so sure. She hadn’t seen him for weeks, and even if he’d ended back on the street, word would have gotten back to her. There was a close-knit network out there. She’d checked with the police, and they’d put out a missing person’s bulletin, but it hadn’t helped. In their eyes, hunting down a homeless teenager was the least of their worries.

The sad part was Brian had shown so much promise. He’d been off crack for a month and searching for a job. Now it looked like he’d either gone underground or moved out of the city.

George’s weathered face turned somber. “Get that look off your face. You should know more than anyone that you can’t save the world. So don’t start getting yourself trapped in that mindset. Otherwise, you won’t be much help to anyone. Some of these kids are beyond hope by the time they find this place, and no matter how much support we give them, it doesn’t mean they’ll make the right choices. They all have free will.”

“I know. But it doesn’t make it any easier—”

“Will you stop—”

“Okay. Okay. I’ll stop worrying. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She waved a farewell.

After stepping outside, she pulled her collar up against her neck, stuffed her bare hands into her pockets, and huddled deeper into her coat. Mid-January in Boston and she was already tired of the winter and all it entailed. Other than Thanksgiving and Christmas, this was the busiest and saddest time of the year for her.

Shivering, she pushed her thoughts to the evening ahead. Her mood didn’t lift. Dinner with her parents was always an ordeal. She didn’t know why. All her life, they’d supported her. Maybe she was just discontent, a selfish emotion, to say the least, considering what life had given her.

She glanced down at her jeans and realized faded denim was out for tonight. Before she went home to change, she’d have to stop by the drug store down the street for some shampoo. She’d completely run out.

Head bent, still focused on her legs, she slammed into something hard. The air left her lungs in one loud whoosh. She stumbled. Tilting precariously on the heels of her feet, she grabbed for something solid and found a jacket. She dug her fingers around hard-muscled biceps and held on. An arm swept around her back and pulled her up against an unyielding chest, while her legs tangled with strong, solid legs.

Oh, my.

Katherine caught a glimpse of a strong throat and a wide, clean-shaven jaw. The light from a store window illuminated the most incredible gray eyes she’d ever seen. They were rimmed silver and flecked with charcoal closer to the pupil. His breath, scented with peppermint, brushed against her cheek.

Then he stepped backward, and she stood alone, shaken, unharmed, but unable to look away.

The same light touched his skin to smooth honey and glittered off his brown hair, highlighting their strands to warm mahogany. He had a strong, angular, almost austere face with a hard, inflexible jaw. He looked exactly the way Katherine had always envisioned a man should look like.

He brushed away a thatch of hair, but it fell back against his brow. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t watching where I was going. Are you okay?”

His crooked smile did strange things to her pulse. Absently, she rubbed a hand along the strap of her purse draped over her shoulder. “I’m fine.”

He nodded, then bent down and picked up a pair of thick-framed glasses that must have fallen to the ground from their collision. Slipping them on, he paused with his hands by his ears and peered down at her.

There was something about his expression Katherine couldn’t quite make out—almost a mixture of curiosity and caution.

“Have we... Do I...”

“Do you what?” she prompted.

“It’s just that—” A muscle pulsed along the ridge of his jaw. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Okaaay.” She nodded. “Sorry about your glasses.”

He smiled sheepishly. “I really should get them tightened. They have this terrible habit of falling off my nose.”

“Yes, well—”

“Oh...of course. Excuse me.”

He stepped aside and nodded as she walked past. She felt his gaze along the length of her—how else could she explain the prickle of awareness across the base of her neck? But she stopped herself from looking over her shoulder and double-checking.

Incredibly handsome, but very strange. He’d acted like he knew her. She slowed on the sidewalk and almost knocked into another pedestrian when she tried to remember what she was supposed to be doing.

Oh, yes. Shampoo. She needed to get some. Her stride determined, she walked the rest of the block to the drug store.

After completing her purchase, Katherine rushed home, showered, applied a thin layer of makeup and changed into a black, Ann Demeulemeester, stretch rayon dress. Then she swept her hair into a loose bun, grabbed a suede jacket and left the house. Key in hand, she hurried to her car and saw Ethan, her neighbor, getting out of his own vehicle two parking spaces away from her Mazda.

“Hey, gorgeous. Where are you off to?”

“Dinner with my parents.”

“And here I thought you had a hot date.”

“No such luck.” She smiled. “Want to join me?”

Ethan laughed and shook his head as he walked over to her. “Oh, no you don’t, Katherine. The last time you dragged me there, they found out what type of marriage material I was. I could have sworn I saw your mother’s face lose a couple of shades of color.”

“Sorry. My mother’s in a phase where she thinks I should be married with children, or at the very least have a couple of prospects lined up.”

“Ah, mothers. Don’t we just love ’em?” With an index finger, he flicked a loose strand of hair that had slipped from her bun. “How about skipping the parents and instead the two of us go wild tonight? Dancing, dinner, and later we can steam up my car windows with some heavy necking.”

“And what about Ken? I don’t think he’d like me moving in on his territory.”

Ethan appeared to think about it. “Maybe another time. He can get a bit jealous.”

She chuckled. “That’s what happens when you date a younger man. It’s called high maintenance.” She turned serious. “Well, I’ve got to rush. Otherwise, I’ll be later than I already am.”

Something Katherine didn’t want to be—not when it came to her mother.

~~*~~

Clark stood beneath the shadows of an old elm tree and watched the couple from a distance.

After crossing the country from Arizona—Clark still didn’t have a clue why he’d ended up in the mountains there—he’d checked into a hotel in Boston and searched for the address on his driver’s license. He didn’t find a house but a three-story building, which housed the local newspaper. Frustrated, he’d gone inside The Boston Globe and almost got kicked out by the security guard when he insisted on talking to someone.

He’d next looked up the Morning Dove in the phone book and came up with another address. This one held a hell of a lot more promise. He’d immediately recognized the building as the one in the teenager’s photograph. He didn’t know if he’d once walked through the doors—it didn’t feel like it—but a strange sense of foreboding had grabbed at his insides when he’d first spied the building.

Then he’d stumbled into the blonde, and when he’d seen her face, he realized she was the woman in the photo. And the oddest part, he’d felt a connection, as if he’d known her. But if so, then why hadn’t she acknowledged him? It didn’t make sense.

Not about to let the woman get away without uncovering something about her, he’d follow her here to skulk behind a tree and watch for...he didn’t know what.

“Katherine,” he whispered, repeating the name the man had called her.

Suddenly, Clark stiffened and flattened a palm against the rough bark of the elm. A vision of the past flashed across his mind’s eye. He saw Katherine grin up at the sky and toss her thick, blonde hair over her shoulder as she rocked back on her heels. She stood talking to a tall, heavy-set man in front of a gray brick building. The man rubbed an affectionate hand against her shoulder and said something undecipherable. Clark tried to grasp more from the memory, but the image vanished as quickly as it had appeared. But he recognized the place as the shelter.

Why? Why did he remember that and nothing else? What was it about her and the Morning Dove’s Youth Shelter for the Homeless? Or was this sudden memory a false image fabricated because of the photograph? All three questions kicked at his gut and elevated his blood pressure.

Patience. Clark needed to remember that. In time, he’d find out, but right now he’d watch and wait, and weigh every situation that crossed his path. But then, Clark thought of the wrecked car, the dead teen with a bullet hole, how close he’d eluded death. He couldn’t afford to be patient. Not when he needed to find out if a murderer was running loose.

Hell. He might be a walking target. Tomorrow, he could find himself facing the person who killed the teenager and not know it. Or—worse yet—he might be the murderer.

A cold breeze kicked up snow and whirled it around his ankles. Shivering, Clark stuffed his hands into his coat pockets and watched Katherine wave goodbye before she unlocked and opened her car door.

Clark couldn’t get over the change in her. Less than a couple of hours ago, she’d looked like a college student with her braid and glowing complexion. Now her appearance and whole demeanor screamed elegance, confidence, allure.

Katherine was a paradox.

She also might be connected to the murder in Arizona, which didn’t make sense. Not when she’d behaved as if she’d never seen him before. Unless...acting came as naturally as breathing to her. Clark frowned. The idea of her angelic face hiding something immoral and ugly didn’t seem fitting.

Finally, after Katherine guided her car onto the street and disappeared from sight and her friend slipped inside one of several two-story townhomes, Clark stepped from the shadows. Overgrown elms and the soft glow of lantern-type streetlights hinted at red-bricked walls and gave the complex an old-world charm. A thick layer of snow tinted yellow-gold covered the sloped roofs and blanketed the common area. The place was new and upscale, and nothing about it looked familiar.

Damn. What did he do now? Introduce himself and start asking Katherine questions? Yeah, right. If she didn’t run the minute he opened his mouth and confirmed his lunacy, she might pull a gun and splatter his brains everywhere.

Clark crossed the snow-covered lawn to the shoveled walkway and noticed the for rent sign on the lawn of one of the townhouses. The lights were off, and when he didn’t see any signs of occupancy, he walked over and peered into a side window. The glow of one of the street lamps illuminated what appeared to be an empty bedroom. He hoped the owner hadn’t found a renter yet. The townhouse would be perfect.

What better way to keep an eye on Katherine and not look like he stalked her every move? Plus, he needed a place to stay. He didn’t want to live in a hotel indefinitely. And as to credit references, he could bypass that. Cash was a seductive incentive.

He’d look into it tomorrow.


Chapter 3

Double-checking her hair and anchoring her bun more securely with a bobby pin, Katherine paused at the front door of her parents’ home. Then she stepped inside, draped her jacket and purse across the antique coat rack in the corner of the foyer, and followed the sound of voices coming from the dining room. They’d started without her.

When she walked into the dining room, five people turned to stare at her. Her father, Alex, sat at the head of the table, while her mother, Sharon, and her Uncle Paul bracketed his sides. Paul’s son, David, and David’s wife, Rachel, sat along the same side of the table as her mother. The only place setting available rested to her uncle’s right. What luck.

The thick brocade drapes had been closed for the evening, while the muted light from the chandelier encompassed the room in an intimate glow and accentuated the smooth walnut table and gold leaf china.

Sharon raised a disapproving eyebrow. “You’re late.”

Her mother didn’t add ‘as usual’, but Katherine heard the unspoken censure nonetheless as she sank down into the chair beside Paul. She wasn’t going to feel guilty. Not tonight, at least.

“Sorry,” she found herself still apologizing.

“You haven’t missed anything,” her father claimed. “Unless you find a detailed discussion on several blue-chip stocks fascinating?” At her look, he smiled. “I didn’t think so.”

Her father and uncle were similarly dressed in dove white shirts, dark suits and power ties. Their clothing might be similar, but their looks were anything but. Her father, Alex, was blond-haired, blue-eyed and tanned, while his brother, Paul, was dark-eyed, pale and had inherited the dreaded male patterned baldness from his mother’s side of the family.

Her father hadn’t changed much over the years. Because of a rigorous workout regimen each day and a capable plastic surgeon, the only signs of aging were a thickened waist and faint crow’s feet. Time hadn’t been so forgiving to his brother—or maybe Paul had never been concerned with appearances like his brother. As far back as she could remember, Paul had always seemed to have a harried look about him, more so since his wife’s death five years ago. A sagging jaw, fleshy arms and legs attested to too many hours behind a desk and little else.

Minutes later, Diana, the Spalding’s housekeeper and cook, wheeled in a cloth-draped trolley. She set a traditional Caesar salad before Katherine and replaced the empty salad plates with steaming caramelized mashed potatoes, grilled filet of beef and parslied carrots. The aroma twisted Katherine’s stomach into a knot of hunger. She’d almost forgotten Diana’s extraordinary culinary talents.

“How was your week, dear?”

As Diana poured a glass of wine for her, Katherine glanced across the table to her mother. At fifty-five, Sharon looked as good or better than a decade ago. Her updated hairstyle, short, wispy and feminine, complimented her large brown eyes and the smooth sweep of her nose and jaw. The dark gray suit and white, linen blouse were a typical example of her wardrobe—understated, conservative yet stylish. In all honesty, Katherine couldn’t remember a time when her mother wasn’t impeccably groomed. But then looks were paramount in her line of work. Image meant everything to her mother, from her leather pumps to her frosted hair.

“Frustrating.”

“Oh, why’s that?” Alex asked.

Katherine unfolded her napkin and placed it across her lap. “We have another missing teenager on our hands. That’s three in the last year. Three I thought were going to be success stories. Then it looks like one of our financial backers is withdrawing his support. It wouldn’t bother me so much, but this is the second company in a month that has decided to cut their ties with Morning Dove. I need funding from the private sector. The shelter can’t survive on government subsidies alone.” She smiled to lighten the mood. “It’s all so strange that it’s happening at once. If I didn’t know better, I’d think someone had it in for the shelter.”

“That’s a shame,” her father murmured. “But I’m sure you’ll find another company willing to support the home.”

“I’m sure I can—given time.” Katherine sighed. “I don’t like asking, Mother, but would you be willing to talk to Kincaid?”

“I’ll see what I can do, dear, but I can’t make any promises.”

“Really, Katherine.” Her father wiped a corner of his mouth with a cloth napkin. “You shouldn’t ask that of your mother. You’re putting her in an awkward position.”

Knowing he had a point, Katherine nodded and glanced over to her uncle. He wasn’t an option. Several times over the course of two years she’d hinted for help from his company, Miltronics, but nothing had come of it. Asking now would be like beating a dead horse, so she didn’t even try. Sighing, she stabbed a Romaine leaf with her fork.

“Didn’t you have financial problems when you first opened? And everything worked out fine then.” Alex smiled with encouragement. “You’ll come up on top this time, too.”

“I know she will,” Sharon said. “I think it’s admirable how she spends her time.” She met Katherine’s gaze across the table. “Think what you could do if you had a wider vision. With your energy and enthusiasm, you’d be such a success in politics. You’re young, your education’s impeccable. You’d just have to focus in a different direction. Of course, there’s the one drawback of being single ...”

Katherine shifted in her chair and set her fork down. The salad had lost its appeal.

Alex placed a hand across her mother’s wrist. “We’ve been over this before.”

“There’s always hope.”

Katherine lifted her chin. “I’ve never been interested in politics, and there’s nothing wrong with being single. But then again, now that you’ve mentioned it, several bachelors have caught my eye. There’s Ethan, of course. You’ve already met him. He’s suave, attractive—”

Sharon’s eyes turned cold. “That’s enough. I find that far from funny.”

Katherine flushed.

“I love your dress, Katherine,” Rachel broke into the awkward silence.

Katherine plucked at the cuff of her sleeve. “Thank you.”

“We have to go shopping together soon. I’m sure it’s been ages since the last time. God knows, David hates it when I drag him along.”

“That’s not true,” David protested with a half-smile.

“Always the diplomat,” Rachel teased. “That’s why you’re so good at what you do, and why I married you.”

Rachel patted her husband’s forearm. The bulky diamond ring on her left hand sparkled against the chandelier’s light and reminded Katherine how fate and fortune had touched a benevolent hand on all their lives. For three generations, the Spalding wealth had cushioned their failings, indulged their whims, and offered them opportunities given to very few, and she knew every person at this table had taken it for granted—including herself.

But tonight she felt like an outsider, an imposter. While she had the best food, the best clothing, the best home, the temperature outside was falling below freezing. No doubt, a woman, vulnerable, in need of medical attention, slept somewhere in a cardboard box. A teenage boy wandered the streets, prostituting himself to get his next fix of heroin so he could hide from the pain of his past.

Jason McFadden walked into the room.

“Senator. There’s a call from Representative Harlow. He’s apologized for the intrusion, but he’s concerned about the Carmel bill and needs to discuss a few issues with you before tomorrow morning.”

Sharon’s lips tightened with displeasure as she rose gracefully from her chair. “Excuse me.”

Katherine watched her mother follow her personal assistant from the room, then turned back to her meal.

“You shouldn’t bait your mother like that.”

The distinct sound of a cell phone saved her from a reply.

Paul reached for his waist and unsnapped his phone from its leather case. “Hello. What? Are you sure?”

Paul rose abruptly. His napkin fluttered to his feet, while his chair crashed to the floor.

Katherine jumped, spilling several drops of Beaujolais on her hand.

“Are you at the scene? How bad is it?”

She raised a brow and met her father’s gaze across the table. He shook his head and shrugged.

Paul disconnected the call, and, with a fumbling hand, pushed his phone back inside its case.

“Is there a problem?” her father asked.

“It’s Miltronics. I have to go. There’s a fire. Several employees are missing—possibly dead.”

~~*~~

Early Friday morning, Clark, thinking a cup of black coffee and a newspaper might kill some time while he formulated a plan, crossed the street to The Coffee Company. The place was within sight of the townhouses where Katherine lived. Hopefully, he’d be able to get hold of someone regarding the rental there and move in within the week...unless the place had been taken already.

He paused by a newspaper vending machine and dug in his pants’ pocket for some change. The machine took his quarters but didn’t unlatch and open. He jiggled the change button. Nothing happened. In frustration, he yanked at the door handle. Metal groaned, and the door snapped from its moorings. Stunned, Clark stood with the door dangling from his fingers.

Well, hell. He hadn’t pulled at the handle that hard. At least not hard enough to do that sort of damage. It must have already been broken.

He glanced around, but no one appeared to have noticed his little foray with someone else’s private property. This time, he pulled a twenty from his pocket and rolled the bill until it was small enough to slip into the coin slot. Then after grabbing a paper, he placed the panel back on. Even though broken and misshapen, it somehow stayed.

Clark folded the newspaper in half, shoved it under his arm and tried to look casual as he walked the rest of the way to The Coffee Company. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee teased his senses when he stepped inside. While he waited in line, he unfolded the paper and glanced down at the newsprint.

The front-page photo consisted of a fire from the previous night. Suspected arson read the caption. Then in the headline. he saw the name in bold letters. Miltronics. Sights and sounds faded; his peripheral vision darkened and narrowed and colors drained to gray except for the lone article in front of him. His stomach rolled with nausea. Rage, inexplicable, and powerful, surged through him.

“Sir.”

The filthy bastards! They’d done it.

“Sir!”

Clark looked up and snarled. “What!”

The teenager blinked at him. “I was asking what you wanted.”

Heat crept into his cheeks. “Sorry. I’ll have a coffee. Black.”

He tossed a five on the counter, grabbed his coffee and lurched around the person behind him. After scanning the crowded place for a seat, he found an empty table by the aisle near the front door and dropped down in a chair. He set his cup down and flattened out the crumpled newspaper. The headline glared at him.

Miltronics.

Nothing else had gotten a reaction from him like that. Why the rage? And against who? What had they done? Burned the place down? Is that why he’d been so angry? He closed his eyes and searched for a reason, a face, an image. He came up blank.

“A non-fat, café latte for Katherine!” a Barista called out.

Clark opened his eyes, snapped his head up and looked toward the counter. Katherine was retrieving a cup of coffee. Even though she lived across the street and probably frequented this place, he couldn’t stop the way his heart did a free-fall to his stomach. For a panicky moment, he didn’t know whether to run or duck behind a display case.

He did neither. Instead, he remained seated and watched her walk down the aisle toward him. She glanced his way, then again as recognition flared in her eyes.

He lifted his coffee and smiled. “Don’t worry. It’s safe. I promise I won’t run over you.”

“Hi.” She returned his smile with one of her own, then searched the room.

He followed her gaze. It looked like he’d taken the last empty table.

“You’re welcome to join me.”

She hesitated in the middle of the aisle, while he moved the newspaper to make room. Just when Clark thought she’d decline, she glanced down at the paper on the table.

She dropped down in the opposite chair. “May I?”

When he nodded, she took the paper and flipped it around. Her hand had a distinct tremor to it as she took a sip of her coffee.

“Are you all right?”

“Umm. Yeah.” She tapped a finger to the article and looked up. It took a moment for her gaze to clear. “It’s only that—”

“What?”

“My uncle’s the CEO of this company.”

He couldn’t have heard right. “You’re talking about Miltronics?”

“Yes.” She nodded at the paper. “It’s a pharmaceutical company on the outskirts of Boston. He’s worked there since he graduated from M.I.T.”

He sat in his chair, afraid to move, afraid to react as shock and excitement assaulted him. Beneath the table, his fingers dug into the flesh of his thighs, and he forced himself to breathe in and out, slowly, calmly, while his heart crashed against his ribs with alarming speed. If he started acting odd, he’d lose whatever connection, however tentative, he’d established with her.

“I’m sorry,” he said, his words husky with emotion. She couldn’t guess that it wasn’t sympathy that thickened his voice but hope at finding a possible link to uncovering his past. He glanced down at the newspaper and frowned. He hadn’t had a chance to read the complete article. “There’s a number of people mentioned here.” He scanned the names and froze. “He wouldn’t be Paul—”

“Yes. That’s him. Paul Spalding.”

Dread, fear and hatred rolled and twisted in the pit of his stomach. That name. It sounded simple and innocent, but not to Clark. Paul Spalding. Miltronics. They were bound together and linked to his past.

Clark now had a goal—to uncover why he hated them both.

“Are you all right?”

“Oh, yes.” Clark grappled for self-control. “And your uncle? He wasn’t in the building when it—”

“Oh, no! He was at dinner with us when it happened. When he left my parents’ house, he was in a state of shock. I called a while ago to get an update from my mother, but she didn’t have anything different to say than what’s reported here.”

Katherine frowned. “Excuse my rambling—seeing the front page caught me off guard.”

He shrugged a shoulder and smiled with difficulty. “No need to apologize. It must have come as a surprise to see something so personal on the front page of the paper.”

“I guess I should have expected it. What with twelve dead and three more missing.”

He blinked several times to clear his vision. Damn. It was almost as if he’d known them.

Her large, brown eyes softened. “I didn’t mean to bring down your morning.” Straightening, she pulled the strap of her purse tighter around her shoulder.

Katherine planned on leaving. He couldn’t have that. Not this soon. Think.

“Do you come here often?” At the inane question, his face burned. Talk about stupid. Couldn’t he have thought of something more original than that? Obviously not. He might have been better off sticking the proverbial foot in his mouth. At least that way he wouldn’t have sounded like a complete ass. “What I mean is—”

She laughed, a warm, throaty sound, which washed over him. “Yes, actually, I do. I’m a coffee addict. It’s quite embarrassing how all the employees here know my name.”

“Then I might see you around.”

Nodding, she rose to her feet. “Thanks for sharing your paper and table. I’ve got to get to work.”

Clark felt his smile congeal. “It was a pleasure.”

He couldn’t do a damn thing to stop her from leaving without causing a scene and alienating her. So he sat there and watched her go, a pleasant mask glued to his face, while frustration and helplessness gnawed at his insides.


Chapter 4

Katherine hurried from The Coffee Company and smothered the urge to look back over her shoulder. She hadn’t known there were men out there who still blushed—until today. And he’d blushed because of her. For someone so darn attractive, he was refreshingly awkward and unsure of himself—even sweet.

By the time she’d reached work, she’d pushed him from her mind, but by Monday morning thoughts of a gray-eyed man with thick mahogany hair edged back into her thoughts as she stopped off for coffee. Katherine tried to tell herself she wasn’t disappointed when she didn’t find him inside.

Was she that desperate for male companionship? Honestly? Yes. It was quite embarrassing how little time she’d spent with the opposite sex when it came to dating. She’d only had one serious relationship, and that had been way back in college. If it came down to it, and if she needed a date in a hurry, she would come up empty-handed. There was Ethan, of course, but he didn’t count.

After she bought a coffee and morning paper, she looked around. This time she didn’t have any problem finding an empty table. She shrugged out of her jacket and slipped it over a chair, then sat down by the window and looked out at another overcast day where thick-bellied clouds, heavy with the threat of snow, shuffled across the sky.

She saw a man walk along the sidewalk across the street and straightened. He crossed the road and walked toward the coffee house. She mangled the corner of her newspaper with a fist and felt her heart do a crazy little flip. It was him. When he reached the sidewalk parallel to the wall of windows where she sat, Katherine glanced quickly down at the coffee cup in her hand, but she still managed to get a glimpse of him through the corner of her eye.

The door opened, and even when a cold breeze brushed across her skin, she continued to stare at her cup. But the battle didn’t last long. Curiosity won, and she peeked beneath her lashes. He stood with his back to her while talking to a cashier. She’d forgotten how tall he was. A good couple of inches over six feet. He was big and broad-shouldered, too. The bulky navy jacket he wore emphasized his size even more. Its hem reached his waist, and the stonewashed jeans he wore hugged his long legs and small, tight buttocks. He sure had a nice—

He turned unexpectedly. Glancing up, she met his gaze across the room and felt her face burn with mortification. She’d been caught right in the act of staring at his butt.

He smiled, which revealed a dimple in his right cheek she hadn’t noticed until now. All her embarrassment melted away with the pleasure in his face. He looked as happy as she felt when it came to seeing each other again.

He weaved through the tables until he stopped at hers. “Do you mind if I join you?”

“Not at all. I’m just trying to wake up before I drag myself to work.”

He sank down in the opposite chair. “And where do you have to drag yourself to?”

As his knee brushed up against her own, she shifted in her seat. Approximately four feet separated them, but his proximity seemed even closer, the way his large frame dwarfed his chair and their table. She glanced down at the coffee he held. His left hand, capable looking, long-fingered and ringless, was in proportion to the rest of him. Large. He easily wrapped his fingers around his cup. What was that saying? “Men who had large hands had large—”

Okay. She needed to stop that. Just because her personal life rated a zero, it didn’t mean she needed to act like a sex-starved idiot. Or was it this particular man that turned her brain into a narcotic induced stupor?

Then she realized he was looking at her with a question in his eyes. Oh, yes. Work. “The Morning Dove. I work at a shelter for runaway teens.”

“That’s admirable. I don’t know of anyone else with such a selfless job.” His voice was husky and deep, his gaze earnest. He acted enthralled, which she found both disconcerting and flattering.

Katherine shrugged and twirled the tip of her braid between her thumb and forefinger. “I wouldn’t say that. It’s very rewarding.”

“What made you decide to get into something like that?”

“Oh, I guess I fell into it.” Of course, not exactly the truth, but Katherine didn’t want to go there. Even after all these years, she was liable to get too emotional over why she worked at the shelter.

“And you?” she asked.

“Me?”

“Yes. What type of work do you do?”

“What type of work do I do?”

He frowned and looked around the room. Then he glanced at the table where her newspaper sat unopened. For a moment, she wondered if he planned on answering.

“I’m...a reporter.”

“Are you sure?”

His frown turned to confusion. “Why?”

“You don’t sound too sure.”

“I guess it’s because I’m between jobs.”

She grimaced. “That’s never fun. I’m sorry—”

“Oh, I’ll find something.” His dimple reappeared with his smile. “This way I have a chance to see some of Boston since I just moved here. Actually, you can see my place. It’s the end townhouse across the street.”

Already guessing what place he meant, she still glanced over to where he nodded. She vaguely remembered a sign on one of the neighboring lawns but didn’t know the details since the previous owner had kept to himself.

“If you don’t find a job soon, I can ask around. I know a lot of people who—”

“No.”

“Okay.” It looked like she’d upset him. No doubt he had too much pride to ask or want help.

“My problems are insignificant compared to what your uncle must be going through. How is he coping with the aftereffects of the fire?”

She watched him rub a thumb along the edge of the table. “Fine, I guess, under the circumstances.”

“From what I read in the follow-up, they never did find any survivors.”

“I’m afraid not. At least the police caught the man.”

His expression thoughtful, he continued to stroke the table’s edge with a thumb. “Yes, they did. A janitor at Miltronics with a prior record for arson and, may I add, a man not too swift to leave all that evidence in his apartment. I’m surprised he slipped past with the company’s strict screening policy. Even more surprised at how quickly the police were able to find and convict a suspect.”

“What are you implying?”

Sighing, he met her gaze with sober, gray eyes. “I actually don’t know.” He smiled, but his face remained serious. “Well, anyway, I’m glad they found the person, but I’d be even happier if I knew the name of the beautiful woman seated across from me.”
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