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Chapter 1

 


C



layton Arthur McClaine glanced out the darkened limousine window one last time. No one was watching. He turned to his driver. “O’Shea, you’d better be right about the disguise. If the paparazzi get wind of this, they’ll have a field day.”

“I’ve watched your back since third grade, boss. You’d think after the first twenty years or so, you’d start to trust me.”

“If I didn’t, Jimmy, you wouldn’t be here.”

Jimmy shifted in the seat, stripping off his sunglasses and looking him in the eye. “Clay, you don’t have to do this. We’ve managed just fine until now.”

“I can’t keep counting on you to cover for me. Unless you want to give up your role as silent investor and move into the executive suite, I have to do this.”

“I told you before, I like driving the cars, not sitting in the back. You’ve always been the public face of the corporation. I don’t like the limelight. But that don’t mean you have to risk being seen. We’ve done fine. No one suspects anything.”

“Right. Nobody suspects anything. Yet. But someday they might. It’s a risk I’m no longer willing to take. I don’t like putting our business in jeopardy, Jimmy. This deal could triple our distribution network and open the European markets, but if I blow it, Milford Johnson will have the opportunity to bleed the corporation dry. He goes after weakness like a shark after blood.”

“So do you. What’s the problem?”

Clayton rubbed his temples, wishing he could find another way around the dilemma. “Johnson senses something. He’s insisted on closed-door negotiations. Just the two of us.”

“He doesn’t expect you to sign a contract without your lawyer reviewing it.”

“No, but a last-minute addendum could change everything. I won’t have the luxury of funneling that paper through you or my secretary.” Milford Johnson was sharp. There would be last-minute alterations to the contract.

“I guess even a photographic memory has limitations.”

“Phonographic, Jimmy. In my case, it’s phonographic. I remember everything I hear.”

“Whatever.” Jimmy turned from him and flipped open a thin newspaper.

“What’s that? The masthead looks like the Huntersville Daily Press.”

Jimmy grunted. “Unlike you, I try to keep up with what’s going on in the hometown.”

“Since when?”

“Since now. A man’s got to have something to do besides chauffeur his best friend around and help him sneak into places he should be walking into, head held high. Besides, neither of us knows how long you’ll be gone. I’ll sit tight and wait till you’re finished.”

Clayton hesitated, wondering if the rewards justified the risk.

“Don’t you have an appointment to keep, boss?”

Clayton grimaced from the edge in Jimmy’s voice then focused his attention on the matters at hand. He slipped from his warm limousine into the dank chill of the parking deck. Giving Jimmy a last cocky grin, he huddled into the frayed, plaid wool coat and pulled his ball cap lower over his eyes. “Wish me luck.”

He jogged down the stairs of the garage and headed to the street. A gust of wind pierced his thin trousers and flimsy tennis shoes. Damn. April in Chicago is just as cold and rainy as it is in Huntersville.

But he’d grown from a scrawny kid going to work at the poultry farms and slaughterhouse into a man who had beaten the odds more times than he could count. He neared the small store-front office at the end of the block and steeled himself to meet the next challenge. And win.

A muted chime sounded when he pushed open the door. He glanced around the room, taking in the comfortable armchairs, mismatched couches, and scattered tables. Brightly colored toys spilling from a basket in a haphazard heap dominated one corner. Books and magazines littered almost every horizontal surface.

Across the room, two women sat side by side at a small round table. The younger woman excused herself and walked toward him, brushing a strand of light brown hair behind her ear as she crossed the room. The gentle sway of her hips and the hint of soft curves beneath her lightweight sweater almost made him forget why he’d come here.

It had been a long time since he’d been attracted to a woman. It had been even longer since he’d been in the company of a simple, unassuming one. Someone who wasn’t trying to snag the title of Mrs. McClaine like it was a prize at the county fair.

A rush of nervous anticipation, the kind he hadn’t felt since his high school days, flooded his senses. He didn’t like the nervousness or the memories it evoked.

“Hi,” she said, extending her hand. “I’m Claire Lennox. Welcome to the McClaine Literacy Clinic.”

He forced his gaze away from her body and focused on her mouth, studying her small, perfectly white teeth and her pink, slightly chapped lips, rather than meeting her eyes. He shook her hand, swallowing his fear like a man downs a shot of whiskey, letting it burn into oblivion in his clenched stomach.

He raised his eyes. So help him, if he saw an ounce of pity or a flicker of recognition on her face, he’d be out the door before she could blink.

All he saw were innocent, brown eyes and her little, welcoming smile. He shifted his weight onto the balls of his feet and tensed, locking his gaze on her. No sense sugarcoating his condition with a fancy label. He was a bottom-line man. “I can’t read. Much.” He threw the words at her like a gauntlet and braced to meet her response.

“That’s why the clinic is here. I’m glad you trust us to work with you. Unfortunately, my assistant is out for the day,” she said, still smiling and looking as pleasant as if he’d said nothing more surprising than good afternoon.

“I’m working with Mrs. Jablonski right now, but if you could wait a few minutes, I’d be happy to give you my full attention. There’s a video about the clinic, if you’d like to watch.” She motioned to a small TV near a well-worn couch. “Have a seat, Mr. …”

“Artie,” he muttered, the urge to fight draining from him. “Artie McC— Michaels. Artie Michaels.”

She nodded. “I’ll be with you soon, Mr. Michaels.”

He slumped in a chair. Only ten minutes into the venture and he’d almost blown it.

“Clayton Arthur McClaine.” He tensed at the sound of his name, spoken in a soft, hesitant Polish accent.

“Wait. You’re not planning to read that article from People magazine today, are you, Mrs. Jablonski?”

Even though his back was to the women, he could picture Claire Lennox moistening her lips and leaning toward the older woman as she spoke, that troublesome lock of honey-brown hair falling across her cheek.

The knot in his gut eased slightly for the first time since he’d come up with the plan. Jimmy’s suggestions about how to avoid the press just might work.

“Have you seen, Miss Lennox? You must be up with the birds to get the early copy. By noon, the newsstand, she was already sold out. I can not blame you for wanting to get your hands on 'America’s Ten Most Wanted Bachelors.' Especially since Mr. Clayton Arthur McClaine of Chicago is bachelor number one.”

Excitement caused her accent to thicken and blur. “Look at this picture of him. He looks like such a nice, young man with beautiful, thick hair, and a good strong jaw. Handsome like, like… evil.”

“Do you mean ‘handsome as sin’?”

“Yes. Sin. Handsome like sin. Look at his office—bigger than this whole clinic. Wasteful. What that man needs is…”

“Let’s skip the photos and focus on the words for today, Mrs. J.”

He heard the scrape of a chair and the rustle of magazine pages punctuated by the older woman’s sigh. Clayton forced his tight body to relax. People see what they want to see.

He concentrated on keeping his shoulders slumped and his cap low over his eyes. Behave like a factory worker, and that’s what she’ll see. He strained to hear Mrs. J’s monologue, but kept his gaze focused on the dirty tennis shoes of his disguise.

Clayton weighed his reasons to stay against his desire to go. Too much was at stake. The deal with Johnson opened the European markets. But with knowledge of his private struggle with dyslexia, a manipulator like Johnson could make him look like a fool, embarrass and, perhaps, even discredit him in the eyes of the business community. He had to do this now, before someone discovered his secret and exposed him as a fraud.

But there was more to it than just that. Even his reason for being here was a fraud. He reached inside his thin coat, feeling for the letter he’d carried with him since the day he’d settled his mother’s estate last fall. This was the real reason that drove him to the clinic.

The negotiations were a smoke screen. Handling his investors, including Johnson—and even the public—would be tricky, but not impossible. He’d handled scores of business deals on his way to the top.

He caressed the battered envelope, the wrinkles and creases of the once-crisp paper, a silent testimony to the times he’d tried to read his mother’s last thoughts. He had no doubt that she’d poured her heart onto these pages. She’d been a lover of books and letters. She’d want her last message to him to be more permanent than a phone call. So she’d put it into words. Words he couldn’t read. Words he didn’t want anyone else to read for him.

Words.

The one thing he couldn’t conquer.

“‘Clayton Arthur McClaine knows what it takes to make a woman happy.’” The soft Polish voice spoke in a careful cadence, pulling him back to the present. “‘Chocolate. McClaine, founder of the Fantasy Fudge Gourmet Chocolate Company, tooted…’”

“Touted,” corrected Claire quietly.

“‘…touted as the stuff dreams are made of is himself the stuff of dreams. The thirty-four-year-old, self-made billionaire transformed a simple chocolate recipe into the McClaine Insustries empire. In the process, he transformed himself from a Huntersville, Iowa,’” she paused. “What’s this word, Miss Lennox?”

“Pauper. It means a poor man.”

“Paw-per. Paw-per.” Mrs. J mouthed the word several times. Clayton tensed with each syllable as if she were peeling away his disguise and exposing him.

“Very good, Mrs. J. Can you read a bit more?” Claire’s voice broke the spell, and Clayton breathed a sigh of relief.

“‘In the process, he transformed himself from a Huntersville, Iowa, paw-per into a sought-after prince of industry. McClaine credits his… his… phe-nom-en-al,’” she paused.

“That’s great work. Sounding out the letters almost always works with new words. Go on.”

“‘…phenomenal success to hard work, honesty, and integrity, but we think there’s more to it than that. Chocolate, to be sure. But there’s also those darkly handsome good looks, the James Bond sense of style, an easy smile, and those mysterious eyes. As we said earlier—he knows what it takes to make a woman happy.

“‘So what kind of woman does this perfect-ten fantasy man dream of? That secret is as closely guarded as the recipe for his famous fudge sauce. Still, something about the way his eyes twinkle when he smiles makes you believe, just for a moment, you may be the one.’” Mrs. J. stopped and sighed. “Does that not make you just want to melt, Miss Lennox? Deep down, every woman wants a man like that.”

“I’m sure lots of women fantasize about their dream man, but I prefer watching the pleasure you get from reading.”

“I know, that’s your way of telling me to finish reading my piece. All right, then.”

Clayton fought the urge to turn around as he listened to the crinkle of magazine pages followed by Mrs. J’s soft voice.

“‘The combination of money, chocolate, and toe-curling sex appeal make Clayton Arthur McClaine our ir-re-sis-ti-ble… irresistible,’” she repeated with motherly warmth, “‘top pick for bachelor of the year. Heck, we’d probably love him even without the billions.’”

“Very good.”

“So what you think, Miss Lennox?”

“Your reading is really improving. I’m proud of the progress you’re making.”

“No, no, no. What you think of Mr. McClaine?”

Claire laughed, a musical, lilting sound. Clayton smiled in spite of himself.

“I don’t think about Mr. McClaine one way or the other.”

Clayton’s smile turned into a frown. He squared his shoulders and started to rise, only remembering at the last second that he was supposed to be an invisible factory worker. He slumped back in the chair and looked over his shoulder. They hadn’t noticed.

“But you work for him, don’t you, Miss Lennox? This is Mr. McClaine’s clinic, no?”

“McClaine Industries sponsors the clinic, but I’ve never met him personally. It’s a large company and the executives in the main office keep to themselves.” Claire and Mrs. Jablonski rustled past him and headed to the door.

“You still have chance,” the older woman said, “to meet him. See, here is the list telling where to meet the bachelors. Mr. McClaine, he throws big party every June to raise money for clinic. You should get invitation. You run clinic.

“Such a shame, man like Mr. McClaine and no wife. And you, Miss Lennox. You should be home, teaching babies to read. You make wonderful mother. Here,” she shoved the magazine toward Claire. “Look good at those pictures. Get yourself invitation to big, wonderful party. You be surprised what can happen.”

Claire shook her head. “Mrs. Jablonski, why don’t you keep the magazine. Every client today has read me that article. Believe me, I’ve got Mr. McClaine’s biography and vital statistics memorized.”

“Well… You are sure?” Mrs. J. shoved the magazine into her overstuffed canvas handbag and checked her watch. “Late, late, late. As usual, you spend more time with me than you should. I must hurry to catch next bus or Mr. Jablonski, he will faint from hunger while he waits for his supper. I will see you next week. Good-bye, Miss Lennox. Think about McClaine party in June,” she called as she walked away.

Claire sagged against the door. “Save me from matchmaking clients,” she muttered.

Clayton cleared his throat.

“Oh, my goodness.” Claire spun around, her cheeks flushing a tantalizing shade of pink. “Mr. Michaels, I didn’t mean for you to hear that.”

“Don’t worry, Miss Lennox.” He smiled for the second time since he stepped through the door. She looked adorable when she was flustered. “I don’t intend to play matchmaker.” Unless I’m playing for myself.

“Thank goodness. One more word about Mr. Clayton Arthur McClaine and I think I’ll scream. That’s all anyone’s talked about all day. I’ve had his picture shoved under my nose so many times, I’ll probably imagine his face on everyone I meet for the next week.”

He deliberately pushed the ball cap back on his head and stared at her, tempting fate, but despite her words, no flicker of recognition lit her eyes.

“Let’s just go over here and I’ll tell you a bit more about the clinic.” She directed him toward a table and opened a glossy picture book as she chattered about the clinic’s mission. Her eyes sparkled and her hands practically danced, punctuating her dialogue with graceful gestures.

Words might be a jumble to him, but he could read people. Claire, with her unpretentious enthusiasm, was no challenge at all. He’d also perfected the art of sending messages to people with his own carefully scripted body language. Once, he’d been a nobody, pretending to be a successful businessman. Now, he was a success, pretending to be a nobody.

Except in Claire’s company, the unexpected happened. It was written all over her face, in her eyes, and in the way she leaned toward him and cocked her head when she spoke. To her, he was anonymous, but he wasn’t a nobody. His smile deepened. Learning to read from Miss Claire Lennox might not be painful after all. In fact, it might even be pleasant. For the first time in months, he relaxed.
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Chapter 2

 


C



laire locked the office door and headed for the bus stop just in time to catch the 151 bus to Michigan Avenue. She bounced along the familiar route trying to convince herself her warm breathlessness was the result of her race for the crowded bus. She was too honest to let herself fall back on such a flimsy excuse.

She’d spent the last forty minutes in the presence of an extremely handsome man. His questions about the clinic’s funding and her qualifications signaled a shrewd, perceptive intelligence. His difficulty with reading lent a sense of vulnerability to what would otherwise have been an overbearing air of self-confidence.

It was a powerful combination: looks, intelligence, and vulnerability. It was enough to make any woman warm and breathless. There was more to Mr. Michaels than his simple clothing implied. She would have bet her reputation on it—if her reputation at McClaine Industries had been worth betting on after Robert Peterman’s machinations two years ago.

The bus came to her stop and Claire plunged gratefully into the cool evening air. Dodging crowds of commuters surging from the Hancock Building, she hurried down the stairs toward the Cheesecake Factory restaurant.

“Claire, thank goodness you made it.” Her friend Jill, slim, dark haired, and beautiful in a way Claire envied, grabbed her arm and pulled her through the restaurant door. “They were about to give our table to someone else and put us back at the bottom of the list. What took you so long? We were supposed to meet over an hour ago.”

“Things ran a little late today.”

“Claire, things don’t run late, you do. Sometimes you’re too dedicated for your own good. You look flushed. Are you coming down with something?” They slid into a booth and reached for the menus.

“You can stop giving me the once-over, Jill. I had a long day, but there’s nothing wrong.”

“Good.” A hint of mischief crept into Jill’s eyes. “I was afraid you might have something even chocolate couldn’t cure.”

“Please don’t.” Claire groaned. “Don’t mention the word chocolate to me.”

“You’ve overdosed already? Even so, I bet this will tempt you.” Jill reached into her shopping bag and slid a copy of People across the table.

Claire hid her face in her hands. “Jill, not you too,” she mumbled.

“What’s wrong?”

“Let’s just order. I’ll tell you over dinner.”

An hour later, Jill sat back and shook her head. “No wonder you didn’t want to hear the word chocolate. Even Fantasy Fudge loses its appeal after about a dozen servings. I can’t believe every single one of your clients read the McClaine article and tried to fix you up with him.”

“Almost every client. My last client was someone new. A man. Fortunately, he didn’t have any inclination to throw me at McClaine’s feet.”

“What kind of man gets through life without being able to read then, one day, wakes up and decides to go back to class?” A frown marred Jill’s perfect features and skepticism slipped into her carefully modulated tones.

“Lots of people, even some with college degrees, have trouble with words. I could name half a dozen celebrities with dyslexia who struggle with written words. As for coming back to class, maybe his job’s at risk. Or maybe he’s a father who wants to read his children a bedtime story. Although,” she mused, “he’s probably not a father. I didn’t notice a wedding ring.”

“You looked? Are you out of your mind? Claire, we’ve got to get you a social life before you get all hot and bothered over a client.”

“I’m not hot and bothered.” Warm and flustered, maybe, but that was all. “Even if I were, it’s no different from you gushing over that quarterback in high school.”

“He was drop-dead gorgeous. Besides, he at least graduated from high school.”

“Between his girlfriend on the school newspaper and the one who was president of the science club, he probably had a respectable grade point average.” Claire grinned as she turned the tables on Jill.

“Hey! I was on the school newspaper.”

“Touché.”

“All right, Ms. Debate Team Captain. I concede. A girl can put beauty above brains.” Jill turned serious a moment later. “If I’d been burned by a plagiarizing boyfriend-turned-boss, maybe I’d prefer blue-collar men too.”

“I’m not the same woman Robert Peterman duped and dumped two years ago, Jill. The clinic is more fulfilling than the marketing department ever was. What I do now makes a difference in someone’s life, not just a contribution to the bottom line.”

“Does that mean you’ve decided to stay on at McClaine Industries after your contract expires? I thought you wanted a fresh start.”

Claire hesitated, unwilling to reopen the debate. “Let’s just say I’m considering alternatives.”

“Alternatives?” Jill shoved her salad aside. “You had it all: business sense, creativity, a path to the executive floor. Don’t you miss the challenge? You can’t hide at the clinic forever.”

“A charitable business is still a business. I have plenty of challenges; for example, I need to secure some alternative funding if I want to keep the clinic doors open.”

“I thought the clinic was McClaine’s private charity.”

“It is now, but corporate mergers and economic stress could slash his contributions if money gets tight. Alternative funding minimizes the effect that has on us. I’ve outlined an awareness campaign to increase the clinic’s visibility, reach, and funding.”

Claire shoved her own entrée aside, too caught up in her plans to eat. “What’s the first thing people think about when they hear the word literacy?”

Jill toyed with her spoon, not meeting Claire’s eyes. “Immigrants and grade school dropouts.”

“Exactly. Low literacy affects thousands of people who’d never dream of going for help because of the stigma attached. An articulate, intelligent spokesperson who admits to having dyslexia could change that image. And once the stigma is gone, both the number of clients and the amount of funding will increase.”

“Let me guess. You think this new client could be your poster child?”

“He’s exactly the image the clinic needs—if he’d agree to do it. Of course, the bigger obstacle is bypassing Robert and pitching my campaign idea directly to Mr. McClaine. The man is guarded better than the U.S. president, no matter what People magazine implies.”

“I have confidence you’ll figure it out. Now, get back to the important issue. Is this new client of yours a hunk?”

“Let’s see.” Claire dismissed her plans and pictured Artie Michaels instead. Her internal temperature shot up a couple degrees. “Dark hair, dark eyes, a killer smile, and a body like Michelangelo’s David. Yeah. He’s a hunk.”

A server walked up to the table. “Ladies, can I tempt you with a piece of this month’s featured cheesecake? In honor of America’s Ten Most Wanted Bachelors, we have Fantasy-Fudge-Double-Dark-Chocolate-Cheesecake with a cookie crust, a layer of—”

Jill waved her off. “No thanks. My friend’s just developed an allergy to chocolate. Besides,” she whispered to Claire, "from the look in your eyes, I’d say you’ve got a taste for something sizzling hot and a whole lot meatier.”

“Jill, please. Stop.” Claire felt the heat in her gut reach her face. Her cheeks burned.

“Claire, I know that look. You’ve been cooped up with your romantic books and videos for too long. You used to let loose and have fun. You used to enjoy dating, and men, before you did a one-eighty and buried yourself in the clinic. Tell me honestly, how long has it been since you’ve had sex?”

Claire turned away and grabbed her purse. “I do not want to have this conversation.”

“Claire, it’s time to live again. This weekend, whether you like it or not, I’m finding you a date.”
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“Gentlemen, I have a corporation to run. We should hire an actor for our commercials.” Clayton looked over the scripts, pretending to study the neat lines of black type before tossing them onto his desk.

“But, Mr. McClaine, the focus groups suggested…”

“Peterman, you may be the hottest executive that money can buy, but you and I both know that focus groups change their minds as often as they change their socks. They only want me in the commercials because of the article in People. Next week that will be old news. Give me one solid business reason why I should appear in Fantasy Fudge commercials.”

Mitch Anderson, Peterman’s newly appointed assistant, walked across the room and tapped the scripts on Clayton’s desk. “I’ll give you three reasons. Jim Perdue, Orville Redenbacher, and Dave Thomas.” He let the words sink in for a moment. “They revitalized advertising and boosted their sales by giving their industries that down-home, personal feel. The People magazine article may be fluff to you, Mr. McClaine, but to me, it’s publicity. You’d be a fool not to capitalize on it. Not that I think you’re a fool, sir,” he continued quickly.

Clayton watched the young man’s throat tighten and swallow. Beneath the layer of false confidence Mitch wore like a corporate uniform, Clayton knew his knees were knocking. “You built the company out of next to nothing, after all. You’re one of the examples they quote in business school.”

Clayton held up a hand and Mitch fell silent. “Anderson, one of the first lessons I learned was to know when I’m beaten. You win. Arrange for a film crew, then grab a couple of boys from your department and show me a mock-up of the scene. I can’t give you more than a few hours total, so make sure my part’s simple.” He handed the scripts back to Mitch.

“Don’t you want to read through the scenes first, sir?”

“No. You and Peterman are in charge of this advertising campaign. I trust your judgment. Just feed me my lines and let me get this cameo over with as soon as possible.”

He dismissed the team and leaned back in his chair, letting his thoughts drift to Claire. Her looks were average—plain brown hair, plain brown eyes, willowy figure. Okay, the figure was good, even hidden under baggy pants and a loose sweater. One by one, all the parts of Claire were average, but something about the total package was special.

Otherwise, he wouldn’t have spent the last week thinking about her instead of calling up one of the women who usually graced his dinner table and sometimes his bed. He looked forward to seeing her this afternoon as plain old Artie Michaels. With the right amount of charm, she might even accept an invitation to share a cup of coffee. Just like normal people.

Too bad the commercial spots would put his picture in front of everyone again. Robert Peterman’s ‘Fantasy’ ad campaign had been a brilliant piece of work. He’d earned his last promotions largely on the basis of his creativity in designing the ads.

They were so effective, Clayton doubted his disguise would last long in the face of the media blitz the company marketers planned. He needed to learn everything he could from Claire and be gone—a memory—before the commercials hit the air.

Every delay increased the risk that someone would connect him to the clinic, as a customer rather than a sponsor. Word could easily get to Milford Johnson and weaken his bargaining position. His hand strayed to his breast pocket where the letter lay hidden. There were other reasons he hated the delay.

He also risked being unmasked in front of Claire. It shouldn’t matter, but he believed the minute she saw through his disguise, her genuine smiles would either turn nervous or coy. He wasn’t sure which thought bothered him more.

Besides Jimmy O’Shea, who was part chauffeur, part silent business partner, and mostly friend, she was the first real, down-to-earth person he’d met in a long time. Power and wealth drew people to him like flies to honey, but very few were people he trusted.

The intercom buzzed, pulling him out of his reverie. “Yes?”

“Mr. McClaine, I have that executive summary you requested. The one on the literacy foundation and Ms. Lennox. When shall I brief you?”

“Now would be fine, Mary. Call Jimmy and tell him to have the car brought around in half an hour. I’ll leave as soon as we finish.”

He rang off and sat back in the chair, clearing his mind and preparing to memorize the surge of facts and figures Mary would throw at him. Before he met with Claire again today, he wanted to know everything about her. Thanks to the People magazine spread, she already knew plenty about him. The corporate files on her wouldn’t be nearly as informative, but they were a start.

As for satisfying his curiosity about more personal things, say, her favorite color or whether she preferred cotton sheets or satin ones, he had weeks of private tutoring ahead. What he didn’t know, he intended to learn.
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“I know that look,” Jimmy muttered as the privacy window between the driver and the back of the limo slid open. In a few short blocks, Clayton Arthur McClaine had transformed from the suave entrepreneur he’d picked up at the corporate offices to the average Artie he’d drop off at the public garage.

“What look? Is something wrong with my disguise?” Clayton slipped into his leather jacket and ball cap.

“Your clothes are fine. Anyone who didn’t know you wouldn’t take a second look. I was talkin’ about something else. You know, that get-out-of-my-way-‘cause-I’m-going-to-conquer-the-world look you get. That’s pure McClaine. And it usually means trouble.”

“Challenges excite me. You know that.”

“This ain’t no ordinary challenge, boss. Maybe you learnin’ to read is like a blind man tryin’ to see. Maybe it just ain’t supposed to happen.”

“Worried that I’m too dumb to learn?” Clayton cocked an eyebrow at him.

Jimmy shook his head and turned the car into the parking garage, maneuvering it slowly up the ramps. He’d been a C student till he’d met McClaine in grade school. McClaine had been a D minus student, so Jimmy didn’t feel too threatened at first, but when they worked together, it was clear who had the brains and who had the brawn.

Over time, Jimmy’s grades went up to Bs and McClaine managed to squeak through year after year with a combination of charm and a little—very little—help from Jimmy.

“Whatever else you are, you ain’t dumb,” he said as he eased into a parking space. “But just in case smarts aren’t enough, remember, learning to read isn’t the only challenge out there. There will always be another business challenge to keep you occupied. Like that royal resort business you’re negotiating. And besides, we’ve managed this long. We can keep it up.”

Jimmy put the car in park and reached for a stack of papers on the passenger seat.

“What, no Huntersville Daily Press today?”

“Nope. It’s a couple of articles on the coffee shop craze. Seems to me like coffee and chocolate make a profitable combination.”

Of all the jobs he performed at McClaine Industries—being McClaine’s eyes and ears outside the corporation, silent investor, and chauffeur—the thing he enjoyed most was tossing out wild ideas and tidbits of information to see which one of them the boss would pounce on.

He turned his attention from the papers to watch his boss in the rearview mirror.

McClaine was silent for a moment, the layers of expression changing on his face. Jimmy could almost see the thoughts sizzling in his mind like popcorn in a skillet of hot grease, ready to burst into something big, bold, and totally out of control.

“Good call, O’Shea. There are some possibilities here. Let’s talk about it later.” His grin deepened and something wolfish took over his features. “For now, I’ve got a more immediate challenge on my mind. Time to go to school, my friend.”

“Something tells me your mind ain’t on reading,” Jimmy muttered as he watched Clayton leave, disappointed he’d abandoned the business idea so quickly. Since when had conquering dyslexia become more important than the business?

He glanced out the tinted window. McClaine had a cocky set to his stride that spelled trouble. Especially for the young teacher at the clinic who seemed to have caught his eye. “It ain’t on reading at all.”
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Chapter 3

 


“S



o, how was the date this weekend?” Claire’s assistant, Rhonda, perched on the corner of her desk and opened her after-lunch bag of licorice while she waited for the answer.

“It was great, if you’re the type who likes to blend into the woodwork while every female within radar-range drools over your dinner partner.”

“That bad, huh?”

“Jill tries to find good blind dates. It’s just that men are disappointed when they discover I’m not a knock-out like she is.”

“You’re exaggerating.”

“Let’s put it this way, on the dessert tray of life, Jill is crème brûlée and I’m a packet of M&M’s. Plain brown M&M’s. Besides, what woman wants to waste a second date with a man who’s more interested in his stock portfolio than in her?” Just thinking about the date made Claire dig in her desk for her emergency stash of M&M’s.

“Well, did you at least get a decent good-night kiss?”

Even though only five or so years separated her and Rhonda, Claire felt decades older. She envied her assistant’s fresh, untarnished enthusiasm for life, work, and men. Too bad Claire’s own love life had gone from private to public in an ugly corporate scandal. The resulting gossip had killed her childish, lingering fantasies of finding Prince Charming among her corporate peers. At least, her peers at McClaine Industries.

She was grateful that she’d been able to transfer to the clinic where she could fulfill her obligations to the company and salvage her sense of self-worth.

She glanced down at her scribbled pages of notes. If her proposal to Mr. McClaine went well, she could be on her way to a promotion and a brand-new career path too. Love was a distant second to work these days.

“Well?” Rhonda demanded.

“Well what?”

“Did you get a decent good-night kiss?”

“No. It was as sloppy and wet as a Labrador’s kiss. When he said he wanted to get to know me better, I had the feeling he’d start by sniffing all the same spots the dog would have. End of story.”

“No way.” Rhonda’s look of astonishment dissolved into a fit of giggles. “Jill’s got to have a better candidate than that up her sleeve. Wait till next weekend.”

Claire shook her head and rummaged through another desk drawer. All of Jill’s male friends were on the fast track to the executive suite. They wanted polished, beautiful women, brains optional, thank-you. Experience had taught her that she couldn’t settle for being arm candy. The only executive suite she planned on seeing was Clayton Arthur McClaine’s—and only if she walked in with a business proposal he couldn’t resist.

Claire forgot about the emergency stash of M&M’s and retrieved the two-pound jumbo bag from the supply cupboard—to refill the clinic’s candy dish, of course. What she needed was a man like those M&M’s—unpretentious outside, but dependable and satisfying inside. She savored the thought as she peeled the edges of the bag apart.

“Oh my god,” Rhonda muttered around a mouthful of licorice. “Speaking of good, look what just walked in.”

Claire jerked her attention to the door, her sudden movement ripping her bag of candy in half. A handful of M&M’s bounced on her desk while the rest flew across the floor and landed in a rainbow of chocolate pieces at a man’s feet.

“Mr. Michaels.” She just stood there, staring. Clients shouldn’t be allowed to look that sexy, she thought, taking in the ever-present baseball cap, the jacket carelessly dangling from one crooked finger, and the worn Chicago Bears sweatshirt that emphasized his wide shoulders. Faded jeans hugged his hips in a way that made her forget all the teaching methods she’d learned over the past two years.

A tiny “ping” drew her eyes to a lone M&M which dropped from the bag to skip across her desk and join the others on the floor. The movement jolted her back to reality.

“You’re just in time for our afternoon break,” she quipped, smiling at him. When he returned the smile, her knees turned from solid to soft as quickly as a chocolate bar lying in the sun. “I’ll clean this mess up and we can get started.”

“Let me.” Artie stooped to pick up the candy, his jeans tightening around his thighs in a way that sent Claire’s temperature soaring.

She swept a handful of candy from the desk into a trash can then knelt to pick pieces out of the carpet. It was far too hot in the office. Surely even M&M’s would melt at this temperature. She reached for a stray clump of red and orange candies at the same time he did. Their fingers touched, an enticing brush of knuckle to knuckle.

A thrill of awareness and longing spread through her, warming places inside that had been cold for too long. Claire couldn’t remember the last time a mere touch had awakened her senses and started them tingling. A time when the desire to succeed was surpassed by a desire to simply savor the moment.

“I’ll take the rest of those.” He held out his hand. It was large, lightly tanned and well groomed with a slight roughness at the fingertips. A masculine hand, strong and capable.

She dumped her handful of chocolate into it and rose. “I’ll wash up and we’ll get to work,” she said as she moved quickly to the small coffee room to wash her hands and settle her nerves.
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