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April 14

Leaf Brook Mall

Westchester County, New York

Wrong place. Wrong time.

She had to get out of here.

Julia gritted her teeth as she fought the crowd surging back and forth through the mall. She shoved her way to the door leading to the twelve-story parking garage. Wall-to-wall people. Everything was called a grand opening. This felt more like Mardi Gras in New Orleans.

Coming here today had been stupid. The Stratfords were enveloped by spectators, surrounded by members of the press. And the mayor was flanked by his father and brother — a clear message that the Stratfords represented a unified front. Even Julia’s desperation hadn’t been enough to get her through. She’d have to find another way.

Taking an elevator wasn’t an option. There was already a huge line waiting, and as each car opened, Julia could see they were all filled to capacity. The stairwell wasn’t much better, but it was her only choice. She scaled each level as quickly as she could, wincing as the deejay’s music rocked the concrete walls and vibrated through her head.

Eventually, the throngs of people began to thin out and the music started to fade as she put more distance between herself and the celebration. She was worried sick and frustrated as hell. If what she suspected was true, then an hourglass was running out. It was up to her to stop the flow of the sand.

She exited the stairwell on the eleventh floor, where she’d wedged her car into the only available parking space — a space that was far away from the opening-day pandemonium. Reflexively, she groped for her keys as she walked.

The screech of tires was what alerted her.

Her chin came up just as the silver Mercedes blasted around the corner, bearing down on her with lightning speed.

She knew she was its target. She also knew why.

Her hunch had been right. And she was about to be silenced.

A frozen moment of fear paralyzed her. Abruptly, it shattered. A surge of adrenaline jolted through her, and she tried to jump out of the way.

She couldn’t make it.

She felt the stunning impact and then a dazed awareness as she was hurled through the air. The concrete floor came rushing up to meet her.

Brian, she thought, shards of pain piercing her skull.

Who’s going to save Brian?
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March 30

Poughkeepsie, New York

“Honey, are you sure you don’t want to stay over?” Meredith Talbot asked her daughter as they finished their late-evening cup of coffee at the town’s cozy, home-style diner. “You have over an hour’s drive back to your apartment. Tomorrow’s Saturday. That means your father isn’t scheduled to teach any classes at Vassar, and your elementary school is closed. You can spend the weekend with us.”

“Thanks, Mom, but I have to get back.” Julia Talbot shot her mother a grateful look, well aware that this invitation was prompted by more than the hope of a quiet family weekend. Julia would need no prompting for that. She enjoyed going home, spending long evenings swapping classroom anecdotes with her father, and debating everything from books to politics to the pitfalls of modern society with her parents. But tonight, her mother’s invitation wasn’t about conversation. It was about lifting Julia’s spirits.

Unfortunately, her efforts weren’t going to work.

“That workshop was more draining than most,” Meredith said gently.

“That’s an understatement.” Julia’s breath expelled on a sigh. “Each week when I walk into that hospital and stand next to you, I tell myself that our workshops are making a difference. Then I hear reports like Dr. Garber’s, and I wonder if it’s all a pipe dream, if what we’re trying to do is like trying to boil the ocean.”

“You don’t believe that. Besides, with enough pilot lights turned up, even the ocean will eventually start to boil. We’re gaining awareness. It’s a beginning.”

“You’re a lot more patient than I am. And listening to those statistics — it hurts so much.”

Julia pushed aside her empty coffee cup, remembering the frustration in Dr. Garber’s voice as he’d issued his findings to the handful of workshop attendees. An on-staff psychologist, he’d just conducted a study on emotional child abuse and neglect. The results were chilling, and they weren’t restricted to any one cultural, demographic, or socioeconomic group. Just as there were all forms of abuse, there were all types of people who resorted to it. Two educators had spoken up in support of his case studies, one a preschool teacher and the other a middle-school guidance counselor. Their stories of the impaired personality traits of psychologically abused kids had twisted Julia’s insides into knots.

The fact that some parents physically violated their children was unthinkable. Almost as unthinkable was the fact that large numbers of them battered their kids emotionally and got away with it, since there were no tangible scars to submit as evidence. Not to mention that many of them didn’t even consider their behavior to be abusive.

How could someone fail to realize that neglect and psychological battering were as destructive as physical aggression? Especially when it came to young children, who were impressionable and who wanted nothing more than to please their parents?



The very concept tore at Julia’s heart. Sometimes so much so that she wondered if she was strong enough to continue giving these workshops with her mother. Her mother handled the emotional fallout better — maybe because she was a nurse, and maybe because she was older and more seasoned. Not that Julia had been sheltered. She’d seen the effects of abuse firsthand, and at a very young age. The impact had left an indelible imprint on her mind and heart and helped shape the direction of her life. But that didn’t mean she’d ever be immune to the horror stories.

Regardless, the workshops were necessary. Someone had to heighten the awareness of educators and health-care providers, especially to the more subtle — and easily missed — forms of emotional child abuse. Meredith Talbot had embraced the task for the past five years, offering these weekly meetings on a pro bono basis in conjunction with the American Professional Society on the Abuse of Children. Julia had joined her right after finishing graduate school. With a double major in child psychology and early childhood education, it was the perfect way to augment her teaching career and make a difference in an area so close to her heart.

But the path seemed endless . . .

“I’m not patient. I’m practical,” Meredith was saying. “And, in your own way, so are you. You’re just more emotional than I am — at least on the outside.” She squeezed her daughter’s hand. “Why not come back to the house? Just for the night, if not the whole weekend.”

“I really can’t, Mom.” Julia rushed on to dissuade her mother’s fears. “I’m not being a martyr — honest. It’s just that I’m expecting a call from Greg tonight. Something about theater tickets. And I’ve got Brian’s Little League game first thing in the morning. It’s the season opener. He’s pitching. I can’t miss it.”

“No, of course not.” Her mother’s smile was filled with fondness. “I hate to think what will happen when Brian Stratford moves up to middle school. On second thought, I know what will happen. He’ll be dropping by your classroom once a week to introduce you to his friends, and you’ll be driving to the middle school every Saturday of the spring sports season to cheer him on to a no-hitter.”

For the first time that night, Julia grinned. “Probably. There’s part of me that hates the thought of Brian’s father running for the state senate. Especially since I’m sure he’ll win. He’s a great mayor, and he’ll make an equally fine senator. I just hope he has no plans to move closer to Albany. I’d miss Brian terribly — even though he won’t be in my class anymore by then. He’ll have moved up to third grade.”

“Since when has not being in your class stopped him?” Meredith questioned with another smile. “He’s been a fixture in your classroom since he was in kindergarten, starting from that week in September when you taught him how to throw a curve ball during recess. He’s been a true-blue friend ever since.”

“Brian is a very special kid. He’s warm, open, and sensitive, not to mention intelligent and mature. One day, he’s going to make a difference in this world. Heaven knows, we need more people like that.” Julia strove for a lighter tone. “As for true blue, that’s more than I can say for most men. Other than Dad, of course.”

“What about Greg?” Meredith inquired carefully. Although she and Julia were close, she tried to respect her twenty-seven-year-old daughter’s privacy. Still, this particular aspect of Julia’s life, well founded or not, troubled her. “Does Greg fall into that category, or have you even given him a chance?”

A quick shrug sent masses of Julia’s silky, mahogany-brown hair tumbling onto her shoulders. “It’s not a question of giving him a chance,” she hedged. “The truth is, I really don’t know Greg that well yet. We’ve only been seeing each other about a month. Which, in our case, means six dates. He’s even busier than I am. I manage a classroom. He manages a city — not politically but organizationally and financially. He’s swamped.”

“In that case, there’s no chemistry between you.”

Julia looked startled. “I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to.” Meredith inclined her head, the shiny dark hair much the same color and texture as her daughter’s, only cut short in a sleek, tapered style. “I’m not ancient. I remember attraction. It happens in a lot less than a month, and it doesn’t wait for your input or your approval. It just happens, sometimes in ways that seem to make no sense at all. Then again, I think you know that already, don’t you?”

An uncomfortable pause.

“Julia, life’s filled with surprises. Sometimes they pull you off track. That can mean taking risks. Risks aren’t always bad, they’re just unsettling — especially when taking them conflicts with a plan you’re sure is right. Go with your instincts. Don’t let fear get in the way.”

An uncomfortable pause. “There’s nothing getting in the way, Mom. Nothing but work.”

“If you say so.”

Another pause. “I have to get going.” Julia rose hastily, avoiding her mother’s astute gaze. The last thing she wanted was to have this particular discussion. It hit too close to home. These days, she wasn’t sure where ideology ended and unsettling awareness began. And she wasn’t about to find out.

She gathered up her purse and notes. “Thanks for the coffee. And for cheering me up by talking about Brian. Your maternal medicine worked. I feel much better.” She stood, leaning over to kiss her mother’s cheek. “Give Dad a hug. I’ll call you during the week.”

“See that you do.” Meredith’s tone was playful, although she continued scrutinizing her daughter’s expression, as if she had a lot more to say but was wisely refraining from doing so. “I want to know who wins that season opener.”

“You will.”

Julia left the diner, crossing over to where her Volkswagen Beetle was parked. For a moment, she paused, glancing around at the familiar streets where she’d grown up. She felt a sudden pang of loss as she recalled the absolute faith she’d known here as a child — a faith that not every child was lucky enough to know. She was determined to change that, to ensure that more and more kids were given the secure foundation they deserved. Maybe that goal was idealistic, but it was what drove her.

Still, she mused, thinking about the results of tonight’s workshop. Sometimes idealism got harder and harder to cling to.

But cling she would.

“Really. You’re sure the shots are clear?” Greg Matthews stretched his long legs out in front of him. Leaning back in his living room’s leather recliner, he gripped the telephone, listening intently to the information coming to him from the other end. “That’s just what I was hoping to hear. Messenger them over here now. Yes — tonight. I’ll need the leverage for tomorrow’s meeting.”

He hung up, mulling over the best strategy for his upcoming breakfast meeting. Normally, he didn’t schedule Saturday business appointments. But in this case, he had no choice. And if things went as planned, it would definitely be worth it. He would set the wheels in motion Monday. An insurance policy — one that would result in a solid investment for the city and a solid investment for himself.

All in all, he was satisfied. His professional life was finally coming together. Time for his personal life to follow suit.

Pensive, he stood, turning to glance at the clock. Nine-thirty. And Julia still wasn’t home. He’d left two messages on her machine since dinner. No reply. That meant she hadn’t gotten home from Poughkeepsie yet. He hoped she hadn’t decided to stay over at her parents’ house. He had Broadway theater tickets for tomorrow night, given to him at the last minute by a local businessman. He’d mentioned that to Julia when he spoke to her earlier in the day. She’d promised to save Saturday night for him. The problem was, she’d sounded rushed and preoccupied when she said it. Her mind was already on the workshop she was giving later that evening. So he didn’t have much faith in her remembering their date.

He’d wait until ten. Then he’d call her again. Julia Talbot was a gorgeous breath of fresh air. He had no intentions of letting her get away.

Especially not now.
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March 31

Leaf Brook, New York

Stephen Stratford glanced at his car phone, half tempted to make the call he was itching to make while driving the last few blocks to the baseball field. Neither his wife nor his son would notice. They were both in the backseat of the family’s Ford Explorer, sidetracked by the pregame crisis that had just occurred.

A button had popped off Brian’s uniform.

Unfortunately, this particular button had popped off the dead center of the shirt, rather than off a less conspicuous spot where its absence might have gone unnoticed for this one game. On the plus side, Nancy never traveled anywhere without a first aid kit and a sewing kit — not since Brian’s toddler days, when he first became the whirlwind of activity he was now.

Having already helped her son squirm out of his shirt and into his warm-up jacket, Nancy was bent over her task, fighting the clock to get the job done in time. And Brian was making her job harder by bouncing around on the backseat like a jumping bean, his open jacket flapping against his bare chest with fast, impatient thwacks.

“Mom, we’re almost there,” he protested, staring out the car window. “The game’s starting in a few minutes. I gotta have my shirt.”



“Here it is.” Nancy flourished the good-as-new top, tossing it playfully at her son. “Now, quick, take off your jacket, and we’ll get you back into full uniform. By the time Dad parks, you’ll look like the pro-ball pitcher you are. The Yanks will have nothing on you. Except that they’ve stopped growing, so their uniforms fit. If you’d tell your muscles to slow down, maybe this sort of thing wouldn’t happen so often.”

“Thanks, Mom.” Brian tore off his jacket, gazing at Nancy with the utter relief of a seven-year-old who’s been saved from public humiliation.

Nancy tousled his hair as he squirmed into the shirt. “Let’s get you buttoned up so you can make a dash for the pitcher’s mound.”

No time for phone calls now, Stephen noted, popping the cell phone out of its cradle and into his shirt pocket. The Little League field was in sight. His promising investment would have to wait.

Frustrated, he steered the car into the parking lot, where it bounced over gravel as he headed for the shaded area near the bleachers.

Brian’s nose was pressed to the car window. “Is Miss Talbot here?”

“I don’t know, sweetheart.” Nancy followed his gaze, trying to pick out Brian’s teacher from the dozens of people milling toward their seats. The stands were always packed on opening day. The parents of Leaf Brook’s elementary-school students were very involved in their kids’ lives. Baseball season was a big deal here. Which meant everyone came out for opening day, parents and grandparents alike.

“I don’t see Miss Talbot,” Nancy continued, unfastening her seat belt as the car came to a stop. “But that doesn’t mean anything. There are too many people on their way to the bleachers to tell one person from another.”

“If I know Miss Talbot, she’ll be here,” Stephen assured his son, turning off the motor and mentally shoving aside his problems. There would be time during the game to make his call. When Brian’s team — but not Brian — was at bat, that’s when he’d excuse himself and slip away for a minute or two. “Especially if she promised, like you said. She’s never broken a promise to you yet.”

“I know.” Brian still looked worried. “But it’s the first game of the season. What if she forgot to come? Winter’s long. There haven’t been any games for her to come to since September. She’s out of practice.”

Stephen’s lips twitched as he climbed out of the car, opening the back door for Nancy and grabbing the bottle of water his son inevitably forgot. Only Brian would think in terms of a spectator being out of practice.

His wife slid out of the backseat, searching her husband’s face briefly before helping Brian gather up his gear. “It’s Little League opening day,” she reminded Stephen. “And it’s no secret who’s pitching. With the senatorial campaign under way, I’m assuming the press will be looking for you.”

“Probably.” Stephen shrugged. “I’ll talk to them — after the game. Right now, I’m Brian’s father. Not the mayor. And not a candidate for the state senate.”

Nancy flashed him a quick smile that brought back memories of the happy young woman he’d married ten years ago. He found himself wishing he could make her smile like that more often. These days, she usually looked tired and drawn.

He hated being the cause of that.



But dammit, he was drowning.

They were heading for the field when a silver Mercedes SL500 pulled into the lot, top down. Its driver honked, then stuck his arm in the air to wave.

“Uncle Connor!” Brian’s entire face lit up, and he waved back wildly. He jumped from one foot to the other, watching his uncle park the car and trying to have enough patience to wait. Ultimately, he lost the battle and rushed forward to meet the tall, dark-haired man who’d unfolded himself from behind the wheel and was now heading toward them.

“I didn’t know you were coming,” Brian exclaimed, slapping him five and grinning ear to ear as the two of them rejoined Stephen and Nancy.

“Fat chance I’d miss your opening day.” Connor Stratford smiled one of his rare smiles, something he reserved for his nephew. “Cool glove,” he added, inspecting the mitt Brian had gotten for Christmas. “But your uniform’s looking a little snug. I think you’ve grown since last month.”

“I did. Especially my muscles. I popped a button off my uniform. Mom had to sew it on in the car.”

“That must have been fun.” Connor leaned over to kiss his sister-in-law’s cheek. “Lucky woman. Manipulating a sharp object with this dynamo in tow and my brother doing fifty to get here on time. I don’t envy you.”

“Forty,” Stephen corrected, grasping Connor’s hand. “And look who’s talking. How many lights did you run between Manhattan and here? And how many cars did you leave behind in the dust?”

“Not too many.” Connor draped an arm around Brian’s shoulders and headed toward the field. “Saturday mornings, the West Side Highway’s fairly quiet. I don’t think I did too much damage.”

Stephen linked his fingers with Nancy’s and followed suit, automatically scanning the area for reporters. They were there, all right, camera equipment and all. The good news was, they hadn’t seen him yet. Maybe he could actually enjoy a few innings before he was accosted. Better yet, maybe Connor could run interference for him. No one was better at thinking up creative strategies than his younger brother. It was in his blood, just as it was in their father’s. It had made Harrison Stratford a multimillionaire and the business mogul he was today. And it made Connor the extraordinarily successful venture capitalist he was.

A venture capitalist who was busy as hell. Much too busy to take off a good portion of Saturday to be with his family.

Normally, that realization would raise a red flag in Stephen’s mind. If Connor showed up in Leaf Brook for an unexpected visit, it was usually to check up on him. But not today. Today was about Brian. And when it came to Brian, Connor’s feelings were real and intense. The two of them were nuts about each other.

So the red flag remained down. And the tensions between the brothers were held at bay.

“I’m glad you’re here,” Stephen murmured to Connor. “I thought work might keep you.”

“Work can wait. My ace pitcher can’t.” Connor tugged at the rim of Brian’s baseball cap, which had been hastily yanked on by the ace pitcher in question.

“My arm’s in great form,” Brian announced. “The coach said so. So did Miss Talbot. Did you know she had the fastest curve ball in her whole neighborhood when she was a kid? Her dad taught her. He was a Little League pitcher, too, about a zillion years ago. Did you know that?”

“I think you might have mentioned it thirty or forty times,” Connor assured him.

“Anyway, Miss Talbot knows all about curve balls. And she said mine is even better this year than last.”

“I don’t doubt it.” Connor shaded his eyes, reflexively peering around as they reached the stands, assessing the way the members of the press had positioned themselves.

Abruptly, Brian pointed, excitement rippling through him once again. “There’s Miss Talbot! She’s up front. In the first row. Let’s go say hi.”

Unfortunately, Miss Talbot wasn’t the only one in the front row, Connor noted. Three reporters and two photographers were right next to her — pretty heavy media attendance for a Little League game. Obviously, they were there to speak with the mayor, or, rather, the senatorial candidate. They had yet to catch sight of the Stratfords, but that would change the minute they walked over there. Normally, that would be fine. Stephen was in his glory when he was in front of the cameras. His natural charisma captured the public like a magnet. Effortlessly, he charmed reporters, photographers, and the voting public alike, making their dreams his, their hopes his intended reality. Without trying, Stephen always became the center of attention.

Today that wouldn’t fly. It was Brian’s day, Brian’s moment in the sun. His father would want it no other way.

As if to verify that fact, Stephen tensed up, his gaze fixed on the waiting reporters, his body language confirming Connor’s assessment: he wanted to keep a low profile until after the game. Then he’d talk to the press.

“Brian, your coach is signaling you,” Connor announced, inserting himself and heading off the problem. “The team’s waiting. Wave at Miss Talbot as you take the field. She’ll understand. We can say hi afterward. Right now, you’d better warm up, and we’d better grab some seats or we’ll miss your opening pitch. We’ll sit over there.” He pointed to a section of bleachers just behind home plate. “That way, we’ll have the best view of the pitcher’s mound.”

“Okay . . . I guess.” Brian looked reluctant, torn between his urge to see Miss Talbot and his unwillingness to disappoint the uncle who was his hero.

The scales tipped in Connor’s favor when Brian saw his teammates motioning him on.

“Yeah, okay,” he agreed, this time with conviction. Flashing his family a thumbs-up, he took off. He stopped halfway to the dugout area, turned, and gave Miss Talbot a huge wave. She sat up straighter, a bright smile lighting her face, and waved back.

“Thanks,” Stephen muttered to Connor as they all settled themselves at the end of the second row of the bleachers he’d selected — which happened to be two sets of bleachers away from the press. “If that had come from Nancy or me, it never would have flown.”

“You’re his parents. I’m his uncle. I’ve got the easy job. You do the work. I win the popularity contests.” Connor watched the exchange between Brian and his teacher. “Speaking of popularity contests, I see our guy’s still crazy about Miss Talbot.”

“Yup,” Stephen concurred. “The sun rises and sets on her. Rightfully so. She’s an amazing teacher, motivates the kids like I’ve never seen.”

“Ah, so it is more than her curve ball,” Connor returned dryly.



“No question,” Nancy chimed in, her admiration for Brian’s teacher clear and unmistakable. “Although her skill with the curve ball doesn’t hurt. Neither does all the time she spends unofficially coaching the kids at practice. But Stephen’s right. She’s quite an educator. She’s smart and enthusiastic. She’s also able to see the world through the eyes of a child. I’m sure you can’t relate to that, given the world you work in, but believe me, it’s a remarkable trait, one that takes insight and sensitivity. Put all those qualities together, and you’ve got a rare combination.”

“Rare? I’d sooner say extinct.” Connor slanted a baffled look in Julia’s direction. It was far from the first look he’d given her. Julia Talbot might be an anomaly, but she was hard not to notice, even from a distance. And from up close, she was a knockout. He knew that firsthand, having met her five or six times, thanks to Brian’s zealous introductions.

They’d never exchanged more than a few words. That wasn’t a surprise. As Nancy’s description attested, his world and hers were polar opposites. She lived in an idealistic, sheltered environment dictated by children’s laughter. He lived in a cold reality where money was king and power was god, a world that, long ago, would have stripped away his rose-colored glasses — if he’d had any to begin with. But being a Stratford, he’d learned from the start that life was one increasingly formidable challenge, one you either beat or were beaten by.

Opposites was putting it mildly. He couldn’t fathom that someone as naive as Julia Talbot existed. And, judging from the wall she put up whenever they spoke, she was as stumped by him as he was by her, and whatever small aspect of him she did understand, she didn’t like.



That didn’t stop him from looking.

She was beautiful, all right, in a real and natural way that differed sharply from the women who traveled in his circles. Her features were delicate and almost makeup-free, enhanced by a pair of sunglasses perched on the bridge of her slightly upturned nose. Her silky dark hair with its deep red highlights was pulled back in a French braid, although a few wisps had escaped and were clinging to her cheeks. She wore a tan spring jacket and a pair of jeans that did a pretty good job of concealing her slender curves. But Connor had seen her at Brian’s summer games, during the hotter months of July and August, when she’d worn only a T-shirt and shorts. Her body was the kind men fantasized about.

Right now, her back was to them, her concentration entirely fixed on Brian. She whooped and cheered as he and his team took the field.

“She’s seeing Greg Matthews.”

“Hmm?” Connor slanted his brother a puzzled look. “Who is?”

“Julia Talbot. Greg mentioned it to me at the city council meeting this week. He sounded pretty intense about the whole thing.”

“You’re kidding. That’s an unlikely pair. He’s a smooth businessman with enough political savvy to run for office himself. And she’s . . .” Connor shook his head. “Talk about a lamb in a lion’s den.”

“Yeah, I thought so, too.”

“How long have they been seeing each other?”

“About a month. They met at a reception for the principal of her school.”

Connor’s shoulders lifted in a shrug. “There’s no figuring out what attracts one person to another. Then again, I’m hardly an expert. My track record with women stinks.”

“That’s because you’re married to your work, and so are the women you’ve been involved with. Not a formula for happily-ever-after, if there is such a thing.”

There was a definite trace of bitterness in Stephen’s tone, one Connor picked up on loud and clear. He would have called his brother on it, point blank, if Brian hadn’t been warming up to make his first pitch.

Questions would have to wait.

But the uneasiness that had begun gnawing at Connor’s gut during his last visit to Leaf Brook intensified.

It was the bottom of the fifth inning, and Brian’s team was winning, 3–1, when Stephen began fidgeting. Connor frowned, recognizing the signs, and hoping he was misreading them.

What Stephen did next told him he wasn’t.

Half rising, Stephen climbed past Nancy, who was seated on the aisle. Simultaneously, he reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. “I have a quick call to make,” he said tersely. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

“Now?” Connor demanded. “Brian’s team is up.”

Stephen’s cold stare told Connor to mind his own business. “There are five batters ahead of Brian and two more outs before he’s back on the mound. I won’t miss a thing.”

He swung down and headed away from the crowd.

Connor saw Nancy’s lips tighten, and she swallowed hard, as if to fight back tears. But her gaze never shifted from the ball field.

Another warning sign.

“Nance?” Connor kept his voice low. “What’s going on?”



He knew she heard him. But she didn’t answer.

“Nancy.” Connor wasn’t letting this go. “Is my brother in trouble?”

She turned her head slightly, enough so he could see the pain on her face. “Leave it alone, Connor. It’s just the pressure of the election. It’s getting to him. He’ll be fine.”

How many times had Connor heard those words in the past? “Dammit,” he hissed.

“It’s okay,” Nancy reassured him quickly. “Really. It’s nothing I can’t handle. And politically, Cliff has things under control. He’s laying out most of the campaign, making things run smoothly. That way, Stephen has less on his plate. Once the preliminary polls show the numbers we’re hoping for, everything will settle down.”

Everything. What she really meant was Stephen.

Connor cast a quick look around, seeing no eavesdroppers, only cheering parents and absorbed spectators. Even so, he forced himself not to push the matter. He was a Stratford, conditioned from birth to protect the family at all costs. Part of that meant not airing their dirty laundry in public. Any specifics would have to wait until later — assuming he could get them at all. Neither his brother nor his sister-in-law was inclined to open up. Nancy was busy protecting Stephen, and Stephen was busy protecting himself. Both of them were in denial.

The only good news was that Cliff Henderson was on top of the campaign. That would minimize Stephen’s pressures, which, in turn, would curb the downward spiral of his behavior.

That prospect eased Connor’s mind a little. Cliff was Stephen’s oldest and closest friend. He was also his attorney, and now his campaign manager. Their friendship dated back to college, when they’d attended Yale together. They’d both continued on to Yale Law, during which time they met Nancy, who’d been a junior undergrad when the two men were in their second year of law school. Actually, she’d met Cliff first, even dated him a few times, but the relationship hadn’t taken off, and when she and Stephen met, it was love at first sight. They’d gotten married after she graduated and after Stephen was admitted to both the Connecticut and the New York Bar. First, they’d settled in Connecticut, using Harrison Stratford’s connections to get Stephen’s career off the ground. Then, when Harrison deemed it time to launch his son’s political career, they’d moved to Leaf Brook, the up-and-coming city Harrison chose as a prime location for Stephen’s political roots to take hold.

Throughout these changes — and the establishment of his own private practice — Cliff had remained a loyal friend to Stephen, eventually moving to upper Westchester, where he could live at a commutable distance to his office and a mere half hour’s drive to Stephen and his family.

Connor liked the man. He was a sharp, honorable guy with a quick mind and the ability to see the big picture. He believed in Stephen and his future, and when the time had come for Stephen to fulfill his father’s directive to run for office, Cliff had been right there, supporting him and helping get his campaign off the ground.

Cliff was smart. Too smart, given that he and Stephen went back twenty years together, not to know about Stephen’s compulsion — or at least to suspect. But whatever he knew, or thought he knew, about the skeleton in Stephen’s closet, he kept that knowledge to himself. Instead, he quietly applied himself, showing up where he was needed, doing what had to be done.

Doing what had to be done. Now, that was the catch.

Connor pressed his palms together, feeling an overwhelming sense of frustration. The bottom line was, Stephen’s compulsion wasn’t going away. It peaked and ebbed, depending on the pressures in his life. And the people closest to him had to peak and ebb with it, acting as his crutch, helping him survive while hiding the ugliness from the public eye — and from Harrison Stratford.

That was becoming harder and harder to do.

“All taken care of,” Stephen announced, scooting back into his seat. “I didn’t miss anything, did I?”

“Apparently not,” Connor muttered.

Stephen shot his brother a sideways look. “It was a business call.”

“Really.” Skepticism laced Connor’s tone.

“Yes. Really.” Stephen turned his full attention to the game. “So chill out.”

Again, Connor bit back his concerns — for now. But this subject was far from closed. He’d originally intended to head back to the city after Brian’s game was over and a victory celebration had been shared. But the behavior he’d just witnessed had changed all that. Now, his plan was to stay through the afternoon, go back to Stephen’s house, and find a few minutes to talk to his brother alone — whether or not Stephen was in the mood for a heart-to-heart.

The final score was 7–2, with Brian’s team — and his curve ball — emerging the victors.

Julia cheered and whistled as Brian accepted his teammates’ back-slapping and high fives. He deserved the praise. He’d pitched an amazing game, even driving in two of the seven runs. She felt a tug of pride as he broke up his group of celebrating teammates, leading them over to slap hands with their opponents in a customary display of sportsmanship. Even at his tender age, Brian never forgot to consider other people’s feelings. That was a trait that would carry him long after his enviable pitching arm had faded into a fond memory.

She watched his team disperse, her heart warming as he darted over to his family, who’d climbed down from the bleachers to wait for him. His mom, a graceful, slender woman with sleek blond hair and a radiant smile, hugged him tightly, squatting down to say something that made him beam. And his dad, Mayor Stratford, was right behind her, tugging at Brian’s baseball cap and smiling a proud, paternal smile.

He’d barely said three words to Brian before the press descended.

“Mr. Mayor, how does it feel to have a champion pitcher in the family?” Julia heard one pushy reporter ask, bearing down on the mayor in a way that clearly indicated this was just her lead-in question, to be closely followed by the questions she really wanted to ask.

Stephen Stratford smiled that charming smile that could melt an iceberg. He was an astonishingly handsome man — tall, broad-shouldered, with jet-black hair and sapphire-blue eyes that altered from warm and welcoming to shrewd and insightful. With those incredible looks, natural charisma, and impressive family connections, he’d probably manage to get elected to the state senate without anything more. But he did have more: an impeccable five-year record as mayor. After a full term and then some, he’d proven himself to be an outstanding leader, one who’d significantly improved Leaf Brook’s economy, its schools, its parks, and its environment. In Julia’s mind, he was a shoo-in for the senate. And he wouldn’t stop there. Julia had a strong feeling that the next decade would see Stephen Stratford advance from Albany to the U.S. Senate in Washington, D.C.

“Hello, Cheryl.” He was greeting the overbearing reporter, retaining his good humor despite the intrusion on his family time. “If you’ll give me a minute to congratulate my son, I think you’ll see how I feel.” Without waiting for an answer, he turned and gave Brian a huge bear hug. “Great game, ace,” Julia heard him say. “And great curve ball.”

“Thanks.” Brian was grinning from ear to ear. Interesting how he scarcely seemed to notice the press. Julia supposed he was just used to having them around. With a bigger-than-life grandfather and father and an entire family who was constantly in the news and the public eye, being hounded by reporters was probably par for the course, even for a seven-year-old. Still, Julia herself couldn’t imagine living in the spotlight that way.

On a different note, though, she could completely identify with his current frame of mind. He was flying on his win. She chuckled inwardly as he jumped around, incapable of standing still, too filled with energy and excitement. He zipped away from his parents, rushing over to give a rousing high five to the other tall man who was with them.

Connor Stratford.

Julia’s smile faded a bit as that unnerving awareness set in, along with the resulting confusion, neither of which she could shake, both of which plagued her only around Brian’s uncle.



This was what her mother had picked up on the other night, the “something” she’d perceived as an obstacle to whatever might or might not develop with Greg. Chemistry, she’d said. Well, maybe. More like unwelcome fascination, in Julia’s opinion. Unwelcome fascination without any basis whatsoever, other than physical attraction.

Yes, Connor Stratford was good-looking — very good-looking — in a hard, arrogant sort of way. And he had a personality to match. Well, she hated arrogance. It was enough to turn her off to any man, handsome or otherwise. At least, it always had been. It didn’t seem to be working that way in this case. Why not, she hadn’t a clue. All she knew was that she’d met Connor Stratford just a handful of times, yet each and every time, he’d managed to throw her off balance.

She lowered her gaze, trying to understand her unprecedented response to a man who, on the whole, she didn’t even like.

It was hard to believe he and Stephen Stratford were brothers. Oh, physically it was obvious. They looked a lot alike, feature for feature. Same dark hair, same height and build, same blue eyes. No, actually, different blue eyes. The mayor’s were a vivid, brilliant blue, warm and open. His brother’s eyes were lighter, more of a blue-gray, veiled and unreadable. They matched his personality — aloof and guarded, coolly enigmatic, with a brooding sort of intensity Julia couldn’t begin to relate to, which seemed to hold all human contact at bay.

As if that wasn’t enough, he was a venture capitalist — a fancy name for someone who invested money to make more money. Like his father’s, his name appeared regularly in the financial columns, articles that recounted windfalls he’d made, the details of which Julia couldn’t begin to decipher, much less understand. All she knew was that at age thirty-five, he’d already made millions, which he chose to reinvest in bigger and more lucrative ventures.

What a waste. At least Mayor Stratford had opted to use the advantages life afforded him to make a difference, to give back and make the world a better place. He dealt with people. His brother dealt with cash. That notion left Julia cold. Connor Stratford left her cold.

Most of the time.

Then she’d watch him with Brian, and she’d see an entirely different man, one who fed into her irrational fascination. His wall of reserve would lift, his arrogance would vanish, and he’d light up like a Christmas tree, all warm and vital. Clearly, he was crazy about his nephew, and Brian’s love for his uncle was nothing short of hero worship.

Now was a perfect example of that.

“Wasn’t it an awesome game, Uncle Connor?” Brian was demanding.

“Beyond awesome,” his uncle assured him, returning his high five and grinning that rare grin that transformed his entire face from chiseled to magnificent. “You’re one step from the pros. Give it another year. Two, tops.” He winked. “On the other hand, maybe you better stay in school. That way, your mind will be as sharp as your arm.”

The reference to school seemed to remind Brian of something. And Julia had a sinking feeling she knew what — or who — that something was.

Sure enough, Brian spun around, his gaze darting toward the set of bleachers where she still stood. He found her, and his eyes gleamed. “Miss Talbot!” he bellowed, waving. “Miss Talbot! I’m over here!”

Julia felt Connor’s stare shift until it fixed on her. She swallowed, wishing she could disappear. Automatically, she waved back at Brian, racking her brain for a way to slip off without joining them. There was none.

Yes, there was. The press. They were converged around the mayor like a swarm of bees. And she didn’t want to intrude.

Nancy Stratford closed off that avenue of escape.

“By all means, join us, Miss Talbot,” she called out, gesturing her over. “There’s no victory celebration without you.”

On wooden legs, Julia complied.

“Mr. Mayor.” One determined reporter was addressing him. “I know you support the funding of after-school programs for kids. Would you advocate those programs on a state level?”

“Definitely,” Stephen replied in that smooth, confident voice that said he knew exactly what he was talking about. “Not every family has the financial means to send their children to private after-school programs, whether those programs are sports, arts, academic, community service, or social in nature. It’s up to the state to make those programs available to all families.” He shot a quick smile in Julia’s direction. “Thanks for the curve-ball lessons. They really paid off.”

“Any time.” She smiled back, squatting down to give Brian a warm hug. “You were sensational.”

“Thanks. Say hi to Uncle Connor.”

Why did kids always manage to zero in on exactly what you wish they wouldn’t?



Resigned, Julia stood, raising her chin to meet Connor’s coolly assessing stare. “Nice to see you.”

“You, too.” He gave a tight nod. “I hear you did some great last-minute coaching.”

“It wasn’t necessary. All Brian needed was another loud set of lungs to cheer him on. I provided that.”

There were the same clipped sentences and strained discomfort that underscored all of their exchanges.

Julia was dying to get out of there.

Brian had other ideas. “Once Dad’s finished talking, we’re going out for ice cream,” he announced. “Oh, and lunch, too. Can you come?”

Julia gave a rueful shake of her head. “I’m sorry, but I can’t. I’ve got lots of spelling tests to grade, and I’m meeting a friend after that.”

The last part was a mistake. Julia knew it the minute she saw Brian’s eyes light up with interest.

“What friend?” he demanded. “Miss Haley?”

“No, sweetie, not Miss Haley,” Julia replied, torn between amusement and a desperate urge to extricate herself. She should have anticipated this. Robin Haley was the computer teacher at their elementary school, and, yes, she and Julia were friends. It followed suit, then, in the eyes of a second grader who couldn’t visualize his teacher having a life outside school, that all her friends would have to be found there. So Robin was the logical choice as the friend she must be meeting.

It was also the wrong choice. And Julia had no intention of setting Brian straight by telling him she had a date — and certainly not with whom. Greg worked with the mayor. She taught the mayor’s son. It was an awkward coincidence, one she’d prefer didn’t become the topic around the water cooler.



“Not Miss Haley?” Brian pressed, on cue. “Then who?”

“Brian, I think you’ve asked Miss Talbot enough questions for one morning.” It was Connor who saved her, although his tone was more amused than censuring, and Julia got the distinct impression that he enjoyed watching her squirm. He leaned over, hissing in his nephew’s ear. “You’re starting to sound like one of them.” He jerked his head ever so slightly in the direction of the reporters.

Brian rolled his eyes and shared a grin with his uncle. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Sorry, Miss Talbot.”

Julia had just opened her mouth to reply, when the reporter named Cheryl turned in their direction. “Mr. Stratford,” she said, addressing Connor. “My name is Cheryl Lager, and I’m with the Leaf Brook News. It’s no secret that your father and you are the Stratford millionaires. So tell me, will you be contributing heavily to your brother’s senatorial campaign? Or will most of the financial backing come from your father?”

There was a heartbeat of silence, during which time Julia could feel a blanket of tension settle over the group. She glanced at the mayor and saw a flicker of surprised annoyance flash in his eyes, then vanish. His wife looked startled, stepping closer to her husband’s side in a reflexive show of support. The rest of the reporters leaned in with great interest, glad they hadn’t asked the question, equally glad someone else had.

Connor’s expression never changed, although Julia was standing close enough to him to see his jaw tighten.

“Ms. Lager, I believe my brother will make an exceptional senator,” he replied. “He has my full support in any way I can offer it, including financially, should it be needed. My father shares those sentiments, as I’m sure he’ll gladly tell you.” One dark brow rose. “Imagine that. A family investment in a candidate’s campaign. A refreshing concept, wouldn’t you say? Sure beats campaign financing from special-interest groups.”

There were a few titters, and for an instant Julia thought the taut moment had ended.

But Cheryl Lager wasn’t ready to throw in the towel. “In theory, yes, that sounds commendable. But it occurs to me that, given your numerous business interests, you might have a few ideas of your own on how state finances should be allocated.”

This time, she got a reaction. Connor’s features went rigid, and the glare he aimed at her was positively lethal. “My ideas — and my ethics — are mine and have no place in this election. Further, they’re not up for sale, for discussion, or for compromise. Does that answer your question, Ms. Lager?”

“Apparently, it does.” She backed off, sensing she’d overstepped her bounds.

“Uncle Connor.” Brian tugged at his arm. “Why do you look mad? I thought we were celebrating.”

Something inside Julia snapped. Maybe it was the ugly, unwarranted line of questioning, and maybe it was the fact that Brian’s victory was being shoved aside by an insolent reporter going for a few cheap, political shots. “We are,” she heard herself say. Placing a hand on Brian’s shoulder, she added, “Do you know, now that I think about it, I have enough time for a quick ice cream cone. Besides, I have a favor to ask your dad.” She inclined her head quizzically at Mayor Stratford. “I was hoping he’d come in and talk to our class about running for office. Class elections are coming up, and we need lots of help.”



“You’ve got it.” The mayor’s smile returned, but it seemed forced, and he looked distinctly unnerved. So, for that matter, did his wife. And Connor Stratford was drawn so tight, Julia could almost feel him vibrate.

“Great. Thank you,” she replied, addressing the mayor. “Then maybe we can pick a date while Brian picks a flavor.”

“Good idea.” It was Connor who spoke, breaking in as if he’d had enough. “No more questions this morning, folks,” he flatly informed the reporters. “We’re on family time. So, if you’ll excuse us . . .”

There was no arguing with that tone. The press complied, gathering up their things and disbanding.

“Thanks,” Stephen said quietly to his brother. There were dots of perspiration on his brow.

“Yeah.” Connor stared after Cheryl Lager, his jaw still working with anger. “She was sickening. But who am I to argue with freedom of the press?” His head swung around, and he shot his brother a quick, hard look. “Then again, we should expect more of that, right?” Without waiting for a reply, he averted his gaze, his demeanor softening as he tugged at the rim of Brian’s baseball cap. “Come on, ace. We’ve got some celebrating to do.”

“Miss Talbot, too,” Brian reminded him.

Those frosty blue eyes flickered across Julia’s face. “Yes, Miss Talbot, too. But only for a quick cone. She’s got spelling tests to grade, and you and I have lots of catching up to do.”

“Okay,” Brian agreed. Clearly, the thought of spending time with his uncle was enough to offset his disappointment over the brevity of Julia’s visit. “We’re going to the Big Scoop,” he informed her. “It’s my favorite.”

“Mine, too,” she agreed.



“I’m starving.” Brian gazed expectantly at his parents. “Can we go now?”

Stephen Stratford was staring off into space, his brows knit in concentration.

“Stephen?” His wife squeezed his arm.

He blinked, recovering himself in a heartbeat. “Sure, we can go. Everybody’s set? Then we’re on our way.” Beckoning to the group as a whole, he looped an arm around his wife’s shoulders and headed off toward the car.

Connor paused, his lids hooded as he watched them go. “Do you have your car?” he asked brusquely.

Since she was the only other adult standing there, Julia had to assume he was talking to her. “Yes.”

“Good. That way, you can get going whenever you need to.”

He planted a hand on Brian’s shoulder and led him toward the parking lot.

Julia held back a moment, struck by the tension still crackling in the air.

Connor Stratford hadn’t even tried to hide the fact that he was eager to get rid of her. But this time, it had nothing to do with the odd vibes that existed between them. This time, it had to do with his family, with his brother.

This time, something was wrong.
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April 2

Elbows propped on his desk, Stephen massaged his temples, wishing the phone would ring, wishing his gut instinct would pay off. He needed this win. He needed something good after the lousy weekend he’d just been through. First, that pain-in-the-ass reporter on Saturday, followed by an inquisition from Connor. Then, Sunday, finding out his pick had fallen through, big time. All culminating last night in a knock-down, drag-out fight with Nancy.

She was worried about him. Connor was worried about him. The whole damned world was worried about him.

If they’d all just go away and leave him alone, he’d be fine. He knew what he was doing. He was always on top of things. After all, he was a Stratford, right?

Bitterly, he pushed his chair away from the desk, swiveling it around so he could stare out the window. Five stories below, the city of Leaf Brook moved briskly through its morning. The hub that surrounded the City Municipal Building was hopping. Business people zipped off to work, parents drove their kids to school or day care, and shoppers carted their groceries home from supermarkets.

It all looked so simple.



Maybe for some people it was.

His cell phone rang. Stephen snatched it up. “Yes?”

“No good. The team didn’t make the trade.”

Stephen’s fingers tightened on the receiver. “What do you mean, they didn’t make the trade? They were about to sign.”

“Well, they didn’t. He renegotiated his contract. He’s staying.”

“Shit.” Stephen punched END and stuffed the phone in his jacket pocket. There went ten thousand dollars down the toilet. How much worse could it get?

There was a rap on his door.

He swallowed, folded his hands tightly on his desk. Control. He had to get himself under control.

“Mayor Stratford?” Celeste, his secretary, poked her head through the doorway. “I’m sorry to bother you, sir, but your nine-thirty appointment is here. So is Mr. Henderson. Shall I send him in first?”

Automatically, Stephen’s gaze darted to his calendar. Nine-thirty. Philip Walker, one of Leaf Brook’s wealthiest real estate developers. He’d orchestrated the building of two-thirds of the city’s strip malls, several of its office complexes, its main recreational center, and two of its movie theaters. He’d also invested big bucks in the super mall that had just been completed downtown and was scheduled to open in less than two weeks. Greg had mentioned something about Walker wanting to speak with them about a substantial business proposition that would greatly benefit the city.

“Sir?” Celeste prompted.

Stephen raised his head, giving his secretary a genuinely appreciative look. “Yes, send Cliff in first. And buzz Greg. Let him know Mr. Walker’s here. He’ll want to join us.”



“Very good, sir.”

“Oh, and Celeste? Tell Mr. Walker I’ll be with him in five minutes. In the meantime, see if he wants some coffee.”

“Of course.”

“Thanks a lot.” Stephen warmed her with his smile. “You’re indispensable.”

She smiled back. “I try.”

An instant later, Cliff Henderson strode in, briefcase in hand. He was tall and lean, with sandy hair and affable brown eyes. Cliff’s clean-cut appearance and easy manner added up to a boy-next-door charm. He used that all-American appeal to his advantage, lulling his legal adversaries into a false sense of security by fooling them into believing he was just an average legal counsel in a conservative Brooks Brothers suit. The truth was, there was nothing average about him. He was an extraordinary attorney, with exceptional insight, fine-tuned instincts, and a mind like a steel trap.

He set his briefcase on the desk, darting Stephen a quick look as he snapped open the case. “You okay?”

“Yeah, fine. Why?”

“You look a little tired.” A corner of Cliff’s mouth lifted. “Probably the stress of being the father of a game-winning, superstar pitcher. It was a pretty impressive game, followed by a pretty impressive celebration, from what Nancy said.”

Stephen relaxed, his expression softening. “Yeah, the game was great. As for the celebration, that’s probably why I look a little off today. I ate an entire three-scoop banana split on my own. My thirty-six-year-old stomach isn’t as resilient as it used to be.”

“Tell me about it. The days of downing a whole pizza with everything on it are long over.” Cliff pulled out a file, opening it as he sank into one of the cushioned chairs across from Stephen’s desk. “I’ve got some preliminary numbers. They look good, even this early in the campaign. The voters like you. They like what you stand for. Braxton knows it, too. He’s been campaigning hard, which is unusual this many months before the election. That means he’s worried. He should be. Take a look.” He slid a page across the desk.

Stephen scanned the information. “It’s not exactly a slam-dunk lead. Yeah, I’m ahead, but only by fifteen points. That’s not enough to start planning the victory party. And let’s not forget, Braxton’s the incumbent. We’ve got our work cut out for us.” And we need major dollars to back us, he added silently. Dollars I don’t have because they’ve been slipping away, along with my luck.

“I spoke to your father this morning,” Cliff continued. “He likes the way things are shaping up. He’s optimistic about the outcome.”

“Glad to hear it.” Stephen had to work to keep the sarcasm out of his voice. Optimistic. That was his father’s way of saying, not bad but not quite there. The usual, when it came to his opinion of Stephen. And that would deteriorate into outrage and disgust if the omnipotent Harrison Stratford knew what his son had done with the cash he’d provided to back this campaign.

The thought made Stephen’s insides twist.

He had to recoup that money — and fast.

“Do you want to prep for this meeting with Walker?” Cliff was asking.

“Do you know what it’s about?”

“Nothing specific. Other than that it concerns a new proposal, something that’s not on the table yet.”



“Yeah, Greg mentioned that. But that’s all he mentioned. So we can’t do much prepping.” Stephen leaned back in his chair. “I’m not too worried. Every one of Walker’s ventures has been good for the city. I’m assuming this one will be, too.”

Cliff nodded. “I’m eager to hear what he has to say. And not only because he’s been good for the city, but because he’s been good for you.” He slipped the senatorial campaign file back into his briefcase and took out a pad and pen. “He’s a solid ally, Steve — affluent, well connected, a good source of new revenue for Leaf Brook, and an equally good source of potential campaign contributions.”

“Understood. Anything else before we get this meeting started?”

Another searching look. “Nope. Except I suggest you go home early and get some sleep. And lay off the banana splits.”

“I’ll try.” Stephen punched the intercom button on his phone. “Celeste, you can show Mr. Walker and Mr. Matthews in now.”

“Right away,” his secretary replied.

A minute later, she gave the usual perfunctory knock, then opened the door and showed the two men in.

Stephen rose, greeting Philip Walker, meeting the older man’s firm handshake with one of his own. “Good to see you, Philip. Greg, thanks for joining us.” He shifted his handshake to the city manager, a gesture that was more a matter of protocol than anything else. He and Greg Matthews had long since passed the formality stage. They’d worked together in this municipal building for five years. Besides interacting on the city’s budget and policies, they shared an occasional lunch, a friendly rivalry over the Mets and the Yankees, and snatches of personal conversation in the parking lot. Greg was bright and ambitious, and Stephen felt confident knowing Leaf Brook’s fiscal well-being was in his hands.

He completed the social amenities with, “You both know Cliff Henderson,” motioning toward Cliff.

“Of course.” Another round of handshakes.

“Have a seat.” Stephen indicated the cluster of chairs across from him. He waited until everyone was settled before opening with a reminder that was sure to set an upbeat tone for the meeting. “The mall’s set to open on April 14th. The celebration we’re planning should bring out the whole city.”

Philip Walker nodded, looking pleased — or at least as pleased as he ever looked. With his deep-set dark eyes and watchful expression, he appeared to be perpetually intense, almost grim, as if he were contemplating what was being discussed and evaluating it for loopholes. “Good,” he replied. “That’s what we’re aiming for.” He ran an impatient hand through his thick head of salt-and-pepper hair. “Actually, I’m here about another idea, one I think will be equally profitable. So, if it’s okay with you, I’ll get right down to business.”

No surprise. Walker was known for his shoot-from-the-hip delivery. And in this case, it was more than fine with Stephen. The way his head was throbbing, the last thing he felt like doing was shooting the breeze. What he really needed was some strong coffee and a plan. “Go ahead.”

“It occurred to me that Leaf Brook has grown a lot since you took office. It’s now got office buildings, shops, and traffic congestion, especially in the heavily populated areas. Municipal lots have sprung up everywhere to accommodate people’s parking needs.”



“True.” Stephen frowned, wondering where this was going.

Philip leaned forward, his forehead creased in concentration. “Walker Development has an affiliated real estate services company. We offer things like landscaping, snow removal, and security services to those who own or lease the facilities we built. We’d like to expand to a more public domain — namely, the city’s municipal parking lots. We’d revamp the lots, tearing out the meters and putting up booths with attendants at all exits. We’d reorganize the way the lots are set up, making parking more accessible and expedient. And we’d implement round-the-clock security for safety purposes.”

He folded his hands. “Here’s how I see it. Based on my estimates, Leaf Brook currently grosses just shy of a million a year off the lots, then pays tens of thousands to maintain them. If, instead, you leased those facilities to my company, we’d pay Leaf Brook the same million, plus five percent of the gross revenue we’d generate on top of that. The city would have safer and better parking facilities, lose the headache of maintaining them, and make a nice profit in the process.”

“So would you,” Stephen commented, his mind rapidly processing everything Walker had said.

“True.” Philip’s gaze remained steady. “Then again, that’s what I’m in business for.”

Stephen picked up his pen, rolled it thoughtfully between his fingers. “It’s an interesting idea. Certainly worth considering.”

“Considering. Does that mean you support it?”

“Unofficially, my initial reaction would be to say yes. Of course, I’d have to run through the numbers with Greg, and then pass the proposal on to the city council. As you know, their authorization is necessary.”

“And I’m sure, as presiding officer, you’ll get that authorization without a problem. After all, what I’ve suggested is a win-win situation — as I’m sure Mr. Matthews’s numbers will confirm.” Philip rose, smoothing the jacket of his expensive suit. “So, the next city council meeting is Thursday. Bring it up then. When you get their feedback, give me a call.”

“I will.”

“Oh.” Philip paused, as if something had just occurred to him. “Speaking of win-win situations, congratulations on your candidacy for state senate. New York will be lucky to get you.”

“Thank you.” Stephen came to his feet as well, although his instincts told him something more was coming.

His instincts were right.

Philip slipped his hand into his coat pocket, fishing out a checkbook and pen. “If I may, I’d like to make a contribution to your campaign. I’m sure you can put it to good use, even though you’re probably swimming in contribution money. But I’d like to be part of your winning campaign.” Without waiting for a reply, he wrote out a check, tearing it off and passing it across the desk. “There. With my best wishes.”

The number of zeroes struck Stephen squarely between the eyes. Five of them. Philip Walker had just handed him a check for a hundred thousand dollars.

He raised his head, his features carefully schooled as he accepted the check and folded it in half. “That’s very generous of you, Philip. I appreciate your support.”

“My pleasure.” A hint of a smile curved his hard mouth. “I’ll let you get back to your work.” He gripped Stephen’s hand in another firm handshake. “Thanks for taking the time to see me. Gentlemen,” he said, acknowledging Cliff and Greg. “Nice seeing you.”

He crossed over and left the office.

Greg unfolded his lanky frame from the chair, rising to stare after him. When the door was firmly shut, he turned and gave Stephen a measured look. “I thought this would be about breaking ground on another office development. I wasn’t expecting this. Sorry if it blindsided you.”

“No problem.” Stephen was fighting to keep his mind on the conversation. It was all he could do not to start jumping up and down. A hundred thousand dollars. It was just the spark he needed. “I wasn’t expecting this, either. But the idea does have merit. Our municipal lots are decaying. And maintaining them has become a royal pain for the city. Not to mention the amount of taxpayer dollars we’re spending. This could be a good deal for Leaf Brook all the way around.”

“I can’t argue with that.” Greg’s sharp gray eyes assessed the mayor’s reaction, interpreted it as positive. “I’ll run through some numbers. If they come out as I expect, we’ll raise the subject with the city council. I can’t imagine they’d object.”

“I can’t, either.”

Cliff said nothing, just scribbled some notes before setting down his pad and making a steeple with his fingers, resting his chin atop them.

Greg cleared his throat. “I’ll get back to my desk and get started. I’ll check your schedule with Celeste and see when you’re free to go over the results.”

“Sounds good,” Stephen agreed. “Let’s shoot for late this afternoon.”



“Fine.”

The room was silent until after Greg had left.

“Interesting timing on Walker’s part,” Cliff offered when he and Stephen were alone. “How much did he give you?”

Wordlessly, Stephen handed him the check.

Cliff let out a low whistle. “A pretty serious contribution.”

“No argument there.” Stephen’s conscience made him ask the obvious. “So tell me, was I just bribed?”

A corner of Cliff’s mouth lifted. “I think Philip Walker would call it an incentive. Whether or not that amounts to the same thing is a matter of interpretation. He didn’t threaten to pull the funds if you ultimately refused his business proposal. And since you could technically cash this now, long before the council makes any final decision, I don’t think it constitutes a bribe. That doesn’t mean he won’t like you a whole lot better if you manage to pull this off for him.”

That was just the answer Stephen wanted to hear. His conscience was off the hook.

“No question about that,” he acknowledged, seeing a ray of hope that had been painfully absent a half hour ago. “But the truth is, his idea’s a good one. Good for Walker, yeah, but good for Leaf Brook. Incentive or not.”

“Then you have your answer.”

“I guess I do. Now all that’s left is getting Greg’s corroboration and the council’s authorization.”

“And one other thing. Deciding how to allocate your latest contribution.”

Oh, Stephen knew how to allocate it, all right. He’d make a few strategic bets that would increase the contribution and help him recoup his losses.



Correction: his father’s losses.

He’d be off the hook. Everything would be okay.

“Right,” he murmured, his mind racing from one possibility to the next. “I expect Walker’s contribution will go a long way.”
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