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Oklahoma City

Catherine unlocked her boss’ desk drawer with the pilfered key and removed the bank envelope stuffed with hundred dollar bills. With the envelope in her purse, she relocked the drawer. The click of the bolt sliding home sounded loud in the empty office, but she didn’t flinch.

Beyond the smudgy windows of the portable building that served as the offices for Beau John’s Auto Dealership and Classic Car Showroom, a cheerful May sun shone down. Moving to the desk she’d occupied for the last year as Carey Thomas, Catherine went through every drawer, removing all remotely personal items. A small pocket-size package of Kleenex tissues was tossed into a paper grocery sack, as were a bottle of aspirin and a nail file.

She didn’t worry about wiping away her finger prints. The police had no record of her and she planned on keeping it that way. Besides, while Carey Thomas might disappear the same day as Beau John’s slush fund, that didn’t necessarily convict her of taking the money.

Catherine smiled, not planning on allowing the issue to arise. If they couldn’t find Carey Thomas, they couldn’t accuse her of a crime.

The last desk drawer closed with a thud that echoed its emptiness.

Getting up, she put her purse under her arm and picked up the grocery bag. She walked to the door without a backward look, turning off the lights and slipping out of the building as if she’d never been there.

It was always a relief, this process, like shedding an old, constricting skin. She was glad to be leaving Carey Thomas beyond, even more glad to be rid of Beau John’s leering eyes and suggestive sexual comments.

Within minutes, she was in her nondescript Toyota, its trunk already packed with every telltale vestige of her year long existence in this town. Driving across the city to the Quail Springs Mall, Catherine parked near the Sears store and went inside. Walking through the warm, bright store, she spent only a few minutes selecting three, complete new outfits, from underwear out, and a duffel bag.  Two of the outfits were casual enough for the lake and the third perfect for job hunting.

Paying for her purchases with cash, she was soon back in the Toyota, headed east. Several miles from downtown, she fished Beau John’s desk key out of her purse and threw it out the car window. Continuing along the interstate until she found a motel, Catherine pulled in at the Travel Happy Lodge. Giving the bored desk clerk an Oregon address from a driver’s license she’d never used before, she registered, paying with a virgin credit card, and went immediately to her room.

This was the part of the metamorphosis that always felt the best. Locking the motel room behind her, Catherine stripped naked, stuffing the clothes she took off into a garbage bag she’d brought in with her. A bag from a drugstore supplied the hair coloring product she took into the shower with her. Fifteen minutes later, she emerged from the blistering spray of water with her dripping hair a natural light shade of brown.

Catherine smiled in the bathroom mirror, an ironic twist to her lips. Blondes didn’t have more fun.

In half an hour, she was back on the road, dressed in one of her new purchases, every trace of the old life bundled into three bulging black trash bags in the back. Whipping off the interstate long enough to toss these and the grocery bag into a dumpster, Catherine drove again to the furnished apartment leased in Carey Thomas’ name.

With a baseball cap crammed over her newly-colored hair, she pulled up in front of the apartment complex. Parking under an oak tree, she opened the passenger car door to retrieve a can opener and a can of tuna from the paper bag on the seat. The stench of tuna filled the car, spilling into the spring air. Catherine reached into the back seat, opening the pet carrier and placing the gleaming, oily-topped can of fish inside it.

Having baited the trap, she went to sit on the curb several feet from the car, her back to the oak tree. Around her were the peaceful sounds of a suburban Sunday in spring time. From somewhere on the block, a lawn mower coughed and sprang to life. Catherine sat unmoving as three boys rode past on bicycles, their voices calling to each other in jeering tones.

After fifteen or twenty minutes, a dark gray shadow appeared under a bush across the apartment parking lot. Catherine didn’t move, not even turning her head. Instead, she watched the floating progress of a small yellow butterfly as it danced along the Toyota’s roof.

The gray shadow separated itself from the shadows under the shrub, swaggering across the pavement. The cat’s ragged ear and general moth-eaten appearance gave authority to the attitude in his untamed golden eyes. He’d lived a rough life, always on his own terms.

Coming up to the car, the cat stopped beside the open car door, glaring at her.

Still Catherine didn’t look toward him, her gaze seeming to be transfixed by the sunlight streaming through the oak’s new bright green leaves.

With a sinuous bound, he jumped into the car. Bob loved cars. Even without the tuna, he’d have jumped in, but she needed him secured in the cat carrier, for a while.

Catherine felt the smile playing on her lips. This too was part of the transition ever since she’d found Bob on a different apartment patio in a different town more than two years ago. Then he’d been even more battered, his fierce eyes daring her to touch him even though he was obviously injured. So, she’d simply offered food and water and over time, they’d established this careful, tenuous connection.

Regardless of how many lives she slipped in and out of, she couldn’t leave Bob behind. He was her kindred spirit, the only one she’d allow.

Getting up suddenly from the curb, Catherine reached inside the car and shut the pet carrier door, capturing the cat. Without pausing to respond to his sudden, furious yowls, she went around and got into the car.

“Only for a few hours, Bob,” she told him. “Just till we get home.”

A brief fifteen minute drive brought them to a used car lot. Cramming a baseball hat over her hair, Catherine went inside and sold the car.

The rest was simple. A cab to the bus station, with the caged, growling Bob beside her. Another cab to the airport. And then, a flight home.

Goodbye, Carey Thomas. Hello, Catherine Davis.

*     *     *
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“I don’t know why you come here,”  Zona Mae sneered, the sunlight from the window beside the hospital bed lighting her harsh, bitter features. “Cain’t do nuthin’ more than come sit in that chair every six months, might as well not have nuthin’ to do with me.”

Unmoving in the cold plastic chair beside the old woman’s bed, Catherine chose not to examine her motivation for this particular pilgrimage. She’d long ago given up on Zona Mae loving her, but she couldn’t quite shake a damnable sense of...responsibility. Eventually, she’d get the better of it.

She’d make sure the old woman wasn’t being misused, but nothing more. Beyond that no more ties. Never again would she be trapped into caring for any person so much that her guts got ripped out when she let them down.

No more letting affection put her in a no-win situation. That sort of thing brought only dead-end choices.

“Are they taking care of you?” she asked the old woman in the bed, her voice deliberately cool despite the shaky sensation in her gut. Why were childhood feelings the hardest to extinguish? Anger was easier to handle than longing, but even anger was too much to invest in the bitter old hag before her.

“What do you care?” Zona’s gnarled hands convulsed on the blanket covering her knees. “Good for nuthin’. Just like your mother.”

Catherine leaned fractionally back into the plastic chair, willing a blankness to seep throughout her, smoothing over the spiky sharpness in her belly. Saying nothing in response to the old woman’s hostility, she waited, empty inside the way she preferred.

“Yeah, they’re taking care of me,” Zona snorted finally, her shrunken body vibrating with an anger that had always seemed a physical part of her. “Good as any nursing home. Just a place for people who got no decent family.”

Catherine couldn’t help the trace of a smile that curved her lips. “No, I don’t suppose our family is very...decent.”

*     *     *
[image: ]


Dallas, Eight months later

Catherine sat at her desk in the large clerical offices at Hollister Ford, fighting the cold shiver of fear that ran over her. Maybe she should cut her losses and run. Maybe her luck had just run out.

She wasn’t going to jail, wasn’t surrendering her freedom to loud-mouthed guards with sadistic power issues.

But Ryan Hollister would be going over the books.

“...so my brother, Ryan, will be examining our entire operation, from employee decisions to the financial side of things,” Danny Hollister reiterated, sending a grateful smile to the big man next to him. “Even though his real job as news producer for KVDN keeps him busy, as a favor to me, he’s agreed to be my ‘efficiency expert’. We want Hollister Ford to be the best it can be.”

Clamping down on the fear racing through her, she fought the memories of the uniformed police officers who had hauled her off to juvenile at the tender age of ten when her mother had disappeared. This wasn’t the time to let old horrors take over.

Her hands unmoving on the clean desk blotter, Catherine’s gaze rested on Ryan Hollister’s face. He didn’t look like anyone’s nemesis. His eyes were a cheerful, golden brown in his strong, square face. At nearly six feet tall, he looked like the kind of big, handsome blond guy who’d be doing the sportscast rather than producing the news.

She wasn’t sure how smart he was. There were mixed signals on that issue. On the one hand, producing a news broadcast at a big station in a city the size of Dallas had to take some amount of intelligence. Then again, Ryan had an out-going, smiling kind of personality Catherine didn’t associate with unusual mental acuity.

He smiled a lot and she couldn’t help but be aware that his warm, sherry brown gaze had a tendency to follow her when she crossed the office. 

With her job as assistant to the Comptroller at the Hollister dealership, she was in a prime position to be tinkering with the accounts. Eventually, Ryan Hollister had to consider that. Any close inspection of the cash flow at this point would be bad for her, even if the person doing the inspecting only had a few classes in accounting.

She hadn’t been stupid, though. Any tampering with the books had to be kept to a minimum at this stage of the game. It was simple to lift an occasional invoice paid with cash. Destroy the invoice and pocket the money. Who would know the difference? Any reduction in the amount of cash flow looked like part of natural fluctuations. Later, when the slush fund was mature, she’d lift the significant money. Bigger than any she’d ever had her hands on before.

Could this big, out-going man be the one to bring her down?

Trying to quiet the surge of fear shivering through her, she made herself consider the situation rationally. Neither her goofy boss or his good-looking brother seemed suspicious of her in any way. They were just trying to make the business more profitable.

There was no need to panic. Maybe she should lay low for a while, but so far there was no reason to leave Cathleen Hopkins behind.  Not yet, anyway.

As he stood next to his brother, Ryan Hollister knew the brunette with the vivid blue eyes was scoping him out even though he never caught her gaze on him. She sat at a desk in the open business office looking as pure and innocent as a nun, only her face held too many secrets.

“Any questions?” Danny asked the assembled group of mostly office workers. “What about you, Pat? Have I explained myself and why Ryan’s here, do you think?”

“Yes,” the older woman replied with a sweet smile. Pat Bookman had been comptroller here at Hollister Ford as long as Ryan could remember. She always kept lollipops in a jar on her desk. He remembered her handing them out after asking him about his grades in elementary school.

“Good. I guess I said it better than I thought.”  Danny turned toward Ryan. “When exactly will you be wanting to start? Have you checked your schedule?”

“I’ll know in a day or two,” Ryan assured his brother, dragging his wandering attention away from the shapely brunette with the pale, oval face. He had to pay attention to the task at hand.

In the three years since their dad had passed away, Danny had done a decent job of running the dealership. With his open, cheerful personality, he made a good salesperson, if not always a great businessman. He did his best, though, and with some help would learn to manage the place fine.

From the far side of the clerical office, Ryan’s mother caught his gaze. She smiled. Bonnie Hollister had helped her husband build the Ford house from a smalltime dealership to the major concern it was today. Ryan wasn’t about to let his dad’s legacy, and the business that supplied income for both his brother and mother, fail.

It wouldn’t be any big deal, Ryan told himself. A few mornings and weekends of his attention and he and Danny would be able to get the dealership back to it’s highest earning level. He was confident of that.

“Did you want to say anything?” Danny asked him.

“Just that everyone should go on about their business,” Ryan said, glancing around the assembled group with a reassuring smile. “We’re not necessarily looking to fire anyone or anything. We just need to tighten up some. Any changes will be carefully considered.” 

The flash of sardonic disbelief on the blue-eyed brunette’s face caught his attention and Ryan wondered what could have made such a beautiful, young woman so cynical.

*     *     *
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A gust of sharp January wind rattled the office door where it stood propped open.

Sitting at her desk, third row on the left, Catherine placed a small pencil mark next to the column of figures she was checking. On a Sunday morning, the office was empty and silent. The peaceful stillness of it was disturbed only by the occasional buffeting of an erratic winter wind through the open door and the sound of her pencil against the paper. From Pat’s office to the side came the faint ticking of a clock.

Glancing at the deposits, she was checking against the computer print out, Catherine didn’t acknowledge the gray shadow that shifted under the desk next to hers. She and Bob knew how to peacefully co-exist.

But out of the corner of her eye, she saw the cat suddenly freeze, his every muscle alert, his battered ears turned toward the door.

Catherine looked up, her gaze on the open door, the sound of footsteps clear now. Someone was coming, cheerfully whistling an upbeat song she couldn’t identify.

The footsteps paused outside and then moved forward slowly. Feeling her muscles freeze like the cat’s, Catherine waited. Only her feet moved as she slipped her shoes on under the desk.

She’d never had any trouble here when she’d come in to work on Sundays. No random strangers wandering in. Employees at Hollister Ford didn’t usually work on their days off. Not even the owner. And if a co-worker were to come in, no one at this dealership over-stepped Catherine’s clearly laid out boundaries.

But she was here alone now and she wasn’t stupid. Putting her pencil down, she watched the door, mentally cataloguing her escape routes.

A blond-haired man appeared in the open doorway, his big frame filling the space. Ryan Hollister, she realized, relaxing marginally in her chair.

“Hello!”  He stood there in the door, surprise on his handsome, All-American face. She didn’t know what it was about him, but he looked like he would have played football in college. She could definitely see him as a big man on campus, the one all the women wanted to sleep with.

“Hello,” she responded, still working her foot into her shoe. From beneath the desk next to her, she heard a low growling.

“I didn’t expect to find anyone here today,” he said, coming further into the office.

“Just catching up on a few things.”  Catherine offered a pleasant smile, very conscious of Bob crouching frozen several feet away.

Ryan glanced at the open door. “Is the heat malfunctioning in here? Were you too hot?”

Conscious of her turtleneck and the thick sweater that kept her comfortable in the icy office, she said calmly, “No, no problem with the heater. I left it open. I don’t mind the coolness.”

A small frown clouded his eyes as he strolled down the aisle between the desks. “It’s not safe, you know. You’re here alone. Anyone could come in—“

With the sound of ragged claws on the industrial carpeting, Bob launched himself out from under the desk and streaked toward the door.

“What the—“ Ryan looked after the beast.

Catherine said nothing, intensely regretting giving into Bob’s love of riding in the car. Normally, she worked alone on Sundays and his silent presence was welcomed, but she shouldn’t have brought him. It wasn’t safe.

Ryan turned back to her. “Did you see that cat?”

“Yes,” she said, her tone as indifferent as she could manage. “He came in with me.”

“That’s your cat?” he questioned with a surprised inflection.

Catherine hesitated. “We enjoy co-existing.”

“Oh.” A smile sprang on to Ryan’s face. “Interesting, but I guess that’s true of cats.”

He leaned against the desk that had sheltered Bob. “You’re Cathleen Hopkins, aren’t you? My brother mentioned you’d been working as Pat’s assistant the last six months.”

“Yes,” Catherine said, hating that her heart beat faster under her breastbone. He didn’t suspect her. Why should he?

The big golden blond man stretched out his hand. “I’m Ryan Hollister. I saw you the other day.”

“Nice to meet you.” Trying not to look as reluctant as she felt, she shook his hand, annoyed to by the buzzing in her veins. To her disgust, she wasn’t completely immune to his charming smile and his big, powerful body. She didn’t need this, didn’t need something as unproductive as sexual attraction muddying the waters.

“They must be working you pretty hard to have you coming in on Sundays,” he commented easily.

She glanced down at the paper in front of her, straightening the stack of deposits. “I’m finishing up a couple of things. I like the quiet.”

“Well,” he glanced around before turning back to her.  “It’s very quiet.”

“Yes,” she agreed, feeling his gaze on her face as she replaced the computer print-out in its file.

Damn! The last thing she needed was to provoke attention. Especially from Danny Hollister’s “efficiency expert.” She could tell Ryan was the kind of smiling, friendly guy who liked women and was accustomed to being liked back. How would he react to her lack of response? Would reticence on her part provoke pursuit?

She placed the stack of deposits and the file in her desk drawer and retrieved her purse from under the desk. “Well, I’m through here. I’ll leave you to enjoy the silence yourself.”

Straightening from the desk as she got up, he said, “Don’t leave on my account. I like company.”

“I’m finished here.” She stood up.

“If you’ll wait a minute, I’ll walk you out. I’m not staying either. I just came in to pick up some papers Danny left for me.”

“That’s not necessary,” she said, lifting the strap of her purse to her shoulder as he cast her another appraising look. “My car is just outside.”

“Hey,” he said, glancing at his watch, “its almost lunch time. As a reward for working so hard, why don’t I take you to get something to eat.”

Hesitating, Catherine smiled faintly. She hated when this happened. It made things messier.

As if sensing her reluctance, Ryan pointed out with a charming smile, “As a stand-in for your employer, I feel I should take you to lunch.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, his easy charm bringing a little more warmth to the smile on her face. “I have some place I have to be.”

*     *     *
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Ryan watched her leave the office, his curiosity about the dark-haired Cathleen higher than before. With her slender body and beautiful, pale, oval face, she’d capture most men’s attention. But after talking with her, he realized it was the still remoteness in her vivid blue eyes that really grabbed him. Like a pretty package all securely wrapped up, she intrigued him, made him want to plumb her depths and decipher her secrets.

He wanted to get a response from her.

If he were honest, what really got him interested in Cathleen was her apparent lack of interest in him, Ryan thought, laughing out loud as he went into his brother’s office. He was getting too damned cocky. As a not-bad-looking guy who was somewhat successful in his chosen field, he didn’t usually have to work so hard to get a woman’s attention.

At least for a first date. Of course, people didn’t always click, but Ryan didn’t think that was the problem here. He might be imagining things, yet he felt like Cathleen Hopkins had deliberately avoided any possibility of their clicking.

Picking up the file he’d come for, Ryan crossed the open office area.

It wasn’t that he scared Cathleen. There was no fear in her face. No particular emotion of any kind. He suddenly realized she reminded him of a profoundly calm big, yellow tabby cat they’d had when he was a kid. Ryan remembered sitting next to the cat one afternoon, trying to put his finger on the soft indention at the very end of the cat’s nose. Without biting or hissing, and making no move to run away, the cat just sat there. But when his finger was almost on her nose, she turned her head, ever so slightly, staring at him with contemptuous, but tolerant eyes.

Cathleen Hopkins had just looked at him like that.

It wasn’t disinterest he saw in her beautiful face, but a kind of cool Grace Kelly distance.

Locking the office door behind him, Ryan got into his car. Her remoteness might be intended to discourage pursuit, but he found his hunter’s blood roused.  Regardless of what she meant him to think, his intuition told him Cathleen Hopkins didn’t find him repulsive.

Going with his gut instinct, Ryan started plotting.

* * * * * * * * *
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Chapter Two 
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The door to Ryan’s temporary office at the dealership opened abruptly.

“How dare you!”

Ryan looked up. “Cathleen! What’s the matter?”

She stood in the doorway, anger bristling from her, her blue eyes shooting fire. Even her usually pale, composed face was flushed.

The woman was damned beautiful, and so temptingly elusive. Every time he saw her, he wanted to loosen her long dark hair and kiss her sweet mouth. Now, however, didn’t seem like a good time to mention this.

“How dare you even consider firing Tommy? What do you know about him? Is he not doing his job?” She launched each question with passionate precision.

“Hey, calm down,” Ryan requested mildly as she paced the small office. What the heck had his remote goddess so riled up?

“I am perfectly calm,” she snapped back, lowering her voice without lessening the forcefulness of her delivery.

“Okay,” he said, hiding a smile as she came to a halt in front of him. He’d been working at the dealership, looking over the operation, for several weeks now, as his schedule permitted, but he’d never seen Cathleen like this about anything. Had he done something to upset her? If so, it had been completely without intention.

Every time he came by, he stopped at her desk, finding questions to ask her, asking her about her day. Little by little, she’d seemed to be thawing toward him. At this moment, however, she seemed likely to annihilate him with her furious glare.

“Is it true?” she demanded, her charged words now very different from her usually measured, rational tone. Unlike this moment, Cathleen normally did nothing to attract attention. She dressed conservatively, kept her shoulder-length dark hair pulled back and went about her work having minimal interaction with others. She didn’t even make eye contact unless someone addressed her specifically.

He couldn’t help but be intrigued by her efficient, elusive manner.

Yet, here she was, yelling at him about firing...who?

“Is what true?” Ryan asked, clueless but very interested in what had brought this perpetually remote woman to life. He felt the urge to soothe her. That or catch her in his arms and stir up a different kind of passion.

“Are you planning on firing Tommy?” Cathleen asked impatiently.

“Tommy who?”

“Tommy, the car wash guy,” she snapped with a contempt Ryan knew was aimed solely at him.

“Oh, that guy.” Ryan hesitated. The door to his small office stood open. Anyone passing by or sitting just outside could hear their conversation. “Truthfully, I don’t know yet what we’re doing employee-wise.”

“Don’t give me that crap,” Cathleen said, rejecting his carefully-worded reply. “Danny’s secretary, Lucinda, told Jenny Ortega in Billing that you’re going to fire Tommy, the car wash guy. I overheard them talking. You’ve already decided.”

“And how does Lucinda know this?” Ryan questioned, the silky tone of his voice not hiding the edge to his inquiry.

A snotty expression joined the contempt on Cathleen’s face. “She knows because Danny told her you two had discussed firing Tommy.”

With a sudden urge of frustration, Ryan wished he could wrestle his older brother to the ground and make him beg for mercy the way he used to when they were kids. He’d distinctly told his brother to keep quiet about the staff changes until they’d made their final decisions.

Eyeing the angry woman on the other side of the desk, Ryan decided candor was his best bet. The last person he wanted furious with him was the sexy, elusive female in front of him.

He walked to the door and pulled it shut, aware of Cathleen waiting for his explanation.

“I really wish Danny had kept his mouth shut,” Ryan admitted. “But since he didn’t, I suppose I might as well acknowledge that we need to consider some streamlining of employees.”

“So you’re going to fire Tommy?” Her blue eyes sparkled with indignation.

“We’ve discussed every employee,” Ryan said evenly, still trying to edge away from an outright admission. He didn’t want to commit himself at this point and, even less, did he want to say something he’d later have to retract.

“What possible grounds do you have to fire Tommy?” she demanded. “Someone’s got to wash the cars. It’s not like you can sell them dirty. So why fire Tommy?”

She had no fear of being fired herself, Ryan realized suddenly. No worry about her own livelihood?

“What reason do you have to dismiss him?” Cathleen insisted again.

“Well,” Ryan said, sitting down again in the chair behind his desk. “We could start with the fact that the guy has borderline-intelligence and minimal social skills. He’s goofy and slow and some of the staff find him annoying.”

“So what?”  She crossed her arms across her chest. “That’s no reason to fire him. Washing cars doesn’t require much mental acuity or social polish. He wouldn’t hurt a fly. And even the dim-witted and dull deserve to eat.”

She doesn’t even particularly like Tommy, Ryan thought suddenly with a surge of surprise. Despite her championing of this guy, it wasn’t like he was her best friend.

She stood on the other side of the desk, her entire posture one of irritation and disbelief. Angry with him and Danny for considering letting the guy go, she didn’t argue the fact that the guy was dull and slow.

Feeling like he was mentally flipping the rotating rings of a Rubik’s Cube, Ryan considered the fact that Cathleen didn’t see this situation in terms of her own employment. If it had occurred to her that she, too, might be fired, the possibility didn’t seem to faze her.

“You...don’t particularly like this guy, do you?” he asked slowly, admiration for her compassion stirring in him.

Cathleen’s eyebrows lifted as if she didn’t see the relevance of the question. “He’s okay. What does that have to do with anything?”

“You just don’t think it would be fair to fire him,” Ryan concluded, snapping into place a piece of the puzzle of her personality. Cathleen hated injustice? She fought for the underdog.

He loved that, loved seeing that in this woman who seemed so isolated from the others around her. For a moment, he toyed with the idea of announcing that he was going to fire this guy. Could he get her to have a real argument with him?

Not that he was on strong ground here, he acknowledged to himself. He could argue with the best, but he needed better ammunition. The fact that he’d have to grovel and apologize afterwards kept him from making an experiment of seeing if he could get her to fight with him. He didn’t do either groveling or apologizing particularly well.

“The only reason to fire Tommy is if he can’t do his job,” she said flatly.

“And if the other employee’s find him objectionable?”

“Since he does his work alone and has only minimal contact with anyone else, I fail to see how that matters.”

“So, you’d tell anyone who complained about him to...?”

“Get over it,” she snapped.  “The world is full of a zillion different kinds of people. Not all of them will be fun to chat with over coffee. They still deserve a chance to exist.”

Ryan smiled, faintly aware of a tightness in his chest. He wanted to go around the desk, take her into his arms and kiss the heck out of her. For all her façade of cool disconnection, she really cared about people...at least, some of them, namely the helpless and downtrodden.

“Nothing has been decided about firing anyone,” he told her, giving into the urge to offer her reassurance. “Danny and I just talked about several people and what they do for the dealership.”

“So you’re not firing Tommy?” she demanded.

Ryan shook his head, refusing to say the words she was pressing for. “I’m not making any commitments I can’t keep. But, I will tell you that I agree with your points about the mentally-deficient deserving a chance to eat.”

The tension in her face softened.

He raised a warning hand.  “I’m not making any promises, though. I can’t. This isn’t actually my business.”

An expression flashed over her face, a smile filled with recognition, understanding, acknowledgment and...confidence?

Ryan sat trying to decipher that look as she went to his office door and opened it, preparing to leave.

“Thanks,” she said.

*     *     *
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“Good morning.”

Catherine looked up from her work to see Ryan standing in front of her desk looking like something out of a catalog for men’s casual business wear. With his golden blonde hair and rugged good looks, he was almost too much for any woman to face.

“Good morning,” she said warily. Ever since she’d reamed him out about considering firing Tommy, she’d tried to stay clear of the man. He’d promised to be fair in his decision and she could only take him at his word. Tommy was still working at Hollister, but the less she had to do with Ryan, the better.

“How are you today?” Ryan asked, smiling down at her as if he had nothing to do, but make chit chat with her. What was with this guy? He was always finding excuses to get her into a conversation.

“I’m...fine,” Catherine responded, very aware of the interest Ryan’s presence by her desk was garnering from the other women in the office.

Across the open office area, Bonnie Hollister laughed with one of the other salespeople. She never glanced in her son’s direction, but surely she’d notice him flirting with one of the secretaries.

Still, Ryan stood at Catherine’s desk, smiling down at her, his big, muscular body both mouth-watering and overwhelming.

Go away, she thought. Leave me alone.

“Good. I’m glad you’re fine,” he said, as if he meant it. “A friend of mine at the station gave me some tickets for a play tonight. Are you interested in seeing ‘Rent’?”

“’Rent’?” she said. She had to handle this carefully. Not only was he the man investigating every aspect of the business, but he also had his eye on her in a very non-business way.

The knowledge brought a flicker of warmth in her mid-section despite the fact that his mother stood not twenty feet away and the rest of the office clerical staff were avidly listening. Ryan Hollister was a damned good-looking man, but she couldn’t encourage his interest. It wasn’t hard to understand the signals he was sending her way.  She’d dealt with this kind of thing before, but never with so charming and personable guy. Usually, she’d been able to dodge sticky situations at work. The potential consequences were too great to risk.

She’d been fired once long ago for unwittingly catching the attention of her boss’ son. It didn’t pay.

“You’ve heard about the play, haven’t you?” he asked, leaning on the corner of her desk. A teasing, inviting smile hovered at the corner of his mouth. “It’s a kind of gritty musical that took Broadway by storm.”

“Yes.” Catherine shuffled the bills she’d been working on when he walked up. So what if he was sexy and charming and very interesting? He also held way too much power at Hollister Ford for her to consider a fling in his direction. It wasn’t a good idea to sleep with the people you were burning.

“Well,” he said, still smiling, “Will you come with me tonight?”

“I’m sorry,” she said, uttering the words that had been trembling on her tongue since she’d heard his invitation. “I can’t tonight. I have something else I can’t get out of.”

Ryan’s expression turned inquiring.  “You’re not still holding the Tommy situation against me? If so, we could consider this a peace offering.”

“It has nothing to do with Tommy.” She stared at him, a little startled by his blunt question. The man did charge right into things.

But he was off-base here. If Tommy’s continued employment here were a matter of huge importance to her, she might have considered using Ryan’s interest in her to achieve that end. As it was, she wanted the slob to keep his job, but she wasn’t sacrificing her own best interests for anyone.

Sex had never been her weapon of choice, regardless.

Slipping a paper clip on to a sheaf of papers, she looked up at him and lied with a smile, “My aunt’s having a party tonight for her fiftieth birthday. She’d be very upset if I didn’t come.”

“Fiftieth birthdays can be pretty traumatic, I hear,” he agreed, bantering easily. “But I’ll miss your company.”

“I hope you enjoy the play.” Catherine smiled at him, very aware of her solitary life and how important it was to keep it that way. The aunt excuse was a good one because family responsibilities would make sense to a man like him. Maybe he didn’t mind shackles. Some people didn’t seem to.

“Well,” he said, straightening from her desk, “we’ll do it another time.”

Making an noncommittal sound, Catherine thought, Not if I see you coming.

*     *     *
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“Cathleen!” Ryan called from his office two weeks later.

She looked up from her computer to see him making his way toward her desk, an irritated expression on his face. He stopped in front of her desk.

God, he looked good. Just the way he walked, all well-coordinated muscle, grabbed her attention and held it despite her determination to ignore him.

“I need you to come with me to the bank.”

“Excuse me?” She turned in her chair to face him, the annoyed note in his voice snagging her attention.

“Pat’s out sick today and I want to get this taken care of. Close up whatever you’re working on and come with me to the bank.”

A shiver of fear slid under her skin. “But...I don’t sign on the account.”

“I realize that,” Ryan said, his charming smile absent for the first time since she’d known him. To her surprise, he looked actually...testy. She wondered what had happened to upset the golden boy.

“But you do know where the bank is located?” he asked, shortly. “You’ve occasionally taken deposits there?”

“Yes,” she said, reluctant to go to the bank with him, though she didn’t exactly know why.  Was he setting her up somehow?

“Well, just come with me,” he insisted, looking for a moment like a typical demanding male. “I’m not sure where it is.”

“O-kay,” she said, closing out the accounting program she’d been working on and getting her purse from the drawer in her desk.  It wasn’t like she had much choice.

The door to Danny’s office was open and Catherine saw Bonnie Hollister sitting in one of the chairs facing the desk. Ryan walked on by with a brief wave of his hand.

A few minutes later, they were in his car, a dark forest green XJ Jaguar she’d seen parked in the lot. It was a beautiful piece of machinery and she couldn’t help sliding her hand along the leather seat.

Within minutes, they were on the highway.

“You’re very good at your job, aren’t you?” he asked, seeming more relaxed now that they were on their way.

“Pretty good, I guess,” she answered, still on guard although she was glad to see him acting less upset. She didn’t need to deal with soothing his annoyance and she was annoyed to realize she’d been having the urge to do so.

“Have you always enjoyed working with numbers?” He maneuvered the powerful car through the busy Dallas traffic as if it required little of his attention.

Drawing her attention away from his strong hands resting on the wheel, Catherine said with difficulty, “I-I guess so. I’ve done a lot of different kind of things.”

He nodded and sent a smile her way. “It pays to be flexible.”

Catherine said nothing, her antenna telling her something was up with him, but she couldn’t be sure what.

The rest of the short drive was punctuated by her directing him which way to turn after they got off the highway. But when they pulled into the bank parking lot, Catherine’s uneasiness was back. It didn’t make sense for a man who drove as confidently as Ryan did to act so stressed about getting directions to any place. And while he’d been somewhat impatient with her at the dealership, his lousy mood seemed to have evaporated on the drive over. Had it all be an act to get her to come to the bank with him?

Not sure what was going on, she got out of the car and followed him into the bank building, every sense on red alert. Maybe she was paranoid, but banks with their armed guards and security cameras weren’t good places for thieves to be seen. No way in hell, she was letting herself get arrested. She’d been in police custody only that once as a young girl, but the panic and terror stayed with her still.

Inside, a receptionist directed them to the bank president’s office and Catherine could feel herself withdrawing, folding inward. There were cameras in banks, as she’d known there would be. Pulling out the clip that confined her hair at the nape of her neck, she kept her head down as they made their way through the lobby. She wanted no record of herself here with Ryan Hollister.

Conscious of doing nothing to draw attention, she took the seat next to Ryan as he met with the bank president.

For the next half hour the two men talked about bank accounts and car loans and eventually, Catherine only listened with half an ear. She wasn’t sure why they were here. Yes, it made sense to check out all the banking options at one’s financial institution, but nothing in this interview seemed urgent enough to get Ryan all upset. Certainly, there was no need for her to be here.

Eventually, Ryan stood, shaking the bank president’s hand. With his hand briefly touching her arm, above the elbow, he guided Catherine through the lobby and out of the building.

She felt the imprint of his hand on her skin after he’d let go and the realization made her feel crabby and irritable herself.

“Did you really need me for this?” The question escaped her as he drove out of the bank parking lot.

The glance Ryan threw her before turning back to traffic was amused and slightly rueful. “Maybe not, but it gave you a break from that computer, didn’t it?”

“I suppose.” No longer fearful of legal complications, she now recognized another potential entanglement. The energy emanating from Ryan’s side of the car was distinctly warm. His smile was too purposeful and too confident.

“Actually,” he said, exiting the freeway before the dealership, “I have a surprise for you.”

“Oh?”  The tension sprang back into her muscles.

“It’s really more of a peace offering,” Ryan told her. “For letting that rumor start about the car wash guy and getting you all upset.”

“I wasn’t upset, exactly,” she corrected through stiff lips.

“You were downright pissed,” he agreed cordially. “I saw a whole other side of you that day. You do have a thing about protecting the lame pups of the world, don’t you?”

Catherine stared ahead, only half-aware of the city streets. “I just thought it would be stupid to fire someone for no reason.”

“Okay.” Ryan’s glance seemed both disbelieving and accepting. “Anyway, I thought this outing might be a nice alternative since you weren’t able to get free from your aunt’s anniversary party and go to the play with me.”

“Birthday party,” Catherine corrected, suspecting him of trying to find her out in a lie. “Her fiftieth.”

“Yeah.” His foot on the brake, he slowed the powerful engine and prepared to turn into a parking lot.

The Dallas Convention Center?

Catherine glanced at him sharply. What the heck were they doing here on a Friday afternoon?

“The suspense is killing you, isn’t it?” he asked affably.

“I’m surviving.” Catherine knew he was enjoying keeping her guessing and the knowledge made her want to bitch him out. Mastering the unfamiliar urge, she sat in the Jaguar’s luxurious bucket seat, her hands resting on her lap. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of making her beg to know the surprise.

What was it about this man that always left her clinging to her composure like a guy trying to hang on to his hat in a hurricane?

There were a cluster of cars near one of the convention center entrances and he steered the Jag in that direction, pulling up near a banner that read, “Dallas Cat Fanciers Show.”

“Since you’re so attached to your own feline as to bring the thing to work with you,” Ryan said, “I thought you might enjoy visiting a cat show.”

“Oh.” She wrestled with the images of cat shows she’d seen on television. Cats in cages. Lots and lots of cages. Aware of him sitting next to her with a pleased expression on his face, she forced herself to say, “How nice.”

“Come on,” he said, unfastening his seat belt. “I bet they even have relatives of that big, beat up tom cat of yours. He’s a Russian Blue, isn’t he?”

Catherine got out of the car, walking next to him, her muscles growing steadily more stiff. “I don’t really know Bob’s background. It’s not like I own him.”

“His name is Bob?” Ryan asked, laughing.

“Yes.”

“Bob, the cat? So, he’s just a stray you picked up?” Holding the door open for her, Ryan’s smiling expression grew more intent as she brushed past him.

Inside the cavernous building, Catherine came to a halt. “What? Yes, we sort of picked each other up.”

Rows and rows of cages were lined up across the convention center floor. All of them holding cats. Forcing herself to follow Ryan, Catherine felt a tremor in her stomach. She hated locking Bob up when they flew, hated imprisoning him for any length of time.

If he hadn’t been such a fan of car rides, she would have forced herself to leave him to his own devices when she left Houston two years before. But Bob hated cages. She only used the pet carrier when she had to fly with him. The thought of her fierce, roaming friend locked up like these felines sent a shudder through her.

“Have you ever been to a cat show?” Ryan asked, turning back to where she lagged back.

“No,” she said, summoning a tight smile.

When she would have stopped beside him, Ryan placed his hand on the small of her back, gently urging her forward. It was nothing more than a courteous gesture, but she felt the heat of his touch through two layers of clothing. It was all she could do to keep from bounding forward.

She didn’t need this. Didn’t need to let this particular man rouse her slumbering libido. Ryan Hollister wasn’t good for a one night stand or a weekend fling. He’d want romance and entanglement and lots of attention. He’d expect a woman to expect him to call. He’d certainly want to know her real name.

Extremely conscious of his hand on her, his body brushing hers when they stopped in front of the cages, she steeled herself against the heat his touch brought. His hand still at her back, he bent to talk to one of the imprisoned cats.

“Hi, fellow,” Ryan said, stroking a finger against the paw the black cat had pressed against the wire mesh of the cage. “You’re a good-looking guy. I bet you win all kinds of ribbons.”

The woman sitting in a folding chair behind the cages smiled at them as they wandered on down the row. Lined up like slaves displayed for the bidding, each cage held a cat. Catherine felt a knot of nausea building in her gut. She hated this place, the smell of desperation, the pitiful, purring cats that brushed up against their cages as strangers passed.

There were several stages situated at the ends of the rows of cages. On one of them, a large woman with silver hair held an anorexic Siamese with painfully crossed eyes.

Catherine wanted to snatch the cat and run. Wanted to rescue the beast and find it a can of tuna.

In the alleys between the rows of cages, cat owners fiddled with various animals, brushing and blow drying their entries as if they were tickets to fame and fortune.

Following her stricken gaze, Ryan said, “Boy, these cats are pampered. Look at that Persian over there. That woman’s been brushing him out since we started up the first row and she’s still working on him, two rows later.”

Catherine tried to keep the distaste from showing on her face. Normally, she had no problem blocking her emotions from being visible to the world, but here her anger and compassion threatened to overwhelm her.

Maybe he saw pampered. She saw drugged and locked up. Each row held cats that lie on the bottom of their cages like they were out of touch with reality. How could any animal, domesticated or otherwise, actually tolerate, much less enjoy, this kind of imprisonment and torture? 

Bending close, his breath soft against her cheek, Ryan said, “Look at that one. The brownish one at the far table. Isn’t that breed called a Burmese? I think that woman with the great big smile, standing in front of the table, must be its owner. I bet that cat’s like her child.”

As they walked toward the end of the row, the stage came into better view. The silver-haired woman held the cat in both hands, examining it, turning it this way and that. With her meaty hands under its belly, she lifted the Siamese like an elongated sacrifice to a judging deity, stretching the cat out to its fullest length. The small crowd standing in front of the raised stage area applauded.

The cat was passive in her hands, doing no more than blinking occasionally as the woman flipped it around, talking into her attached microphone, all the while. She set it down, stroking a brisk hand down its length like a fur trader considering a pelt. It was as if no one realized the pelt contained a living thing.

Catherine felt her throat closing up.

All around her, she sensed fear and despair emanating from the animals like a high pitched hum the other humans in the room couldn’t hear. The cats were locked up, caged and prostituted. Used for their owner’s gratification.

God, she had to get out of here. Just being in this room felt like a betrayal. Bob with his wild, roaming life, would rather die than live this existence. Catherine didn’t blame him. Maybe the wild was tamed out of some beasts. Maybe there were cats here who didn’t feel caged, didn’t mind living a confined life as long as they were fed.

It just didn’t seem likely.

“Honey,” Ryan said with a frown, “are you all right? You look a little funny.”

Her breath was coming too fast in her throat, Catherine realized, trying to force a smile on to her lips.

“Cathleen?”  He put his arm around her, as if he thought she might faint.

“I’m—I’m a little dizzy,” she managed, looking up into his worried eyes. “It’s kind of...hot in here.”

“Come on,” he said, turning her toward the closest door. “Let’s get you out of here. You look white as a sheet. We need some fresh air.”

His arm around her like a shelter, Ryan led her out of the convention center and into the light. When they were twenty feet or so outside the door, he stopped on the sidewalk and wrapped both arms around her. With her throat still tight, she stood in the circle of his embrace, trying to calm her pounding heart and level her breathing. What an awful, awful place.

“Hey.” Ryan tilted her face up, his finger under her chin. “Are you okay?”

Gazing up into his concerned face, his golden brown eyes warm and worried, she tried out a shaky smile. She felt the strength in his arms and resisted the urge to lie her cheek against his chest. His warm, masculine smell was clean and inviting.

With one not-quite-steady hand, she tried to ease back from him, but when he covered her hand with his own, she froze. His heart beat strongly under her palm. The heat of his hand covered her cold fingers.

Catherine swallowed, battling the chaos of her own jumbled reactions. With the subsiding of her nauseated response to the caged animals, another wave of sensation broke over her.

Lust. Sensory craving stronger than she’d ever known.

She wanted to kiss Ryan Hollister, long and deep. Wanted to thrust her hands into his golden blond hair and press his mouth against hers. Hungered to lose herself in the sweaty abandon she knew they could find, naked and hot between the sheets of the nearest bed.

Shuddering against the pull of a seduction she knew was deadly, she looked up into his face.

“Are you chilled?” he asked. “It was damned warm in there, but this January wind can be cutting.”

“I’m fine,” she lied, trying to pull back out of his grasp before she lost her sanity and plastered herself against him. Shifting to the right, she put a few inches of space between them.

Aware that her composure was in shambles, Catherine struggled to pull herself together. She’d never had a meltdown like that before and she really hated the feeling.

“I—I’m better now,” she said, trying to reassure him, trying to ignore the desire still buzzing in her veins. “I think my blood sugar must have dipped or something. Sorry.”

“Blood sugar?” Ryan frowned. “Did you have lunch?”

“No,” she said, shrugging. “I was working on the quarterly payment—“

“That’s no excuse for neglecting yourself,” he scolded bossily, capturing her hand in his and rubbing it. “Come on. Let’s get some food in you.”

She let him lead her back to the Jaguar and tuck her into the expensive, leather-lined interior.

“We’ll get you a milk shake,” Ryan told her, as the car’s engine sprang to life. “And you’d better not let me find you working through lunch again.”

As they drove out of the parking lot, Catherine couldn’t shake the feeling that she should just cut her losses and run.

*     *     *
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Cathleen had really great legs, Ryan realized a week later, wondering why she didn’t wear skirts more often.

Standing in the door of his dealership office, her smile was as cool as usual, but the hint of welcome in her vivid blue eyes cheered him.

“So you found time to drop in and make another attempt to straighten us all out?” she queried, the teasing note in her voice taking the edge off her question.

In the days since she’d nearly passed out at the Cat Fanciers Show, everything he learned about her added to the delicious puzzle she presented. For one thing, from the occasional fleeting expression on her face, he suspected the woman had a wicked, though rarely seen, sense of humor.

“We do our best,” Ryan returned, setting his briefcase on the desk.

Was he fooling himself in thinking she looked on him with a warmer eye since they’d bonded over fur and milkshakes? Despite her habitual attitude of indifference, he thought he was making headway. At least now she looked up with a smile when he came in.

Strolling into his office, Cathleen said, “You mentioned you wanted to look over the payroll records.”

She gestured toward the manila folder in her hand.

“Oh, good.” He took the file from her. “I meant to get to these two weeks ago, but I’ve been really busy at work.”

She sat down in the chair facing his desk. “Well, it’s not like you don’t have a ‘real’ job.”

“True.”

“Then again,” she paused, her blue eyes narrowed in concentrated thought, “I always wondered what producers do. If it’s anything like that old Mel Brooks movie, ‘The Producers’, you shouldn’t be getting paid at all.”

Ryan laughed. “Sometimes it seems like the job is like that, but not usually.”

“So you don’t just run around screaming at your newspeople and nit-pick the budget?”

“There’s a fair amount of nit-picking,” he conceded, “but I try to keep the screaming to a minimum.”

“I’ll bet,” she replied, her voice disbelieving. “You’d be a tyrant to work for. Demanding and perfectionistic.”

“Hey,” he said enthusiastically, ignoring her surprisingly accurate jab, “you should come see a newscast sometime. It’s really interesting to watch.”

Her smile was faint. “Maybe.”

Ryan opened the briefcase sitting on the desk, searching for the new car invoice file. Abstracting the bulging folder, he put the case under the desk.

Since he’d been working here, he’d brought in some things to help with organization in his temporary work space. No sense in having Danny buy stuff he’d only be using for a while.

On the left side of the standard-size desk was the phone. A computer and keyboard sat at eleven o’clock. Next to it was a stapler, stack of notepads and the pen and pencil holder.

Ryan frowned. Picking up the holder, he moved it and the notepads over by the phone.

“Those damned salespeople use this office and can’t leave things where they find them.”

Automatically repositioning the stapler, he glanced up and caught an expression of exquisite amusement on Cathleen’s face.

In a flash, it was gone.

Struck by the transformation of her normally stoic features, Ryan said, “What?”

“Nothing,” she said, her eyes widening with an unbelievable degree of innocence.

“Cathleen,” he insisted with a hint of menace.

“Nothing. Really.” She glanced at his desk. “It’s just...you’re kind of picky about where your stapler sets. And the notepads. That’s the third time I’ve noticed you putting things back exactly in place when you get here.”

Looking at her, those normally-opaque blue eyes dancing with amusement, a startling suspicion hit Ryan.

”You’ve been moving my pencil cup!” His accusation held inquiry, indignation and conviction. “And the rest of my things. Just moving them to different spots for the hell of it. You’ve been jerking me around!”

Humor spread over her lovely face like sunlight over water. It was quickly hidden, though, to be replaced by puzzlement. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

When had his remote goddess ever looked that innocent?

“You’ve deliberately been moving my stuff around, just for kicks,” he concluded, more amazed than annoyed. What kind of a mind would even think of playing that game?

“Don’t be silly,” she requested in a calm voice, but he could still see the merriment in the faintly quivering line of her lip.

Ryan sprang up from his chair, going around the desk to block her exit, should she try an escape.

“Admit it. I’m not letting you out of here until you admit it.”

The expression on her face was suddenly smooth and untroubled, like an eraser had passed over her features. It was a feat he couldn’t have accomplished if given lessons.

“Don’t be ridiculous.” She said with the straightest face he’d ever seen.

If he hadn’t caught her when he’d first looked up, he’d have had to believe her disinterested expression now.

But he had seen her laughter. She’d been laughing at him and, despite being the butt of her joke, he wanted to see that light in her eyes again. He really didn’t like being laughed at, but seeing her so amused left him a little dazed. He couldn’t let her get away with it, of course.

“Admit it, Cathleen,” he threatened, moving to shut the office door.

A smile trembled at the corner of her mouth.

“You have!” he declared triumphantly.  “You’ve been jacking around with me.”

A peal of laughter rang out and suddenly she succumbed to uncontrolled mirth, giggles shaking her slender body.

“So...funny,” she gasped, holding her side.  “Every time...like clockwork.”

Ryan stood back, his hand still on the door knob, but he made no move to close the door.  Entranced, he just stood there, watching her, loving the free joyful sound of her laughter.

“You’re amazing,” he said when her mirth subsided.  “Bizarre and strange and completely amazing.”

*     *     *
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Five minutes later, limp and relaxed from her giggling fit, Catherine returned to her desk, ignoring the speculative glances several of her co-workers sent her way.  They had to have heard at least part of her interchange with Ryan, particularly her hysterical laughter.

Wiping her still-damp cheeks with a tissue from the package she kept in her desk, she reflected on the last half hour and tried to kept from laughing again.

It was his own fault, for being so easy!  She couldn’t resist and, besides, teasing him fit with her new game plan.

After his maneuvering her into going with him to the convention center, she’d decided she had to take a different tack with Ryan.  Out-and-out avoidance hadn’t seem to choke him off, so she was working on a modified approach.  It was really a specialized version of her usual work persona.  In order to avoid undue attention, she’d learned to act friendly and pleasant with her co-workers while never really letting them close.  Complete isolation from the others would have made her more noticeable, so she managed a moderate level of friendliness while never really letting anyone into her life.

It had always worked until now.  Almost as if she had an invisible force field around her, the people she worked with didn’t pressure her to get involved with their lives.

Then there was Ryan, too confident and charming for his own good.  He seemed unaware of her boundaries or else he didn’t give a crap about them.  With him, she’d had to shifted into a different mode, had to push the plan up one level.  She’d respond to his teasing and maybe do a little of her own.  If she wasn’t quite so inaccessible, maybe he wouldn’t be so intent on getting to her.  If nothing else, it helped appease his interest in her.

He really wasn’t so bad a guy.  Despite the failure of his cat show outing, she had to give him credit for an honest attempt to do something she’d like.  He’d obviously put a lot of thought into that.  Unavoidably, his efforts had left her feeling friendlier to him.

Of course, now that she’d stopped lifting the occasional cash from the repair shop invoices, she could afford to relax and kid around with the guy a little.  Without having to worry about being caught, she didn’t need to be as on guard.

It didn’t change anything in the long run, of course.  Lifting the slush fund cash was still the plan.  But for now, she played a waiting game.  Eventually, Ryan would finish looking the place over.  He’d make some suggestions to his doofus brother and then
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