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Chapter One
Katie Goodman sighed hard as yet another customer gave her backside a too familiar swat. This one wore a thick, black bush, located above his upper lip. The monstrosity did nothing to hide the leer beneath it. Katie sent the pale, bloated customer a false smile before quickly allowing it to die. She lifted the platter higher as she walked and went through the swinging doors of the kitchen, backside first. Katie ignored the cook and loaded the dirty dishes from table number four into the large dishwasher.
Lord, I hate this job! Waitressing in a truck stop in the outskirts of Little, Texas, would never be called glamorous work. It paid the bills and nothing more. She needed this job if she and her son, Byron were to survive. They were not really living and enjoying life, but anything was better than returning to the hell her life had become before moving here.
Although they’d left Louisiana behind, Katie did not consider them safe by any means. This job and location served a purpose—to save enough money in order to move on. At this rate she would have enough saved in about three or four weeks. She’d stayed here longer than the last location since the owner agreed to pay her in cash. No paperwork. Soon, they would pack up and continue to run.
Maybe they could go north, toward Wyoming. Byron loved snow and she promised one day to take him to a state where it snowed during Christmas. Every ten year old boy deserved at least one white Christmas. She intended to keep that promise.
Katie checked her watch—two-forty. In twenty minutes she would get off work and go into town to pick up her son from school by three-fifteen. She might be able to serve two more tables before leaving. Since the restaurant—she used the word loosely—stayed open twenty-four hours a day, Katie usually volunteered to work from five am until three in the afternoon with only fifteen minutes for lunch. The work left her exhausted at the end of each day, but the tips couldn’t be beat.
Coming through the swinging doors from the back into the main room, Katie glanced at mustache-man. As long as she could bite her tongue and put a false smile on her lips, tips would remain very good. She couldn’t afford to draw attention to herself or her son, so Katie would continue to endure the leers and the groping hands. It would only last for a few more weeks. Then she and Byron would leave this small town behind.
The bell above the glass door clanged hard, announcing the arrival of another customer. Katie sighed and glanced up, her eyes growing round and wide with fear. The new customer pushed the door open wide then the bell clanged against the door again as it swished back into place.
A tall man stood just inside the front door. Katie swallowed a gasp of dismay as she took quick note of the uniform and badge he wore proudly. Did word already reach Texas about my escape from the nightmare in Louisiana? Is this officer here to arrest me and hand me over to those authorities?
Oh, no! What about Byron? If she went into custody, would he end up in protective services? Or worse—be handed over to her ex-husband! Unfortunately, the bastard was still alive and well.
Katie couldn’t look away while the officer searched the room. His gaze stopped and rested on her face. Amazingly, the man smiled and offered her a brief nod of acknowledgement. Goodness, what a devastating smile.
She shook her head. Good Lord, Katie, what are you thinking? Run! Why couldn’t she run? Her feet appeared frozen to the floor as she stared at the handsome officer. Katie forced her feet to work and decided the best course of action would be to act natural and continue working. She turned away and tried to look unflustered.
Trent Stiller smiled widely at the waitress with the knockout figure and arresting green eyes. Her dark auburn hair hung just past her shoulders to her upper back. The loose mass accented her heart-shaped face. Trent wouldn’t call her Hollywood gorgeous, but her features were pretty and appealing. His eyes took on a speculative gleam when she appeared flustered by his appraisal and turned away. The smile slowly left his face when he took a closer look at her overall behavior. The waitress looked more than a little nervous, as if afraid of him. Why, he couldn’t imagine.
The woman held her posture ram-rod straight, as if she’d been trained to walk with a book on her head. Trent studied the movement of her hands and body and recognized upper-class when he saw it. He’d bet a week’s salary this waitress came from money. So, what is she doing working at a truck stop in Texas?
The woman spoke to an older waitress briefly. He arched an inquisitive brow when both women looked in his direction. The waitress who caught his eye walked over to a table while the older one approached him. Trent struggled to hide his disappointment and offered the mature waitress a warm smile. She returned it.
“Hi’a, handsome.” She glanced at the name plate on his uniform. “Right this way, Sheriff Stiller.”
“Just Sheriff is fine. Thanks.”
The waitress nodded and led him through the maze of tables to a small one close by a family of four. Trent smiled at the father and the man returned the gesture before looking back toward his family. As soon as he sat down, the waitress handed him a menu. Trent flipped it open.
“What can I get’cha, Sheriff?”
Trent glanced up at the waitress’ name tag with a happy face sticker alongside it. “I’m in the mood for breakfast. How about a number four with a side order of wheat toast, Rose.”
“Got it. Coffee with that?”
“Yeah, black, please. I need a good kick in the pants right about now.”
Rose laughed loud and Trent grinned. She started to turn away when he spoke again. “Hey, Rose? Who’s the other waitress? She been here long?”
Rose raised her brows and started to smile. “What, you interested?”
“Maybe. Mostly curious.”
“Uh-huh. Name’s Katie Good-something-or-other. She don’t talk much, but she’s a real nice gal, hard worker and the smartest thing I’ve ever come across. I’ll tell you somethin’ else too.” Rose looked left then right, as if sharing a national secret. “When she got here, she looked like the demons of Hell were after her, jumpin’ at every little sound. She’s a really good lady and I got this bad feeling she’s runnin’ from somethin’. If you’re interested, Sheriff, keep an eye out for her, will ya? I’d say she hasn’t had a man to care about her in a long, long time.”
“Will do. Thanks for the info, Rose.”
“Sure thing. Be back in a jiffy.”
Trent looked up in time to see Katie walking toward the table with the family of four, filled drink glasses in hand. She whipped out an order book and spoke, her voice emerging clear and smooth, like molasses. He froze when he realized she spoke fluent German to the father then each family member in turn. Trent smiled as Katie squatted down to speak to the small girl, laughing at something the child said. A thrill washed through his heart at Katie’s bubbly laughter. The woman simply amazed him at every turn.
Katie stood up and walked over to the high counter leading to the kitchen to turn in the order. The cook’s radio blared loud enough so she was forced to yell in her order over the music—in fluent Spanish. Amazing.
What kind of woman spoke three languages, including English? A well-educated one, he answered. Why the devil would she choose to waitress in this little town instead of work as a teacher or translator for an Ambassador overseas?
Intrigued, Trent rose with agile grace, stalking toward the counter where Katie stood with her back facing him. He’d taken French in high school and one year in college years ago. He knew enough to put together a fairly decent sentence. He couldn’t resist discovering more about the illusive Katie.
He touched her shoulder gently and she turned as if startled. Her eyes widened when she saw him—no smile. He wondered why.
“Excuse me, mademoiselle. Combien coűte ceci?” Trent pointed to the cheesecake under the glass cake cover. She surprised him when she appeared to relax a little and smiled. She shook her head and responded in English.
“The cheesecake is $2.99 a slice—and your accent is terrible, Monsieur. Your teacher should be fired for not doing a better job in teaching you the language of love. The people in France would be appalled.”
Trent laughed openly and Katie smiled a bit more. Her face glowed and Trent swore he would be seeing more of her smiles in the future. Not only did she understand his question, but her sense of humor made him laugh. He couldn’t remember laughing this much in a very long time. Trent shook his head, completely astounded. That made four languages. Just how many did the woman speak?
“Merci, mademoiselle. Pouvez-vous recommander un bonne restaurant?”
Katie laughed. “Don’t you like this…umm, restaurant?”
Trent leaned forward, placing his forearms on the counter. He grinned crookedly, pleased when she didn’t step back. “Only if you’re working it.” Trent watched carefully as she blushed and looked down at the menus in her hand. He couldn’t tell if she returned his interest or not, but he knew he wanted to know more about this woman.
“When do you get off today, Katie?” His winning smile didn’t work this time. Katie kept her head down, dropped the menus to the counter and took a step back. She wouldn’t look him in the eye, which immediately set off his cop instincts. Something didn’t feel right about her reaction to him ever since he walked through the front door. It didn’t come across as a normal rejection when asking a woman out on a date. Katie appeared hunted.
“I’m not planning to stay here long and it wouldn’t be wise for me to…” She looked up.
Trent would have to be blind not to see the fear in her eyes. What wouldn’t be wise? For her to get involved with a man—or maybe to trust someone with information about why she’s running?
“I-I’m so sorry, Sheriff. If you’ll excuse me…”
Before he could open his mouth to speak, Katie rushed off. She whispered in Rose’s ear, grabbed something under the counter and nearly ran for the door, her work apron still around her waist.
Man, do I have bad breath or what? Or maybe Rose hit the nail right on the head. Maybe she really is in trouble.
Trent shrugged and returned to his table just as Rose approached with his food and coffee. The waitress dropped the plate onto the table with a clunk. It caused some of the food to jump off the plate and land in his lap. Trent looked up and glared at Rose only to find it reciprocated. Her actions made his hackles go up. What on earth did I do to you?
“I’ll bring your check, Sheriff,” she snarled through gritted teeth.
He got her point. No refills and no service for him. Trent huffed at her attitude as he picked up his fork. Well, no tip for you!
Trent cleaned the food from his lap and laid it aside then dug into his meal. He’d eaten only a few bites when the clang of the front door’s bell rang out loudly. Katie burst through the door and into the restaurant. She ran directly toward Rose. His body tensed and his instincts went on full alert. He’d seen enough as a Miami cop to know something had happened and Katie needed help.
Not giving his food another thought, he rose, threw down a twenty on the table and made his way quickly over to where Katie spoke hurriedly with Rose. She didn’t see his approach. Trent leaned forward, catching only the end of her whispered sentence.
“…and if I don’t hurry, he’ll be waiting, all alone.”
Rose patted Katie’s arm. “Easy, honey. He’ll be all right. I’ll ask Ashton to come in early and give you a ride. If you can wait about twenty minutes or so, she’ll—”
“I can’t! Oh, Rose, thank you, but you don’t understand.” She continued in an even softer voice. “He could be in danger.”
That was all Trent needed to hear.
“Katie.”
She spun around to see the Sheriff standing less than a foot away. His sharp eyes looked serious. Oh, Lord, did he hear everything I just said?
Trent watched her eyes grow more round with fear and desperation. Katie’s vulnerability touched him in a way he’d never experienced before. He didn’t just want to help her, he needed to. He reached for her hand, slightly surprised when she didn’t yank it away.
“Come on. You can tell me where we’re going when we get to the cruiser.”
Katie hesitated only a moment before allowing him to lead her out the restaurant door.
Chapter Two
Trent opened the passenger door for Katie but allowed her to close it. He ran over to the driver’s side and slid in smoothly, buckled up and started the engine with practiced ease. “Where are we going?” He barely heard Katie’s muffled response.
“Kensington Primary.” Katie watched Trent from the corner of her eye. She released a quiet sigh when he didn’t make a comment about her having a child. He nodded once and merged into traffic.
Once they were on the street heading back into town, he glanced at her briefly. Katie attempted to hide the worry on her face, but he saw through the mask. So, she had a kid. He didn’t mind dating a single mother with a kid. Maybe he could convince her he didn’t bite once they picked up her child.
“By the way, the name is Sheriff Trent Stiller. Friends call me Trent, so please feel free.” He sent her his best smile.
“Katie.” There was a long pause. “Katie Goodman.”
She didn’t smile, didn’t even look in his direction. She’d paused before giving him her last name, as if afraid to share the information. What is the woman’s problem? He didn’t recognize her name and didn’t think she was anyone famous, so what’s the big deal?
Even though Katie gave the Sheriff her made-up alias, she kept waiting for the axe to fall. She felt certain he’d received a photograph of her with her real name sometime in the last few months. Changing her appearance by cutting ten inches off of her hair and dying it auburn, she’d made it a bit harder for the authorities to locate her. Her son, Brian, told her he wanted to choose his own name and she’d agreed. He liked the name Byron, so Byron it became. It sounded close enough to his birth name that he could respond to it, yet still be different. She never used their previous names now because that life no longer existed. She and her son were Katie and Byron Goodman. Never again would they answer to their previous names. Katherine and Brian Montgomery were victims in the past and Katie and Byron were attempting to run to a place where they could live safely and happily. Katie would continue to pursue that dream by making it very hard for her ex-husband to find her. And he would be looking. Of that she had no doubt.
Katie breathed easier when the Sheriff remained silent. It wouldn’t last. Sure enough, within two minutes of the school, he turned his head and asked the question she’d been dreading.
“Why were you so scared back there? Are you and your kid in some kind of trouble?”
Katie tried to smile and brush off his comment. But when he looked her way again, his serious expression tore her bravado in two. She opened her mouth to lie, but nothing emerged.
“Listen, Katie, I’m more than a cop. I’m a peace officer and I serve the public. If you need help, I’m here for you and your kid, okay? All you have to do is ask.”
Katie found a smile close enough to pass as genuine. “Really, Sheriff, there isn’t a problem. My son and I are very close and he gets panicky when I’m not right on time. That’s all.”
Trent raised his brows. “Does he have special needs?”
“Ugh, no. He’s just very shy and dependent on me.”
“So—how old is your son?”
Another long pause.
“He’s ten.”
“Really? I would’ve thought maybe Kindergarten for someone that shy and dependent.”
Katie nearly laughed. Anyone who knew Byron would never call him shy, and he would never be called helpless or dependent. Incorrigible, yes. ADHD, most definitely. Byron knew no strangers, which placed Katie in a state of constant worry. He trusted way too easily, even after everything they’d been through.
The Sheriff remained silent and she caught him glancing her way several times. They pulled into the school parking lot and for some reason she couldn’t fathom, she decided to trust this man with a bit more information about their lives.
“His name is Byron and his father and I…well, we don’t get along. I’m divorced and… It’s a long, personal story. One I don’t care to dig up.”
He nodded. “Say no more. I get the message and I won’t interfere in your business. But if you need help, need an ear or just need a friend, please call on me. I’ll always be available to you and your son, Katie. You can trust me.”
He parked the car and cut off the engine then turned in his seat toward her. Their eyes met and Katie spent a moment studying this kind man. He appeared to be close to her own age of thirty-one years, maybe a few years older. He stood maybe an inch or two over six feet with broad shoulders tapered down to a trim waist. Although he didn’t look like a body builder, his physique looked strong and capable. He wore his brown hair very short and his eyes were the deepest brown she’d ever seen on a man. They made her want to trust him. They also caused a stir deep inside that she’d never felt before, even when married. And if his stare was any indication, the attraction was mutual.
Katie’s mouth went dry and she attempted to lick her lips to give them some moisture. His eyes followed the movement and she held her breath, not sure what to do next. That’s when she felt his touch. His hand enveloped hers from her lap and squeezed. She sat in stunned amazement as he lifted her hand and kissed the back of it then lowered it back to her lap.
“Relax, Katie. Your son will be just fine.”
She glanced down at her watch—three-fifteen, right on the dot. She barely made it on time, thank God.
Katie exited the cruiser and started walking toward the front of the school. Her son waved excitedly and ran toward her. She could tell the moment he spotted Trent and the cruiser.
“Cool! We’re gonna ride in a cop car?”
“Ugh…” Katie didn’t think it would be polite to assume, so she didn’t.
Trent pushed away from where he’d been leaning against the car door and walked forward. “You got it, kid. Okay with you?”
“Yeah! Aww, man, wait ‘til Jerry hears about this. You got any handcuffs? Can I see? Does your siren work? Can we run the lights while we drive? Can we go to the station and see the jail cells then get me fingerprinted and—”
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