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Chapter One
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“I need a wife,” Elijah Taylor said as he banged his hand against his ebony desk. 

“A little drastic, don’t you think?” his campaign manager Shelby Jacobs asked as she looked over the latest polling numbers for the tight senate seat race in North Carolina. 

“It’s been six months, and people still think I’m a joke.”

“And a marriage out of the blue is going to make people take you more seriously? This is not 1950 where you throw in some woman and then you’re seen as a nice family man.”

Elijah tossed a tabloid on the middle of the desk that showed him dancing at an event with his fraternity brothers. Of course, he was the one with his arms wrapped around a busty woman with a long blond weave. He wouldn’t say that she was a stripper, but she definitely wasn’t a Rhodes Scholar. 

“Eli, I told you what you need to do, and you keep ignoring me,” Shelby said. “I’ve run successful campaigns before. A little less party strolling and some more community work would do you some good.”

Elijah leaned back in his leather chair and kicked his feet up. “I’m not Barack Obama. I’m a single man who wants to have fun.”

“Then you’re in the wrong business,” Shelby said. “Maybe you do need a wife.”

He raised his eyebrow. “Didn’t you just say it wasn’t going to work?”

“Well, I said that, but I’ve also had a chance to think about it, and we’re going to have to go about this strategically.”

Eli folded his arms across his chest. “I was joking.”

“But you need to get serious. Think about it. What if we get one of your exes from college who’s super successful and doesn’t have any skeletons in her closet?”

“There’s Renee Jones. We dated when we taught school together. Wait, she’s married. Lola Jefferson. She’s smart, pretty and . . .” He snapped his fingers.  “Desiree Carpenter.” 

Shelby sucked her teeth and nodded. “She’s a good choice, but how are you going to pull that off? When’s the last time you spoke to Miss Hedge Fund Mogul?”

“It’s been a while, but I’m sure we can come to an agreement and make it work for both of us.”

Elijah didn’t subscribe to the notion of do overs; but if there was one thing he could fix, it would be how he ending things with Desiree. He’d been haunted by the misunderstanding that ended their relationship. Elijah found himself comparing every other woman he’d dated to the one who got away. 

Shelby shook her head, her brown tresses swirling around her face. “It doesn’t work that way. You have to make sure she sees the benefit for her. Otherwise, you’re back at square one.” She slid the paper over to him.  “Better get to Googling.”

Elijah rose to his feet and shook his head. “Isn’t that what I pay you to do?”

“Maybe you are looking for the perfect 50’s woman, you dick!” she exclaimed as he walked out of the office. 

Desiree Carpenter hated being called sweetheart and beautiful. The CEO of Dexter Financial had done both, completely negating the years she’d spent in business school, the master’s degree and Ph.D. that hung on her wall behind her desk, and the fifty-million-dollar hedge fund she managed, which got her a slot on the Forbes list of notable fund managers. And no one called her sweetheart when her name showed up underneath George Soros.

“Mr. Dexter, before you utter another word, I’m going to stop you,” Desiree said. “I took this meeting as a courteous act. I don’t like you nor how you do business.” She reached into her briefcase and dropped a file in front of him. “I’m here to put you into retirement.”

“Ex-excuse me? What are you talking about?”

She opened the file. “Embezzlement. A historic Ponzi scheme that would put you in prison and have the SEC, FBI, and every other alphabet agency digging so far up your . . .”

“This is insider trading! You—”

“I am offering this to you one time, and if you turn me down, you’re going to jail for the rest of your miserable life. How could you steal from all of these people in the name of the Lord?” 

Desiree wanted nothing more than to put her fist through the old man’s face. William Dexter had been bilking people out of money for about five years, and no one believed it when folks went to the SEC. Then Desiree’s grandmother Harriett Carpenter, the woman who raised her and taught her that she could do anything she wanted to do in her life, told her how the Euclid Missionary Baptist Church had invested money with Dexter’s outfit. When she showed Desiree the returns from the investment, Desiree saw red and a scam. She’d put all of her efforts into finding out the truth about his investments. When she uncovered the facts, Desiree knew she was going bury this man.

Sitting face to face with him and looking into his lying face, she wished she had a shovel. “How do we want to handle things? You can sign over your business and go on about your merry little way. You’re going to be taken care of, even though you don’t deserve it. But you should be able to live on fifty-thousand dollars a year.”

“No!” He banged his hand on the desk. “You think I’m going to let some little bitch like you force me into the poor house?”

“Poor house, big house, I don’t give a damn. But know this, if you come after the people I care about, I will destroy you.” Desiree smiled as if she’d offered him a slice of cake. “Do you need a pen?”

He mumbled under his breath about being taken down by a toddler as he signed the paperwork. 

“Mr. Dexter, it has been great doing business with you. I hope to never do it again.” Desiree stood and crossed over to her door. “You can go now.”

“They have a word for women like you,” he snarled as he rose to his feet.

Desiree nodded. “Yes, rich and successful. Get out of here before I forget I have a praying grandmother.” 

Slamming the door behind him, Des did her happy dance, another loser taken down with her manicured hands. 

If Desiree had her druthers, she’d finally open that school for girls in her hometown and in her adopted city of Kano, Nigeria. She wanted to teach other girls the lessons her grandmother taught her. Desiree also wanted every girl who had ever heard no to realize that there is always a way to live your dreams. To say she was feeling herself right now would be an understatement. Desiree was even going to take the rest of the afternoon off when her assistant buzzed her. 

“Miss Carpenter, you have a visitor. I’m sorry, sir, what did you say you name was again?”

“Elijah Taylor.” 

Desiree’s knees went weak just from hearing his voice. How long had it been? Ten, eleven years? 

Naked. She’d been waiting for him to show up at the hotel where they were going to celebrate the end of the school year and their love. But Eli never showed. Her best friend told her that Eli had been with another woman on campus. Desiree had felt like a fool, and she’d vowed to never play that role again.  

So, what the hell did he want now? After all of these years, he had the nerve to show his face here? Did he forget what he’d done to her? He was the only man who’d ever made her cry. The only man she’d ever truly loved. 

Play it cool, she admonished as she wiped the corners of her mouth. Then, just for good measure, she pulled out her favorite tube of red lipstick and smoothed it across her full lips. 

“Miss Carpenter?”

“I’m sorry, just closing a multi-million dollar deal. Who did you say was out there?”

“Des, it’s Eli.”

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Shelia, please send him in.”

Should I sit down or stand up? Is this skirt too short? Desiree looked around her office and smiled. Degrees, all within view. Pictures from fun vacations, right there. The only thing missing was a husband. She folded her arms across her chest and closed her eyes for a brief second. As soon as he walked in, she could smell his signature scent. Patchouli. Locking eyes with him, Desiree was beyond disappointed. 

Elijah Taylor was still the sexiest man on earth. Six-foot-three, smooth caramel skin, and those sparkling honey brown eyes that seemed to peer into her soul. Her gaze settled on his left hand. Empty. Or maybe he took the wedding band off before he got there.

“Des, it’s so nice to see you,” Elijah said. 

“What do you want?” she asked as she stepped back from him. Desiree willed her heart to stop beating like a snare drum. 

“Can we just say hello first?” Elijah walked over to the wall-to-floor windows looking out over the city of Charlotte. “Kid, you have done well for yourself.”

She gritted her teeth.  “Last time I checked, I’m a grown ass woman. And yes, I have done well. Now, what the hell do you want?”

“I’d like to take you out for a drink. Catch up on old times and . . .”

“Old times? Like you finally explaining why I spent the night alone in a hotel waiting for you? Or you explaining all the other girls who were in and out of your apartment for, what was it? Tutoring? And then there was you lip lock with that chick.”

“You don’t forget anything, do you?” Elijah laughed and took a seat in front of Desiree’s desk.  “And when I lost my scholarship, I needed money. All I did was tutor those girls, despite what you heard.” 

She rolled her eyes and folded her arms across her chest. What would the harm be in going out to have a drink with him? There’s plenty of harm! You could fall for those brown eyes again. You could remember that he’s the only man you’ve ever loved. 

Desiree crossed the room. “Is this just about a drink, or do you want a contribution for your run for senate?”

Elijah smiled, and his ivory teeth blinded Desiree. He couldn’t have at least lost a tooth or chipped one? 

“I have people who do that. Ask for money and the like. Besides, I’d never stand on our friendship like that.”

She shook her head. “Honey. We’re not friends.” 

“Don’t you think it’s time to change that?” Elijah stood and closed the space between them and stroked her cheek. “I have a proposal for you.” 

“And I have people who do that.”

Elijah raised his right eyebrow. “That do what?”

“Go over my proposals and write checks.” She turned her head away from him. “So, if that’s all that we need to catch up on, then we’re done here. I was actually on my way out.” 

“I’ll walk you out, and we can decide when we’re having that drink.” He touched her elbow, and Desiree felt as if electricity flowed through her body. 

“Just call my office in the morning and set it up with my assistant, and we’ll go from there. I hate to dash out here on you, but as I said, I have some place to go.” If she wouldn’t have caused a scene running out of her office, Desiree would’ve done just that. But she had to play it cool in front of this man. Knowing he was watching, Desiree added an extra twist to her shapely hips as she crossed over to the elevator. She threw a haphazard glance over her left shoulder. Yep.  He was staring.

Elijah had two things on his mind when he looked at Desiree—how beautiful she was and how he had to remind himself to breathe. Shelby told him to Google her, and he did. He simply read a few links about her business. Her hedge fund management company was amazing. But he’d neglected looking at her pictures. Big mistake.

In college, Desiree had been a knockout, cheerleader with a body that inspired so many erotic dreams. And like the finest bottle of wine, Desiree had gotten better with time. Her curves were even more dangerous and tempting than ever before. Her caramel skin was wrinkle free and tempted him to touch. How he didn’t kiss those full red lips of hers was a testament to his restraint. 

As much as he wanted to grab her ride the waves of those curves and taste the sweetness of her mouth, he had bigger things to get her to agree to. Like, the marriage thing. And it wasn’t going to be as easy as he thought it was. 

Clearly, she was holding a grudge. But Elijah couldn’t blame her. She had every reason to be mad. But she was always beautiful when she was angry. And though she tried to pretend she had this smoothed out and polished veneer, she was pissed. 

He watched her cross over to the executive elevator and step inside. At the last second, he locked eyes with her and saw the real Desiree. A fleeting image of the girl he’d hurt so many years ago. 

Would he ever get a chance to make it up to her? Turning to her assistant as the elevator doors closed, Elijah smiled. “Miss Carpenter and I are meeting for drinks, but I didn’t save her cell phone number in my phone. Can you give that to me again, please?”

“I’m sorry. I’m unable to give out any of Miss Carpenter’s personal information. And if she wants to reach you, she will.” 

Nodding in deference to her, Elijah headed out of the office and called Shelby. 

“So, what happened?”

“People just don’t say hello anymore, do they?”

“Did you see Desiree and get her to agree to your proposal?”

Elijah sighed. “Not yet. But I think we’re going to be able to get this wrapped up.” 

“Please be up front with her about everything. This turning into a scandal would be just what your opponent will be looking for to get you out of the race.”

Elijah sighed and wished that he was running for office because he was a narcissist asshole who wanted power and to make a name for himself. 

But Elijah wanted to make a difference in the lives of the underprivileged people in the forty-second district. He wanted to make a difference in education, something that had always been important to the Taylors. As the first son to graduate from college, Eli knew he had to give back. 

He started with teaching. But seeing how the county and state gave low-income schools the runaround when it came to funding and bond money being distributed, he had to do something. 

So, he ran for county commissioner and won. But he didn’t feel as if he’d made any headway. He couldn’t get some of the older representatives voted off the board, nor could he get inside their voting blocks. 

And after the state was once again called out for gerrymandering districts, there was a new chance to serve, and he was going to take it. It hadn’t mattered to him that he was going to be going up against a career politician like David Vines.  

Elijah knew with his platform and ideas that he was going to be the next senator from North Carolina. And he was going to work with like-minded people who wanted to effect change. 

Too bad all everyone wanted to focus on was him being a so-called party crazed frat boy.

Yes, he did spend a few years after college hitting up the clubs and doing a lot of things that young men did. After all, he was single and handsome; why wouldn’t he take advantage of being young and having disposable income? But he was far from the playboy politician the media made him out to be.

Of course, the words of his grandfather Harvey Taylor rang truer today than the day he said them: “Make sure you’re proud of everything you do. One day, it will come back and bite you.” 

These days, he was feeling as if a chunk of his ass was missing.

But he was sure that Desiree was everything he needed to get what he wanted in life.
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Chapter Two
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Desiree stripped down to her boy shorts and sports bra. Maybe this last-minute hot yoga class would take her mind off Elijah. Or Eli as she knew him back then. He probably hadn’t changed much, and she just needed to remind herself that he wanted something from her. 

She was in the power position, and she would be the one making the rules this time. After all, Dizzy Des—who had been so in love with Eli—was dead. He’d be dealing with the brand new Desiree Carpenter who didn’t take shit from anybody, especially from him. 

She knew he wanted a hefty donation for his struggling campaign. And she’d give it to him because she could and so that she could lord it over him. Petty? Yes. But she’d been holding, well, halfway holding a grudge for ten years. And she deserved answers. 

“Whew! Please tell me that this call to work out is going to be followed by a fabulous and fattening slice of chocolate cake,” Winter McMillian, Desiree’s best friend, said as she laid out her yoga mat.

“That would defeat the purpose of working out, and you’re the one who’s getting ready to get married.” Desiree glanced at her statuesque friend, who didn’t need to do anything to get ready for this wedding, a wedding Desiree was beginning to think wasn’t going to happen. Every other week, Winter was complaining about whether she wanted to get married and give up her career or how happy she was to give up law enforcement and be a housewife. 

Desiree had yet to meet Winter’s fiancé, and the way her friend wavered from getting married to ending the relationship with the mystery man, Desiree wondered if she ever would meet him. 

One thing she knew for sure was that her friend wasn’t going to give up her career for a man. But today, she wasn’t going to push Winter for answers about her man. She needed her friend to lend her an ear. 

“Elijah came by my office today.”

Winter stopped in mid-stretch. “Say what now?”

Desiree nodded as she bent over to touch her toes. “It was as if all of the air had been sucked out of the room, and we were transported back to undergrad. How is it that it’s been a decade, and I was still trembling?”

“Because you’re weak and sad. And if the next words that come out of your mouth say anything about love, I’m going to choke you with my towel.” 

Desiree plopped down on her yoga mat, not feeling the urge to work out anymore. “What am I going to do? He wants to have drinks.”

“Do. Not. Do. It!” Winter struck a downward facing dog pose. “You and Eli were some old college bull that didn’t work out. This isn’t some romantic comedy where the right shoe is going to make him fall in love with you. Nope. You shouldn’t even entertain having a drink with him.”

“You’re right. He gave up the right to have drinks with me or make my heart skip a beat when he walks in a room.”

Winter rolled her eyes. “Des, you manage multi-million dollar funds for people, and you’re telling me that you’re going to allow a heart palpitation to make you act like a child again?”

Desiree rolled over onto her back. “But I deserve answers. I thought we were going to get married.” 

“You also thought you were pregnant.” Winter held up her finger. “And you were. He left you to suffer though a miscarriage alone. I’m going to go with, fuck him and the horse he rode into your office on. Burn that bridge and keep living your amazing life.” Winter exhaled. “I’m good with doing this yoga now. Let’s get out of here. By the way, the wedding is off.”

“Wait? What! Winter, why are you—” 

Winter held up her hand. “You know I don’t take ultimatums well, and when I was issued one last night, I called his bluff. He blinked first and it’s over. Like your so-called date with Eli should be. He’s toxic and the last thing we need is to be involved with toxic men at this age.” 

“Okay, we can discuss this over wine,” Desiree said, not feeling a step closer to knowing what she should do. One thing she couldn’t do was blame Elijah for leaving her alone during her miscarriage. She never told him. She hadn’t meant to tell Winter, but one day while they’d been eating gumbo, the pain attacked her, and Winter rushed her to the hospital. Like a good friend, Winter vowed to keep Desiree’s secret and hate Elijah forever. Glancing at her friend, Desiree knew that Winter’s answer would always be no, don’t talk to him. But Desiree made hard decisions every day without her friend’s help and today would be no different. She’d have that drink with him, put the past to bed, and move on with her life. 

Winter wouldn’t have to know, and Desiree didn’t need her approval anyway. 

Winter looked over at her friend and seemingly read her mind. “When you have this drink with him, make sure it’s strong and expensive.”

Desiree rose to her feet and kissed her friend on the cheek. “You’ve always been able to read my mind.”

“He caused you a lot of pain and until . . . you know what, you’re grown and very smart. I’m sure you just want to show him what he’s missing out on.” Winter smacked her friend’s bottom with the end of her towel. “So, wear something that doesn’t look like you’re going to a business meeting.” 

Desiree glanced at her watch. “I guess I should call him and let him know what time we can meet for this drink.”

“And make sure it’s a public bar, not in a hotel, not close to a hotel, and definitely not at your house.” 

Desiree pursed her lips. “Why would I invite him to my house?”

Winter shrugged. “Because you’re horny?”

Leaning back on the wall, Desiree couldn’t deny that her friend was telling the truth.  Since she ended her relationship with Alexander Easton, Desiree had focused on business and traveling. She and Alex had been the toast of the financial world. Both brilliant and successful. But Alex wanted more money and had no plans for giving back. She couldn’t spend her life with a man like that. And her grandmother didn’t like him. 

And when he had a couple of drinks, she didn’t like him either. The man was insecure and weak. When he told her that he wanted to own half of the company before they got married. Desiree had been livid. Did this man think she was going to allow him to take half of her company that she’d built because he’d given her a three-and-a-half carat diamond ring? 

Didn’t he know that she didn’t like diamonds, and she could totally buy six bigger ones for herself? 

Kicking him out of her life had been one of the best things that she’d ever done for herself. For a while, she thought her BOB, also known as her battery operated boyfriend, would get her though the rest of her life. She was wrong. But Desiree figured that she could wrap herself up in work and charity projects and that would take her mind off sex.

Wrong.

She’d been doing just fine until Elijah walked into her office. The man oozed sexuality. And she wanted him. She just couldn’t tell anyone about this. She couldn’t even be honest with herself with what she wanted for herself. 

Just a drink. Simply have a drink with him and call it a day.

Elijah paced his office as Shelby tried to tell him not to look at the poll numbers. “This isn’t good,” he said. “This is why . . .”

“What you need to do is get on board with a specific charity that is in line with your core beliefs and your platform.”

Elijah gritted his teeth because his frustration wasn’t with the polls or another story that was plastered on the front page of the local paper about his love life, which was non-existent. Since he’d put his hat in the ring for the senate race, Elijah hadn’t had a date or a booty call. He knew the risks of a disgruntled woman to his campaign. 

Now, he could only think of Desiree’s naked body wrapped around his as he thrust deep inside her wetness. He wanted to melt with her. Wanted to become one with her and never let that woman go. It didn’t matter if she agreed to be his wife or not, he needed her body.

“Hello? Are you paying attention?” Shelby snapped her fingers in front of Elijah’s face. “We need to call a press conference about this.”

“About what?” Elijah looked out over the city and wondered if Desiree was thinking about him. Looking at his phone, he realized that he needed to focus on what was important. He had to put his libido on ice and work to win this election. 

“Hal Murphy’s comments about charter schools. This could be your moment.” Shelby’s eyes lit up as she clasped her hands. 

“Where did he make these comments?” 

“Social media. I have the screenshots, and our phone should start ringing in five . . .four . . .three . . .” 

Elijah’s landline rang, and Shelby did a happy dance before crossing over to his desk. 

“Elijah Taylor’s office. Yes, Mr. Taylor is available and whom might I say is calling? Oh. Okay. Hold on.” Shelby nodded toward Eli then mouthed, “I think you want to take this call.”

“Why?”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “It’s Desiree Carpenter.” 

If Elijah had to race Usain Bolt to the phone, he would’ve won. “Hello?”

“Eli, I mean, Elijah, we didn’t get a chance to exchange numbers, and I’m holding you to that drink you owe me. Is tonight good for you?”

He glanced at his watch and then his campaign manager. “Yes, Des. You know I’ll always make time for you.” 

“What’s the best number to reach you on? I can text you the address where we’re meeting.”

“I have an idea. Let’s take it back to the old school and take a walk. You can meet me at my office and we can go from there.”

“I don’t think so.” Her peals of laughter were like music to his ears. “Walking around to a bar isn’t my idea of fun.” 

“It used to be. Come on, girl, this is me, and I know where all the bodies are buried. As a matter of fact . . .”

“Okay. I’ll meet you at your office, and we’ll take a cab or something.” 

“We’re walking. That way we can catch up and talk. So, see you in about twenty minutes?”

“Give me an hour. See you then.” 

When the dial tone sounded in his ear, Elijah laughed. 

“So?” Shelby thumped him on the elbow. “Is that more good news?”

“We’ll see. I need to change my clothes. Do I have a spare suit in here?” He raised his eyebrow and gave Shelby a questioning look. “What do you mean more good news?”

Smiling, Shelby showed him a news alert on her smartphone. “Murphy is out. So, it looks like this race is between you and Vines now.” 

“Good. But I need clothes right now.” 

Shelby shook her head. “How about this, why don’t you just take that tie off. Untuck your shirt and be relaxed.” 

Elijah paused for a second. “What if we’re photographed, and she turns down my proposal?”

“I thought you said you had this?” 

Elijah shrugged. He wanted to pretend that he had everything on lock and that he knew Desiree was going to say yes to the wildness he had under his hat for her. He couldn’t think that she wouldn’t have questions or even be harboring bad feelings about how things ended between them.

How did things end? She actually owed him as much of an explanation as he was sure she thought that she’d been owed. 

“Jeans, do I at least have a pair here?”

Shelby pointed to the closet. “Keep away from the cameras and try not to scare her off in one setting.”

He pinched her cheek. “Shelby, we’re about to win a senate seat.”

Desiree sat in her limo pretending to be on the phone because she didn’t want her driver to think that she’d lost her mind. After she’d hung up with Elijah, she’d dressed in a short dress and then changed her mind. She’d taken the short dress off and pulled on a bandeau jumpsuit. But it was too sexy. Finally, she’d decided on wearing a cream tunic and a pair of black leggings. Then she slipped into her favorite pair of ballet flats. He did say they were going to walk. 

Noticing that her driver was peeking at her, Des decided to actually make a call. 

“Please tell me that you’ve changed your mind and you’re sitting in your penthouse about to invite me over to have a bottle of expensive wine,” Winter said, forgoing a standard hello.

“Actually, I’m sitting outside of Elijah’s office, and I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do.”

“Go home.” 

“I can’t do that. I called him and was all cool about meeting him for this drink. I’ll look like a total pussy if I back out now.”

“True but dealing with this man is just stupid.”

“It’s one drink.”

“All right, let’s get this straight. One drink and you’re out. Do not, and let me repeat that, do not commit to anything else. Now, get out of the car before your driver starts tweeting about you.” 

Desiree tapped on the window separating her and the driver as she ended the call and shoved her phone in her purse. “Yes, ma’am?”

“Griff, thank you for the ride. Why don’t you take the rest of the night off?”

“And how are you going to get home?”

Smiling, she leaned into him. “I heard of this new service called Uber.”

“Woman, you wound me.  I can come back and pick you up.”

Desiree shook her head. “I’ve kept you out too long, and it’s only a one-time thing.” She reached for the doorknob and opened the door. 

“You’re doing too much.” Griff hopped out of the car and held the door. “If anything changes, I’m only one call away.”

She smiled at her trusted driver. “I don’t know what I would do without you.” 

Now, if she could just figure out how she was going to handle this drink.
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Chapter Three
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Elijah thought he’d be prepared to see Des again. But when he walked down to the lobby and saw her standing there, hair windblown and face scrubbed free of makeup, he was breathless. 

Shelby’s words echoed in his head. Don’t mess this up, you’re going to need this woman more than you know. 

“Desiree, you look great. Glad you could make it.” Elijah licked his bottom lip as she smiled at him.

“Thanks for forcing me to get out of the car. This is a nice building.” She sighed. “I almost bought it once.” 

Eli shook his head. “Guess it’s a good thing for me that you didn’t.” 

“I would’ve rented it to you. At a really high rate, though.” 

Elijah took her hand in his and headed for the exit. “That’s cold.” When her fingers curved around his, he knew tonight was going to be special. 

“How have you been?” Elijah knew the longer they walked in silence, the harder it was going to be to offer up his idea.

Desiree glanced at him and then dropped her hand from his. “I’ve been good. Business is booming, and—”

Shaking his head, Elijah placed his forefinger on her nose. “I said, how have you been? I can read all the articles and everything about your business skill. And it’s impressive. What about my Des?”

She blinked. “Can we stop for a minute?” 

“What’s wrong? Something in your shoe?”

She folded her arms across her chest and narrowed her eyes at him. “We’re not going to rewrite history tonight. We’re not going to act as if we’re old friends having a nice friendly reunion. You broke my damn heart.”

“And that was the biggest mistake I’ve ever made in my life.”

“Is this about you making up for it or me keeping my mouth shut to the press?” Desiree started laughing and shaking her head. “I knew you wanted something. I guess that’s what this drink is all about. The playboy candidate wants to make sure no ex-girlfriends are going to tell the truth about who he is?”

“Do you even have an idea of who I am?”

“A lying sack of—”

“I’ve changed, and if you want me to give you the benefit of the doubt about you being different, I expect the same.”

“This was a bad idea. Winter was right.” 

He placed his hand on her shoulder. “Can we start over? We have a history that hasn’t always been a cakewalk, but we had a lot of good times.”

Blinking, Desiree looked away from him. “Come on. Let’s get this drink and put all of this behind us.” 

Elijah nodded, realizing that selling Desiree on his intimate proposal had just gotten that much harder. They walked to Bentley’s on 27, one of Elijah’s favorite places in the city. He figured being there would make it easier to ask her to be his pretend wife. 

The hostess led them to a table next to the windows. A blanket of stars covered the sky, but the twinkling of those stars paled in comparison to Desiree’s eyes. He’d always loved her eyes, expressive, sparkling, and beautiful. 

“What?” she asked. 

“Sorry?”

“You’re staring at me.” 

“Des, you know you’re one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever known.”

She rolled her eyes. “Tell me something I don’t know.” 

“Glad to know you still have your sense of humor.” Elijah placed his hand on top of hers and looked into her eyes. “Are you still trying to save the world and teach other girls how to be the boss?”

Desiree nodded and slipped her hand from underneath his. “That’s right. Lord knows the world is never going to teach our girls to do that. I spent several summers in Nigeria, and I really want to open a school in that country. When the technology boom takes hold, I want the girls there to be ready to lead.”

Elijah nodded. “Thinking like that is why I want to run for office. We don’t believe in educating our children anymore. It’s hard to keep good educators when you don’t see all the funds and grants going to schools that need them.” 

“Wait, you’re doing this for education?” 

He nodded as the waiter headed in their direction. “I taught for a little while after college and realized that it was too much politics in education. I remembered how Dr. Millner used to say politics are local. So, I started at the county level.”

“Then what happened?” 

Elijah glanced at the patient waiter and smiled. “Let’s order drinks first. Still a wine drinker?”

Desiree smiled. “You have no idea.” 

“I’ll grab a wine list for you all,” the waiter said as he set a bottle of sparkling water on the table with two glasses. “Be right back.”

Desiree couldn’t help but be impressed by Eli’s political motivation. She’d been wrong about him, and part of her thought about apologizing, but she didn’t. It wasn’t as if he knew what she’d been thinking. 

“So, you think that being in the general assembly is really going to help you make the changes that you’re looking for?” Desiree poured some of the sparkling water in her glass. 

“Won’t know until I get there.” He laughed. “And it seems as if people don’t want to take my candidacy seriously.”

Des nodded as she sipped her water. “I can understand why . . . no offense.”

Eli leaned back in his seat. “What do you mean you can see why?”

Setting her glass on the edge of the table, Desiree leaned in to him. “People see you as a playboy. Every time you get in the paper or are talked about on a blog, there’s a woman right beside you.”

“You’ve been following me in the media?” Elijah’s smile made her heart skip a beat. 

“I-I, um, no. Not really.” She reached for her water. Desiree hadn’t noticed that her hands were trembling until Elijah touched her. 

“Don’t get yourself all wet over there. I remember when that used to be my job.” 

Her mouth formed the shape of an o, but she was totally speechless. Did he really just say that? “Excuse me?”

“You heard exactly what I said, and you know it’s true.”

“And that was a long time ago. Things are so different.”

He cupped her cheek and drew her face into his. “Are they? One thing I know for sure, your lips look as if they’ve missed this.” In a swift motion, Elijah captured her lips in a smoldering kiss. Their tongues greeted each other as if they hadn’t spent the past ten years pretending they could be happy with someone else. 

Everything in her said pull away from him. Desiree knew that she was supposed to have a drink and move on. This kiss, this earth-shattering kiss, shouldn’t have been happening. 

Pressing her hand against his chest, Desiree pushed back. “What was that all about?”

“Just a theory I wanted to test, and I see that I’m right.” 

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Right? Right about what?”

“You still belong to me, Des. We still have that spark.” He brushed his fingers against her cheek. “You should be mine.” 

“I was yours, and you decided to throw me away. We’re not reclaiming a past relationship here, and don’t you ever kiss me again.”

“Why? Did you like it too much? Des, I need you.” 

She felt her chest tighten. Three years ago, hell, five years ago, she would’ve flung herself in his arms and restored her faith in fairy tales. 

But today? She had questions. “Why did it take you all this time to figure this out? Why did you have break me down to nothing to realize that you needed me?”

“We both made mistakes.” Elijah’s voice was cold and made her shiver.  “Relationships don’t end because of what one person did.”

Desiree pushed her chair away from the table. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

Elijah laughed and reached for the bottle of water. “You know damned well that you’re not perfect. Last time I checked, your name was Desiree Carpenter, not Jesus Christ.” 

She blinked as she let his words sink in. “You’re kidding, right? I never cheated on you. How many times did you screw around on me?”

“Never.  Why is it so hard for you to believe that?” 

“I have eyes, and I know what I saw. Don’t try and play me after all this time.”

Elijah folded his arms across his chest. “Look me in the eye and listen to me. I never cheated on you. And you know I’ve never been able to lie to you. I never cheated on you. You’re the only woman I’ve ever loved.” 

She didn’t know what to say or how she was supposed to respond to the bombshell that just exploded at her feet.  Desiree stood up, shaking her head. “Don’t do this.”

Elijah stood, too, and reached out to her. “Let’s start over. This isn’t how I expected things to go with us tonight.”

“What did you expect?”

He shrugged as he watched Desiree take her seat. “You to fall in love with me all over again.” 

She laughed, thinking he was joking. But when she caught the whimsical look in his eye, Desiree knew she was in trouble. “Where is the waiter with our drinks?” She ran her tongue across her bottom lip. 

“Why are you nervous?”

“Who said I was nervous?” 

“When you start licking your lips like you’re LL Cool J, that’s a pretty good indication. Trust me, you don’t need to wet them to make me want to kiss you.”

“We didn’t come here to kiss,” Desiree said. “Can we just get to the reason why we’re here?”

“I need your help, Des.”

She rolled her eyes. “That’s something I already knew. How much money do you want me to give to your campaign?”

“I don’t want a dime from you. I want you to marry me.” 

Had she not been sitting down, Des would’ve crumpled to the floor. Did she even hear him right? 

“Excuse me?” 

“Marry me.”

Before she could ask him if he was insane, the waiter returned to the table. “What can I get you guys to drink?”

“Can we get a bottle of tequila?” Desiree shook her head as Elijah hid his laughter. He had to be joking. Marriage? 

The waiter raised his eyebrow. “The whole bottle?”

“Maybe even two.” 

Elijah placed his hand on top of Desiree’s. “You know you can’t handle hard liquor. We’ll have a bottle of Chardonnay and maybe two glasses of champagne if the lady says yes.” 

Nodding, the waiter walked away, and Desiree narrowed her eyes at Elijah. “Elijah, you asked me to marry you, and this is only the second time that we’ve seen each other in a decade. I skipped our college reunion because I didn’t want to run into you, and now I’m supposed to take your marriage proposal seriously?”

“Let’s think of it as a business arrangement if that makes you more comfortable. Like I said, I don’t want any money from you.” 

She rolled her eyes. “Seriously? You keep bringing up money, and that’s making me think that money is a part of this.”

“I just want to be clear as to what I want and need from you.”

“And you need to be my husband?” She broke into laughter. “You can go to hell, Elijah.” 

“It’s more like I need you to be my wife. I have an image problem and—”

“So, this would be a publicity stunt? Playboy candidate settles down, so everyone should vote for you now?” 

“If that’s how you want to see it, then yes. But this could work out for both of us. We want the same thing. We want better education for the kids in this state. I can help you with the school you want to establish when I’m in office.”

She held her hand up. “I’m rich. I can buy what I want.” 

Eli folded his arms across his chest and leaned back in his chair. “Then why haven’t you?”

Desiree’s lip trembled, and she didn’t want to confess that despite her wealth, she didn’t have a lot of political connections because she looked at politicians as if they were lying leaches. 

Now, with his marriage proposal, Elijah was about to be in that same boat. “It’s not as easy as it looks to make changes.”

“I know, and I also know you’re passionate about starting the schools. I can help you.” 

She pursed her lips. “You can help me if you get elected. Supposed you lose? Then what?”

“We quietly get a divorce, and I still help you open these schools. Even if I don’t win this election, I know how to untangle red tape. But I also know I can make a bigger impact if I have this senate seat.” 

“I’m not going to be able to do this. It’s dishonest.” 

“How?”

“Marriage is supposed to be forever and about two people who love each other starting a life together.” Desiree sighed. The life she wanted to have with him. Looking away from Elijah, Desiree knew that she should’ve walked away when he said marry me. Now she was actually thinking about saying yes. What in the hell is wrong with me? 
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Chapter Four
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Elijah looked at Desiree and could tell she was considering his proposal, and she was fighting with herself.  “Des.”

“This isn’t fair, you know that I would’ve . . . I can’t do this. Suppose I’m in a relationship, and I would explain this how? And what about you and all of these women you keep getting photographed with? You don’t think people aren’t going to look for signs that this is a sham marriage?”

“Make no mistake, this will be a real marriage. I won’t be with anyone but you. And I hope that I can count on you for the same thing.”

“What happens when you get horny? Because even if I marry you, I’m not sharing a bed with you, so you win an election.” 

Elijah smiled. “If you decide to go to bed with me, that’s going to be because we both want it. I’m not going to lie, I do hope you decide that you want to do that at some point.” 

“Keep dreaming.” 

He shrugged. “And that’s your choice. I’ll respect it.”

“First of all, I haven’t agreed to your scheme! And I know you will respect it because . . .” When the waiter walked over to the table, Desiree clammed up. Elijah was glad because the last thing he needed was for the public to get wind of what he was proposing. 

“Will you two be having dinner with us as well?” the waiter asked as he opened the wine. 

“We probably need to. I’m inclined to believe we’re going to need more than wine this evening,” Desiree muttered. 

The waiter handed Elijah and Desiree menus then walked away. 

Desiree focused a cool stare on him. “Why me, Eli?”

“Because you’re the only person who can call me Eli, and I don’t feel like a twelve-year-old. And you’re the best person I know.” 

Desiree sighed and poured herself a full glass of wine. “And when did you figure that out?”
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