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Her Classroom

Book 12 in the Small Town Secrets

Rebecca Jones doesn’t see how a relationship with Jon Whitaker can work — not in the long-term. He’s a conservative Republican in the Idaho state Senate. She’s a political science professor at the University of Idaho in Moscow, and generally viewed as the most liberal professor on campus.

He’s an extreme extrovert, who hates being alone. Rebecca? She’s an introvert who has a meltdown if she spends the entire weekend with friends.

They were childhood sweethearts. And then she found out the truth and fled. 

Rebecca may not see how their romance has much of a future, but she’s going to hold on to it for as long as she can — even in the face of the coming storm about what she teaches and why.

This is the third book in Rebecca’s trilogy that began with His Campaign, and book 12 in the Small Town Romances featuring four strong women, their friendship, and the men they love.
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Even after years in universities on the semester system, it still felt strange to start school in August, Rebecca Jones thought, as she crossed campus from the faculty parking lot to her department of political science. She wasn’t the only one. None of her students ever seemed to take class seriously until after Labor Day either. 

And August on the Palouse? It was hot, dry and dusty. Wheat harvest was still in full swing, and she swore, that even though she was miles from the nearest wheat field, it felt like she was breathing in the chaff. It was going to hit 100 degrees today. She grimaced.

Well, she’d stay in the air-conditioned comfort of her office. She needed to catch up on all of her mail, update her syllabus for the three courses she had this semester, and see what was on her calendar for fall. She was on the university general education committee, so that cut down on the number of other committees she got drafted for. But someone was always getting her assigned to some search committee — for ‘diversity’ — and then never listening to her input anyway because it wasn’t her field. Waste of everyone’s time. If you didn’t have women in your own department to serve on your search committee, borrowing one from another department almost qualified as false advertising to prospective hires, didn’t it? Not a view she was going to voice publicly.

Pick your battles, she reminded herself.

She climbed the stairs to the second floor. Avoiding elevators meant she could avoid the gym, a small price to pay. She’d hated gym class as a kid, especially after she started developing breasts — in the fifth grade no less. The boys leered, and the girls giggled. And she, so painfully shy, just turned red with embarrassment. She didn’t think she’d run a lap since she got done with mandatory P.E. in high school. She did an online yoga class in the morning where no one could see her. And she took the stairs, walked across campus to the outer parking lot, and went out to her friend’s ranch whenever she got the chance. 

It seemed to be working. She was slimmer now than she’d been in high school, and had better muscle tone. But she also still had DoubleDs, and they still embarrassed her. Good bras and learning to dress better had helped. 

Rebecca shook her head. And here she was, 35 years old, an associate professor, and still agonizingly embarrassed by her body.

She smiled at Glenn James, the woman who ran the department office, as she entered the room and headed for her mailbox. It was full, of course. She hadn’t been in since her summer class ended a month ago. 

“Department meeting this afternoon,” Glenn reminded her. Rebecca grimaced. She hated them, and yes, she’d forgotten. “At 3 p.m. to be followed by the usual cocktail hour at Talon’s.”

Rebecca nodded. “I’ll be there,” she said, resigned. 

“It’s for faculty and spouses,” her chair called from his office behind the main office. “Bring someone if you have someone suitable.”

Rebecca blinked. She and Glenn stared at each other for a moment. Glenn gave her a shake of the head and a shrug. A tacky comment from the chair? What was there to say?

“Will do,” Rebecca said with forced cheerfulness.

“Will do what?” Peter Andrews asked irritably, coming to lean in his doorway. He was near 60, one side of it or the other, about 5-foot-9 tall, with wispy gray hair in a bad combover. He wasn’t bad looking really, if he just wasn’t so sour, Rebecca thought. Sour to her anyway. He was considered likable by most people on campus. Not admired, but... affable. 

“I’m sorry?” Rebecca asked, honestly bewildered by what he was asking. She gathered up all her mail and dumped into to the bag she called a purse. 

“Will you be bringing someone?” he asked, parsing out the words slowly. “I need a head count.”

“Oh,” she said. “Yes, I’ll bring a guest.”

There was silence. She looked at Peter and then Glenn. Both were staring at her. Well, she’d never brought someone before, she conceded. Why would she bring someone she liked to this viper’s pit of a department? But she had just the person to spring on them.

“So we’ll be at Talon’s at 5 p.m.?” she said pleasantly. “I’ll tell my guest.”

So there, she thought, let them wonder if my guest is male or female. Half the department thought she was gay anyway. 

She nodded at Glenn, her eyes twinkling a bit, and Glenn smiled back since Peter couldn’t see her. Rebecca went down the hall, opened her office door, and dumped all of her stuff on the gunmetal gray desk. It was ugly, but large, and quite frankly that was all Rebeca cared about — a large desk to sort things into piles. The rest of the room was dominated by bookshelves, and she always was begging for more of them, and a large whiteboard for brainstorming. 

If she wanted pretty, she could work at home.

She fished her phone out of her bag and called Jon.

“Hey there,” Rebecca said, leaving him a voice message. “Today is the department’s first meeting, to be followed by a ‘cocktail party’ at Talon’s. I said I was bringing a guest. You’ll go, right? Give me a call.”

She still felt uncertain assuming anything about Jon Whitaker, although he’d made it clear all summer that he wasn’t going anywhere — he was a part of her life and here to stay. She didn’t think it was true. But she could see he believed it.

Maybe he could believe it strongly enough for both of them.

And Tinkerbell would live, she thought dryly.

She printed out her updated syllabus, and headed back down to the office to get copies started. She had three classes, and she did the small ones first: a 300-level class on American elections, and she was excited about that one — they’d be covering the election as it happened. A senior seminar in politics and gender, a hot topic this year, she feared, and then the large section of Introduction to American Politics. She taught a section every semester — it was the one Jon had sat in on, and the one the Lt. Governor had interrupted to accuse her of adultery, a felony in Idaho, it appeared. 

Her status as a professor had gone up among the students after that interruption. She started that syllabus through the copier, and glanced at her time.

Doing good, she congratulated herself. 

“I want access to your online component,” Peter interrupted her thoughts. 

“What?” she asked, startled. “Is there a reason? Or are you going to be monitoring everyone’s online readings? That seems tedious. If not impossible.”

“Just give me the access, Rebecca,” Peter said. “Does everything have to be difficult with you?”

Rebecca looked at him silently. “We can discuss it later,” she said. She gathered up her syllabi and fled. In the security of her office, she sat quietly and took deep breaths until she was sure she wouldn’t have a panic attack. But really, she didn’t even feel like one was coming on. She slowly smiled. That would be different — if she didn’t have to pull her punches with her colleagues for fear of triggering panic attacks? Yes, that would be a new Rebecca Jones for them to deal with. Not that they knew about the panic attacks. She tapped her fingers on the desk, and then sent an email to the personnel committee chair and to the curriculum committee chair asking about policies regarding outside access to online readings and discussions. 

She glanced at her phone and saw she’d missed a call from Jon. She called him back.

“You want me to go with you to a happy hour with your colleagues?” he asked incredulously. “Am I supposed to be a red flag to the bulls?”

“Sort of,” she agreed with a laugh. “I got pissed off at my chair for being snide. Can you come in?”

“Sure,” Jon said. “How pissed off are you? Do you want a cowboy who drawls and calls women ma’am? Or do you want the state Senator in a suit?”

She envisioned both scenarios for a moment. “Senator in a suit,” she decided, almost regretfully. Jon in a black T-shirt and blue jeans was a fine sight. But he wasn’t shabby in a suit either.

“OK,” he said agreeably. “And then dinner? And maybe we stay in town at your place for the night?”

“I’d like that,” she said softly. 

“See you at 5 p.m.,” he said.

Maybe Tinkerbell had a chance after all, she thought.
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Rebecca made it through the department meeting, mostly by keeping her mouth shut, and jotting down ideas for future research under the guise of taking notes. Then she fled to Talon’s, an upscale restaurant and bar that faculty and the Moscow business community liked. It had a great patio out back where functions like the department’s ‘cocktail hour’ could be held. And why they couldn’t call it happy hour like everyone else was beyond her, Rebecca thought irritably.

She got herself a glass of white wine, good wine, and relaxed a bit. She was talking to a couple of other junior faculty, women who hadn’t gotten tenure yet, when Petra looked up at the door, and said softly, “Well, well. I don’t know who that is, and he’s obviously in the wrong place, but I’d like to know. I could help him find what he’s looking for, I’m sure.”

The women laughed at that, and Rebecca turned around to see what they were talking about. She should have known. Jon Whitaker had just made his entrance. And he looked good. Really good.

He was wearing a light gray suit with some kind of weave to it, and a white shirt, open at the collar. It emphasized his height and the width of his shoulders. She suspected it had been tailored to fit. He’d played college football, and they didn’t make those players in off-the-rack sizes. The open collar made him look at ease. A successful businessman joining friends for drinks on a restaurant patio.

He took off his sunglasses as he entered the patio, and put them in his jacket pocket, and the gesture called attention to his eyes. Calculated, she was sure. Peter was making his way toward him. She wondered if she should go rescue him.

Rescue Peter, she thought, because Jon Whitaker had been handling twerps for decades. She started toward him.

“Rebecca!” Petra hissed. “Who is he? Do you know him?”

Rebecca started to smile. “Remember the candidate for governor that made headlines last spring? That’s him. Jon Whitaker.”

“Do you know him?” Petra repeated. 

Rebecca nodded. “I know him,” she agreed, and she walked toward him, carrying her glass of wine.

“I’m sorry, sir, but this area is closed for the political science faculty tonight,” Peter said, and he sounded both condescending and ingratiating. Rebecca wondered how you could be both, but Peter managed.

“It’s OK, Peter,” Rebecca said. “He’s with me. Jon, this is Peter Andrews, chair of my department. Peter, Jon Whitaker.”

She felt daring to do it, but she slid her arm around Jon’s waist and hugged him. He draped his arm over her shoulders. They looked like a couple, she thought, with pleasure and amazement. Were they? She looked up at Jon, and met his eyes. He smiled at her. Maybe they were, she conceded.

“Jon Whitaker?” Peter said, raising one eyebrow. “The gubernatorial candidate? So rumors were right and you were shacked up with an old flame, Whitaker?”

Like a razor cut, she saw the blood he drew before she felt it. Jon, however, was no stranger to nastiness.

“You’re out of date for a political scientist,” Jon said, and there was frost in his voice. “I would have expected better. Rebecca was able to sort out the shenanigans going on in my campaign, my family’s company, and indeed the whole governor’s race. You all are lucky to have her, you know. The governor was interested in hiring her away from you.”

Peter started to bluster, but another faculty member, Jonas Brown, joined them. Jonas, a Black man in his 50s, might be even more out of sync with the department’s demographics than she was. “We are grateful to have her,” Jonas said as he introduced himself. “And you tell that governor of yours, he can’t have her.”

“I told him,” Jon said, humor in his eyes. “Although I suspect he got the message when she told him that she wouldn’t be voting for him, or me either, for that matter. She disagreed with everything we stood for.”

“She what?” Peter all but shouted and turned to her to say something.

“What? You think the governor didn’t already know that?” Jon asked, amused. “He did offer to work with her on his biography — he was quite impressed her book on John Evans.”

“Like he’d read it?” Peter asked with an eyeroll.

“Of course he had,” Jon said. He was losing patience with the man, Rebecca could tell. “I doubt there is an elected politician or anyone in the political establishment who hasn’t read it — on both sides of the house. It’s a much-admired book. Don’t you read the reviews of your faculty’s work?”

Peter started to say something more, and Jonas intervened. “Peter, your glass is empty, and I’m sure that Rebecca should introduce Jon to some of the other faculty,” he said, steering his colleague toward the bar. 

“Damn it,” Jon muttered. “I suppose I can’t go to the bar and get a beer now, since he intervened so nicely.”

Rebecca giggled. “Come back here for a moment,” she said, and pushed him back inside the restaurant. The owner was at the front, and looked up. “Can we get him a beer?” Rebecca asked her. “We’re avoiding someone.”

She felt Jon’s laughter, although it didn’t show on his face.

“Take your pick,” the owner said, nodding to the list. “If it’s Peter Andrews you’re dodging? More power to you.”

Jon laughed, and ordered an Anonymous beer, the kind he usually drank at Pete’s. 

“OK,” he said smiling, down at her. “Lead on.”

Jon had been making friends with a smile and the right words since he was a kid, Rebecca thought, content just to watch him. He and Jonas seemed to hit it off. Well, Jonas was her favorite colleague too. He was smart and more, he was kind. How he ended up in Moscow, Idaho, as a professor, she had no clue. He was in his 50s, and he and his wife had two kids in college across the state lines at Washington State University. She’d always been too shy to ask him about what brought him to Idaho. His specialty was comparative politics on the international level, and he primarily studied and wrote about NGOs — non-government organizations — and their impact in developing nations. It justified a lot of summer travel, he’d told her with a grin once. “Pick a subject that gets you out of town,” he’d advised. “And I don’t mean to Boise.”

She’d laughed, but her future as an expert in Idaho politics had been established while she was getting her PhD at WSU. Her dissertation on Evans had sealed it. The book form of her dissertation got her tenure here at University of Idaho — that and a long list of scholarly articles. Just barely got her tenure, she thought grimly. Peter Andrews didn’t like her, didn’t want her in the department, and thought she was ‘provincial.’ She rolled her eyes.

Now, he sidled up beside her. “I noticed you didn’t deny the shacked up part of the story,” he said, watching Jon just as she did. 

Rebecca looked at him. “I would hardly call Dupont Ranch a shack, Peter,” she said clearly, and she saw that others heard her. “Haven’t you ever been there? It’s a magnificent home, dating back to the early pioneers of the Palouse. Hardly a shack.”

She smiled at him, and then moved closer to Jon. She slid her arm around him again. She liked this position, she decided. She felt protected. Jon had been listening, she thought, because he stared at Peter for a moment, before smiling at her. “If we’re doing dinner, we should probably head out,” he said.

“My wife and I are eating here,” Jonas said. “I’d be delighted if the two of you could join us.”

Jon raised his eyebrow at Rebecca, and she nodded slightly. “Soon, I hope,” Jon said. “I’ve been working on Dupont Ranch since dawn — we’re doing third cutting out there. And I’m hungry.”

“Now that sounds like a story worth hearing,” Jonas said. “Let me collect Cathy.”

Peter shook his head dismissively and turned to other faculty still clustered around the bar. 
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Rebecca and Jon didn’t get to her apartment until 9 p.m. and they had two vehicles, so Rebecca didn’t get to ask Jon what he thought until they were there. And damn she was tired. She figured he had to be even more so. Different kinds of tired, however. They walked up the stairs to her second-floor apartment. It was a three-bedroom place done in neutral tones, not as upscale as Jon’s apartment in Boise, Rebecca thought with a laugh. Hers was more college-student chic, and his had been man about town. 

She wondered if he missed it. Missed Boise and the nightlife. He’d traded it in for a summer on the ranch while he tried to save the family furniture stores from bankruptcy. He was making progress on that front, she thought. She wondered if he was making progress on a plan for his future. He talked about everything but that. She didn’t push.

“Is your chair always like that?” he asked, as he tossed an overnight kit onto the couch, and pulled off his jacket.

“To me?” Rebecca asked. “Yes. Most people on campus characterize him as a likable-enough fellow. Not much of a scholar, but affable enough.”

“And how would you characterize him?” he asked, sounding like he really wanted to know.

“It’s like he created a persona of what a professor should be, and he acts it well,” she said slowly. “And being a likeable-enough fellow is a part of that. But behind that persona is a viper pit of resentments and nastiness. And that’s the face he shows me.”

“Because you’re a woman?” 

“I’m the only woman in the department with tenure, Jon, and he didn’t support me for it either,” Rebecca said. “But the dean came in and talked to the department personnel committee. According to Jonas, he basically said, don’t embarrass yourselves, or the university. Grant her tenure, or I’ll overrule you and do it myself.”

“Blunt, but correct,” Jon observed. “Probably didn’t endear you to your colleagues.”

She shrugged. “I spend as little time as I can with most of them,” she said. “I have no need to socialize with them. I stay out of department politics. My friends are from other departments. And let’s face it, I’m such an introvert! I don’t need to be buddies with my chair.”

He studied her for a moment. “Until it’s merit pay or promotion time,” he observed.

“Until then,” she agreed. “But that’s two-three years away, and getting a second book out is more important than Peter Andrews’ personal feelings about me. Who knows? He might be retired by then.”

He started to say something, and then shook his head. “Can I interest you in an early night?” he asked with a smile. He held out his hand.

“Yes,” she said simply.

It was hard to characterize Jon’s lovemaking, Rebecca thought, especially when she had nothing to compare it to — the stories Marilee and Angie told of their escapades lacked sensory detail. She grinned at that thought. Watching Gail with Jake had been revelatory, but it had been a PG movie romance. Her own imagination from the romances she read? It got the job done, she thought with an eyeroll, but how accurate she was, she had no clue.

Jon took good care of her, she thought helplessly as he kissed her neck and seemed intent on exploring every inch of her. He was very controlled and focused. And gentle. So very gentle, as if she was precious to him. 

He welcomed her explorations, tentative at first, but she’d grown bolder, and he encouraged that too. Tonight she’d rolled so that she could be on top, to taste and stroke his body, that magnificent body of his, and he urged her on until they both came, and lay there satiated. She stroked his chest, and she always felt like she was petting him, given the thick hair on his chest. A pelt, she thought whimsically.

“Jon?” she said, before she had time to think and wimp out. “Is this enough for you?”

He was stroking her hair, and he paused, then resumed his stroking. “You want to put some nouns to that sentence?” he asked mildly. “What this are we talking about?”

She chuckled. “This, as in sex,” she said baldly. “Am I enough? You always seem so controlled, as if you’re holding back.”

He snorted. “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me,” he said, and she thought he was being honest. But it avoided the question. She started to press him, but he was continuing on as if he was thinking it out as he went. “I don’t want to frighten you,” he admitted slowly. “I want you to be feel cherished and loved, not attacked.” 

She laughed at that. “I can’t imagine you needing to attack a woman,” she teased, and told him what Petra had said. He didn’t laugh or even smile. 

“Jon?” she asked uncertain what she was even asking.

He kissed her instead of answering, and soon all her questions were gone, and she gave herself up to his loving.

But, she thought almost helplessly, he is holding back, even now. She could feel it. She wondered who she could ask for advice. Angie, she thought. Angie and her bluntness and her humor. She’d think it funny, but she’d answer.

And then she gave herself up to the wonder of being held and touched. She’d been starved for that for so very long. Ten years. Ten years since she’d fled their broken engagement. Ten years of learning to control panic attacks by avoiding the triggers — touch, usually, but other things too — that threw her back into that awful day. How very odd that it was Jon who had finally ended the panic attacks with his return to her life.

But then life was odd, she thought.

“Rebby? Stop thinking,” Jon murmured against her skin. “Just enjoy.”
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Later, after Rebecca was asleep, Jon got up, pulled on a pair of sweats, and padded into the kitchen, looking for something to drink. He grimaced. She had white wine in the refrigerator, and a bottle of Kahlua in the cupboard. White Russian minus the vodka? He sighed, and fixed himself one. Chocolate milk for adults, Trent Williams called them. He wasn’t wrong.

But then, there really wasn’t anything wrong with chocolate milk either.

He went into the living room and sank into one of her comfortable chairs. So why aren’t you in bed with that woman, soundly asleep? he asked himself. 

No answer from himself, he thought, amused at his own whimsy. Sad that, but well, if he amused himself, he wouldn’t lack for amusement in his life, would he?

He thought about Rebecca’s question about him holding back. He supposed he was, and he shouldn’t be surprised that she noticed. Rebecca might not be all that experienced — he was it, both his fumbling attempts as a young man, and his more experienced lovemaking now — but she was smart. Wicked smart.

He just didn’t want to trigger a panic attack. He’d seen the beginnings of a couple. And he’d heard descriptions of her last one, out at the ranch last spring. Marilee said at least one, and she thought more, had put her in the emergency room.

He was horrified. He had done this to her. He had. He had caused a woman to be terrified of being touched, of anything that might send her down memory’s path to that day when she’d overheard him and his father talking about her. About Jon cheating on her. About Jon’s resentment that his father and uncle were dictating his love life in the name of political expediency. She’d heard it all. Then she’d walked in, set her engagement ring on the table, and walked out. 

He hadn’t seen her again for ten years, until he came up here seeking her help with his campaign for governor. A campaign that had gone mysteriously awry, and his father and uncle were insisting she could be the solution to the problems.

Well, they were right, although not the fairytale those two had suggested. She’d exposed what they were doing — gutting his campaign funds — and why. Jon had dropped out of the race. It had probably destroyed any future he had in politics, but he found he didn’t much care. Truth be told, he mostly felt relief. And betrayal. He also felt betrayed.

So he spent the summer working for Marilee Dupont on the ranch. He’d wanted to be close to Rebecca, but not just hanging around her. And he liked the work. It was physically demanding, and his body needed that. Honest work, he thought. He felt like he was being productive. It couldn’t last forever. Marilee would probably need him another month, and although she wouldn’t throw him out, he’d be at loose ends. He knew from past experience that wasn’t good for him.

So he’d gotten a summer to think, and spent all of it deliberately not thinking. 

So if he didn’t want to think about his own problems, then think about Rebecca. He smiled. He was in love with her, he admitted to himself. Would she even believe him? He didn’t have the best track record. Two divorces. Cheated on both wives. And then there was their own engagement. He’d been her boyfriend since they were old enough to understand what that meant, and he’d started cheating on her two weeks after that. And that wasn’t even an exaggeration, he thought looking back. Then he’d sneered at her for being trusting. For not catching on that he wasn’t faithful.

For being like his mother.

He owed his mother an apology too, but she was gone now. Maybe she knew anyway. He hoped so.

But Rebecca? It did his heart good to see her be affectionate with him in front of her colleagues. He wouldn’t have blamed her if she’d been distant. But no, she wasn’t. It hadn’t been artifice either. He knew when a woman was staking a claim for her own purposes. No, she’d slid her arm around him and hugged him because she was glad to see him. And damn it had felt good. 

Because she was trustworthy. 

He wanted to be. Jon thought he would be with her. He’d been faithful for nearly four months, and that might be a new record.

Jesus. He was a piece of work. He shook his head, and sipped his drink. 

But there was a lot tonight that troubled him about that happy hour. He’d liked Jonas and Cathy. They seemed like good people, and it was good to see that Rebecca had at least one colleague that respected her — and it was mutual. She’d been giggling with a few other women when he’d walked in. But she’d said she was the first woman to be tenured in the department. 

In this day and age? That was inexcusable, and he’d heard the same story from Gail Tremont, a theater professor he’d met through Rebecca. What the hell was going on with that? He’d heard Angie Gregory’s story about being a lecturer. So the university stuck women in a teaching ghetto and it shored up their diversity numbers? Huh. Might have to ask a few questions about that come budget time.

But the chair of her department was a piece of work. He’d been rude, and tacky rude at that. Although he had to grin at Rebecca’s response. No the Dupont ranch house wasn’t a shack. But the chair — Peter something? — hadn’t taken the slap-down well. Not the one from him, and not the one from Rebecca. How had she described him? A pit of vipers hiding behind a persona that said ‘I’m a likeable guy.’ That was about right. 

Didn’t Rebecca realize he was dangerous to her? She probably did, he conceded. 

Jon stared at the books on the shelves above her sofa. There were books everywhere, he thought amused. She had books on all four walls in her office. Books in here. Cookbooks in the kitchen. More books in the dining area. And he’d found her stash of romance novels under her bed, too, although he hadn’t let on that he had. He grinned.

Sometime in the next month he had to go back to Payette. Angie had revamped his rental house there with Mark’s help. They’d be coming back to Moscow full-time any day now. Might already be here, considering classes started tomorrow. So the place was vacant, waiting for him to move in and resume his role as the state senator from west Idaho. He grimaced. He didn’t know what that even meant to him anymore, but he owed the people of his district to represent them the best he could. Thing was, he didn’t think they wanted the things they should be wanting, and they’d probably vote him out of office if he tried to tell them that they should demand better health care, instead of going into Oregon to get it, and better roads, better schools. All things they looked to Ontario for and resented Ontario for having. And Ontario didn’t appreciate Oregon for giving them those things either.

He shook his head. Something had gone fundamentally wrong with America, and he had this growing dread that it was his party, the Republican party, that had done it. If you had one party that sneered at the other one and called them a bunch of liberal do-gooders, that told you something. When had do-gooders become a putdown?

Didn’t mean he’d be switching parties anytime soon. He still believed in small government, few taxes, and staying out of people’s personal lives. Thing was, he wasn’t sure his party believed in those things anymore. 

At this point, switching parties was a quick trip to becoming the former state Senator from west Idaho. 

So he was campaigning to serve two more years. He’d made a number of trips back to his district this summer for parades and county fairs, and to be the occasional noon speaker. It was low-key campaigning — not what he would have done as a candidate for governor. No, this was simple stuff. He had a Democratic opponent. But unless Jon dropped out, she didn’t have a chance in hell.

Where did that thought come from? He wasn’t going drop out! No, he was going to win this race. And then what? More immediate, what did he want to do for income during these next two years? Being a state senator was great and all, but it didn’t pay worth a damn. Citizen legislature, my ass. Full-time work, part-time pay.

Which took him to the next item on his agenda — Whitaker Furniture. It had been a hard summer. His cousin Mike had pled guilty to attempted assault, a plea bargain Jon had agreed to, although everyone knew it wasn’t attempted assault, it had been attempted murder. If harm had come to Rebecca during that little incident, he would have pushed for the maximum. But no one was hurt, and his Aunt Helen and Uncle Jon had enough to deal with. So Mike would serve a year in jail, and probably come out bitter and angry, when he could should be grateful he didn’t have to spend several years. 

Aunt Helen had hugged him for it, and that was good enough thanks. Uncle Jon still wouldn’t look him in the eyes, but he didn’t much care. That relationship was broken. 

So was the one with his father. Jon refused to see him or talk to him. He wanted nothing to do with the man who had destroyed his political career. 

He’d spent a lot of time on the Whitaker Furniture financials, however. And he thought he had a viable plan for refinancing. It would require selling the store in Twin Falls. Or closing it. But if George Covey wanted to buy it for window dressing so he looked like an Idaho businessman instead of a Nevada rancher, so be it. Covey had already gutted it. The past-due bills would go with the store. 

Jon grinned without any humor. Would serve Covey right. He’d been buying an interest in the store — something Mike had no right to sell — in exchange for donations Mike was making to a rightwing PAC that supported Covey’s candidacy for government.

Gutting a Whitaker store to support Jon’s opponent. How about them apples?

And then his Dad and Uncle Jon pilfered his campaign funds to try and stop the red ink. The fact that they were misled by their attorney Paul Abrams did little to stop Jon’s fury about that.

To be honest he was devastated they had sabotaged his campaign for governor and left him adrift like this. And daily, he thought about saying to hell with it, and letting the stores all close. Let the company declare bankruptcy. 

But Jon couldn’t do that to the communities. Small communities just barely holding on, and every time a local business closed it was one more nail in the coffin. Whitaker Furniture had a hundred employees spread across a number of small and mid-sized towns in west and south Idaho. That was 100 families, not just his, that would be impacted. And he cared about them. Cared about the towns.

Jon thought he had a plan. The family was meeting Saturday about the future. In Payette, not McCall. 

He wasn’t going back to McCall any time soon — not to the town where his other cousin Trey had him thrown in jail. And damn near killed him. The investigation hadn’t turned up enough evidence of intent to kill, but the assistant district attorney advised him not to drink anything Trey Whitaker handed him.

Jon snorted. No lie. Trey had roofied him. And then that bastard Paul Abrams had given him some ecstasy that would have killed him had Jon not been a big, fit man. The two claimed to not know the other had given him anything. His new attorney was pissed — so was his old one — but Jon just shrugged.

Just another relative out to kill him. Oh well.... Moving on.

So Jon would present his plan to his family who owned the company, and to his two cousins who ran two of the stores on Saturday. He needed to call Bowers for an update on Paul Abrams. Kevin Bowers, his current attorney, had a grudge against Abrams. And Jon had to admit he was impressed with the man’s tenacity. Bowers wanted Abrams disbarred, if not in jail, for his role in all of this. Hell, Jon thought Bowers would happily see Abrams dead and buried in an unmarked grave somewhere.

Well, as Marilee said, she had a back 40 — several of them. And what good were they if you couldn’t bury a body now and then?

He smiled. He liked Marilee Dupont and Trent Williams a lot. It comforted him to know that Rebecca had those kinds of friends these last years. 

But Jesus, the woman hadn’t been able to go on a date. Kiss a man. Get a hug. His eyes burned with tears he refused to shed.

And he did that to her. 

He didn’t know how to make that right. Didn’t know how to say ‘I’m different now and I won’t hurt you like that again.’ He wasn’t even sure that was true. He sure couldn’t prove it. And he didn’t know how to move forward. He — what had had Mark Briggs called him, the Lothario of the Boise statehouse — he, of all people, didn’t know how to move on a woman?

Well, he’d seduced her to bed, Jon admitted. He smiled. They were good together in bed, even if he did hold back. He owed her that. But now what? He wanted her forever. And he was pretty sure she wouldn’t believe him if he said it to her. She’d laugh at him if he said I want to marry you. Or worse, think he was being cruel to say such a thing after the damage he’d done.

And he wouldn’t blame her, Jon thought with self-loathing. He couldn’t even pretend he hadn’t known he was being a bastard. Of course he had known. He delighted in it. And he couldn’t pretend he hadn’t known what it would cost a woman to live in a marriage like that — his father had provided him a clear example of that. 

So here he was, not knowing what to do. Not about his political future, although he thought that was probably dead. Not about Whitaker Furniture, although he thought he could keep it from going bankrupt. And not about Rebecca Jones, the woman he loved, and was afraid he’d hurt again.

“You going to sit out here and brood, or come to back to bed where there’s a willing woman waiting for you?” Rebecca’s amused voice jolted him out of his reverie.

He looked at her mutely. How did he tell her he loved her?

“Jon?” she said anxiously. “What’s wrong?’

He patted his leg, and she perched on it, until he tugged her down into his arms. She snuggled close, and he held her tightly.

She didn’t repeat her question. Instead she just rubbed his shoulders and let him hold her.

She’d be a fool to trust him. And God knew, one thing Rebecca Jones wasn’t, was a fool.
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Chapter 5
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When Rebecca called Angie the next day about lunch, Angie invited her to Mark Briggs’ place. “You haven’t seen it, have you?” she said cheerfully. “You really need to see the garden. And I somehow get the impression that this isn’t the conversation for the patio at Talon’s.”

Rebecca laughed. “No,” she admitted. “Probably not. I have questions?”

“Imagine that,” Angie drawled. “I gather these aren’t the kind you jot in your notebook and turn into research papers? Come on then. Bring wine. I’ll make a salad.”

Rebecca hesitated about the wine, and then checked her schedule. It was a Tuesday, didn’t she have class? No, she discovered. Someone had changed her usual schedule of Tuesday-Thursday, to Monday-Wednesday-Friday. Well with three classes that was probably necessary, she conceded. At least whoever had done it had left her two days open for research. But didn’t they ever consult people?
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