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            BETH LONGMERE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        BREAKING NEWS

      

        

      
        Rumors are swirling that Baltimore’s poster boy billionaire, Harrison Rothschild, will be announcing his run for governor of Maryland.

      

        

      
        Harrison, well known across the East Coast for his stance on economic reform, is Harvard Law educated and heir of the Rothschild dynasty, along with his three brothers. Often nicknamed “The Charmer” for his dazzling smile and like for the ladies, his lavish lifestyle and connections put him as the main contender for the top spot.

      

        

      
        But will the boy from Baltimore, born with a silver spoon, receive the votes he needs from the general public? Many of whom say he is out of touch with what the real people want.

         

        Affordable housing, advanced infrastructure, and investment in jobs are not something our poster boy has ever had to worry about before.

         

        More to come.

      

      

       

      “You know I spilled a tray of champagne on him once,” I mumble to my dad as we both relax in the living room, watching the nightly news.

      “Hmm?” His eyes remain focused on the TV, even though the picture is slightly black in spots from where I accidently hit it with the vacuum the other day.

      “We had a charity event for his mother, the one where Issy was kidnapped,” I continue as I scoop out a spoonful of ice cream from the tub of chocolate chip sitting on my lap. It is my Sunday night reprieve after a hectic week, the only luxury I give myself and, even then, only on pay weeks.

      Dad side-eyes me. He doesn’t like me working in the city at all hours for my job managing events for the rich and famous of DC. Even less so after Issy was kidnapped. But it is our only income and I get medical, so he can’t complain. Besides, Issy is fine now. She got her happily ever after with Jake and is loving life in the country. It all worked out.

      “I turned and crashed into a waiter. The drinks went flying straight onto his Italian loafers. His mother was furious. I’ve never felt more insignificant than in that moment when I dove onto the floor to mop up his shoes while he and his mother looked down their noses at me.” I continue the story, the image still vivid in my mind despite that night taking a different turn. The ice cream drips onto my sweater from the spoon, creating a big brown splotch, and I quickly scrape off the remnants, internally cursing myself. This is why I can’t have good things, my mother’s voice, although distant, rings in my mind.

      I work with many of the elite, yet in reality, I couldn’t be further from them if I tried. I struggle to make ends meet to look after Dad and me. The opulence I see and create on a daily basis is in complete contrast to our bland, mismatched living room, where the carpet is so worn there are dents in the floor from my dad’s wheelchair tires. The marks around our home are lovingly referred to as his racetrack.

      But there is no racing. Our home is so small, we struggle to navigate his chair. We have only what we need and nothing more.

      “Those pompous idiots have no idea how the real people live. He will run for governor, and he will win too because of his name, because of his connections. Not because of the difference he can make to the community,” Dad says, clearly unimpressed with the boy from Baltimore despite everyone else loving him endlessly.

      As I see images flash across the TV screen of him with a stunning brunette on his arm, the wind outside picks up and I hear the roof lifting a little, the air howling through the rafters. My eyes immediately focus on the dampness seeping through the ceiling in the corner of the room. Little black patches of mold have appeared, so I make a mental note to look into it.

      My eyes flick back to the TV, which is now showing Harrison Rothschild shaking hands at some industry event, flashing his smile. I watch his commanding presence, feeling it through the screen.

      He didn’t say anything to me that night when the drinks stained his loafers. He didn’t have to. His mother was ranting at me and anyone else who would listen about my incompetence, loudly reminding everyone within earshot of exactly how expensive her son’s shoes were. He, on the other hand, just looked at me. His eyes pierced mine. He had a little crease in between his eyebrows, and his jaw ticked, which made my cheeks flush and my hands shake. I am clumsy, yes, but not usually so flappable.

      But he was something else. And I was glad to see the back of that event. I didn’t miss his gaze on me as he left, though.

      “Are you coming to the center tomorrow?” Dad asks me as I scrape out the last remaining spoonful of ice cream from the tub.

      “Yep, I’m doing yoga with Marci at nine a.m. Do you want to catch the bus together?” I ask him, knowing that he wouldn’t miss a day at the center for anything. Especially the daily game of chess he plays with Larry. The two of them are trouble when they get together at the local community center where Dad spends most of his days.

      “That would be good,” he grumbles.

      “Are you alright, Dad?” He looks a little more worn out than when I was here last Sunday.

      “Fine. Don’t worry about me.” I am used to his grumpy old man attitude by now, but it does make it difficult to tell when there’s actually something wrong. That is why I am so upbeat. I have to be. We both can’t be sad day after day. We both can’t live in the past and have our hearts filled with worries.

      “Have you been working with Jeff this week?” I ask, trying to dig a little deeper.

      Jeff is the new community manager at the center. He arrived six months ago and has gotten everyone in order and has started new programs. He is even assisting Dad with trying to secure additional support and financial aid because of his disability, even offering to drive him to appointments.

      “Yes. But Larry and I can see straight through him,” Dad mumbles, raising a brow as he glances my way.

      “What do you mean?” My head tilts at the look on his face.

      “Jeff is sweet on you.”

      “No, he isn't,” I scoff. “We are just friends, Dad. Two adults of the opposite sex can be just friends, you know.”

      “Oh, I know. And I also know that friends is not what that young man wants to be with you.” There’s no doubt in his tone, only resolve, as he shakes his head.

      “How do you know?”

      “Larry and I watched him last week when you did yoga. His eyes didn’t leave your backside for a moment.”

      “Dad!” I screech, feeling my cheeks heat.

      “Well, they didn’t. Plus, he follows you around like a lost puppy and bends over backward to help me. He is infatuated with you, Beth.”

      “Oh, he just doesn’t know many people yet.” I try to wave off the accusation Dad has put into the air, settling back in my seat.

      “Why don’t you go on a date with him? He seems nice.”

      “Because I don’t feel anything more than friends for Jeff. There are no butterflies. My heart doesn’t beat a little faster when he’s around. I don’t care to spend more time with him. Didn’t you feel all those things when you met Mom?” The minute the words leave my mouth, I know I shouldn’t have said them.

      Our jovial conversation now feels like tar inside my body. The slow build of dread hits my stomach as the air of uncertainty hangs between us. I hold my breath, wondering what response I will get, too scared to say anything else.

      “I’m going to bed,” he says gruffly, and disappointment fills my chest. I feel sick. Sunday nights are our night, and I spoiled it. It’s what I do. It is what I always do. Spoil things. Spill drinks. Upset Dad. I can’t have nice things.

      “Good night,” I say to him quietly as I watch him maneuver his chair and push down the narrow hallway, listening for his bedroom door to close as I let out a sigh.

      Dad is right. The boy of Baltimore has no idea how the other half lives.
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            HARRISON ROTHSCHILD

          

        

      

    

    
      I sit in my den, looking at my mother, my brother, and my newest staff member. Excitement swirls in my stomach. I have been waiting for this day my entire life and it is finally here.

      As a kid, my dream was to be president. I have worked hard over the last year building connections, readying myself for a bigger role in politics. Now the governorship is so close, I can nearly taste it. I am ready. I am ready to lead this state and make a difference.

      “When will you announce your intention to run for governor? I want to organize the event. I don’t want you to worry about anything!” Mom says, clapping her hands together, the smile on her face the widest I’ve ever seen.

      Clearly, she’s happy to have a son on the national stage as governor for Maryland. Dressed in her signature matching Chanel tweed suit with her fresh blow-dry, I can see she has had some recent cosmetic work done. Her eyes are a little tighter and her cheeks a little sharper; she no longer looks like the woman I grew up idolizing.

      “Oh, imagine it, Harrison! You will be amazing!” Lilly gushes as she flutters her lashes. Even though she is one of our oldest family friends, I am under no illusion. She wants more from me than I am prepared to give. Like my mother, she is freshly primped, her large designer bag sitting on the floor at her feet. Her lips are bright red and glossy, more swollen than last week, and I wonder not for the first time if it is possible for them to overtake the lower part of her face entirely. My eyes flick between the two of them, trying to understand their agenda.

      “Mom, seriously. Harrison can manage this. He can hire his own events team, you know,” my brother Eddie pipes up. His and my mother's relationship has always been strained and even though he is the youngest, he is the most protective of me and I him.

      “Edward. Now is not the time,” my mother huffs, and I raise my eyebrow, not needing them to get into it here in my home office.

      “I’m ready,” I state. “I’m committed to serving the people. I want to make a difference, and that’s my priority.” Taking a deep breath, I give my mom and brother a pointed look, leaning back in my leather chair.

      I’m already thinking of the changes I can make and how I can position Maryland to be more. My mother’s lips thin as she looks at my stance. I know she wants me in the main seat to further her position in society, not for the greater good of the people. I, on the other hand, think differently. She just fails to hear it.

      “Of course, of course.” She waves her manicured hand around, her mind no doubt filling with who to invite and who to strategically leave off the list. “Darling, throwing parties is what I do best so let me handle this one. You and Lilly will be the biggest stars of the night.”

      Taking Lilly to an event isn’t new, but I am not keen on the idea this time around. She is a friend, nothing more, and that won't change—much to my mother’s outrage. She has been trying to set us up for years and can’t seem to see that we are not a match. Not in any way.

      Eddie rolls his eyes, as he hates all this ceremonial extravagance.

      The penny drops for me as I watch my mother and Lilly share a smile. This is yet another tactic of my mother’s to push Lilly and me together. She gives me her your father died and left me surrounded in the chaos of his infidelity sad eyes, and I give in.

      “Fine,” I grit out, really preferring her to take a step back from my life now that running for governor is in the cards. “But I want real people in the room, not just your society friends. And leave me and my team to the politics. I do not need your meddling.” I leave no room for questions, and with a curt nod, she’s back to chattering with Lilly.

      My new chief of staff, Oscar Barone, sits in the large leather chesterfield, looking over everyone in the room with his assessing eyes. He is a strategic pit bull. He takes no shit from me or my mother. As someone who has led key political campaigns for some of the country's biggest representatives, Oscar is the key to my campaign. He is what will help me win. Not my mother and her rich friends.

      “Oh, what will I wear!” Lilly jumps up, gushing. “I want to look perfect for your big night, Harrison!” She smiles wide, looking at me with her big brown eyes, the same ones her father Ronald has. One of the biggest funders of my campaign. My brother curses under his breath, but she doesn’t falter as I grit my teeth.

      “Come, Lilly darling, let’s start the party planning and leave the boys to work,” my mother says, knowing she has pushed me as far as she is going to today and that her next move needs to be out the door.

      The three of us watch as the two ladies walk and talk with such excitement it is already giving me a migraine. As the door closes behind them, Oscar opens his mouth.

      “Your mother will plan a great party, and I am sure Lillian will look great on your arm,” he states diplomatically, knowing how important her father’s money and support are for my campaign.

      “She is trying to get a ring on her finger. I love her like a sister, but seriously, she needs to know that you are not going to be marrying her,” Eddie says, sitting forward and placing his elbows on his knees, looking at me accusingly.

      “I've told her,” I reply with a groan, running my hands through my hair in frustration. “I can’t make it any clearer without taking out a full-page ad in Society News. She is practically already part of the family. But between her and our mother, some wires have been crossed and before I know it, she’ll be expecting a diamond that I have no plans on giving her. It is something I have no plans on giving anyone.” They both nod their heads in silent understanding.

      “You will need to take a date to the event, though, and she is a good choice,” Oscar continues, leaning back in his chair, assessing me.

      “No.” I have no desire to make that kind of public statement. I have no romantic feelings for Lilly at all and have no intention of leading her on by having her on my arm during the campaign or after.

      “You are well known for your bachelorhood and love for the ladies, but that is not going to win you votes. Your father did not leave a good legacy in that regard. You need to look all-American. You and Lillian have known each other for decades, played together in the Hamptons as kids. The press has practically already written you off as married.” He just won’t quit.

      “No,” I grit out, swallowing my growing irritation.

      “Who then?” he challenges.

      “No one. I don’t need the distraction,” I say firmly, committed to being focused on the campaign and not my sex life.

      I need to ensure that my father’s philandering history is not something people think I will repeat. I am seen out and about with women. I love women. But right now, I need to focus. It is my one and only shot at putting myself on track for political success, and I would prefer to be judged by the new policies I plan to implement, not by the woman I take to events.

      “He is afraid of commitment,” Eddie adds, and if looks could kill, he would be mush right about now.

      “You have to have someone on your arm,” Oscar presses.

      “No, I don’t.” I sigh. I may be in my midthirties, but I have no plans to marry or commit myself to one person for the rest of my life. My parents proved to everyone that never works out.

      “Yes. You. Do.” He punches the words out to further emphasize his never-ending point. He is right, of course. But taking Lilly will make a firm statement. A statement that she will be by my side not just during the election campaign but through life. It makes a statement that together, we will look after Maryland and make it better. That is not a statement I want to make. She is not my forever.

      “Let’s announce it some other way,” I say, rubbing my chin, thinking of a way to get out of this situation, dreading the alternative.

      I am staying away from women during this campaign. I have worked too long and too hard to get this chance, so for the first time in my life, I am going to remain single and concentrate on my future. I will be a man for the people, so my dick just has to fall into line.

      “But your mother is already organizing the party,” Oscar reminds me.

      “I think we should work out what our key focus point is and then announce my running at a place that’s relevant,” I suggest, and as I say it, I know it’s the perfect solution.

      “Good idea,” Eddie jumps in, giving me a nod.

      “Somewhere in the community, then. Somewhere with the people,” Oscar states, sitting forward with renewed interest, and I can already see his mind turning.

      “Who is telling Mom?” Eddie asks, looking right at me with a smirk. I ignore his look of question because we both know our mother is not going to like this one bit.

      “Great. I will investigate venues. Now that we have that sorted, let’s talk about the key points of your campaign. Inflation, jobs, and infrastructure investment.” Oscar talks specifics, and we get down to business. I want Maryland to flourish. I want to help the communities who need the support, and most of all, I want to make a positive difference across the entire state.

      It is a big challenge, trying to keep everyone happy, while also supporting those who can’t afford to support themselves. That’s why Eddie is here with me. Out of all my brothers, he is not as enamored by the wealthy as the rest of us have been brought up to be. In fact, he purposefully rebels against it. Having backpacked around Asia for six months, living off two dollars a day, and surviving on cheap street food, there was more than one occasion when his travel insurance was needed due to hospitalization over food poisoning. Aside from that medical luxury, he didn’t live like the billionaire he is, and still doesn’t.

      “So I have mapped out the state, and you have most of the areas in hand, which is good. Obviously, you’re well known and loved in Baltimore City and most outskirts. However, you have some work to do in the southeast, particularly toward DC. Some areas have high poverty rates and high unemployment rates, so we really need to get our messaging on point before we delve into those areas.”

      Oscar opens a map on my desk and the three of us look over it like a military tactical team, assessing the segmentation of areas that Oscar has already done, color coded in a traffic light system. The areas of the state that are colored red are those that I need to be more active in; green are the ones that I already have a good following in. And amber are the ones that can go either way.

      I go to DC often, although I live and work in Baltimore City. DC is the political capital of the country, where all the big players are, many of whom I am friends with. If I want to continue to climb the political ladder, it is where I will need to be spending my time, eventually.

      “What do you suggest?” I ask him as I look over the map.

      “Infrastructure. Investing in large-scale infrastructure will build jobs and a better life for many people in some of these areas. It will keep the labor market happy, unions satisfied, and as long as your family property and construction company doesn’t benefit directly from it, then it will make the construction industry thrive as well.”

      “So new hospitals, schools, that kind of thing?” I ask, already liking the idea, with healthcare being one area I do want to focus on.

      “They are too involved. Too expensive. Think large-scale residential development or commercial, in terms of shopping precincts to kick-start the local economy by way of retailers.”

      “You don’t think schools or health facilities would be a better investment?” I question. I know they would be welcomed.

      “What about the people?” Eddie asks.

      “What about them?” Oscar counters.

      “Has anyone thought about asking them what they want?” Eddie asks, and I nod in agreement.

      “They don’t even know what they want. It is up to us to build a vision and they will come. Harrison here will be like the pied piper and all the people will follow him, no matter where he goes.” Oscar sits back with a satisfied smile on his face, and I wish I felt his confidence. It will be a tough race for me. My competitor is someone who has been eyeing the governorship for years.

      “You do realize the pied piper took all the children, right? And left the town bereft?” Eddie asks Oscar mockingly.

      “Wait and see, young man, wait and see,” Oscar says, rubbing his hands together.
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      I finally take a breath as I see everyone seated, well fed, and happy. With only thirty minutes to go before the guests are due to leave, I can finally take a small breather. This is the time when you know ninety-five percent of the work is done and even though there is still a lot to do with debriefs and budgets behind the scenes, the event itself is complete. This is my last event for a while, so I take it all in. The beautiful flowers, the distinguished guests, the plates of lobster, and glasses of champagne. Opulence of the highest caliber, nothing is too much for this high net worth cohort of businessmen.

      My boss, Kelly, is about to have her first baby, and while the event agency can work without her, she has decided for us all to have a small break for three months. We have been busy. Being one of DC’s most in-demand event companies has us working almost twenty-four seven, and while Kelly is slowing down, wanting a quieter life, my need to continue to provide for my dad and myself burns under my skin.

      Some of the team are taking extended vacations, Paris and London seemingly the most sought-after locations. But that is a luxury I can’t afford. Thank goodness I’ll still have a job. Kelly has kindly let me work throughout the next few months, but it will be reduced pay and hours, more admin than event management for a little while before we gear up again just in time for party season. It isn’t ideal, but I still get my medical benefits, and I hope I can pick up something else part-time to help with the bills.

      Looking around the room, I spot the usual suspects. Many of whom I speak to so regularly for event logistics and RSVP management that they are now good friends. It is nice. Others, though, still treat me like I am their servant and those people I steer well clear of, not wanting to give them any more reason to dislike me or our business.

      My eyes flick to table four. Harrison Rothschild sits tall and confident, talking with the other businessmen around him. I wonder if the rumors are true and if he is going to announce his run for governor soon. He was a last-minute addition to the guest list today.

      I take a moment to look him over. I haven’t seen him since the champagne incident. His thick, dark hair falls slightly across his face, and his broad shoulders are covered in a well-fitted navy suit. He looks like he doesn’t have a care in the world, yet he’s firm and focused on the conversations around him. I admire his strong posture and commanding nature. He looks to be in control of the entire table. It is very appealing to a girl like me whose life is always sitting on a knife's edge and could spin totally out of control at any moment.

      “Beth. I need you.” I hear my boss Kelly’s panicked voice in my earpiece.

      “Where are you?” I ask her quietly as my eyes sweep the room. Now that I think about it, I haven’t seen her in a while.

      “Down the hall, in the corridor near the kitchen.”

      “On my way,” I tell her as I walk with purpose to the other side of the room and quickly duck down the hall.

      “Beth!” Kelly pants, her hand holding the wall, her other hand resting on her very pregnant belly.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, my eyes roaming her body, panic starting to well inside me.

      “The baby is coming,” she says on a breath, and I just about scream.

      “What?!”

      “The baby is coming, Beth. My water just broke.”

      “Oh my God! Do I call an ambulance? Do you need to sit down? Do you need water?” I’m not the one about to have a baby, but with the nerves running through me, you wouldn’t know that.

      “John is on his way. He will take me to the hospital,” she says too calmly, and I thank God her husband will know what to do.

      “Let me get you a glass of water.” I turn quickly and slam straight into a waiter coming from the kitchen down the hall. My body propels backward, and I fall to the floor, landing on my butt as the tray full of champagne flutes she was holding flies through the air. I watch them float, like they are hot air balloons moving in slow motion. All would be fine, except at that moment, a man walks around the corner into the hallway.

      He steps backward quickly, but the glassware still catches on his white shirt, which is now saturated with a delicious bottle of Dom Perignon Vintage 1992.

      “Shit,” he curses as the tray and glasses fall to the floor. Thankfully, it’s carpet, so nothing breaks and there is no loud clatter to disrupt the formal proceedings of the event in the main room.

      As I survey the mess of glasses and champagne that now decorate the floor, Kelly’s breath hitches behind me. I look up to the man to apologize, and it is then that I see his face and my stomach drops. Not again!

      “Kelly!” John, Kelly’s husband, rushes down the hall, grabbing Kelly, who is panting through what appears to be a contraction.

      “I’m so sorry,” the young waitress says to me as I scramble off the floor and grab Kelly’s handbag, passing it to John.

      “You two go; I will finish up here,” I tell Kelly and John, wanting this to be the last thing Kelly worries about in her condition.

      “You sure?” Kelly asks, looking between me and the man behind me.

      “Yes, of course, go. I will wrap up here, then head to the hospital to check on you.” Looking at John, he gives me a nod before walking Kelly toward the kitchen, then out the back exit. We planned for this. John was on speed dial for the past few weeks as Kelly’s due date got closer. And while she isn’t due for another few weeks, one of the contingencies of our event today was to run it like Kelly wasn’t even here. What we didn’t plan for was her water breaking at the actual event, or for my awkwardness and the tray of champagne landing on one of our guests.

      “I am extremely sorry, sir,” I say quickly as I turn to look at Harrison Rothschild, who’s trying to mop himself down with a napkin. My eyes catch on his now see-through shirt, and the very clear outline of some well-formed abs, and I swallow quickly.

      “It’s fine. It was an accident, no harm.” He’s being kind, too forgiving, even though I see his jaw clenching. I cringe, tentative as I wait for his wrath, but it never comes.

      “Follow me. I can get you sorted with a new shirt and organize the dry cleaning,” I tell him in the most professional tone I can muster. Spinning on my heel, I don’t wait for his response as I hightail it farther down the hall, stepping around the waitress who is cleaning up the mess, to a discreet cloakroom that is prepared for just such an occasion.

      Pushing open the door, I flick on the light.

      “I’m guessing a size thirty-eight?” I ask, my back still to him, but I know he followed me into the room. His masculine scent wraps around me, giving me goosebumps, and I rub my arms to create friction so they disappear. The door to the room closes, shutting out any noise, and the quiet is suddenly startling. You can hear a pin drop, and I am scared he can hear my traitorous heart as it thuds harder in my chest.

      “Yes. Thank you.” His voice makes my nerves dance in my stomach, my body warming at his proximity. I need to pull myself together; it isn’t like I haven’t spilled champagne on him before.

      “Of course.” I’m feeling breathless, but I’m trying to keep it together, my hands shaking a little as I grab the new shirt from the rack.

      “Here,” I say as I turn to face him, proud that we have a Hugo Boss white dress shirt in his size. This is what sets our event agency apart from all others. We go the extra mile. We think of everything. Including a dressing room full of clothes in case people need a quick change.

      “Thank you,” he says as he takes the shirt from my hand. Looking around the room, his eyes rest on mine again. “You have quite the wardrobe in here. The whole event is extremely professional and well organized. One of the best events I have ever been to, and I have been to many.”

      His voice feels like warm honey down my body, and I’m hoping I’m not obviously blushing. I quickly turn and give him my back again as I grab a laundry bag to put his wet shirt in to dry clean it for him. We are standing close, and I can feel the heat radiating between our bodies. All I would need to do is step back and we’d touch, and my body hums for the connection. It’s been a long time since I have been with a man.

      “We like to ensure we are prepared for anything. It is why we are one of the best event agencies in DC. We look after every last detail. If you would like to put your wet shirt in this…” My words stop on my lips when I turn back to face him again. He is standing there half-naked, his wet shirt in his hand. Those abs I saw momentarily before are now right in front of me and my eyes cannot move away from them. There is a smattering of dark hair that runs across his perfect chest, leading up to his solid shoulders and down to a trail that’s extremely enticing to a single girl like me.

      It's unavoidable now… I feel the heat flame my cheeks. Stupid cheeks.

      “Oh my God!” I gasp as I right myself, my hands flying to my face, and I cover my eyes. My cheeks flame even hotter as I shake my head, trying to pull it together. I turn around again, drawing on every professional bone in my body, nearly losing my footing in the process. Why do I have to be so awkward?

      I hear him chuckle. “It’s fine. I didn’t mean to startle you. I apologize.” Even though my eyes are covered, I know he is grinning. He is clearly confident in his body, and he should be. It is like it is sculptured or airbrushed or something. I gaze down at my very average physique. Sure, I have curves, but they are not what I would call desirable by any stretch of the imagination. I flaunt them, regardless. I am not totally inept.

      “Please put your wet shirt in this bag, and I can organize the dry cleaning,” I say, throwing the bag behind me at him without looking. I think I hear his faint chuckle again, but I am too embarrassed to look. His closeness almost suffocates me.

      “I will give you some privacy.” I move quickly toward the door, tripping slightly on the line of spare shoes in the process. My hip hits the clothing rack, which is on wheels, and it runs down the length of the room, banging on the end wall.

      “Shit!” I hiss under my breath.

      “Are you okay?” he asks as my heart thumps through my ears, and I just want the world to open up and swallow me right now.

      “Yes. Absolutely. Never been better. Please don’t worry about me.” The words rush out of me in a fluster. I look everywhere but at him, trying to find an escape route to get out of this situation.

      “Wait, you're caught!” he tries to warn me, but in my haste, I pay little attention until I am falling. My foot capturing the side of a box, my body twists, and the floor comes toward me at a rapid pace.

      “I’ve got you!” I hear him say before I feel his hand wrap around my waist, the warmth from his grip spreading through my body. I gasp as I continue to fall, the momentum pulling us both to the floor, and he lands on top of me, the two of us in a tangle. His one hand remains around my waist, keeping me close, the other holding him up slightly, yet his face hovers mere inches from mine.

      Mortification doesn’t come close to the feelings welling in my body, not including the warm tingling that is happening down below. His half-naked form pushes against mine, his strong pecs brushing my breasts, hearts meshing together. If anyone were to walk in right now, our position would be seen as extremely unprofessional and would be front page news on the local gossip websites.

      I squeeze my eyes shut. My hands are stiff and straight, remaining by my sides as a flush colors my cheeks, and I bite my lips and hold my breath, waiting for his wrath. But it doesn’t come.

      “Are you alright? You seem to prefer the floor. This is the second time in five minutes I have found you on the carpet.” His rough voice speaks with concern, yet it’s laced with some humor.

      I peek open one eye to look at him, seeing him smiling above me. Slowly, I open my other eye and get the full picture of his blindingly white smile. I can’t help but drink him in. He is hot. Like a model hot. His eyes search my face and when our gazes meet, I am certain I see his deep blues twinkling.

      “Yep!” I say, popping the P, my breathing shallow. I once again notice the small wrinkle in between his brows, and I squeeze my fists tighter so I don’t reach out to smooth it away.

      “Who are you?” he asks, almost in wonder, looking at me like he is seeing me for the first time.

      “I’m Beth. The event planner.” Could I sound any more pathetic? My heart sinks because now I know for sure that his mother is never going to be a customer of ours again and Kelly is going to kill me.

      “Beth…” he says slowly, like he is tasting the flavor of my name on his tongue. “The event planner… Have we met before?” His eyes crinkle at the sides as he assesses me, and I want to close my eyes and disappear.

      “Yes. Once.” I grimace. Might as well get this over with. I’m mentally preparing my resume for the job hunt I will be on once he fires the agency from ever working with him and his family again.

      “You have spilled champagne over me before, haven’t you?” The smile on his face fades to one of awe, and I’m not sure if that’s a good thing. His memory is much better than I thought it would be.

      “You remember?” I ask, horrified, but I’m also a little intrigued that I made an impression.

      “Hmmm,” is all he says, making no move to get off me, his body heat melting into my bones, and I suddenly understand why women fall at his feet. He is looking at me like I am the only woman in the world. Like I am special.

      His cell phone vibrates in his pocket, startling us both. He jumps up off me then, offering me his hand to help me up. I take it, trying not to look at his body and pretending that the brown carpet is the most interesting thing I have ever seen.

      “Yes?” he says as he answers the call.

      “Fine, I will be there in two minutes. Don’t let him leave.”

      I pick up the laundry bag and put his wet shirt inside while he finishes dressing in the new shirt I gave him.

      “So, Beth, you work with Kelly at DC Events?” he asks me, his tone friendly as he fastens the last button.

      “Yes.” I give him a one-word answer, too scared of the verbal diarrhea that may explode out of my mouth at any moment and really not wanting to make this situation any worse than it already is. I ruin everything. It is why I can’t have nice things. This is why I don’t have a boyfriend. It is why no one could possibly want a girl like me.

      “The dry cleaning can be returned to my office,” he says while pulling on his jacket.

      “Okay. No problem.”

      “Great. Good to meet you, Beth…” The way he says my name makes my stomach flip. His lips quirk at the sides as his eyes find mine once more before he steps around me and out the door.

      What the hell just happened?
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      I strut away from the dressing room like it is on fire. Clearing my throat, I pull at my collar.

      Beth is someone I didn’t think I would see again, but a face I have never forgotten. When I saw her earlier, I knew the universe was playing a joke on me. The minute I declared I am staying away from women, Beth showed up and a flood of instant admiration flew through me like never before.

      I watched her all day as she was organizing the media scrum like a pro and walked around the room taking care of everyone, her professional attire doing nothing to hide her voluptuous body as she managed the event without breaking a sweat.

      Straightening my tie, I try to get my growing dick under control as I walk down the hallway back into the event room to meet Oscar.

      I am days away from announcing my run for governor, and I don’t need her as a distraction, yet my thoughts have been on her for most of the event, my attraction instant. I also wasn’t the only one to spot her. Every man in this place had his eyes on her, and I can’t blame them. I’m here for work, to mingle and meet; she is the last thing I need, yet the vision of her ample body underneath mine is now seared into my brain.

      I rub my eyes, my vision fuzzy and my pulse at a rate it hasn’t been for a while.

      She isn’t my usual type. She looks too young and too innocent for starters. She can’t be older than early twenties, and I don’t make a habit of dating younger women. There have been enough political assholes playing around with barely legal women over the years, and I don’t need to add to that list. Although the way she handles herself is with more maturity than any woman I have come across in years. That thought alone confuses me.

      I smirk, thinking about how she was looking everywhere but at me, even though I was hunting for her eyes. I wanted to see if they were the same perfect sparkling blue that I remember. They were. But she is the only woman I have ever met who doesn’t seem to like the look of me. The only woman to see me half-naked and not touch me or attempt to take a photo and sell it to the gossip magazines. Both are a rarity in this city for me, unfortunately.

      I walk out to find Oscar looking panicked. The room today is full of all the key people, a gold mine for garnering support for my soon-to-be announced campaign. I crack my neck as I strut toward him, pushing my thoughts of her to the back of my mind. I need to focus.

      “Where is he?” I ask, knowing that the entire purpose of me being at this event is so I could catch Arthur Stratten to appeal for his support. Aside from my family and Lilly’s father, Arthur is one of the biggest landowners in Maryland and has his hand in many businesses. He is also a ruthless old bastard. He and my father were archnemesis in the old days before my father passed away, but now he remains mostly out of the limelight, preferring to count his millions at home, it seems. Oscar got word that he was at this event and managed to get us tickets on short notice so we could get an audience with him.

      “He said he had to find someone, but I can’t see him anywhere,” Oscar says, frustrated, as we both look around the room frantically for him, knowing that the event is about to wrap up.

      Then I spot him. Laughing and smiling. Which are two things he never does.

      “He is over there,” I say, nodding to the far right of the room, near where I just came from, and Oscar’s eyes follow mine.

      “He’s laughing?” Oscar gapes, his eyebrows hitting his hairline, and the two of us take a few steps in his direction before I stop. I see who he is with and what is making him so happy, and it is the same woman who put a smile on my own face moments ago.

      Beth.

      Oscar pushes me along, but my feet are already moving of their own accord, my eyes firmly on her. She is laughing too. Her shoulders are back, her eyes sparkling. Her lips curve up in a way that has me thinking all sorts of things I definitely shouldn't be. She looks different from the woman I was just with in the darkened cloakroom. Vibrant and full of life, standing tall, looking radiant.

      I observe her some more, seeing her interact with Arthur. I am impressed that she seems to have such a friendly relationship with one of the wealthiest men in the country. In fact, I see many people walking past her on the way out, all of whom say goodbye or shake her hand. She has DC wrapped around her little finger.

      As we step up to them both, Beth looks up, and her beaming smile fades as she sees me.

      “Arthur, good to see you,” I say, pushing my way into their conversation and trying not to let her obvious dislike for me sour my mood.

      Arthur turns and looks at me as Beth excuses herself, her sprinkle of freckles highlighted by her pink-tinged cheeks. “I will leave you to it, Arthur.”

      “Let’s do lunch and chess later this week, Bethy. I will send my car to get you,” he tells her fondly, and I watch her smile at him as she takes a step back. I appreciate her professionalism.

      “I would love that, Arthur. But you won’t win chess, you know that, right?” Looking at her, I wonder what I need to do to get a smile from her like that.

      The two of us watch as she turns and merges back with the crowd. Her red hair flows over her shoulders with her stride. And I don’t miss the way her ass looks in her black dress or the way her legs extend from her black patent high heels. Arthur clears his throat, and I whip my head toward him.

      “Keep your eyes off her. She is far too good for the likes of you,” Arthur says in warning, and I raise my eyebrows at him. For a man pushing seventy, he still has a lot of fight left in him.

      “You can have any woman you want. Beth is not the one for you,” he continues, his eyes narrowing on me.

      “Just like your father, looking at every pretty girl in the room,” Arthur mutters, shaking his head, and I look at him. He is the first person to mention my father to me in a long time, but given their history, I shouldn’t be surprised.

      I clench my teeth, but smile. We both know that my father was a philanderer. A playboy. A name that is often associated with me due to the myriad of women I date. But unlike my father, I didn’t marry a woman twenty years my junior, then cheat on her every chance I got. To be honest, the thought sickens me, and I have no plans to invest in the institution of marriage after the mockery he made of it.

      “Arthur, I want to chat with you, perhaps take you to lunch?” I state, ignoring his previous remark. There is no point making small talk; Arthur is a straight shooter and so am I.

      “You want my money? My support? Is that it?” Arthur, like the businessman he is, gets right to it. I remain silent, waiting for him to give me the answer I want to hear.

      “We can meet. But not for lunch. I only have lunch with friends, and let me be very clear, we are not friends, Harrison. But I will hear what you have to say. Call my office, they will set it up.”

      “Thanks, Arthur. I will call and arrange something for next week.” I appreciate that he shakes my hand this time as I extend it to him again.

      “We’ll see, boy. We’ll see.” Turning away from me, he slowly walks out the door. The event is now finished, and the room is starting to clear.

      “Well, that went well. Who was he talking to just now?” Oscar asks, his head still whipping around the room, seeing if there is anyone else we need to speak to while we are here.

      “Why?” I question as my own eyes roam the room, hoping to catch a glimpse of the woman who has twice now crashed into my life, shocking me with cold champagne, before flowing out again.

      “Who is she to you?” Oscar asks, and I turn and see him looking at me. His accusing eyes crinkle at the sides. He must read something on my face as his look turns serious.

      “You said it yourself; we don’t need distractions, Harrison.”

      “I’m not distracted. I am one hundred percent focused. Let’s go,” I grit out, not liking that he is questioning me about a woman and already making assumptions.

      We make our way outside and into our waiting car. Slipping inside, my body sinks into the soft leather seat as exhaustion nips at my heels. It has been a long week, and I haven’t even publicly announced my running yet.

      “I am serious, Harrison. Lillian is a great girl. If anyone is on your arm during this campaign, it needs to be her,” Oscar continues to push, and my jaw clenches.

      “Whom I date, whom I spend time with, is not up for debate. To be clear, I have no intention of stringing Lilly along for my own political gain.”

      “You are running for governor of Maryland. You need to have someone by your side. You can’t be a playboy bachelor during the campaign. The people need to see a stable, in control, dependable leader. They need to see family values, strong ethics, a perfect picture.”

      I am not my father. I enjoy the company of women, but I am not a playboy. Not like he was.

      “I don’t need Lilly by my side. I won’t portray something that simply isn't true. I don’t want to start this campaign with a fake state of affairs,” I retort, my frustrations starting to turn into anger.

      “You also don’t need distractions, Harrison, and I wouldn't be doing my job if I didn’t point these things out to you,” Oscar says, obviously sensing he is hitting a nerve.

      “Oscar, let me make my position on this really clear. Lilly, in no way, shape, or form will be the woman by my side. For this campaign or ever. Do not question me on that again.” My words have bite, but I need him to know that Lilly and I are not an option, even though I know presenting a united front would help win votes.

      “I also don’t plan on being a playboy bachelor as you put it. I have dreamed of this opportunity for most of my life. Do I love women? Yes, who doesn’t. But I am focused and committed. I can do this without drawing any unsavory media attention. I know the game and I know how to play it.”

      I take a breath and rub my eyes, trying to erase the bright-blue ones from my memory. Oscar is right, and this is why I hired him. I need to remain focused. I don’t need distractions.

      Especially one as beautiful as Beth.
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      After a heated discussion about me wheeling him versus him managing his chair on his own, Dad and I are on our way to the community center. We both slept terribly last night, a regular occurrence for us when thunderstorms roll through. Reminders at night are never good and we have been bickering with each other all morning.

      As I walk along, half-asleep, my cell vibrates, and I see it is Kelly.

      “Kelly! How are you?” I ask with glee. She is currently back home from the hospital and is deep in her love bubble with John and their new little baby boy.

      “Beth. I just got off the phone with Harrison Rothschild,” she states, and I stop walking, dread filling my bones. Here it is. I am about to lose my job. I am about to lose the only income my father and I receive. I look at him, and like he can sense it, he lowers his head. I’m even surprised my father still loves me at this point due to the amount of anguish I cause him every time he looks at me. My face is a clear reminder to him of the night our lives took a turn no one was expecting.

      “Look, Kelly, I am really sorry about the incident last week…”

      “Beth. Stop. I trust you. You are amazing at your job. So amazing, in fact, that apparently you made quite the impression. So much so, Harrison has asked that I offer you as a secondment to assist his team for the next three months to help his campaign. He is announcing his run for governor today.”

      “What?!” I practically scream into the phone, needing to hang on to Dad’s wheelchair in case I faint on the spot.

      “He has given me twenty-four hours to get back to him with our answer. I want you to think about it today, Beth. Speak to your dad and call me with your decision by tomorrow. I know it is quick, but it gives you a chance to keep a full-time income, and technically, you will still be working for me, so if it doesn’t turn out to be something you like, you can always come back to me on reduced hours and shuffle some paperwork at any time. Anyway, I have to run, the baby's awake, but call me later once you have decided, okay?” I squeak out a nonsensical reply, and she ends the call.

      I jump when a car horn honks in the distance, and I try to center myself and refocus on Dad. Even though I feel like a walking zombie, Kelly’s call just now has my head spinning. Harrison Rothschild wants me on his team?

      “Did you lose your job?” Dad asks, and the sorrow in his face says it all. He thinks that I did. I told him all about the champagne incident after the event last week because I wanted him to be prepared in case I became unemployed.

      “No, I got offered a different one…” I say, lost in thought, and he breathes a sigh of relief and doesn’t ask any other questions. I walk along silently as my mind races, then I try to snap out of it and focus on him. My eyes home in on his wheelchair. For the last block since we got off the bus, I have been watching Dad glide ahead of me, and I've noticed one of his wheels wobbles in a way it isn’t meant to.

      “Dad, is there something wrong with your chair?” I ask. He never said anything, but I can now see clearly that it is bothering him.

      “No. It’s fine,” he grumbles.

      “But your wheel looks…”

      “Stop it, Beth, I said it is fine!” His tone leaves little room for questions. I may now be an adult in my early twenties, but I still keep quiet when my dad is stern with me. So I clamp my lips and keep walking.

      I continue to watch the wheelchair, and I wonder if the wheel is going to come entirely loose. He has had the same chair for years, but he doesn’t want us spending any more money on it.

      We have had the same argument for weeks now. He hates the fact that as a young woman I am spending all my money on him. He hates being dependent on me. The guilt he feels for what happened to my mother continues to eat at him, even though deep down, I know I am the one to blame.

      Growing up through my teenage years without Mom was hard. Trying to help Dad as he went through his physical and mental health decline on top of that was stressful. But we have come out the other side and we make our way in life just fine.

      “So does this new job mean you will be home bothering me more now?” he grumbles, changing the subject back to focus on me rather than him. He obviously still thinks I will be on reduced hours and reduced pay as Kelly takes her time away from the business to focus on her family.

      “You will love having me around more!” I joke with him. My father would hate to have me around all the time, but he will probably hate me taking this new job with Harrison more.

      “I have a routine and I am sticking to it. You will have to find your own things to do. Maybe go on that date with Jeff,” he suggests, and I stumble a little on the jagged sidewalk before righting myself with the handle of his chair.

      “I’m not dating Jeff, Dad,” I groan. I would do anything to please my dad, but dating Jeff is one step I really don’t want to take.

      “He is a good guy. Smart. Good-looking. You could do a lot worse than Jeff,” he says, and I sigh. What he means to say is that I should be happy that a man is showing interest in me. No one else has in a very long time.

      Dad is right; Jeff is all those things. But I don’t feel it. And I really want to feel it. That heart-thumping, panty-melting, I need you more than the air I breathe kind of love. The one my parents had. Before I ruined it all.

      “What's all the commotion this morning?” Dad grumbles, pulling me from my thoughts as we push through the doors of the center to see people running around in all directions.

      “Larry, what the hell is going on?” he yells to Larry who is waiting patiently for him by the chess table at the front window. As we dodge the racing people, many of whom we know, but some we don’t, we make our way closer, watching Jeff barking orders near the offices at the back, clipboard in hand.

      “Apparently, there are some dignitaries coming today,” Larry says as he shrugs. A veteran, Larry spends his days here at the center with my father, and the two of them have become close over the years. Larry ensures Dad is looked after when I am not around. It is good to have him in our lives.

      After a beat, Dad wheels over and takes his usual place around the table and the two of them start playing their game without batting another eyelash. Their attention to chess is unrelenting. They don’t even keep score, yet they are here every day, playing all day to pass the time.

      “Hey, Beth. Crazy, huh?” Jeff says close to my ear, his warm breath skirting across my neck, and I jump, startled, having not expected him.

      “Yes. What’s going on?” I ask, my hand resting on my thumping heart as I take a small step away from him, shielding my personal space, not wanting him in it.

      “Last-minute call from the head office. We have a team of politicians coming through this morning. Nothing major. Just your usual walk and talk, I’m sure. Yoga is still going ahead as normal.” He smiles at me as he clicks his pen, ticking off an item from his list. I don’t miss as his eyes skirt down my body and back up again when he thinks I am not looking. I swallow, not sure how I feel about his eyes on me like that. He is not it for me, and deep down, I know it.

      “Well, I will leave you to it, and I will go and join the class!” I say, trying to sound jovial, when all I want to do is crawl back into bed and sleep for the day.

      “Are you feeling alright? You look tired, Beth. Is there anything I can do for you?” Jeff asks, and my shoulders tense. Why can’t I just like him? He is good-looking, nice, caring… yet there is something about him that doesn’t feel right. I give him a brief smile as I try to feel upbeat.

      “Oh, I’m fine. I just didn’t get much sleep last night,” I say, trying to act nonchalant, brushing off his accurate observation.

      “Oh, the thunderstorm. I get it. It was a wild one.” I don’t think Dad would have told him, but they have become close, so maybe Jeff knows about why thunderstorms are not welcome in our lives.

      I give him a brief smile before taking another step back.

      “Good luck with the morning, Jeff.” Offering a brief wave goodbye, I mark the end of the conversation. I’m not able to get away from him fast enough this morning as he stands there looking at me with a weird smile on his face.

      Morning yoga at the center is run by a wonderful middle-aged lady named Marci who, despite her electric-blue hair, tight attire, and bright-red lipstick, is a ball of cosmic energy. She brings along healing crystals and incense, and I don’t miss the way she flirts with my father after class. She is the only woman to bring a smile to his face ever.

      “Well, hello sugar,” Marci says warmly to me, and I am amazed by her. Pushing the top end of fifty, she is as fit as she is flexible.

      “Hey, Marci,” I say before my mouth breaks out into a yawn.

      “Rough night?” she asks, and I just nod, glassy-eyed, and she squeezes my shoulder before closing the door and calling the class to start.

      “Morning, everyone. Thank you for joining me this morning. Given the activity that is happening in the main area of the center, I have decided that this session will be power yoga, where we can really move our bodies and get a great workout since meditation and relaxation is totally out of the question.” Marci’s calmness centers me, and as I sit tall, legs crossed, I start to feel calm and my breathing begins to slow.

      “Let’s start with our sun salutations.” Her voice floats through the air and my limbs automatically move, and I am now grateful for coming to class this morning. My body needs it. I stretch and relax into the poses, feeling my body lengthening and the stress starting to leave me. I haven’t done power yoga in a while and soon feel out of breath, yet grateful for the workout.

      Before long, I am cursing myself for wearing my old thread-bare yoga pants and crop top as they stick to my sweat-covered body. Again, I am behind on my washing, and I mentally high-five myself for taking a spot at the back of the class, highly doubtful that anyone would want an eyeful of my big backside in my nearly see-through pants.

      As we move into a downward dog, I let my head fall down and melt into the pose. I take a deep breath and sink farther into the stretch, really feeling my muscles pull, then the door to the class opens right behind me.

      I see Jeff’s sneakers and jeans appear in my vision between my legs, alongside three pairs of shiny black shoes and tailored black trousers. Dammit. The last thing I need is Jeff looking at my butt. My thong is no doubt on full display, and I groan as I slowly stand up, wondering why I can’t just at least look like I have my life together for once.

      But as I turn to look at the men, I come to understand that luck is not something that is offered to a girl like me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            HARRISON

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s hot. There are sweaty bodies everywhere, but my eyes are glued to one.

      “No distractions, remember?” Oscar grits out to me under his breath, and I look at him sharply, not thrilled with his unnecessary reminder. I hold his gaze until he looks away, then my eyes lock on to the most perfectly round ass I've ever seen. I look up at her body, follow the vibrant red hair in a tight braid that runs down her back, and as she turns around, our eyes meet. Her cheeks flame, matching her hair. My cock jumps in response, and I swallow.

      Beth. What the hell is she doing here?

      The class ends abruptly as we stand in the room. Clearly, we are an interruption, as Jeff, who runs this center, was giving us a tour. Beth's eyes are darting between mine and Jeff’s as he stands next to me. We purposefully left it to the last minute to notify anyone and had Jeff and his management team from Baltimore City scrambling, but I wanted the media scrum, and Oscar said last-minute surprises are what will make a mark in the media today.

      Plus, we didn’t want my mother ruining it. This way, she can still have her party as a celebration, but I won’t need to have Lilly on my arm when I present myself to the state. I can be with the people whom I want to represent.

      “What are you doing here?” Her voice hits my ears, and my eyes refocus on her.

      “I could ask you the same thing,” I say, trying to get my bearings, keeping my eyes on hers and not on the curves of her breasts in her skimpy workout gear.

      “I’m doing a yoga class. Or rather, I was doing a yoga class,” she sasses back, and I smirk. She looks even younger out of her corporate attire. Fresh-faced with no makeup, she is even more beautiful than I remember. There is now no doubt that I am at least a decade older, and I should be pushing my thoughts of her far from my mind. But they remain, as do my feet that are glued to the floor right in front of her. Unmoving.

      “My timing was impeccable then, wouldn’t you say?” I grin at her because my timing couldn’t have been better. Her cheeks flame a little more, and I rub my jaw to prevent the genuine full smile that threatens to emerge.

      “Your timing seems to always put you in the middle of the action,” she murmurs, and I see her take in a deep breath, her chest moving up and down, causing my eyes to leave hers briefly as I take her in.

      “You look good out of your corporate attire…” I leave the remark to linger between us for a moment before I get interrupted.

      “Ahh, Beth. This is Mr.—” Jeff starts to say, but she cuts him off.

      “I know who he is, Jeff,” she retorts, her eyes still not leaving mine, and I watch as a bead of sweat runs from her hairline down her shoulders and chest before going in between her breasts in the tight crop top she is wearing. I fight the sudden urge I have to trail it with my tongue as I shoot my eyes back to meet her bright-blue ones.

      “The media scrum is here. We need to go out the front,” Oscar says beside me.

      “What media scrum? What is going on?” she asks, her hands now on her hips, looking between all of us.

      “I’m announcing my run for governor this morning. Looks like you get a front-row seat,” I answer as Oscar turns toward the door to start proceedings. Eddie and Jeff follow him out, but I hold back, intrigued and wanting more time with Beth.

      The plan is that I will stand out front on the steps and make my official announcement to run for governor. Oscar chose Riverside because it is one area where I need the numbers. It has higher unemployment, lower household income, and we’re thinking of investing in some infrastructure projects here. But any productive thoughts went out the window the minute my eyes rested on Beth’s body. Voluptuous. Curvy. Flexible. So very fucking flexible.

      “So you’re announcing it here? Kelly didn’t mention that…” she says, taking a step toward me. I look over her flaming-red hair sticking to her head, then my gaze lowers, obviously so, down to her yoga pants that are doing little to tamp down my imagination of what is underneath them. I clear my throat as the last of the class members step around me and out the door, only the teacher remaining at the far end of the room.

      “I’m glad she spoke with you. I hope you consider the opportunity. So aside from yoga… what are you doing in this area?” I ask her, my brow lowering in question. Taking a quick look around the room, I notice peeling paint, scuff marks on the walls, and a broken window at the back taped up with thick black electrical tape. It is a dump in need of urgent repair.

      “I live here,” she states, and I watch as her arms cross against her chest.

      “But you work in DC?” I ask, tilting my head in confusion, keeping my hands in my pockets so I don’t do something stupid, like touch her.

      “Yes, I commute.”

      “From here? That must take hours in the traffic. Why don’t you move closer to the city?” I ask in surprise. Is she mad? That commute would be horrendous during peak times.

      “Did you get your shirt?” she asks me, tactfully changing the topic.

      “Yes. Thank you. I appreciate the swiftness of the dry cleaning. I had it the next day. Very professional.” She smiles at the compliment, her defensive body language relaxing slightly.

      “Harrison, we need you out front,” Oscar interrupts as he pokes his head back into the room, and I nod to him.

      “You’re announcing it right now? At the center?” Beth asks, her eyes wide, obviously just putting two and two together, looking at me as though I am crazy.

      “Harrison,” Oscar says impatiently, stepping farther into the room again, his tone not leaving me any chance to argue. My eyes remain on him for a beat, giving him a silent look to leave and he takes the hint, albeit with a sigh of frustration.

      “So are you coming out with me? I could use the support. You’re my lucky charm after all.” I’m feeling greedy, my smile growing, already wanting her nearby for what is without a doubt one of the most important days of my life.

      “Your what?” she questions, her eyes squinting up at me.

      “My lucky charm. You saved me from a long night with my mother a year ago when those drinks spilled on my shoes. Last week, you saved me from an uncomfortable face-off with my soon-to-be opponent at the luncheon. That’s twice you have saved me, so I am calling it lucky,” I state, firm in my assessment. The vision in my memory of that night over a year ago is now brightly lit. I was hating every moment of being at that event and Beth gave me the perfect opportunity to escape.

      “I am not lucky, and I can’t go out dressed like this.” Her arms spread wide, looking herself up and down.

      “You look beautiful to me,” I murmur, just loud enough for her to hear, and I let my eyes sweep down her body and back up again, clear for her to see, committing her to memory. I watch her blush once more, and it’s becoming my favorite sight. She’s cute when she’s flustered.

      “Harrison! We need you out front!” Oscar says again from the doorway, his voice now strained, not happy whatsoever that I am taking my time. He is stealthy, because I didn’t even hear him come back in.

      “Shall we?” I ask her, sweeping my hand to the side toward the door.

      “So chivalrous, Mr. Governor,” she says with a lift of her brow before strutting past me and straight out the door.

      “You have no idea…” I murmur again before following her out of the room and walking toward the media pit outside.

      It is frantic, with journalists and cameras everywhere. As Oscar and Eddie try to get a handle on things, I stand waiting for everyone to calm down. It takes a moment until I hear a sigh behind me and my redhead steps forward.

      “Okay, everyone, take your spots. It is about to start, and I need you in your final positions,” Beth yells to the crowd of reporters, her hands on her hips. My eyebrows raise at her take-charge attitude. I like it.

      The media scrum listens immediately, all shuffling into position, getting ready, and my eyes rest on her again. She is good. I see Oscar scowling, which is in contrast to Eddie's smirk, my own thoughts now running a million miles a minute in a direction they really shouldn’t be.

      “Hey, Red, what are you doing out here?” one of the photographers says to her, and I watch with interest as it appears she knows a few of them.

      “Hi, Max. Someone has to keep you all under control. Are you ready?” she sasses them, and everyone stands still, looking directly at me.

      “The floor is yours, Mr. Rothschild,” Beth says, then she retreats behind me to join her yoga classmates and watch the proceedings. I smile at her. A genuine, beaming smile that shows just how impressed I am by her. Stepping forward, flashes of cameras go off in my face, just before microphones and a myriad of cell phones are shoved under my chin.

      “Thank you, everyone, for being here. I am at the Riverside Community Center this morning to officially announce my run for governor of Maryland,” I begin the practiced speech, keeping my shoulders back and my head high.

      “I have been working toward this for my entire life. Even as a kid, I dreamed of leading this state. I want to serve the community, building the state to become one of the most fiscally sound in the country, ensuring that our communities are invested in, and bringing jobs and new infrastructure projects to the doors of many, including everyone here in Riverside. I want to thank Mayor Rogers for being here this morning and for all the amazing work he and his colleagues will do with me if I am elected.”

      I nod my thanks to the mayor and he replies in kind as my eyes roam the sea of reporters. I force my head to stay forward, needing to make a conscious effort not to look at the side, where I know Beth is standing.

      “So along with my announcement this morning, I would also like to provide you with an introduction to one of our key promises that I will deliver if elected. Here in Riverside, we will be investing over fifteen million dollars into new infrastructure for residential and commercial purposes, creating jobs, economic stimulus, and breathing new life into the community. Starting right here at 45 Starling Street, we will redevelop this state-owned land to bring in new investors, increase the flow of money into the state, and provide a better lifestyle for everyone here.”

      Cameras continue flashing, capturing this moment, and there are murmurs from the media pack, along with a big smile on the mayor's face.

      “I want to thank everyone who has supported me and continues to support me in making Maryland the best state in the country and, of course, I want to make a special mention to my team and my family for all their continued support. I will now take questions.”

      People shuffle before me as I point to one of the media scrum to take their question.

      I skillfully answer the questions thrown at me, being as honest and open as I can, before Oscar calls a close to the press conference and we walk back inside.

      “Great job. Well handled. We are now off and racing,” Oscar says with a rare smile as he smacks my back like a proud father.

      “Where’s Eddie?” I ask as my eyes roam the people, and I shake hands with a few.

      “Over talking with the people from the center,” Oscar murmurs, his head buried in his phone.

      I look over at the small crowd of people and see Eddie talking with Beth and my shoulders tense as an unfamiliar feeling starts to swirl in my stomach. I don’t like the way he is looking at her. She is still in her yoga gear and the need I have to take my jacket off and put it around her shoulders to cover her up runs strong.

      My younger brother makes friends wherever he goes, including this community center, it appears. He has a smile that makes most women swoon, but right now, my redhead looks like she is ready to punch him in the face. I walk over, wanting to talk with her again and see what is going on.

      As I approach, she sees me and her body swivels toward me. My step almost falters as her eyes find mine.

      “You cannot be serious!” Beth says to me, fire in her tone, her hands flapping around and her forehead crinkled.

      “About what exactly?” I ask her, my eyes sweeping to my brother, trying to get an indication of what the hell is going on. He offers me nothing.

      “You are going to demolish the center?” Beth questions in a high pitch as her hands find her hips, and I am glad most of the media scrum has gone. I grab her elbow, relieved to actually have my hands on her, and pull her over to the side of the room for more privacy.

      “We will be redeveloping it. Expanding it. Making it into residential homes as well,” I clarify. This is an issue that Eddie already raised when Oscar made the proposal of investing in redevelopment of this site.

      “But that will take years,” she says, not backing down, and I welcome the challenge. No one ever challenges me—not ever in public, anyway—and I see my brother’s eyes widen.

      “I can assure you, Beth, that—” She doesn’t let me finish.

      “If you can promise us all an alternative place to enjoy our community while the redevelopment is happening, then that would go a long way to appeasing the locals, Mr. Rothschild.” I look behind her and see the small crowd she has in support all nodding and murmuring in response.

      I smile, impressed with her enthusiasm. “We will ensure you have full amenities during the redevelopment.” I notice her eyes flick to my mouth, taking in my grin, and she bites her lip in frustration.

      “It has to be close to transport,” she continues, her eyebrows rising in challenge, not backing down and pushing me for everything she can. I appreciate her standing her ground. She knows what she wants and is going for it.

      “We can ensure that is the case.” I try to remain professional, even though I smile wider.

      “And accessibility for everyone.” My eyes flick down to follow her gaze, toward a man in a wheelchair among the gathering small crowd behind her.

      “I am sure that can be arranged as well. Anything else?”

      “We all want a say in the redesign. We use the facilities, so we want a chance to make them suitable to our needs.” Her demands nearly knock me over. She is cunning, smart, well spoken, and just what I need in my corner. She is a mix of Oscar and Eddie as well as someone with great contacts and project management experience.

      I want her. On my team and in my bed.

      I think about my next move carefully. I have already offered her a job, but she hasn’t accepted it as of yet. But there is no way I am leaving here without a yes.

      “Fine. On one condition,” I say to her, my eyes piercing hers, and her gaze doesn’t waver.

      “What is that?” she asks, her eyes narrowing, probably already knowing what I am going to say.

      “You come and work with me.”
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      What? What the hell did he just say?

      I squirm a little because I can feel my father’s eyes boring into the back of my head from where he is situated behind me. Guilt for not telling him earlier swirls in my stomach, making me clench it a little. I don’t like keeping things from him, but I needed time to think about it all myself. I guess this is politics, though. Never a dull moment and everything moving at a rapid pace.

      “Three months, Beth. Give me three months,” Harrison says to me quietly as he steps closer. This is now the second time our bodies have been this close. Like magnets, the pull between us is starting to get stronger.

      His scent envelops me, taking me down a whirlpool of rainforest and fresh summer breeze. Why does it relax me so much? With us being so close, it borders on unprofessional, and I wonder if he has lost his mind while my heart does a weird flip-flop movement that startles me.

      Heat pours from his gaze as it settles on me. I watch as his eyes flick down to my lips, and my tongue comes out, sweeping across my lower lip involuntarily, a movement that makes his nostrils flair, before his eyes meet mine again.

      There is lust in his gaze. The way he is looking at me in this moment, I feel every inch of my female instincts pinging my skin, telling me that Harrison Rothschild is drinking me in. I’m not sure why, since I am not the kind of girl that men usually gaze at. Especially a man like Harrison. I find it confusing that he would have that type of reaction to a suburban girl like me. But my skin heats all the same, and my heart starts racing, my head saying one thing, and my body saying something entirely different.

      “Why?” I ask him, challenging him some more. I still can’t believe this is a serious offer. I want to know why someone like Harrison Rothschild would want someone like me working with him. I’m just an event planner. I’m a nobody.

      He positions his body even closer, shielding me from everyone and everything around us so all I can see is him. I look up to meet his eyes, my hands remaining by my sides, my nails pinching into my palms. I’m too scared to move them in case they land on his chest, where I know I will find euphoria in his sculpted muscles. The very same muscles I have dreamed about ever since I saw them in the event closet last week.

      “Because you are not afraid to speak your mind. You are immensely organized, seemingly prepared for anything. You are empathetic, yet firm and supportive. Plus, you already know the who’s who of DC, and I really need someone like you in my corner,” he states without missing a beat.

      Boy, he is good. No wonder all the women swoon at his feet. I already want to give him my vote as well as my underwear.

      The compliment is not something I was expecting, nor prepared for. It makes me feel seen. Like he is looking right into who I am.

      I wring my hands together, suddenly feeling a little vulnerable, yet somehow entirely comfortable around this man. A throat clearing has both Harrison and me whipping our heads toward the noise. Harrison’s hand comes to my waist instinctively, catching us both off guard. I swallow roughly, the humming feeling in my body way too new to comprehend.

      “Beth, you can’t work with Mr. Rothschild; the hours would be ridiculous,” Jeff says flippantly, and my teeth grind together. I hate people talking for me. It makes me feel like he is undermining me. Like I am a child incapable of making my own decisions. Taking away my voice.

      Then I look at where he is resting his hand on Dad’s wheelchair and understanding washes over me. Jeff is right. No matter if we need the money, the hours a campaign like Harrison’s would demand will be too much. The days would be long, and with no time off. My dad can’t look after himself, so I need to be there.

      Though, the money would be great… I might even be able to start putting some away into savings instead of living from paycheck to paycheck.

      Looking at Dad, I see his shoulders already reaching his ears. His neck is red, and he is grinding his teeth so hard I internally scream for him to stop because we can’t afford to see a dentist right now. He is not happy.

      “You don’t have to worry about anything here, sugar,” Marci says quickly, standing next to Dad, her hand possessively on his other wheelchair handle, making it clear that she will look after him and that has sparked my interest. I wonder if she and Dad do have something going on that I don’t know about.

      “Enough!” my dad barks, and I jump at his tone. Harrison’s hand flexes on my waist, and he pulls me to him, offering me support. His body is already seemingly in tune with mine. Given the nervous energy running off me right now, it isn’t surprising.

      “Mr. Rothschild, my daughter is very talented and would be an excellent team member. So, Beth, if this is something you want to do, then do it. We’ll work it out. As for the rest of you, stay out of Beth’s business,” Dad says before wheeling away, leaving us all looking after him.

      My heart breaks a little, feeling his frustrations. He hates people speaking for him too. Just because his legs don’t work like they should, that doesn’t mean he is incapable of making decisions. Everyone here knows that, but some people seem to forget sometimes.

      Looking back at Harrison, my eyes feel heavy with unshed tears, already knowing that the guilt of not being with Dad each day will be enough to kill any positives that the extra money can bring. We will make do. We always do.

      “I’m sorry, I have to go,” I say quietly, as Harrison looks at me with what I think is concern. He goes to say something else, but I step away, out of his grasp, and follow my dad to the back of the center.

      I push through the door and take a deep breath to gather my thoughts. The sun hits my face, and I pause for a moment. There is a lot to take in. I need sleep; I need to process; I need money.

      “Dad?” I walk through the community garden and spot him digging around in the vegetable patch.

      “Beth, don’t listen to anyone. That is a good job. An asshole of a boss, no doubt, but a good job.”

      “But I won’t be around much. Jeff is right; it will be a lot of hours,” I say, confusion at what I should do eating my insides. My mind is working in overdrive, trying to weigh the pros and cons.

      “You work a lot anyway. This won’t be too different,” he says, giving me a small but exhausted smile, and I look at him for a second, wondering if he is always this pale.

      “Dad, are you sure you are okay?” I ask, reaching my hand out and resting it on his shoulder.

      “Don’t worry about me, honey. I am fine.” He pats my hand, and it comforts me just the slightest bit.

      “I don’t want to interrupt the moment, but I need to go,” Harrison says from behind us, and I see Dad stiffen. I turn and see Harrison standing there, tall and strong next to his brother, Eddie, whom I was talking to earlier. His eyes still look at me with concern, but he remains where he is, not coming any closer.

      “Three months. I will double the wage you receive from Kelly’s Agency. I will provide a town car to take you to and from home to lessen your commute. Additional medical and well-being benefits to support your caretaking needs.” Harrison’s eyes flick from me to Dad and back again. I need to grip on to Dad’s chair because I almost fall over. Double my wage? The money alone would be enough, but a car at my beck and call and additional benefits… Now I am wondering if there is a catch.

      “I can also confirm he is an asshole of a boss,” Eddie says from beside him and his comment breaks the tension. I bite my lower lip so I don’t laugh out loud. I watch as Harrison gives him a look that would tumble any grown man, but Eddie just shrugs.

      “I’m joking!” he mumbles to Harrison. “I’m joking. He is great.” He shoots me a playful wink, and I see Harrison shake his head and rub his eyes before he looks back at me, giving me a small smile. Stupidly, I melt a little.

      “So, are you with me, Beth? We would make a good team.” Harrison asks, his expression hopeful.

      I hold my breath and meet his stare. His eyes search mine, and it is like he is looking into my soul. I can feel the energy hum between us, even from this distance, my traitorous heart beating even louder than before. I have no idea if it is the right thing or not, but in this moment, with our eyes locked, I say the only word I want to say to him.

      “Yes.”
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      “Have you totally lost your mind?” Oscar seethes now that we’re in the car on our way back to my city office.

      Perhaps I have. I offered her a bigger salary and more benefits than I have ever offered anyone else. I was so unsure of what her answer was going to be, I threw everything I could at her, desperately wanting her to say yes. When she walked away from me, I thought I had lost her. I couldn’t help but follow her outside, my body on autopilot. When I saw her talking with her dad, the pull I had for her only grew stronger. It is something I haven’t felt before. Yet it is there, so much so, I rub my chest a little from where I sit, wondering if, as Oscar said, I have lost my mind.

      “I cannot wait to see the look on Mom’s face when you tell her you have hired your own event planner!” Eddie says, gleaming.

      “Project manager. She will oversee the events, but that won’t be all she does,” I growl, as I think of the beautiful redhead who seems to look after everyone but herself.

      I offered her a job that anyone would jump at, and she was willing to reject it based on the feelings and thoughts of others. Only now am I starting to think how hard it is going to be to work with her twenty-four seven for the next few months. How looking at her beautiful body in my office every day is going to be one of my biggest challenges yet.

      I am a go-getter, a high achiever. Whatever I want, I strive for it, including this governorship. I am beyond dedicated, but the laser-like vision I had on the role has now widened, encompassing Beth as well. I’ll need to try harder at pushing her out of my mind, while also keeping her close so she can bring her full self to the team.

      I want all of her—her passion, her professionalism—but I just need to ensure I don’t touch her as the governorship will depend on it.

      “What exactly are you going to have her do?” Oscar asks, still bewildered by my decision to hire Beth.

      “Did you not see how well she handled the media scrum this morning?” I ask, pointing to the fact that she did a better job than he did. Oscar swallows, but remains quiet.

      “She will be my right hand in addition to you. She will manage my events and appearances, work with you on my appointments and meetings. Take charge of the media. You will maintain your focus on the campaign, speech notes, and tell me where I need to be. Between you and Beth, I will be a well-oiled machine.”

      “Something will be well oiled,” Eddie murmurs, and I look at him sharply. Eddie is great fun, and our love runs deep, but he is still young, now only just getting a handle on working in such a professional environment. His cheap shots at me are something he needs to reserve for home life, rather than in the car with Oscar nearby.

      “What? You were like Tarzan who had just found Jane. You went all protective of her even after she challenged you. She is not scared of you. I like her. A lot.”

      “Eddie!” I growl at him again. A weird feeling of heat sprinkles up my spine. I don’t want him to like her. I don’t want any other man to even look at her. The fact that every fucking male within a hundred-yard radius seems to home in on her makes my blood boil just thinking about it. I pull at my collar. I need to get these intense feelings I have under control. It is ridiculous.

      “I still don’t think we need her. We have people to handle those responsibilities already,” Oscar says again, but I am not changing my mind.

      “She is a great addition, but remember she is only on secondment, so she can walk at any time. I want you both to make her feel welcome, show her the ropes, get her settled in quickly. She will have good thoughts on what the people want, great ideas on our events and appearances, and may even whip you both into shape,” I snap, sick of having to defend a decision I made for my own fucking campaign.

      “I will organize her car and driver and send over a laptop and phone tonight. Then I will get her to come in tomorrow for the event overview with Mom and Lilly,” Eddie says, pulling out his phone, already getting to work.

      Oscar sits quietly, looking at me.

      “What?” I bark at him, wishing he would spit it out already.

      “You told me that you don’t need distractions…” he says in a final warning.

      “Beth is not a distraction.”

      “Are you sure about that?” he smarts back, and I look at him, but don’t answer. My silence is enough to tell him exactly what he already knows.
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      “You made your announcement this morning!” my mother shrieks as I step into my office after our drive back from Riverside.

      “Yes,” I state simply, trying not to groan at her tone, heading for my desk. Oscar and Eddie follow me in, and I wonder why both she and Lilly are sitting at my office conference table with swatches of colored fabric draped everywhere.

      “But we have our event in a week! I have it all planned!” she continues to scold me, waving her arms around everywhere, the rows of gold and diamond bracelets on her wrist jingling as she does. Lilly sits nervously next to her, watching the interaction. Probably trying to assess what it means for her wardrobe selection. I stop abruptly as I get to my desk and look at them both.

      “It is my campaign. I will run it how I see fit. We will still have the party, but the announcement has now been made,” I tell them, leaving no room for questions. I’m still feeling wound up from Oscar’s interrogation in the car.

      “You should see the new girl he just hired!” Eddie says gleefully as he flops down on the small sofa near my bookcase, a big shit-eating grin on his face.

      “You hired who?” My mother's voice rises, and I would imagine her eyebrows shooting to her hairline, but her forehead is frozen solid. It hasn’t moved in years.

      “Beth Longmere, from DC Events. She is professional and extremely passionate about her community,” I say as I walk around, removing pieces of cloth from my desk and throwing them on the table in front of her. What the hell possessed my mother and Lilly to claim my office as their own?

      We have about sixty other offices in this very building. Our family law firm, of which I am currently CEO, sits in the upper levels of this high-rise, our property and construction business just below. My brothers and I all have city penthouses on the top four floors, yet for some reason, my mother took it upon herself to command my office.

      “Longmere…” my mother ponders. “I’ve never heard of them. What have you hired her for?” Her voice rises another octave, and as much as I love her, I’m becoming more and more frustrated by the fact that she continues to question my choices and appears to want to make them for me. I see Eddie smile as he watches, but Oscar, on the other hand, sighs and rubs his head like he is in pain.

      “She is going to be working with Oscar and Eddie. She brings the best of both of them, and I think she will make a good member of my team,” I state firmly, daring her to push me further.

      Mom looks over at Oscar, and he shrugs. Her lips thin.

      “Well, I am sure you know what you are doing, dear,” she says in her condescending tone, and I grind my teeth together, then flash her my biggest, most charming smile.

      When Dad died, she became a shell of herself before reinventing her life as a rich socialite only interested in climbing the social status ladder. She leaned on me the most, and I was always there for her, helping her with her business affairs in Dad’s absence. But lately, her role in my life has become all-encompassing, and she needs to take a step back.

      “Good. Now why are you in my office?” I ask, folding my arms across my chest as I look between her and Lilly.

      “Well, I just wanted to get your thoughts on the color palette. I want to ensure that we match. I want my dress to be perfect,” Lilly answers, giving me a smile, clearly clutching at anything to ensure she is the belle of my ball. It is my turn to sigh. My eyes flick to my mother again as I try not to let anger be the emotion that is about to pour out of me. Luckily, Eddie saves me.

      “I have scheduled a briefing meeting tomorrow, so why don’t we go through all the party planning then? Beth will be here, so it will be good to get her up to speed,” Eddie says, sitting forward. I nod. It is the smartest thing he has said all day.

      “Fine,” my mother says, pursing her lips. “We will get out of your way and have everything prepared for tomorrow.” And with that, the two women grab their samples and their matching designer handbags and walk out the door. No doubt to go somewhere nice for a long lunch.

      “Well, that was entertaining. I am going to set up an office for Beth to use while she is here,” Eddie says as he jumps off the sofa and walks to the door.

      “Where are you putting her?” I ask him.

      He stops and looks at me, his eyebrow slightly raised. I never care where my staff sit, only about their outcomes, so my question has obviously intrigued him.

      “There is a spare office next to mine,” he offers, by way of suggestion, shrugging his shoulders.

      “Put her in Mindy’s office,” I murmur to him. My assistant, Mindy, left a week ago to travel the world. I have been using the other administrators on the floor to help me with my admin while HR finds a replacement. I watch as both his eyebrows shoot up and a small smile curves onto his face.

      “You sure? That is right next door to you. She won't be a… distraction?” he asks sarcastically, quickly looking at Oscar to see if his statement elicits a response. It doesn’t.

      I nod, which Eddie returns, before he opens the door and walks out, leaving me alone with Oscar.

      “I know you don’t see my point of view on this, but I need you to trust me and to trust Beth. Give her the courtesy of your time and patience,” I state, looking at him.

      “Of course.” Oscar nods and sits forward, clearly unimpressed, but knowing his place and picking his battles.

      “Great. Now, what’s next?” I ask, relaxing behind my desk and looking through the messages that I have from this morning.

      “We need to talk about your speech for the event your mother is planning, as well as go through the plans for our scheduled visits early next week.”

      “Okay, first let’s look at what the next week has in store for us, as that may influence some of what we say in the speech. Where are we going?”

      “We are going to an elementary school where we will discuss educational requirements for the county. We have an afternoon with our funders, and then I am trying to set up a briefing with the police, going through the statistics around Maryland’s crime rate and hot spots and so forth,” Oscar says as he looks over his calendar.

      This is what he does best. He knows what industries and sectors we need to be in and when. He knows who I need to talk with and what the key topics are. If he sticks to this, Beth can assist me with the logistical elements and the media and support Eddie with community relations.

      It will be perfect.

      As perfect as her ass in those fucking yoga pants this morning.
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      After a brand-new phone and laptop arrived at my house last night, along with a full schedule for the rest of this week, I knew I had to put on my armor today. My long bright-red hair is blow-dried and styled. I’ve done my makeup softly with precision, and I am wearing the best suit I have—albeit, one I grabbed from the bargain bin at the thrift store a few months ago. But it is a brand name, even though it is a few seasons old.

      To say that Kelly was supportive of my three-month secondment was an understatement. Apparently, on top of doubling my wage, Harrison also offered Kelly a secondment bonus of her own, in appreciation for loaning him my services. It appears that everyone wins, even though I still have no idea what I am in for.

      But I know I deserve to be here. Working on a political campaign was never something I imagined doing; it wasn’t my dream to be building a man up to lead the state, but I always wanted to give back to my community. The same community that rallied around my father and me for most of our lives. I am good at my job, and I am going to take every opportunity presented to me, not just for the paycheck, but to give back, regardless of the nagging voice in my head that continues to tell me I am not good enough.

      As the elevator opens to the thirty-fifth floor, I am hit with bright lights that shimmer off glass walls so clean that my reflection is sparkling, and my nerves creep back in. I don’t belong here. Everything is so nice, clean, and expensive. My eyes search the beautiful foyer, trying to notice anything out of place, but I come up empty. It is perfect. The only thing out of place is me.

      “You’re here!” a chirpy male voice says from the side, and I turn to see Eddie, whom I chatted with briefly yesterday.

      “Good morning,” I greet and put out my hand to shake, just as he thrusts his forward, handing me a hot coffee. As our hands collide, the coffee flies out of his hand and off to the side, smacking against the bright-white wall, the cup breaking on impact. The porcelain shatters into a million tiny white pieces as black liquid splatters against the wall, staining the white paint. It would look like a crime scene if it was red.

      “Oh my gosh, I am so sorry!” I gasp, internally cringing. I could not keep it together for more than five minutes… seriously? They will fire me before lunchtime, I am sure. I step forward and begin to squat down, attempting to pick up the porcelain pieces from the ground.

      “No. Don’t worry about it. Sandra, call the cleaning crew to get this sorted, please,” Eddie says, looking around at the woman standing near reception who nods while she takes a call.

      “It is fine. I don’t want you cutting yourself or anything,” he assures me with a smile. “Great to have you here! I did wonder if you would show up this morning, actually.” It appears that the charming gene runs in the family. He is broad and confident, just like Harrison, but more relaxed, almost jovial. And, of course, he’s good-looking too, although not as handsome as I find his older brother.

      “Oh, really? Why is that?” I ask, shaking his hand, trying to act professional and feeling anything but as I side-eye the mess I created. The impact of the coffee on the wall is a very real reminder to me that this is not a world where I belong.

      “Harrison is my brother and I love him, but when he sees something or someone he wants, he goes for it. I know this is all probably a bit sudden and new for you, that’s all.”

      “I look forward to the challenge,” I say, ignoring his reference to Harrison wanting me, and grip my handbag a little tighter, my nerves already out of control. I need to try to stay focused. I need my mind on the job, not on the man whose face still features in my daydreams.

      “Great! Sandra. This is Beth, Harrison’s new project manager. Beth, Sandra works here as part of our admin team. She is a tough cookie; nothing gets past her.” Eddie winks at her while making the introductions, and I smile at the casual nature. The older woman greets me with a big smile, while juggling a phone call and signing for a courier who just walked in.

      “Great to meet you, Beth. Eddie, I will call the cleaning crew to sort that out. You two better get moving. I know you have a busy schedule today,” Sandra says with a smile, and my tense shoulders relax a bit.

      “Right, let’s get started, shall we,” Eddie says with a flick of his head, and I follow him down a hall.

      We pass a few offices, all with fantastic views. The office space is huge, taking up the entire floor, with floor-to-ceiling windows in every office we pass.

      “This is my office here. Oscar Barone, our campaign manager, is right here next to me, and the staff amenities are farther down that way.” I eagerly look around as he gives me the tour, and my eyes widen as I take in the cleanliness and luxury of it all. I have visited a few city offices in DC, many well-established ones, but I don't venture into Baltimore much. This office is new, state-of-the-art, and without a chair out of place.

      “So you work with Harrison too?” I ask as we take a turn and walk down a hallway that is a little quieter. I try to take some deep breaths to steady my nerves, the mere mention of his name making my palms sweaty.

      “For the moment. I just got back from traveling around Asia, so I said I would help him out for a few months before I take over our real estate portfolio.”

      “Oh. That’s great.” I try to sound enthusiastic at their lifestyle. I can barely afford the rent on our two-bedroom cottage, which is crumbling down around us. A real estate portfolio is something I have no concept of at all.

      “Well, I am lucky. My family has a few businesses, and I had a lot of benefits growing up,” Eddie says and then stops walking and looks at me. “We are privileged. We know that. Harrison, my brothers, and me. But we also work hard and try to give back where we can.” He is serious for a moment, and I stay silent, but nod. It is good that they can at least acknowledge it.

      “Well, we’re here!” he says as he opens an office door, and we step inside. It is not dissimilar to his office down the hall, this one with great city views and a small sofa along the wall. A large desk sits in the center and one wall of the office is a full double sliding door that opens into another large office.

      “Wow, this is great!” My eyes hurry to take it all in. It is different from DC Events, where I have the privilege of working in a large open-plan workplace. It feels nice to have my own office.

      “This will be all yours to use when you need to, for the next three months. Feel free to make it your own. Mindy, Harrison’s assistant, is taking an extended break overseas, so she normally sits in here, but it is now all yours,” Eddie continues as I take a few tentative steps to the desk, reaching out and skimming the light wood, feeling the silky varnished surface under my fingertips.

      “You have direct access to Harrison, his office being the one through there,” he continues, pointing to the huge office that I can see through the open double doors. It is currently empty, but there is a clear line of sight of his desk from mine.

      I try to swallow, even though my mouth is suddenly very dry, and I brush the hair out of my face and begin to fidget. The nerves that had started to dissipate from before are now back in full force. How am I meant to work for the man when all I have been dreaming about is his hand on my waist, the desire in his eyes, or his rock-hard abs? It is something I haven’t reconciled yet. But I am many things, and a professional is one of them. Besides, they are stupid dreams that will never be my reality, so I pull my shoulders back and force myself into work mode.

      “Oh, here you are, Eddie.” A man walks in, dressed in a black suit, a stack of paperwork in his hands.

      “Hi, Beth, I’m Oscar, Harrison’s campaign manager. We didn’t get to meet formally yesterday,” he says, extending his hand, and I take it in greeting.

      “Great, now you’re here, let's start the briefing!” Eddie says as he takes a seat in an armchair in my office and pulls his laptop out, getting down to work.

      “Of course. Great,” I say, remembering that this was my first appointment on my schedule today. Oscar takes a seat in the armchair next to Eddie, and I position myself at my desk, opposite them. Grabbing a pen and my notepad, I start to settle in. There is nothing like hitting the ground running.

      Oscar kicks off the meeting by going through Harrison’s key talking points, upcoming speeches, and what areas are no-go areas that we need to stay clear of. There is nothing too out of the ordinary, so I pick it all up quickly.

      “Harrison will be giving a speech next weekend at the party,” he says, handing over a copy of the speech that he has already prepared.

      “This is draft one. There will be a lot of changes between now and then, but it gives you an overview of the key points he will be making on the night, in case you have any ideas or issues.”

      “So what is the party again?” I ask, my eyes already scanning the schedule for this month, trying to work it out. I did see an event next Saturday, but since I wasn’t sure if I was to attend, I paid little attention.

      “Our mother has organized a party to kick off the campaign. We have a briefing with her and Lillian Harper today. There will be a lot of key people in the room, our funders, key businesspeople and the like, but also friends and family,” Eddie replies, jumping into the conversation.

      “Oh. Great!” I say, faking a bright smile while mentally wondering what the hell I am supposed to wear. While I do have some nice work outfits, I have only one formal dress, and I am not sure that will zip up anymore. It has been a few years since I wore it last, and my love for chocolate ice cream runs deep.

      “Okay, so I am familiar with Mrs. Rothschild; I have done an event for her in the past, but who is Lillian?” I ask, looking at both Eddie and Oscar, trying to understand all the players.

      “Lillian Harper. She is the daughter of Ronald Harper, one of our biggest funders,” Oscar explains.

      “Ronald was good friends with my father back in the day. Our families have been close for years,” Eddie adds, and I make some notes. I haven’t met Lillian Harper before, but I have heard her name. She is a socialite, I think, so it makes sense that she is close to the richest family in Baltimore.

      We talk some more before there is a knock at the door, and Sandra walks in with some lunch.

      “I saw you guys were busy, so I organized a working lunch for you,” she says as she places a tray of sandwiches down on the table next to the small sofa before retreating just as quickly.

      “Brilliant! I’m starving,” Eddie says, jumping up and grabbing one.

      Sandra rolls her eyes, closing the door behind her, and that’s how my afternoon continues. Eating sandwiches with Oscar and Eddie, going through the key talking points of the campaign, and an overview of Harrison’s opponents. Within a few hours, I feel like I have been here for a decade and am well versed in the basics of Harrison’s campaign strategy.

      We are mid-laugh about something Eddie is doing when I feel him. Harrison walks into his office, and my eyes wash over his form, beyond my control. His arms are firm in his well-fitted navy suit, and his perfectly styled hair and shiny black shoes finish off his luxury look, even though his face is in deep concentration as he talks into his cell at his ear.

      But it is his presence that captures me. That sure and steady stance. He doesn’t even have to open his mouth for people to find him dependable. Solid. Someone they can count on. Something that I crave. He lifts his head, and his eyes meet mine immediately, and I feel the heat flood my cheeks.

      “Great. Thanks. Talk later,” he says, his eyes still on mine as he pulls the phone down, putting it in his pocket and walking in our direction. His eyes haven’t wavered, remaining on me until he reaches the doorway and sees both Eddie and Oscar sitting across from me.

      “How’s day one?” he asks, his mouth turning upward slightly at the corners, and my throat dries up immediately. Damn, he looks good with a smile.

      “Great!” I say too quickly. I need to take a steadying breath. Pull yourself together, woman!

      “We have gone over everything, and she is up to speed on our key points so far,” Oscar reports to him as both he and Eddie stand. But Harrison merely nods in their direction, his eyes still on me.

      “I’m great, bro, thanks for asking. We will wait outside for you both,” Eddie pipes up sarcastically and both Harrison and I watch as he and Oscar walk out of the office, the door closing slowly behind them.

      “I knew you would have it all in hand right from the start,” he murmurs, taking a few more steps in my direction. I stand up then and straighten my dress, trying to get my nerves in check.

      “You seem so assured of my abilities, Mr. Rothschild.” Where does he get this confidence in me?

      “I know good people when I see them, and you, Beth, are one of the best,” he says, coming to stop right in front of me. We are not touching, yet I can feel his body next to mine. I grip the desk subtly before I lose my footing.

      “Is assessing people a skill you have picked up recently, or something you have honed for years?” My voice almost betrays my nerves. He smiles as he looks down at me.

      “Believe me when I tell you, I had to work through the weeds in order to get to the flower…” he says, his eyes remaining on mine, and I watch him swallow.

      “Speaking of weeds, we are meeting my mother at two p.m. Are you ready?” Clearing his throat, he takes a step back, giving us some space, the two of us now out of our trance.

      “Yes, of course,” I say, smiling. My nerves have all gone and been replaced by a feeling I remember having back in school, whenever the good-looking, popular guy would look my way. The one that was way out of my league, and even though my heart races and my palms sweat, romanticizing being with a man like Harrison is just asking for trouble. I shake my head, pick up my cell and notepad, and follow everyone out the door.

      It is only halfway through day one and I am already losing my thoughts, something that I need to reel in. I am good at my job; that is why he hired me, so I need to wipe any swoony notions I have of Harrison from my mind.

      I am here for three months to support his campaign, give back to the community, and to make enough money to keep Dad and me afloat for a while. Nothing more, nothing less.
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      Oscar was right. She has been here for half a day, and I have only seen her for merely five minutes, and I already know she is going to be exactly what he said. A distraction. Dressed impeccably, her long hair is loose, flowing down her back, and as she walks in front of me to the conference room, I can smell her rose scent waft over me and I want to drown in it.

      I clear my throat and flick through my emails on my phone, doing anything I can not to stare at her round ass or think of the ways I want to undress her and discover what lies beneath her attire.

      My smile may be charming, but my thoughts are filthy.

      Pushing through the door of the conference room, I notice my mother and Lilly are already here, sitting at the table next to each other in matching Chanel suits. I silently groan. They have colored fabric swatches again, a flower arrangement on the table, and their designer handbags perched on the seats next to them. Eddie rolls his eyes, Oscar sighs, and Beth gives them both a small smile before introducing herself.

      “Great to see you again, Mrs. Rothschild. I’m Beth. I managed the charity function you held in DC a little while ago.” Her voice is strong, confident, and I feel the stress of the day already dissipating from my shoulders just from her tone. I relax knowing she is in charge of things, already holding her own in front of my mother. I wish I could say the same for some of my other staff members, all of whom usually walk the other way when they see her coming.

      My trust in Beth comes easily. It throws me for a bit because I don’t trust a lot of people. Not since my father made a fool of us all. I take my seat across from my mother, as I see Beth stretch out her hand to her. My mother doesn't move an inch and looks at her like she is diseased, and I grind my teeth together.

      My mother wasn’t always the sour woman she has become. Before Dad died, she was the life of the party. Loved everyone and everything. But when he died of a heart attack a few years ago, the news got out pretty quickly about exactly how many women he had affairs with, and she plunged into a dark pit of hatred for any woman not on her best friends list. Unfortunately for Beth, she hasn’t made that list yet.

      “Oh, really? I can’t recall,” she says in her condescending tone, waving her off like she is already bored. I watch as Beth's smile doesn’t waver, but I see the hurt in her eyes.

      “This is Lilly,” Eddie says, making the introductions, and Lilly stays quiet, but shakes Beth's hand half-heartedly. But I am impressed, because despite the cool reception, Beth remains professional, giving Lilly a big smile before taking her seat next to me, opposite them. Eddie sits on the other side of her, both of us obviously aware we need to guard her against the onslaught that our mother will no doubt throw today.

      “Let’s start. Mom, give us an overview.” She eyes me suspiciously before she starts telling us all about the event she has planned.

      I sit back and listen to my mother talk through the logistics of the event, informing everyone about the venue, music, and catering, none of which I care too much for. I am here just to discuss the guest list. As she talks, Lilly is acting like her assistant, showcasing the various imagery and color palette. I have no idea what the hell is going on and why the two of them feel inclined to be so involved in my campaign, but I assume it is good for their image. I promised Mom this one event, and that is it, so I grin and bear it, knowing it will all be over by next weekend and she can go back to long lunches at the country club or shopping and spending Dad’s millions.

      As my mother drones on about steak or seafood, my nose starts to tickle, and I rub my eyes as they water. I grab my handkerchief just as I sneeze three times in quick succession.

      “Seriously, Harrison, what has gotten into you?” My mother’s voice irritates my spine, and I sit up to answer her, but before I can, Beth pipes up.

      “It’s the flowers,” she says, not looking at anyone and making notes on her notepad.

      “Excuse me?” my mother questions, rearing back like she has been slapped.

      Beth stops what she is writing and looks up. Noticing that all eyes are on her, she continues.

      “It’s the flower arrangement. You have baby’s breath in the arrangement, and it causes rhinitis. It is a flower often used by florists as a filler in arrangements like this one, but they give off a strong aroma, which can trigger the onslaught of allergies, even if you have never had allergies before. They are a beautiful flower, but for something so small, they really pack a punch. I steer clear of using them at events; otherwise, the whole room will walk out within an hour,” she states, and we all look at her with a bit of shock.

      As if to back up her point, Eddie then starts to sneeze, and I see Oscar brushing his nose. I push the intercom for Sandra.

      “Sandra, come in and get rid of these flowers, please.” I’m not sure how much longer I can stand to be in the same room as them.

      “But these are the arrangements I have ordered!” my mother says, bewildered.

      “Oh, the florist should be okay to tighten up the bouquet and just remove the baby’s breath. It won’t be a large change for them,” Beth says, answering my mother’s concern.

      “How do you know so much about flowers?” Lilly asks Beth in a tone I do not like, as Sandra walks in and grabs the vase silently before walking out with them.

      “Oh, I love flowers,” Beth says, smiling, and Lilly gives her a half smile in return. I decide to get this meeting back on track.

      “What flowers, Beth?” I ask her, and her head flicks to face me in surprise. Her blue eyes widen, her lips part, and I start thinking things that I really shouldn’t be in this meeting.

      “Oh, um…” She ponders, looking quickly at my mother’s deadly eyes and then back to me.

      “Roses. Always roses,” she states confidently with a nod. My eyes remain on hers for a beat, the room quiet. She isn’t saying it as a question, like she is asking permission to have her opinion like most of my staff do. She says the words with finality. Like this is how it needs to be done. Like she is in charge. The first person in my life since my father to have that ability with me.

      “Great. Swap them out for all roses, Mom. Next,” I say, my eyes not leaving hers. I break our stare and look at my mother when she doesn’t continue. I am getting impatient, my time better spent elsewhere, even though I would never leave Beth to deal with her alone. My eyes flick back to Beth who is still watching me, and my lips quirk when she glances away.

      Mom huffs before clearing her throat and starts on the list of catering options, decorations, music, and gifts that we will give guests.

      “And that's it,” Mom says as she finishes her rundown, and I see Beth's eyebrows raise.

      “Beth?” I say, referring to her again. My opinions on this event are no longer mine to verbalize, but Beth’s. She already knows exactly what I need and when I need it.

      I shuffle a little in my seat, my dick becoming aroused from having her this close to me. I wonder briefly what it would be like to clear the room and make her scream my name from this very boardroom table.

      “Seriously, Harrison, I know how to throw a party, much better than Beth, I can assure you,” my mother retorts. I ignore her.

      “Is there anything we are missing, Beth?” I ask again, prompting her to talk, and she gives me a look. I know without speaking to her that she has something to say.

      Beth clears her throat. “This is all great…”

      “But you have some questions,” I say, finishing her sentence, and I don’t miss it as my brother’s head whips toward me.

      “Go ahead.” I sweep out my hand and offer her the floor.

      “What is happening with security? When I went through the guest list, I noticed that there will be a lot of high-profile people attending, so I wondered what firm you had booked for security?”

      Mom remains silent and looks at her as though she is stupid.

      “We have our own team we will use.” She punches her words heavily so they make a mark. To ensure that Beth understands we are a family with means.

      “Oh, of course,” Beth says, looking down at her notepad again, and I admire her stamina. Anyone else would have broken under my mother’s gaze already.

      “Also, in terms of media, will they play a part and, if so, who will be managing the media scrum?”

      Mom looks startled, and I realize this is something she didn’t consider.

      “We are looking into that at the moment,” she says, saving face, and I see Lilly scribble something down in her notebook.

      “Great!” Beth says, remaining professional.

      “And one last thing,” Beth says, and Mom sighs as if this is paining her, but Beth pushes on.

      “The photographer and emcee run sheet doesn’t match and the menu doesn’t match the guest list dietary requirements. Also, you mentioned the music is a three-piece jazz band, but in this venue, a five-piece may provide a better atmosphere; otherwise, the room can look too big when everyone is seated, and the acoustics jump around the space, creating echoes.”

      When Beth finishes, once again, the room is quiet. I see Eddie’s eyebrows rise and Oscar look at her in disbelief. I knew she had this in her and a feeling of pride washes through my chest. She is beautiful, there is no doubt about it, but her take-charge attitude, all delivered with a smile almost as charming as my own, is what really makes me pay attention.

      “All good points, Beth,” I say, backing her up, and our eyes meet briefly. I notice a soft pink tint come to her cheeks before my gaze lands on Mom and Lilly. They wanted this gig; they wanted to be responsible for managing this event, so they need to make sure it is in line with what we need. And Beth is what we need.

      Lilly looks between me and Beth before she pipes up. “This isn’t our first event, Beth; we know what we are doing.” The sharp tone of her words is meant to maim, but Beth continues to smile. The passive-aggressive attitude that Mom and Lilly are giving off is uncalled for, but Beth is handling it with grace. I smirk at Oscar across the table, giving him an I told you so look.

      “Of course, I’m just crossing the t’s and dotting the i’s. We want to ensure that this event is a terrific night, given it is kick-starting the campaign. A statement really needs to be made,” Beth replies, her eyes flicking to me, and I nod, giving her a smile in agreement to everything she says. She seems to like the silent praise, her posture and smile telling me that she is relaxed in her decisions as long as I approve. And I do. Very much so.

      “Oh, Harrison and I have color coordinated our outfits, so we will make a grand entrance together that I am sure the cameras will love!” Lilly gushes. Eddie covers his laugh with a cough, and I think Oscar groans. Lilly just tried to mark her territory, even though I am not hers and never will be.

      “I am taking Beth to the event,” I announce, sitting back with confidence, my eyes homed in on one person and one person only. I hear the collective gasps from around the table.

      “You are?” Lilly and Beth both ask in unison.

      “Yes. I am.” My eyes now lock with Beth’s, and I see her shimmery blues sparkle, flickering, appearing to be happy with my suggestion. I look around the table to see Eddie's eyes widen, matching his smile, while Oscar covers his mouth with his hand, and my mother looks like she is going to jump across the table and slaughter me.

      All in all, it was a good meeting.
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      Day two at the new job and my driver Tom is taking us to the first appointment of the day.

      “I can’t believe we are meeting with Arthur this morning!” I say cheerily, because this is not work for me. I have been to Arthur’s office a few times, and have spoken to his secretary a lot, so I am looking forward to seeing them both.

      “Yes. First Arthur, then a press tour at the elementary school. I haven’t spent a lot of time with Arthur over the years. He hates me, but I am trying to find some middle ground so he can support my campaign,” Harrison says from beside me in the car. We are sitting close, and it feels electric.

      My senses continue to heighten whenever we are together. The humming in my body only grows, and I wonder if he feels it too.

      As the car turns and weaves through the city traffic, my heart feels like it is going to thump right out of my chest. The dream I had of him last night isn’t helping, my mind racing with all sorts of inappropriate scenarios.

      It is just the two of us this morning, as Oscar and Eddie are meeting us at the elementary school later, where Harrison is having a photo op with the media as part of his education policies that he will introduce if elected.

      I feel good. After his confidence in me at the meeting yesterday, I feel like I am on cloud nine. The way I catch Harrison looking at me, however, has my stomach fluttering, as does the fact that I am his date to the event next week. Something I still need to talk to him about.

      “Why does he hate you?” I ask, curious, not believing that Arthur actually hates anyone, especially someone like Harrison.

      “He and my dad had a huge rivalry decades ago, always competing for the same business and trying to rule the city. I guess that is a legacy that was passed down to me; however, I don’t really see Arthur much these days, so it is more of a hangover from the old days rather than anything current.”

      “Arthur is great. I think you might get along pretty well if given the chance,” I state as I lean back in my seat, getting comfortable as our conversation continues. This ease between the two of us is nice, even if my body is traitorous, ignoring the sane signals from my brain and making me feel things I haven’t for a very long time. The more time I spend with Harrison, the more I am starting to warm up to the boy from Baltimore.

      “How do you know Arthur?” he asks as his lips turn upward, and I know he is enjoying our conversation as well. His phone rings in the background but he doesn’t move an inch. His focus remains on me, like I am the most important thing in the world.

      “We met through the events I run in DC. He has the same meal at every event and is the only guest that is ever given exactly what he wants—medium rare steak and mashed potatoes—regardless of whose event he is attending. We just hit it off and became friends. He is like a grandfather I never had, in a way. We meet up every couple of weeks and play chess. I always enjoy spending time with him.”

      “You play chess?” Harrison asks, and his smile widens. It’s his trademark, the large watermelon smile that makes women swoon. Including me.

      “Sometimes. It is my father’s favorite pastime, so I learned from him. It is something we do together at home,” I say, grinning back. His questions about my life make me feel special. Like he cares. I could count on one hand the amount of people in my life who have expressed an interest in me.

      “So you play chess, love yoga, are an expert event manager, and can handle a media scrum with your eyes closed. What else don’t I know about you?” Harrison asks, his head tilting. There’s a playful curiosity in his gaze, a small smile teasing his lips.

      “Oh, there are many things you don’t know yet, but I’m a pretty simple person.” I smile, thinking of a few things to share as his eyes stay on mine. “Hmm… favorite color is pink, and I love giraffes. I could live entirely on Italian food, and I have an unhealthy obsession with chocolate chip ice cream.” I giggle at that last admission. “What about you?” I ask quickly, keen to learn more about the man and what makes him tick.

      “Well… I have a weekly golf match with my brothers. Ever since I was a child, I wanted to be president. That was after I wanted to become an astronaut, though, because we all know that space is awesome. And I have a small addiction to Milk Duds.” He quips the last bit, and I laugh.

      “And now that you are running for governor, president doesn’t seem too much of a dream anymore, does it?” I ask, because I can certainly see Harrison being president one day.

      “One step at a time,” he says, chuckling softly, the sound soothing me from the inside out.

      “So you get along well with your brothers?” I ask, already knowing Eddie, but I don’t know much about the other two.

      “My brothers and I are best friends. We are a strong family unit.” I feel him shuffle a little, something like pride in his tone.

      “What about you? Siblings? Your mother?” he asks, and my chest drops.

      “No siblings, and my mother died years ago. It’s just me and my dad,” I say quietly, pressing my lips together in a smile. The words feel odd to me because I never talk about my mother. To anyone. I have never trusted anyone with my family history before. Yet I don’t hesitate to let Harrison know, the words coming easier than I ever imagined. I should feel uncomfortable; I should want to steer the conversation in a different direction, but the way he looks at me has me opening up to him like it is as easy as breathing.

      Like Harrison can feel the pain, he covers my hand with his, giving it a small squeeze.

      “I’m sorry for your loss; it isn’t easy losing a parent. I can’t imagine it happening as a young child,” he says, and I stop breathing. For a moment, the world ceases to spin as Harrison and I sit in the back of the car, circulating in each other's orbit, not rushing to escape.

      Having not had a man in my life aside from my dad, ever, the thoughts I have been having about Harrison are borderline schoolgirl crush and stalkerish, yet he is not pulling away either. His hand is firm, and his thumb skirts across my skin. It is not a friendly touch; it is more than that.

      “I lost my father a few years ago. Heart attack.” It is something I knew, of course, but I didn’t have many details.

      “That must have been hard for you.” His thumb continues to caress my hand, and he nods.

      “It was. It was sudden, so that makes it worse, I think. Then we had a lot to deal with in the aftermath.”

      “I did see some things in the news,” I admit. Everyone heard how one of the richest men in the country died and then how multiple women came out with all sorts of demands for money, saying that they were his mistress or other partner.

      “I can’t say any of it was pleasant, and it was hard for my mother, obviously, but I think we are out the other side now. It is still hard to come to terms with their entire marriage being a sham, though,” he says honestly, and I feel for him.

      “My mom and dad were so in love; there was just no way they would even look at another person. When Mom died, my dad’s heart shattered the same day and all these years later, it is still not back together. I don’t think it ever will be. I am sure it was really hard for your mom.” I can’t imagine the man you loved and married and had a family with having multiple lives with other people.

      “It was. It goes a long way to explaining her poor behavior toward you yesterday. I apologize for her being a little intense at the meeting.”

      “It’s fine. I have dealt with worse.” I shrug and notice his eyes crinkle. I like his eyes on me.

      “You shouldn’t have to and won’t with me.” His words of protection wrap around my heart. He says them self-assured in the fact that there is nothing that would stop him. We hold each other’s gaze, and I swallow, trying to find the words, yet not knowing exactly what to say.

      The car hits a bump in the road, and I clear my throat.

      “So, Arthur?” I question, getting our conversation back on track. Harrison smiles, moving his hand, but not before his thumb caresses my skin again so softly that I feel the tingling shoot up my arm, spreading warmth throughout my body. His smile is infectious, making me grin even wider.

      “Well, hopefully, we can get his support. It would mean a lot. He is well respected and admired, and I think it could really move the needle for me in terms of garnering public support.”

      “Arthur is a smart man. I am sure he will either be supportive or have good reasons not to be. Either way, I guess we will find out soon.” He nods, taking in my words.

      “So do you have any questions about the party next Saturday night?” Harrison asks, looking at me. I shift a little in my seat because I am still not sure what the hell I am going to wear. I went through my entire wardrobe last night when I got home and there really wasn’t anything worthy.

      “It should be great. I just need to find something to wear,” I say jovially, covering my nerves with humor in my tone.

      “I will organize a stylist. Will early afternoon work for you?” he says as he grabs his cell from his pocket and starts typing, all while I sit stunned.

      “Harrison, no! That is too much. I am sure they are busy. I can find something to wear, no problem,” I say, not quite believing he would offer me a stylist. A luxury that I certainly can’t afford.

      “It is my event and we invited you at the last minute. I have a team who can dress you and provide hair, makeup, and anything else you need. I can have them come to your house.” He ignores my pleas, his face still buried in his cell.

      “No, I am sure I can find something. I am thinking I will stay in the city. Hotel Providore has a great deal at the moment, and I can just go shopping between now and then. It will be fine. I can sort something out.” The words rush from my mouth, trying to act nonchalant, even though my palms are sweating.

      He looks up at me then, searching my eyes.

      “Beth, I need you with me and focused on the campaign at all times. Things such as event attire, a driver, city accommodation, and anything else you need, I will handle. If you need something special for the event—clothes, hair, makeup, anything—I will get it for you. Any request, I will arrange for you. Anything you need, I will provide it for you. Do you understand? No worrying about any of it.”

      “Okay, if you say so…” I reply quietly, not comfortable accepting such extravagance, but it is his campaign, so I will be a team player.

      “Give me a minute,” he says as he types into his phone.

      “What about your dad?” He pauses what he is doing and looks at me with concern, making my heart melt a little. Even though he has a myriad of things to be worried about, my dad comes to his mind. The two of them haven’t even formally met, yet Harrison is already taking him into consideration.

      “He is fine. Jeff will look in on him. They are trying a new medicinal program for his legs, so they are all into that at the moment,” I tell him just as his cell phone dings.

      “Medicinal? Is it safe?” he questions and, to be honest, I hadn’t even thought about it. Dad trusts Jeff, and throughout the years, we have tried all sorts of things to help Dad through his disability and mental struggles.

      “Yes, it’s a new juice cleanse or something. Jeff has my dad trying all sorts of weird and wonderful things to get some muscle improvement back into his legs since ongoing physio is not within our reach.”

      “Does he not have regular support? Medical or anything else?” Harrison asks, and I appreciate his interest.

      “No. I have medical through work, obviously, which helps a lot, but we can’t really afford all the top care that he needs. We make do.”

      Harrison looks at me, taking in my smile, but doesn't say anything.

      “Alright, all organized. I have booked you the suite at the Four Seasons, and I have a team coming to you at the hotel at four. I will pick you up at seven,” Harrison says with finality.

      “Wait, what? Harrison. This is too much,” I do not want him spending more on me than he has to. I can make my own way; I always have.

      “Beth. Listen to me. You are a professional who does a damn good job, and I want you with me. I need to introduce you to people, and you will have to work the room as well. I want you by my side for this event and the next one, so it is the least I can do. Call it a work perk.”

      Harrison’s eyes focus on mine before he pockets his phone, turning his body slightly to me like he is challenging me to continue, knowing that I won’t win. His charming smile is back, and I don’t miss his eyes as they flick to my lips and then back again, something he has a habit of doing. The back seat of this car just got a whole lot smaller.

      “If you’re sure?” I say, still not convinced. No one has ever bought me anything like that before, but I guess he does have an appearance to uphold, and it is important for me to look a certain way in public at such a well-attended event.

      Harrison also wants me by his side. I didn’t miss that comment and now my heart is thumping loud enough for my throat to vibrate. He lifts his hand and brushes a stray hair from my cheek and pushes it back around my ear, and my skin tingles from his gentle touch. I need to bite my tongue to remind myself that we are in work mode. But it’s hard to tell sometimes with him.

      “I’m sure,” he murmurs, our eyes hooked on each other, then his lower to my lips once more and flick back to meet mine again. Is he going to kiss me?

      I’m nervous, and my body feels hot. We shouldn’t be looking at each other like this. Like we are wanting to be more than we are.

      We sit like that for a short time, the air getting thicker by the second, my heart jumping from my chest. It is not inappropriate, but intense. If he were anyone else, I would ease into him, the moment just right for me to get closer, and seal our fate. My body is strumming with need for more of his touch. But he is my boss, so I refrain, not moving a muscle.

      Tom clears his throat from the front seat, and we pull apart quickly.

      I whip my head around, noticing that the car has stopped, but Harrison’s eyes remain on mine for another few seconds before he pulls back, the cool air from his absence making me shiver.

      “We’re here, sir,” Tom states, then he steps out of the car and walks around to open our door.

      “You okay?” Harrison asks with slight concern on his face. I smile, and his wrinkles ease.

      “I’m more than okay.”
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      Everbright Elementary School. The place where I’ll deliver my educational policies that I will enact if elected. Turns out, it is the same place where I watch a particular redhead get down on her knees in front of me, a sight I was not ready for.

      I watch her play on the carpet with a small group of six-year-olds whose little faces light up like Christmas trees the minute she gives them attention. Not dissimilar to my own, I am starting to learn.

      With Beth by my side, my smile is even wider and now reaches my eyes. I shake my head, thinking about how I almost kissed her in the car, not believing I came so close, knowing that if I started, it would be very fucking hard to stop. Not to mention, that I am in the middle of my campaign and gunning for the very job I have dreamed of having for most of my life. The deep-seated desire to be governor hasn’t waned. It just doesn’t seem to be the only thing that gets my blood pumping since she popped into my life.

      I can feel the tension between us growing stronger by the day. Every time we are together, I see her fingers fidget, her chest rise and fall faster, and I know this is not one-sided. I can almost feel her putting up a professional wall when we get closer, the urge we both have to jump over it becoming very hard to stop, but I respect her for it. She is showing just as much resistance as I am; I can feel it. Personally, I need a fucking gold medal for my self-control, because the more time I spend with her, the more I want to uncover.

      I finish up the coloring I was working on with a small group of kids, cameras flashing in our faces every two minutes. When I looked through the pile of drawings on offer, one stuck out immediately, and I eagerly got to work. It was almost relaxing sitting here in the chair way too small for me, chatting with the kids. I learned all about how cool slime is and how doing a front flip is harder than a back flip.

      As I stand, I take my picture with me, holding it in one hand as I walk around the room with the school principal.

      “Everbright is a great school, Mr. Rothschild. We are in the lower socio-economic part of town, as you know. We are a small school, with three hundred kids in total. I have been here for close to ten years, and it is a great community; we just need some additional resources and support,” Principal Robert McNash says as he gives me a small tour of the school. I look around as he talks, yet I always go back to Beth, watching her smile and play, the kids totally enamored with her. Just like I am.

      It isn’t just the kids either. She has given her time to all the parents and staff in the hour since we have been here, listening and chatting. She was made for this, talking to the community, listening and being empathetic to their needs. It is where she shines.

      “Tell me about the teachers you have on staff,” I ask Robert, and as he explains the staff cohort, I nod and smile, observing the few journalists who have turned up today. Oscar and Eddie are talking to other support staff, getting more information on the school and current education system that we can unpack later.

      “Education is something that I think is extremely important. I was afforded the best, but many people don’t have that luxury. Robert, today I will be announcing that schools just like Everbright will be able to access a teachers’ fund, additional payments, and support to teachers who work in community schools, along with new programs helping children through additional learning pathways, such as tutoring and support for children with learning difficulties.” My heart warms when I see his smile widen.

      “That would be very appreciated, Mr. Rothschild, and something that I think would benefit the children greatly.” The two of us turn to watch the kids in the classroom, and the first thing I see is Beth now with more kids around her as she reads a book to them all. I can’t help but smile as I watch her get into character, pulling funny faces and changing her voice to fit the storyline, just like my mother used to do with me as a kid.

      I join them, sitting on the old carpet next to a small boy who seems to be an outlier. Beth watches me and smiles briefly before continuing with her story.

      “You’re too big to sit here,” the young boy whispers to me.

      “Do you want me to move?” I ask as I look down at him. The small scruffy boy gives me a smirk before shaking his head.

      “My name is Harrison, but you can call me Harry,” I say. It is a nickname my father used to use, one that hasn’t been said since he died.

      “My name is Charlie, and you can call me Charlie,” he whispers back with a small nod, and I smile at his spunk. We sit together like that, both watching Beth as she continues to tell the story, her eyes lighting up, her beaming smile taking over the place.

      “Are you her boyfriend?” he asks me, and my eyebrows rise in surprise.

      “That’s a pretty adult question to ask.”

      “It’s a yes or no answer, Harry,” he says deadpan, and I try not to laugh.

      “Why do you want to know?”

      “Because if you are, I will leave her alone, but if you are not, then I am going to ask her to be my girlfriend because she is pretty.” I chuckle, but his expression couldn’t be more serious.

      “I can’t argue with you there. She is pretty. But she might be a little too old for you. What about that girl over there?” I say as I point to a cute little blond girl sitting down in the front near Beth, hanging on her every word.

      “That’s Emily,” he says as his cheek flush. “She doesn’t like me.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I accidentally spilled paint on her clothes last week and she got upset.”

      “Did you apologize?”

      “Yeah, but she doesn’t like to sit next to me anymore,” he says sadly. I look up in time to see Beth finishing the story and decide to help my new friend out a little.

      “C’mon, I will introduce you to Beth.” His eyes light up as we walk toward Beth who is now talking with little Emily.

      “Hello!” Beth says excitedly, seeing Charlie next to me.

      “Beth, this is Charlie,” I introduce them, hearing the click of cameras from the side of us, bringing me back to reality. Beth squats down to his height to greet him, and I look down at her, gritting my teeth at how perfect she looks.

      “Hi, Charlie, I’m Beth. Pleased to meet you,” she says, and the two of them shake hands. Her smile is contagious as I watch their interaction, more cameras clicking from in front of us now.

      “Charlie spilled paint on me last week.” Emily pouts at Beth’s side.

      “Oh, well, sometimes that happens. I spill things all the time!”

      “You do?” Charlie asks, eyes wide.

      “Yes. I am extremely clumsy. Just ask Harrison, he will tell you all about it,” she says as she stands, her eyes twinkling as she contains her giggles.

      “She is. She has spilled drinks on me twice now,” I say, holding up two fingers.

      “And you are still friends?” Emily asks, surprised.

      “Of course, she is my best friend,” I say, and all three of them look at me in awe.

      “Charlie, do you want to be best friends?” Emily asks him, and Charlie gasps.

      “Yes! Best friends.” And they shake on it.

      “Best friends, huh?” Beth says quietly as she stands beside me, and we watch the kids run off to play.

      I look down at her, our arms brushing, and notice her pouty lips. My eyes flick down farther, taking in the curve of her breasts under her corporate attire, before I move them back up to meet her vibrant blue eyes. Her lips part, and I silence the growl in my throat that is crawling to get out.

      The things I want to do to this woman have me completely out of the friendzone. So much so that I can't even see the border of it.

      The urge to kiss her again flows up my body, and when she swallows roughly, I know she is struggling too. But I keep my spine ramrod straight, not giving myself an inch, knowing if I do, the cameras here today will be reporting a totally different story than what they came to capture.

      “Here. For you,” I say, handing her the picture in my hand. She grabs it and unfolds it, and I hear her intake of breath and watch the pulse in her neck as it speeds up.

      “You did this for me?” she asks, stifling a giggle, and I grin as her eyes light up.

      “Do you like it?” I ask, suddenly feeling a little vulnerable.

      “Harrison! It is a pink giraffe, what’s not to love! I am going to stick it in my office. Our space needs a bit of color,” she says, laughing, and my smile widens.

      “That’s great, you two!” one of the photographers yells, and Beth and I both look at him, mid-laugh, seconds before flashes go off in our faces.

      “Hey, Max!” Beth says, stepping forward to greet the young photographer.

      “Boy from Baltimore got you working for him now? Best decision he has made so far in this campaign,” he says jovially to us both as he gives Beth a small hug. He isn’t wrong.

      “Harrison, this is Max, a freelance photojournalist.” He is a short chubby man, with a stubble of hair gracing his chin, and a headband wrapped around his forehead, encasing his curly yellow hair.

      “Pleased to meet you. Thanks for stopping by,” I say, extending my hand, remaining professional as I size him up. His hand is on Beth's arm, and I want to flick it off, but I refrain.

      “Anytime. You both look like you are having a good time here today?” he asks, looking between the two of us, and I am careful with my response. He might take the photos, but he is still a journalist.

      “It is a great school, and they are doing amazing things,” I state, keeping my tone level and my answer simple.

      “The kids are so much fun!” Beth says, her face lighting up.

      “Sorry to interrupt, but it is time to make your announcement, and then we need to go,” Oscar says as he and Eddie meet us, and we get down to business. Max steps away to join the media scrum, and Beth gets them all organized.

      I step out to the courtyard and address the school staff group, media, and my team, and deliver my education policies. It is warmly received, and a few cheers go up in the group. I smile at their excitement, but it is Beth’s approval I look for, and her smile and sparkly eyes give me everything I need.
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      I watch Beth as she sits at her desk and wonder what the hell I am doing. I need to be reviewing these healthcare policies in front of me, but I have read and reread the same sentence for the past half hour as my eyes are more connected to her than the funding requirements for the busy Baltimore hospitals.

      I thought I could keep it together. I knew she would be an asset for my campaign, and she is, undoubtably, the best hiring decision I have ever made in my entire career. She is worth every penny I threw at her, but now I want to keep her. Permanently.

      But in moments like these, where I sit here at my desk, watching her, I begin to question my logic. I watch as her hands fly across her keyboard, her fingers dainty, yet determined. I have observed the way she takes time to think and process. Her head tilts a little to the left whenever she is mulling over scenarios, and she bites her bottom lip when deep in thought.

      Those lips are plump and pouty and on my mind a lot.

      She works with the radio on, something that would usually annoy me, but has become such a part of our workday routine that I don’t even notice. But I do notice the way at the end of the day, she starts to dance in her seat to the music. A hundred percent out of time and uncoordinated, but her face is stress-free, happiness radiating from her, thinking nobody is watching.

      I’m watching.

      Our days together are long, often eating dinner at our desks, something I never did before, but enjoy now, especially as it gives us time to talk about other things outside of work. Like how she has never been to a zoo to see a giraffe in real life, or how I burn water, not having the first idea how to cook. These extra moments are worth the late nights. Where the policies I need to review are often read closer to midnight when she isn’t such a distraction. The more I get to know her, though, the more I want her with me at midnight. In my bed, naked, squirming underneath me.

      “Harrison!” my mother’s voice squawks through the air, making me jump as she barges into my office, with Oscar and Eddie hot on her heels.

      “What’s going on?” I question her as I stand from my desk, looking suspiciously at Eddie behind her, him only rolling his eyes.

      “What’s going on? I will tell you what is going on!” my mother says, her array of gold and diamonds catching the sun and lighting up the office wall as she waves her hands around, a habit of hers happening more and more frequently. I see Beth jump up from her desk and walk over, standing next to Oscar at the side. Of course, I see her. I always see her.

      “Mom, you cannot just walk in here, yelling and acting like a demanding diva.” I sigh, rubbing my eyes, because this is the last thing I need. I am up to my eyeballs in paperwork. I have meeting after meeting scheduled for the next few days, and that is merely just scratching the surface of my to-do list.

      “I was talking to Annabelle VanCleef at the country club over lunch today. She mentioned to me, confidentially, that your opposition is releasing a new policy to state that they will fund a new development over at Ellwood Grove.” My mother purses her lips, and I wait a beat.

      Ellwood Grove is the wealthiest suburb in all the state. Investing in infrastructure there doesn’t make sense to anybody. Why do the wealthiest people need state government money to provide anything over and above the basic requirements?

      “He’s buying votes,” Beth says, looking right at me, her arms crossed over her chest, answering the question that was on my mind. My nostrils flare because she is right. He is.

      “Pretty overt way of doing it,” I add, as I move from the back of my desk, walking over to Beth, my sounding board. The need to be closer to her is now nearly as natural as breathing.

      “But he obviously needs them; otherwise, why would he commit funds to something so…” she starts, and I can see her mind ticking over, her brain just as beautiful as her body.

      “Ridiculous,” I finish her sentence and put my hands on my hips as I think over the scenario. Our stance is close, the energy bouncing off the two of us, like we are the only ones standing in the room.

      “It means he is scared. He’s…” She bites her lower lip.

      “Playing games,” I say, my eyes homing in on her lips. I forget where I am for a moment.

      “Let me call Arthur,” she states suddenly, looking at me with fire in her eyes.

      “I will call Ronald,” I say in unison, and we both turn swiftly. It isn’t until I am sitting back down and pick up the phone that I look up. Three pairs of eyes stare down at me. Eddie smirks, Oscar frowns, and Mom looks like she is about to blow a gasket.

      “Is that all?” I ask, looking at all of them.

      “I can see the two of you have it handled,” Eddie quips, his eyes dashing between mine and Beth’s and back again with a smart-ass smirk on his face, before walking backward slowly and out my office door.

      “Let me know if you need anything. I’m heading down to police headquarters to submit our election night plans,” Oscar says, and I nod before he retreats as well.

      My mother is the only one left standing, and I can see it in her eyes, there is more she wants to say. I look over at Beth, who is already on the phone with Arthur, smiling and pacing her smaller office near her windows. I notice her outfit today for the hundredth time. A black pencil skirt—my favorite one.

      “Harrison!” my mother hisses, and I whip my head around to face her.

      “What else, Mother?” I ask as I flick through my phone to find the number I am looking for.

      “Be very careful, Harrison. You don’t want to turn out just like your father.” She seethes the words, disgust written all over her face as she looks over at Beth, giving her a stare that would bring anyone to their knees, although Beth is too busy in her conversation with Arthur to even realize that my mother is still here.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I ask her, gritting my teeth. She has my full attention now.

      “Chasing the cheapest, ugliest, and in this case, fattest skirt in town,” she quips.

      “Be very careful with your words, Mother; they can’t be taken back once they are said. I will not tolerate you speaking about Beth like that,” I say to her quietly but with a bite, not wanting Beth to hear.

      “Seriously, Harrison, she is a baby, for God’s sake. She even has that ridiculous picture on her wall. That is not how a real woman behaves.” My mother refers to the pink giraffe I colored for Beth at the elementary school. She said she was going to hang it in our office, and she did. It brings a smile to my face every time I look at it.

      “I think it is time you left.” She must see the seriousness in my eyes because she scoffs at me, then turns on her heel and leaves before more words can be spoken.

      I fume silently and unclench my fists before rolling my neck, trying to let go of the cloud of tension she always seems to bring with her whenever she is in my space.

      “So, Arthur said it was true. He got a call just yesterday from our competitor who said that he has put a policy together and is showing everyone who is anyone of the plans, while following it up with a request for support to his campaign,” Beth says as she walks up to my desk, handing me a glass of water.

      I grab it from her, taking a gulp. She reads me like a book. I often come into the office bright and early in the morning and already have a steamy cup of coffee on my desk, or a file magically appears when I need to work on it. Water just now to get rid of the bad taste my mother left is yet another thing Beth does, knowing what I need before I do.

      “Fuck,” I murmur, standing and making my way to the window, needing to move my body now that my mother has made me agitated.

      “It’s actually a good thing, Harrison,” Beth says, coming to stand next to me as we both look out the windows at the city.

      “How’s that?” I ask, acutely aware that she sees a silver lining in every cloud. Even the darkest ones.

      “Well, he is committing state funds to the wealthiest part of town, to build what? A community center? A community pool? None of which any of those kinds of people will want or use. So he will immediately lose about seventy percent of the voting public from the outskirts just on that move alone,” she says and she isn’t wrong.

      “The fact that he is also committing funds to the freeway that he plans to run alongside the golf course in the very same area, well, that knocks out at least another five to ten percent of the votes he would hope to capture in Ellwood,” I add, looking at her, our end game the same.

      “If you ask me, he is handing us the election on a silver platter.” She gives me the side-eye and a cute grin to match.

      She is right, of course. Just like she is right about everything else. The tension I felt before leaves my body as I think through what she has just said. I love that golf course. It is where my brothers and I play every week. Many people have come to speak to me on a weekend when I am there to air their frustrations at having a new motorway so close.

      “How did you get to be so amazing at this?” I ask, acutely aware I am stepping into unsafe territory the more I want to know about her. But I want to know everything. Every inch and special quirk.

      “Oh, I studied political science as a minor at college,” she quips, and now my interest is piqued even more.

      “Really? Why? What drew you to politics?” I ask, turning to face her, giving her all my attention.

      “I think my desire to do better for the people. So many people miss out, Harrison. They fall through the cracks. And all the red tape that comes with working with the state on healthcare support, education support, any support, really, that struggling families need is a nightmare.”

      I know immediately she is talking from experience. The urge I have to take care of this woman jolts me a little.

      “I’m sure you never have seen that side of things?” she challenges me, her eyes resting on me, waiting for my answer.

      “No. Never. But I do know about them. I am aware that there is a lot of work we can do to make things easier. Fairer, for everyone in the community. It was the main driving force for me wanting this job. This as a career,” I answer her honestly.

      I was born into wealth. The articles about me, saying I was born with a silver spoon, are accurate. But my father ensured all us boys grew up knowing the realities of life. We all had to work in community support growing up. Some of us volunteered, and Ben and I do a lot of pro bono law work through the firm.

      “Why didn’t you mention your political studies earlier?” I ask her, intrigued, because that is yet another feather in her cap.

      “The real world can’t be learned in a textbook. Only life lessons can teach us the real things we need to know.” Her words are heavy, and I let them seep into me.

      “I hope I can make a difference in this role…” I murmur as I look out at the city through the window, feeling the weight of the position for the first time.

      “Well, I think you will make a fine governor of Maryland. You will make a lot of people proud.” Her compliment washes over me, giving me a sense of power, accomplishment, and motivation to do better. Better for her.

      “Even though I make you work late almost every night? Including tonight?” I ask, grinning at her like I have won the lottery.

      “Only if I can choose what takeout we get for dinner?” she sasses, lifting her brow. We have had takeout a few times this week, our day never really finishing at five. Her smile is now wide, matching those perfect sparkling blues I can’t get enough of.

      “Why do you always choose Italian? I know it’s your favorite, but don’t you ever get tired of it?” I say with a pretend groan, even though I love it too.

      “My mother always made me lasagna every week when I was little. It makes me think of her,” she says, her tone now more subdued, her gaze looking out at the city.

      My body is telling me to touch her, but my mind is telling me to sit back down at my desk and get to work. It is the same state of flux I have been in since meeting her. I have tried to rein it in. Tried to keep these growing feelings under control.

      “I got you something,” I say, and I see her head tilt to her left and can’t help but smile.

      “Really?” she asks in wonder, her eyes lighting up again, her smile matching mine.

      I pull out the card from my wallet. Something I grabbed yesterday, thinking that it would be a nice token, but now the impact on her might be something else entirely.

      “It is a year’s worth of Italian takeout from Giuseppe’s, so if you want to eat Italian every lunch and every dinner for the rest of the year, you just show them this card and it is on the house,” I say, handing over the small laminated card that the restaurant put together for me. When I handed over my Amex for it, they almost lost their minds. It seemed a silly thing at the time, but now I know it means so much more.

      “What?” She half laughs, half chokes out, taking the card from me and looking it over.

      “You can have all the lasagna you want,” I offer with a little laugh of my own, putting my hands safely in my pockets so I don’t pull her to me. Her body stands close to mine, and I look down at her as she is taking it all in.

      “Harrison! This is ridiculous!” she says with a giggle, and I feel like a king for making her smile.

      “No. It just means you can buy us all dinner from now on.” My smile widens as her laugh rings through my office, and just like that, my mother’s visit is a distant memory.
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        BREAKING NEWS

         

        The campaign for governor is off and running, with Billionaire Harrison Rothschild and his team out and about in the community, visiting schools, small businesses, and local sporting facilities.

      

        

      
        His team has increased with the addition of Beth Longmere, a long-standing event expert from DC. Beth is familiar with many of the media on Harrison’s campaign trail, some even saying that she brings a positive new light to the campaign and is complimentary to the charming smile we are all familiar with.

      

        

      
        There are whispers that the two of them are a force to be reckoned with. This journalist is questioning whether it is all business, or if there is more than meets the eye.

         

        More to come.

      

      

      My new job is just as busy as I imagined it to be.

      This week, Harrison and I have visited local communities, spoken at policy meetings, and visited sporting clubs, all to introduce ourselves to the people. While he was the star of the show, I stood back with Eddie and Oscar, taking notes and watching and learning. Often, he finishes my sentences, or I already have the paperwork he needs. The way we work together is impeccable and not going unnoticed by the side-eyes Oscar continues to give us.

      His compliments are frequent. He tells me how well I am doing, providing positive feedback on a daily basis, the attention only stoking the flame that started flickering when I started this job. I knew I was capable, and I am proud that I have managed to not only do the job, but exceed expectations on many fronts. This new confidence I have in myself, growing daily, is all because of him.

      My feelings for him are developing with every smile he gives me, every brush of his hand, or the overt displays of chivalry, like helping me from the back seat of the car and holding my fingers for a beat longer than he needs to. The constant camera flashes from the media scrum are the only reasons he seems to let go. Which has done nothing for my daydreaming, my thoughts now permanently in overdrive.

      Today, however, we are visiting Elmwood Senior Citizens Center, and I am currently being challenged to a game of chess. All bets are off. I am a fierce chess player, and the chess pieces in front of me have my undivided attention. I want to win.

      “Your move,” Garry, the older man who sits opposite me, says, as I see Harrison and the team wandering around and shaking hands, talking to people, doing all the things that I should be doing, yet I can’t step away from a chess challenge. My father would never forgive me.

      I look at the board and bite the inside of my cheek. Garry is good. We have been at it for around twenty minutes now and are starting to draw a crowd. He has a solid strategy for combating every move I make, but I am confident, and even though I have been holding back a little, I know I need to wrap this up soon.

      “There,” I say, by way of a small challenge. He still has another move to make, and we can both see it clearly, the twinkle in his eye telling me he knows what I am up to, but he is happy to play along.

      “Hey, Red!” Max, the photog, shouts, and both Garry and I look up just as he takes his photo.

      “Don’t you get sick of those damn photographers?” Garry mumbles as he looks back at the board.

      “Comes with the territory. I am kind of used to it now.” Whether it is working in events or now working with Harrison, the media is something that I have had years of experience managing, so much so that many, like Max, are good acquaintances to have.

      “I didn’t know you played chess, Red,” Max says, looking down at our game on the table.

      “It is one of my favorite things to do!” It is the one way Dad and I connect the most.

      “She is a shark,” Harrison says as he approaches from behind me, and I can feel him at my back. We aren’t touching, but I know he is there.

      “That she is…” Garry says, his voice petering out as he makes his move. I watch where he places his piece. He makes the only move he can, the one whereby I am able to snatch his king and seal the game.

      “Checkmate,” I say as I knock his king over and end the game.

      “That’s my girl.” Harrison’s smooth voice skirts down my neck from where he leaned over to my ear. His words make my body shiver involuntarily, and his hand comes to my shoulder. He squeezes me gently, and I look up at him, my lips parting. I try to be professional around him, but his words have left me breathless.

      The two of us have been edging closer to our business boundaries for weeks, the urge between us building. His voice just now was deeper than his usual tone, full of insinuation that I am sure was just for me. His eyes twinkle in delight as they bore into mine, and I don’t miss as one of his eyebrows quirks or how he rolls his lips subtly, biting his bottom one. I feel a flush of desire and heat swirls in my body in places it has no right to in this environment.

      We are lost in each other’s stare until I hear a click, the camera lens bringing us both back into reality with a jolt. His hand leaves my shoulder instantly, and he takes a small step back, looking at Garry on the other side of the table.

      “Good game, Garry,” I say, putting out my hand for him to shake while a big shit-eating grin is plastered on my face.

      “Good indeed. If Beth’s chess game is anything to go by, then I’d say you have this election in the bag, Mr. Rothschild,” Garry says to Harrison as he shakes my hand and stands.

      “She’s my lucky charm, Garry. She keeps me in line,” Harrison says with a smile, his smooth tone shooting through my veins as he smiles at Garry, and they both shake hands as well.

      “Well, if you ask me, we are in need of a change of management. Maryland has been okay over the years, but some fresh blood like the two of you would do the state wonders.” He nods at me.

      “When we win, you will most certainly get fresh ideas and new policies to help the community, as well as sound fiscal management to ensure the wealth of the state grows.” The political themes roll off Harrison’s tongue like they are gospel, everyone around us hanging off his every word.

      “You just need to promise me that when you win, you’ll bring Beth back here so we can play another game. I haven’t had this much fun in years!” he says, his eyes shining as he looks at me. He sits back down then, his eighty-year-old body preferring the soft lounge chair to standing upright for so long.

      “It’s a deal. I will bring her back here for game two as soon as I can,” Harrison says, smiling, his hand settling on my lower back, ready to move us on as we need to get back to the office. My blouse is loose, covering his fingers where they are splayed against my skin, and I can feel them as he caresses me with his thumb, our bodies close as we start to move as one.

      The more we are together, the harder it is for me to not touch him. The heat from his hand skirts across my back and up around my chest. Every step we take, I can feel him, and the wall I have built to try to keep him out is crumbling. We have been dancing around each other for too long; there is no way I could ever walk away when all I want to do is run to him.

      “I can’t wait, Garry. I look forward to it,” I offer, trying to keep my cool. Feeling the air change around us, the mood has shifted, and I’m already thinking about what is going to happen when we get back to the office.

      Garry squeezes my hand again before Harrison and I walk away. Both smiling and shaking hands before slipping down the hallway to our car. All the while, his hand remains on my back, as his fingers curl into my side, ensuring I am close.

      Too close for it to be classed as entirely work appropriate.
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        * * *

      

      Back in the office, I am sitting with Harrison, looking over the schedule for next week. It is the first time we have been alone for a few days, and after this morning, I am trying to concentrate on the paperwork in front of me, rather than his wandering hands from earlier. His schedule is grueling, meeting after meeting, with limited time for anything else.

      “Is this normal? This schedule is insane!” I ask, looking at him like he is crazy, because by the look of his calendar, he is.

      “Unfortunately. I want the top job and it isn’t going to land in my lap. I have to work for it,” he says, standing and walking toward his floor-to-ceiling window, pondering his thoughts while looking over the city he will soon rule.

      “I understand that, but this schedule is locked in from eight a.m. through to ten p.m. almost every day. You even have working lunches, not even half an hour to yourself?” I question him as I stand and walk over to meet him, the schedule paperwork in my hand.

      “It’s the job,” he says, looking down at me, and as I meet his gaze, the air in the office evaporates.

      “You will burn out.” I remain calm, trying to keep my mind focused, even if my insides are starting to betray me.

      “It has to be done.” His words are almost a whisper as he moves his body, now facing me, the two of us standing closer, barely an inch between us.

      “You need to carve out some time. It is too much,” I say, worried that he will get too exhausted, that we both will.

      “Are you worried about me?” he asks, one eyebrow raised. His hand comes up, brushing away a nonexistent hair from my face, the feeling of his fingers grazing my cheek almost making me buckle at the knees.

      “Of course I am worried about you. I worry about everyone. How are you even going to get through all this?” I continue, as my eyes search his for answers, not just to this question but to many others now skirting around in my mind.

      “With you.” His words are so self-assured, they are almost startling.

      “Excuse me?” I pull back a little in question, wondering how he thinks I can help him.

      “With you. With you by my side.” He closes the remaining distance between us again, and I feel his hand grab mine at our sides.

      “Harrison, I can’t do anything to support you other than tag along, meet and greet, manage a few photographers…” I say, acutely aware of our hands, our fingers intertwining. No longer the friendly squeeze, but something more intimate that I long for.

      “And be with me. Every step…” I know his words mean more than they seem to as his eyes bore into mine.

      “Harrison, I can’t be you. I can’t woo the people like you can.” I feel good in this new job, and I feel good with him. But I can’t command a room, not like Harrison.

      “I don’t need you to be me. I need you to be you. You don’t give yourself enough credit. You are great with people. You walk into a room and everyone smiles immediately. Including me. Your presence alone relaxes me and makes me want to do better,” he says softly, looking serious. His eyes graze over my face, and my heart sounds like it is punching out into the room so loudly that I am waiting for the walls to start vibrating.

      There is no denying his feelings. His words push straight through the protective wall I had developed for keeping this daydreaming idea I had under wraps. I swallow as I watch him, standing firm, his body language reiterating exactly how sure he is. My fingernails pinch into my palm that’s not held in his, and I feel the sting. This is definitely reality.

      Harrison Rothschild is saying he needs me. In his campaign and outside of it. I am stunned. At a loss for words.

      “You are beautiful, Beth, inside and out…” he whispers as his hand reaches out and cups my jaw. I momentarily stop breathing, my stomach dips, and it is only due to my sheer will that my legs keep me upright.

      “Harrison…” I breathe out as we both edge closer, our faces now only inches apart. My heart is racing because we are in his office, meant to be finalizing his schedule. This is work and anyone could walk in. And I really need this job. I don’t need office gossip about our governor elect and his project manager to be the topic that kicks me into the unemployment line.

      “Goddamn, I want my lips on yours,” he grits out like he is barely hanging on, his thumb moving to trail across my lip, pulling my bottom lip down a little, and a moan leaves my throat all on its own. He growls then, his nostrils flaring, his fingers on my jaw tightening. His other hand comes up and he cups my face, and his eyes are running from mine to my lips and back again, over and over. He is acting like he has been holding back his desire for a long time, like he is almost at the breaking point.

      “Harrison, we can’t…” The words are weak as they fall from my lips. I don’t believe them and neither does he. Because right here, right now, even though it is the last thing the two of us should be doing, kissing Harrison Rothschild has never felt so right.

      He leans in just as I do, our lips meeting softly in the middle, and I hold my breath.

      “Harrison!” Oscar says as he opens the office door and strides into the room, thankfully looking down at his cell phone. I jump three feet into the air and almost fall over, except Harrison’s strong hand grabs my elbow, making sure I am alright before I step away. I’m hoping we both look professional, even though only two seconds earlier, we almost certainly weren't.

      “What is it?” Harrison asks, looking at me with concern, yet his words are voiced to Oscar.

      “Looks like the photogs had a field day this morning at the senior center. Let me bring it up,” Oscar says, as he lifts his head up to look at us. He pauses mid-stride, his eyes flicking between me and Harrison, no doubt seeing the guilt written all over my face. Harrison stands tall, but his eyes remain on me.

      I pull my shoulders back and nod to Harrison before looking back at the paperwork in my hands and shuffling them, pretending I am putting them into some sort of order, but they are all haphazardly bound together—much like the thoughts in my mind right now.

      Oscar starts moving again, still eyeing us both suspiciously as he makes his way to Harrison’s desk, tapping on his computer. Harrison and I stand behind him as Oscar brings up the Society News website, and there, right on the home page, is a large photo of… me.

      The colors are vibrant, the lighting just right, and it looks almost airbrushed. I look over Oscar’s shoulder and take it in. It is me playing chess with Garry, but looking up at Harrison behind me. Harrison is looking down at me, his hand on my shoulder. The image itself shows nothing but a friendly game of chess at a senior center, but the look in Harrison’s eyes as they bore into mine offers an alternative that I hope the public doesn’t investigate.

      “What the fuck is this?” Oscar barks, and I startle.

      “Watch your tone,” Harrison says, giving Oscar a look I haven’t seen from him before. Oscar nods before moving on.

      “Harrison, you know what image we need to portray. Beth, I mean no disrespect, it is a great photo. A great story. But they are starting to really capture you both a lot more. The media is starting to have a field day about how good the two of you are together, even going so far as to suspect something more. I suggest that Beth hangs back on the next few visits, staying here at the office instead. Just to create a little space.” I give him a small nod in understanding, because I don’t want anything to overshadow Harrison's campaign. But Harrison bristles beside me.

      “No,” Harrison states, taking a seat behind his desk as Oscar stands. I look at Harrison, his face stern, his jaw clenching.

      “Harrison, as staff members, our jobs are to ensure you are in the limelight, not us,” Oscar pushes, and I watch their exchange with interest as Harrison’s eyes flick to mine before resting on Oscar again.

      “I said no. Beth comes with me. Everywhere.” Harrison leaves no more room for questions as he looks at me again. I take a deep breath, letting the words slip over me, and I swallow. The confidence Harrison places in me is almost as attractive as the man himself. Oscar gives me the side-eye, but I remain impartial, not knowing what to say or do.

      “Fine. But perhaps less chess games next visit, Beth?” Oscar says to me, his tone sounding resigned.

      “Sure. No problem. I can blend into the crowd more, but still offer a friendly face,” I say, smiling, hoping that pleases both of them.

      “Oscar, give us a minute,” Harrison says, almost dismissing him, and I still, watching Oscar as he nods and silently leaves, closing the office door behind him.

      “Beth,” Harrison starts as he stands from his desk and walks toward me. “I don’t, in any way, want you to feel uncomfortable on this campaign, or with me—” he says, but I cut him off before he can continue.

      “I don’t.” The words are swift from my lips, and a smile pulls at his. He doesn’t make me feel uncomfortable; he makes me feel wanted.

      “How do you feel about being with me twenty-four seven? Because my words earlier are true. I want you with me. Every step of the way.”

      I know he is asking me for more than just work. He wants to spend time together, a lot of time, and I can’t help the smile that is now forming on my lips, because I want that too.

      “I think I can manage you,” I say, my eyes meeting him in a challenge. His nostrils flare, and his Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows. The tension in the room escalates… again.

      “We will have cameras on us all the time. They will be relentless. You will be judged. Fairly or unfairly, the media will comment on your appearance, what you do, what you don’t do.” He looks worried, a little crinkle in his forehead showing me his concern.

      “I can handle it.” And I can. I have already been to hell and back in my short life—a few photos with a billionaire is child’s play.

      “I will protect you. Whatever you need, I will give it to you. I will always have your back.” He nods to me, ensuring the words penetrate, and they do. He’s got me. He won’t let me fall. I feel that truth deep in my core.

      “I believe you. I will have your back too,” I offer, wanting him to know that I will do whatever I can to support him.

      He steps closer to me, just as close as we were before, and leans down to whisper in my ear. “And tomorrow night… I want you with me. At the event and after. Tomorrow night… you are all mine,” he grits out, his warm breath teasing my sensitive skin, the sensation reaching my nipples that peak under my blouse. As he pulls away, I look at his smile, which almost disarms me this time. I swallow then, letting his words soak in, anticipation for what he is promising seeping into my bones.

      “Tomorrow, I will be all yours…” I say back to him, and his eyes alight. His jaw clenches slightly, and I hold my breath. The words we both say leaving no room for questions. He wants me and I want him.

      There is a knock on his office door, so I take the opportunity to grab my things and leave them to it. I need air, coffee, and to swap out my panties, because one more look from Harrison, and I will be a puddle on the floor.
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      As the afternoon sun hangs low in the sky, the makeup artist finishes up my look with a swipe of gloss on my lips.

      “There, all done and looking ah-mazing!” she gushes.

      “Thank you so much, I really appreciate it.”

      “You haven’t even looked at yourself! Here,” she says, stepping to the side so I can get my first glimpse at myself in the full-length mirror. I am momentarily stunned as I look at the woman staring back at me.

      “Wow…” is all that comes from me as I stand in shock because I do look amazing. Natural, yet glamorous. Like an enhanced version of myself. My hair is so shiny and vibrant; I had no idea it could ever look like this. It is striking as it falls down past my shoulders in soft waves that rival any shampoo commercial. My body is held tight, wrapped in a classic black gown which covers everything but makes my curves so smooth that even I want to touch them. My shiny lips are reflecting the lights from the ceiling, and my black lashes are so long they throw shadows on my cheeks.

      “Wow is right. When Harrison calls, I run, but on this occasion, I am glad I did. You look perfect! Such a natural beauty.” I smile at her kind words.

      “Does he call you to dress women often?” I ask and internally cringe as the question leaves my lips.

      “No. Never. Usually, it’s for his brothers’ dates or maybe his mother. But you must be special, because you are the first woman he has ever let me near!” she says, laughing, and I laugh with her, even though my stomach is doing crazy flips right now.

      “I just can’t believe this is me!” I peer closer into the mirror, wondering if I can see anything remotely obscure, but I don’t. I am styled and everything is in place and exactly where it should be. No frizzy hair, no ice cream stained top. From the tips of my toes to the top of my head, I look and feel beautiful.

      As the makeup artist leaves, I grab my cell and snap a photo to send to my dad. I am surprised I get a decent shot at all because my hands are shaking, my nerves running sky high. The thought of being with Harrison has been on my mind all night. I want you with me. At the event and after, his voice replays over and over in my head. I shaved every area of my body for tonight, and I smell like I bathed in roses. Although I want him, I am a little anxious. And given the fact that Harrison and I nearly kissed in his office yesterday, I am a ball of nervous energy about to unravel.

      We effectively remained professional over the last day, being together and both remaining focused, but his parting words still linger regardless.

      I grab my bag, checking for the third time that I have everything as I try to sort through my racing thoughts. This event is something that needs my full attention, and I need to make it my priority. Harrison and I both do.

      My hotel room phone rings and reception tells me that my car is here. Not wanting to keep Harrison waiting, I rush out and get in the elevator, all while trying to act professional. This is work, not a social event, and I’m praying that my heart will stop racing so I can appear elegant for once in my life.

      It takes approximately two seconds for that to fly out the window, though. As I rush out of the elevator, I run straight into a hotel staff member carrying a room service tray. Red curry, by the look and smell of it, is now all over the floor. I gasp, my hands rushing to my chest.

      “I am so sorry!” The words rush out of me almost without thought, the need to constantly apologize for my clumsiness almost second nature.

      “Not your fault, ma’am. I wasn’t looking where I was going,” the young waiter replies as he and another staff member begin to clean up the mess. I look at my dress to survey the damage, and as if someone is looking down on me tonight, I don’t even have a splash on me. The black dress and shoes are still perfect, the hotel foyer floor less so. My hands are shaking a little, my nerves about seeing Harrison in a tuxedo coming to the surface.

      I am about to apologize again when the staff jump up and help me step around the mess, apologizing profusely, and I quickly walk away, seeing the black limousine waiting at the front hotel entrance. I quicken my pace, which matches my breathing, and as the doorman opens the car door, I slide in and see Harrison’s eyes alight like fire, staring right at me. There is no turning back now. The heat radiates from both of us, the urge to slip closer to him along the seat so strong that I grip on to the car door handle to prevent me from moving. I underestimated how hard this was going to be. To be with him, but not touch him is almost painful.

      “Wow, Beth. You look great!” Eddie says with a big grin, the younger Rothschild brother growing on me by the day. He is more relaxed than his brother, seemingly without a care in the world. Harrison, in contrast, seems like he has the world on his shoulders, but can carry it all and then some.

      “Thanks, Eddie. You too,” I say with a nervous chuckle as I fidget with my clutch, my hands sweating. All I get is a small smile and a nod from Oscar while Harrison continues to stare at me. Our eyes lock, and I watch him swallow. His look is steaming as his eyes slowly lower, obviously so, taking in my full appearance before they rest back on my face. Eddie and Oscar get into a conversation about a new bill passing through Congress, ignoring us completely.

      I openly look him over too. Harrison in a dinner suit is much more than I ever imagined. “You look very dapper tonight.” I smile at him. It isn’t a lie. I have seen him in suits almost every day. But there is something about seeing him in this black tuxedo, with the fancy lapels and the clean, impressive, shiny black shoes, that not only exudes money and power, but a self-assured confidence he seems to pass on to me.

      “You look exquisite,” he murmurs quietly, and I am at a loss for words. His face is serious, and I can’t move my eyes from his as my breathing temporarily stops. No one has ever called me that before, and I know he means it. Whenever he talks, people listen, and it is because he is always in the moment. His focus never wavers, so you know whatever he is saying is genuine. It is one of the things that attracts me to him the most. His eyes sparkle as his lips curve upward, and I feel my cheeks heat.

      “Your team did an amazing job. Thank you,” I say to him. I feel like a princess going to the ball.

      “Let’s talk strategy,” Oscar pipes up, breaking our attention. It is a short drive to the venue, and we fill the time talking about how to play out the evening. My role tonight is to meet and greet guests with Harrison and the boys and to spend time with Arthur—neither of which could ever be classed as work for me. So even though I will see Mrs. Rothschild again, I am quietly optimistic that it will be a good night.

      As we enter the room, my body is electric. I am on edge. When Harrison stepped out of the car and turned to give me his hand, my nerves skyrocketed and haven’t yet settled. In unison, we step into the ballroom, our bodies humming in anticipation, the two of us aware that it is not just the event itself that is causing it.

      I look in awe at the space; it is beautiful and must have cost a fortune. I feel Harrison’s fingers twitch, gripping around mine at our sides, the hand-holding shielded by my gown. I glance up him and catch him looking down at me. It is like we are the only two people in the room, despite the flashes of light.

      He leans over then, his mouth next to my ear. “Your body looks fantastic in that dress, but I am itching to get it off you…” he murmurs, and my lips part at his confession as I take a sharp intake of breath. Pulling away, his eyes glisten and his smile grows wide, and he gives my hand a quick squeeze. I push the hair back from my face, feeling a little flushed.

      “Let’s get this party started!” Eddie says, his tone like a college student, loud enough for just us to hear, which breaks any thickening tension. I throw my head back and laugh, and I hear cameras click, bringing me back to reality again with a thud. I look back at Harrison and catch his gaze of admiration on me.

      “Work,” I say, to remind him of where we are.

      “Work,” he repeats, and our hands let go just as he is enveloped by a group of men. I take a breath to settle any remaining nerves, straighten my spine, and put my professional suit of armor on. With Harrison on one side of me and Eddie on the other, I am surrounded by men in suits. I listen to the greetings and watch the backslaps as I also take in the trays of champagne, the three-piece band, and then my eyes settle on the floral arrangements… all still with baby’s breath.

      I grind my teeth, not because I am upset, but because I already know how this night is going to end. People will walk out early with sniffles and headaches; no one will hear the speeches clearly because the acoustics are not right in the room, and by the looks of the trays of champagne and how quickly they are going, most people will be drunk before nine p.m.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Lillian Harper looking like a supermodel as she walks up to Harrison and latches on to his arm on his other side. I struggle not to roll my eyes. Harrison stiffens slightly beside me, the movement so minute that no one else would notice. But I do. I also notice how her manicured red nails wrap around his elbow as she laughs loudly at something one of the men in the group was saying, injecting herself into their conversation. I turn around and see that Oscar has already wandered off and has started networking and am thankful that Eddie stands firmly beside me, since Harrison is now stuck with a group of men and Lillian, with no chance of escape for a while.

      I tried to do some due diligence last night to prepare for tonight, looking through the guest list and trying to put faces to names so I wasn’t totally out of my element. My searching led me down a rabbit hole of Harrison, which also led me to investigate Lilly more. So while in bed, wearing my mismatched sleepwear and a dollar store face mask, I succumbed to image after image of the two of them. I have researched her before, but never to this depth, and after seeing so many pictures of her and Harrison together from over the years, I couldn’t help but feel inferior to her glamorous looks.

      As I look at them together now, my confidence in my appearance tonight begins to wane. Yet another reminder that I am in a world that I have absolutely no right to be in. I am just surprised I haven’t spilled a drink yet or caused some other catastrophe. Although the night is still young. Maybe I will be a true Cinderella and last until midnight before it all disappears.

      “Are you ready to enter the ring?” Eddie asks, and I smile.

      I push my shoulders back. “Yes. I’m ready.”

      “Remember the plan. Smile, meet and greet, and chat with Arthur.”

      “Got it.”

      Leaving Harrison to his chatter, we walk into the room, and Eddie introduces me to a few people. The men eye me up and down, and I don’t particularly like it, but I talk with their wives and greet them all warmly, taking on board what each of them say and making mental notes that I can report back to the team on. Eddie grabs my elbow and steers me across the crowded room and introduces me to another two men, who both look almost as attractive as Harrison.

      “Beth, these are my other brothers, Tennyson and Ben.”

      I find out Tennyson runs the family construction company, and Ben is the CFO and new CEO of the law firm now that Harrison is amid his campaign and potential governorship.

      “So you are the woman who put our mother in a bad mood all week. Cheers,” Tennyson says, raising his glass. My eyes widen as I feel the sarcasm dripping from his lips.

      “No drink?” Ben asks, looking around and signaling to a waiter.

      “I don't drink,” I respond, shaking my head. I have never been a big drinker. I don’t even want to think about the type of damage I would cause if I had a few drinks; my clumsiness is not something that needs enhancing.

      “You will soon since you are dealing with her. Water?” Tennyson asks as a waiter passes, and I nod quickly before he hands me a glass. He seems to really dislike his mother, and I am glad I am not the only one who appears to not get along with her.

      “Thanks. So… does your mother hate me?” I ask, scrunching my face, ready for the slap of truth that is coming.

      “Our mother hates most people, so I wouldn’t take it to heart,” Ben says, and all three boys smirk like it is an inside joke.

      “Well, she and Lillian seem to get along,” I mention as I see the two of them crowding around Harrison across the room.

      “She wants Harrison and Lilly to marry, but that is never going to happen,” Tennyson says as the other two half laugh, half snort in agreement, and my stomach drops to the floor. Combating Lilly is one thing, but his mother is an entirely different issue.

      “She seems lovely,” I offer, taking a sip of water. She certainly looks the part. Jealousy coils in my stomach as I watch her swan around Harrison. She would be a very elegant first lady of Maryland and that thought stabs me in the chest as her hand curls around Harrison’s arm again. The move seems natural to her, yet I see Harrison step sideways, away from her a little. Creating distance. A move he doesn’t do with me.

      “She is like a sister. Our little bratty sister. Harrison feels nothing but brotherly love toward her,” Ben says by way of explanation, and I remain quiet.

      “But by the looks of things, he has his eye on someone else,” Tennyson says, and I turn to see who Harrison is looking at and find him looking directly at me. My heart stills. The heat in his gaze is evident to everyone in the room. I feel like I need a sip of wine after all.

      “Oh no. Looks like the boss man is looking for you,” Ben quips with a sly smirk as he sips his glass of whiskey. If only he knew…

      “Okay, off to work I go,” I say with a well-practiced, plastered smile, ignoring their looks of intrigue. I subtly brush my sweaty palms on my dress and clench and re-clench my clutch.

      “Great to meet you both,” I offer as I walk over to where Harrison is standing with another man, my knees already feeling like Jell-O.

      “Beth,” Harrison says with relief and a small smile. “This is Ronald Harper, a long-time friend of my father’s and a great supporter of my campaign.” Harrison makes the introductions while his hand settles on the small of my back. The move is startling because it is something the whole room can see if they are watching. My eyes flick to his immediately, and he gives me a wink. I don’t know why that makes me feel so good, but it does, and work or no work, I don’t want him to move it.

      “Great to meet you, Mr. Harper,” I say, extending my hand to shake as Lillian’s father looks at me with a pinched expression. I can already feel his coldness toward me like I am about to touch ice.

      “Harrison, I was expecting Lilly to be on your arm tonight?” he questions, ignoring me and my outstretched hand completely.

      I drop my hand and move a little in my high heels, feeling slightly uncomfortable as Harrison’s hand curls around me even more, now gripping my hip, keeping me close, his body almost like a protective shield. My heart rate increases and I’m not sure if it is nerves at being so obscene to these people they don’t even want to greet me, or the fact that Harrison is being so overt with his actions. Mr. Harper’s eyes flick down to Harrison’s hand, taking in the movement, and I see his shoulders stiffen. He is not happy.

      “This is Beth, my project manager.” Harrison finishes the introductions, ignoring the previous comment, and I wonder how anyone in this room gets anything done with the amount of ignoring that happens. If I spoke to everyone here tonight, I bet I would find so many elephants in this room, it would be suffocating.

      I feel Harrison’s hand continue to caress my lower back and warm tingles ignite my body. I know he is trying to ensure I am okay, so I straighten my spine. I have dealt with worse men in my life, and I can hold my own, but I need to be professional. This is a work event, regardless of the fact that my temporary boss moves his hand, firmly placing it on my lower back, making me feel like I am a princess at his ball.

      Before either of us can talk further, the emcee comes onto the microphone and asks us all to take a seat.

      “Remember, you’re sitting with Eddie and me at our family table.” Harrison words coast across my ear as he leans down to whisper. Mr. Harper has already walked away, and I take a deep breath, hoping I don’t do something stupid like trip over my dress. We make our way to the table, where we are both meant to be sitting, but there is only one spare seat.

      “Harrison, you are over here, next to me,” Lilly says, sitting up straight in her chair, smiling like a Cheshire cat. I look up at Harrison to see him fuming and eyeing his mother, who remains quiet.

      “I can move,” Eddie offers, going to stand as he and Oscar both look between me and Harrison. This is Harrison's family table, but he added Oscar and me as his key staff. Clearly, I was moved at the last moment, yet no one bothered to tell me of the switch.

      “No!” I say quickly, putting up both my hands to stop him from moving, my wide smile as fake as my lashes tonight. “I am sure I can find my seat elsewhere. It is no trouble.”

      Growing up, I was often teased at school because I never had a mom come to the special Mother’s Day events. The one thing my father always said was to kill the bullies with kindness. So I make the decision to slaughter Mrs. Rothschild and Lilly with my smile.

      “Beth,” Harrison murmurs, his hand still not leaving my back, where it has been for the last five minutes, the warmth the only comfort I have from the cold eyes staring at me from the table.

      “Harrison, sit, please. I will find a spot,” I say, stepping away from him, pulling on all my inner strength, yet feeling like I am back at school and the popular crowd doesn’t want me to sit with them at the lunch table.

      “Mother, I…” Harrison starts to say, about to walk toward her, and I grab his hand, stopping him mid-stride. He looks at me, and I shake my head, feeling his grip on mine get tighter. He is not happy, and I give him a small smile, trying to reassure him I am fine, when really, I feel anything but. Glancing around the room, I notice that most people have taken their seats and all eyes are on us.

      “Let me get you another seat,” Harrison says, looking up and around the room.

      “It’s fine, I promise. I spot Arthur over by the bar. Let me chat with him.” I pull away from him quickly to avoid any scene being caused.

      Nodding to everyone, I flash my bright smile even wider, stepping away quickly and quietly as the emcee starts to officially welcome everyone. As if my fairy godmother appears, I spot Arthur standing by the bar, watching the interaction, and breathe out a sigh of relief. I go to him without a second thought.

      “That family are assholes, Bethy,” he mutters so only I can hear, before handing me a glass of cold water.

      I take it and throw back half of it immediately.

      “Thanks, I needed that,” I whisper.

      “You hold your head high. Harrison has seen something in you. Don’t let his mother or anyone else bully you around.”

      “I’m used to it. Happens all the time in events. Besides, it is a work event. I need to remain professional.”

      “Seeing how Harrison behaves around you, I would say it may not be all about work with him, my dear,” he says as the emcee announces entrees are being served, and the crowd starts to chatter as their food is brought out. Arthur is perceptive, but I didn’t think he, of all people, would bother looking at Harrison’s and my interaction. Maybe we weren’t as subtle earlier as I had thought we were.

      “Let’s go and hide around the back, away from these pompous assholes,” Arthur says, pointing to a private space at the end of the bar.

      “Don’t you have a seat?” I ask, starting to panic that they didn’t include him either and wanting to ensure he eats.

      “Oh, I have a seat, Bethy, but they are not serving my meal. They are serving some raw Kingfish crap that I don’t eat. So I want to get your thoughts on something, then I am leaving,” he says matter-of-factly

      I look over to where Oscar is, having already gotten up from the table and now in deep conversation with another businessman sitting on the other side of the room who we are trying to secure support from. When my eyes find Harrison, I see him stand from the table, his gaze already on mine, and I shake my head a little and give him another smile of reassurance.

      We both seem to understand the other without even talking. The two of us are in tune; it is like nothing else I have ever experienced with another person.

      I don’t want him to be worried about the seating arrangements, but rather focused on his speech tonight. I turn and walk around the corner and sit with Arthur, where we hide for the next hour, skipping the entrees and mains.

      “Tell me, why should I be supporting Harrison? Give me your thoughts. You were quiet at our meeting. I want to know what you think.” Arthur goes straight into business mode, and I appreciate it.

      “To be honest, it is a big decision. I don’t know half of your history with him or his family. What I do know is that I have known him for merely a few weeks. I have been part of his campaign team for only a short amount of time, yet there is something about him. I don’t know what it is, but he is not like his mother. I never knew his father, so I can’t compare him, but he is solid, dependable. I challenged him in relation to the development of my community center, and he held strongly to his redevelopment idea, but showed flexibility in the approach to it, ensuring that community consultation would happen. I can’t tell you what to do, Arthur, and I am still learning all about this political game. But he has my vote, and I am excited to see what he can achieve once he is named governor,” I say, the honesty flowing from my lips. I love Arthur and I would never just give him a sales pitch. His friendship means more to me than all the money in this room. He is also smart enough to make his own decisions on this, more informed than me on the topic, I am sure.

      “Well, if he has your support, Bethy, he will have mine,” Arthur says, taking a sip of his whiskey.

      “You are doing this because you want to, right? Not because of me?”

      “I am doing this because Harrison will make a great leader. I believe, despite his awful parents, that he will do good for the community, and if what you say about his investment in infrastructure is correct, then he will be good for the local economy too. Besides, he will win, Bethy. Make no mistake, your world is going to change a lot in a few months when he becomes governor.”

      “I am with him for three months for his campaign, then I am back in DC,” I state in a rush, feeling the need to clear up any confusion.

      “We’ll see. Baltimore looks good on you,” he says cheekily, and I smile. I tend to agree with him. I am so excited, I want to hug him. So I do. With big smiles on our faces, we step away from our quiet corner at the bar and, together, we watch just in time to see Harrison take the stage to give his speech.

      He doesn’t miss a beat. The same speech I have heard fifty times over the past forty-eight hours rolls off his tongue with precision, and his eyes look over the crowd, ensuring everyone feels connected.

      “Your boy is good, I'll give him that,” Arthur murmurs as the crowd erupts into cheers for him, and I am still on cloud nine from getting Arthur’s support.

      Then it starts.

      Arthur sneezes. Grabbing his handkerchief, he rubs his nose.

      “Damn baby’s breath. Didn’t you tell them to leave that out?” Arthur asks, my previous tales of events over the years firmly scorched into his brain.

      I sigh. “I did.”

      He sneezes again.

      “I will leave you to it. I can’t stand these allergies. Chess this week?” he asks, already stepping to the door.

      “Maybe. Let’s talk,” I say with a smile, and he waves his arm at me as he walks out the door, not looking back.

      I turn and survey the room. I see a few men wiping their noses with their pristine white handkerchiefs, while the black uniformed staff members scurry around them.

      “So, you must be starving?” Eddie says as he comes up beside me.

      “Hey! No, actually, I’m doing fine.” I am so excited about Arthur that I couldn’t possibly eat now.

      “I apologize. That was not the table seating that Harrison approved. My mother…”

      “It’s not a problem, Eddie, really. No harm.” Even though it made me feel stupid, he doesn’t need to feel bad about his mother’s actions.

      “It won’t happen again. Harrison was pissed.” My heart fills a little at knowing that Harrison was just as upset as I was that we couldn’t be together tonight. Our distance was not something of our own doing.

      “So, I got Warner,” Oscar says as he joins us, his smile small but there just the same. I listen to his tale of how he got one of the leading physicians over the line to support our healthcare policies while my eyes roam the room. People are leaving already, and the event looks like it is wrapping up. Much earlier than I was anticipating.

      “So he is supporting Harrison and donating twenty-five thousand to the campaign as well, which is great,” Oscar says, and I want to share my news with them, but I want to tell Harrison first.

      “I see people leaving; is it over already?” I ask. In DC, these parties go for hours, but the staff have only just finished serving dessert.

      “Everyone has allergies,” Eddie says.

      “You’ve got to be kidding?” Oscar says, bewildered, looking around the room, his voice tense.

      I remain quiet, even though I want to say I told you so. I look at the people remaining. I notice Harrison shaking hands and chatting with some men near the bar. The media have all packed up and no doubt have gone to file their stories for tomorrow.

      “Beth, you're still here?” Mrs. Rothschild says from the side as she joins our conversation.

      “Oh, yes. It is a great event, Mrs. Rothschild. The room looks lovely,” I comment, wanting to try and be nice, when I only want to tell her what I really think.

      “I am so sorry for the seating. We must have missed you on the seating chart!” she says in a fake apology.

      “It’s fine. I actually had a very productive meeting while everyone was eating so it all worked out well.” She pays little attention to me as she slips on her coat.

      “Well, I'm off for the night. Good night, boys,” she says, ignoring me as she sashays out the door, along with most of the guests. Shocked, I look around the room, wondering who is responsible for cleanup. I notice Lillian over by Harrison, trying hard to push into the conversation he is having with one of the key funders I met earlier tonight. Harrison’s body language tells me everything I need to know about that situation, not including her at all.

      “Excuse me for a minute,” I say to Eddie and Oscar, walking out to the kitchen to speak to the venue crew. As expected, they have no idea what is going on. They have trays of coffee and petit fours lined up to be served, but with over half the guests now gone or sneezing their way through dessert, no coffee will be needed.

      I decide to take charge of this event and get it sorted. I tell them to stop serving and start cleaning up instead. I head out into the main room and grab the waiters into a small group over in the corner and brief them of the new plan. They look relieved at finally having some direction and they inconspicuously start cleaning tables and ushering guests. I position more staff at the cloakroom to push through the departing crowd quicker, and I help the bar team close down the tab and get the final paperwork sorted. Nothing has been paid, so I grab all the invoices and find Oscar, and together, we finish everything off.

      “There you are.” Harrison’s warm voice soothes me from behind. I have been so busy the last hour with the event logistics, I hadn’t even seen where he went.

      “Oh, sorry, were you looking for me?” I ask, turning to see his deep eyes locked on to me. He looks stressed, his hair a little messy, like he has been pulling at it all night.

      “Are you alright?” I ask, concerned something bad has happened.

      “No. I hated not being with you tonight, and I have been looking for you for the last hour,” he grits out as he stalks straight up to me and grabs my hand. He doesn’t stop as he begins to pull me toward a small darkened alcove off to the side of the bar.

      “Harrison?” My steps quicken in my heels, trying to keep pace, my heart thumping at the thought of what he’s up to.

      We reach the secluded spot, and he stops us. As he turns to face me, I see everything in his eyes.

      “Fuck, Beth, I have wanted my lips on yours all night,” he growls, and he slowly steps closer, like he is stalking his prey. Heat flames my insides as I watch him unravel in front of me.

      “Really?” I tease, making his smile turn into a sexy smirk.

      “God, yes.” He sighs before closing the distance between us and grabbing my jaw with one hand as the other curls around my waist. I meet him halfway, my hands fisting the lapels on his tux jacket and pulling him to me as our lips smash together, needing each other more than the air we breathe. The feeling of his lips on mine is everything I’ve been yearning for.

      He growls deep and low in his chest as he pushes me backward, my body hitting the wall behind me with a gasp as he deepens the kiss even more.

      My heart races as my grip remains white-knuckled, pulling at his jacket, almost mauling him. The night ended mere moments ago, and we’re on each other like wildfire.

      “You feel so fucking good,” he whispers between kisses, his hand traveling up my hips and waist and back down again, feeling my curves. I moan into his mouth at the feel of his touch, arching a little, craving so much more. His tongue sweeps out, running across my lower lip, then sliding against mine in a dance that has my mind whirling.

      I can’t remember the last kiss I had. I don’t date; I don’t have one-night stands. I work and look after my dad. That’s it. I lost my virginity awkwardly in college, and had a few other boyfriends afterward, but nobody has ever made me feel this way. Like a kiss could be the end of my sanity. I clutch on to Harrison in the hope I don’t lose the feeling in my legs and fall because he is all-encompassing.

      “I don’t want to stop. I need you,” I whisper against his lips, throwing all my good judgment out the window, probably along with my job, as my body presses against his, almost to the point of begging.

      I feel his grip on my waist tightening as he growls, our bare raw need thrumming in both of us, to the point that I am surprised we are even still clothed. My heart beats rapidly, and I’m feeling almost drunk with sensation.

      “Fuck, I need to get you home,” he says, tugging on my bottom lip with his teeth before kissing me again, both his hands now encasing my waist, as mine curl up around the back of his neck, playing with his hair.

      I whimper, having never felt so safe and secure. I feel like I am floating.

      “Yes, you do,” a voice says from close by, and we pull apart suddenly to find Eddie standing in the hallway a few feet away with a wicked smirk on his face.

      I gasp in surprise and Harrison growls in warning, the sound traveling up my chest and making my nipples peak.

      “I thought you left already?” he grumbles, his hold on me loosening, and I want to bury my head in my hands, knowing that I have embarrassment written all over my cheeks. I look around, not seeing anyone else, then I look at Eddie eyeing us both, his gaze dancing in delight before he says his goodbyes and struts away.

      The realization of what we just did now filters in my mind. There was a line. We both knew it and we crossed it. There is no going back now. The understanding of what my life is now going to be like sits heavy. It is going to be increasingly hard to try to remain strictly professional around him until the elections. It might be the hardest job I have ever had to do. But I will. I made my choice, and I don’t regret it.

      Harrison’s hands drop from my body, the two of us aware that if the gossip websites got wind of Harrison being romantic with one of his staff members, it would not only make headline news, but could jeopardize his chances of becoming governor, regardless if I am a temporary secondment or not.

      Were we stupid to kiss? Absolutely. Would I do it again? Without hesitation.

      “You ready?” he asks, looking down at me like he wants to devour me whole, his gaze making me feel giddy with excitement.

      “I’m ready,” I say, smiling, and his own lips quirk as his eyes glisten in delight.

      My heart skips as his hand takes position at my lower back, and we walk out of the venue behind Eddie through a back entrance, where no one can see us.
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      Holding her hand in the elevator is pure torture. But I remind myself that I am a fucking gentleman, despite the desire swirling in my body that makes me want to rip her clothes off right here, right now.

      My commitment for no distractions during this campaign flew out the window weeks ago, because my mind has been consumed by the beautiful woman whose hand I am holding for almost every minute of every day since I saw her again in DC I clench and unclench my other hand, pulling on my restraint like never before to ensure I do this right with her. When, really, all I want to do is push her up against the elevator wall, get on my knees, lift her dress, and put my face between her fucking outstanding legs. I crack my neck to keep myself standing still, as I see the lights in the elevator move up to my penthouse at what feels like a snail’s pace.

      If I am honest with myself, bringing her on my team was an impulse. I saw her, I wanted her, and I had to have her. But seeing how well we work together, it is like she is an extension of me, and when I saw her tonight, all bets were off. There was no way I could keep my hands to myself any longer. PH lights up on the wall, and when the elevator opens to my penthouse floor, I barely have her inside my private residence before my lips find hers again.

      “Harrison,” she says breathily as I capture her lips with mine, tasting her, my tongue swirling with hers. I can’t get enough.

      “You look fucking incredible in this dress,” I groan against her lips, my hands running up and down her perfect body, wanting to memorize her curves.

      “All thanks to you,” she murmurs, as my lips leave hers momentarily, and I dive into the crook of her neck, licking and savoring her skin, her signature rose aroma now my favorite scent. Her head falls back, opening herself to me, as her hands reach up and dive into my hair, gripping and pulling, massaging my scalp, and I fucking love it.

      “I feel like I have been waiting forever for you,” I say honestly. The last few weeks have felt like years, waiting for the moment I’d finally get to kiss her. Oscar was right. She has been a distraction, and now I am diving headfirst into her.

      “But what about the campaign…” she says, bringing it back to reality. “I don’t want us to be an issue.” My lips find hers again, and she whimpers against me, kissing me back with just as much passion. Pulling away, I take a breath and try to ease her worries.

      “We will keep us private, until we know what this is. But to be honest, Beth, I don’t know how I am going to work with you and not touch you. I already need a medal for my self-control up to this point.” I huff a laugh and smile, which she returns.

      “Okay, we will keep it between us…” she says as she lifts on her tippy-toes and puts her lips on mine again, and that is all the invitation I need.

      “I want to rip this dress from your body,” I groan. I have waited so long to make her mine. I still remember that first time I saw her, mopping up the spilled champagne from my shoes. I must have looked like a total asshole watching her do it, but I was mesmerized. Trying to erase the memories of her eyes has been a daily activity for me since then, and now that I have her in my arms, I am not going to let her go.

      “Don’t you dare!” she scolds me. “The zipper is at the back; it is too beautiful to rip.” And I don’t hesitate. My hands move around to the back of her dress and I find the zipper and pull it down, feeling the soft skin of her back and her ass as much as I can with the action.

      I step back and see her swallow, and I don’t know how, but I wait, patiently, for her to do the rest.

      “Let me look at you,” I say, my voice pained. I am rock hard and still fully clothed, but I want to see what is underneath this dress more than anything else. She is a little tentative at first, but slowly, she shows me. She lowers the dress from her shoulders and lets it fall from her voluptuous figure, the material skimming her skin before falling to the floor, puddling at her feet.

      “Fucking beautiful.” Her cheeks pinken at my compliment, and I step forward and pick her up.

      “Harrison!” she squeals in my arms as I carry her bridal style and walk down the hall to my bedroom, leaving her dress on the floor near my front door.

      “Harrison! Put me down!” She laughs, wriggling in my arms.

      “Fine!” I say as I throw her onto my bed before I rip my tie off and pull my jacket from my shoulders.

      I watch her breasts bounce, before her body sinks into my silky sheets, and I am pulling at my shirt at a pace that is sure to tear buttons. She looks around the room before her gaze lands back on me, and she drinks in my now naked torso. The last time she saw me half-naked, she couldn’t stand to look at me, but now she can’t stop.

      “You are carved from stone,” she murmurs as she admires my body, her eyes on me doing wonders for my ego as I undo my belt and pull down my suit pants. Now in nothing but my boxers, I stalk toward her. My gaze is hot on hers, and I watch her swallow roughly.

      “Your body is fucking amazing.” I get closer and run my hands up her body. Feeling her curves, watching her breasts fill her strapless bra, her breaths making them quiver as she shivers beneath me. She has black lace underwear, the kind I really want to peel from her body with my teeth.

      I lean over her, taking her lips again, as I join her on the bed and sink my body onto hers. Pushing my hips into her, my cock brushes her core, making her moan, wanting her to feel what she does to me.

      “See what you do to me, Beth. See how hard I am for you,” I grit out as my nose trails a pattern from her cheeks down her neck and back again.

      “It’s been a long time…” she says, looking up at me, vulnerability showing in her eyes.

      “I will take care of you,” I whisper, and I must say the right thing, because her hand cups the back of my head and she pulls me to her lips again.

      As we unravel, her hands run up my body, exploring my ridges as I move lower and pull her bra cup down, taking one of her ample breasts into my mouth, sucking on her nipple and wondering how long I can last because I already want to explode.

      She whimpers, arching her back and thrusting her chest out farther and I pull the other cup down, before moving my mouth to the other side. She has fantastic breasts, and I mold them with my hands, pinching her nipples, which enlists another whimper from her.

      “Goddamn, I could kiss your lips and this beautiful body all fucking day,” I groan against her skin. My hands flex and clench, grabbing her, massaging her. She is all woman, and I love it. I discard her bra completely, throwing it across the room, and I make my way down her body with my lips and tongue, tasting, exploring, wanting to mark her skin as mine.

      “Harrison, you feel like you are everywhere…” she murmurs as her back arches, her hands running through my hair as my lips skirt around the hem of her underwear.

      I run my hands up her thick thighs, pushing them open and settling myself firmly between them, and I hear her gasp. My fingers trail up her warm, wet center on the outside of her pretty black underwear, and see her hips relax as she spreads her legs even wider. I groan at the fact that she is wanting me to touch her.

      “You’re so wet for me… These need to go.” My hands move around her hips and grab the delicate fabric, pulling it down her legs. Now lying underneath me completely naked, she looks up at me, her eyes almost begging me to take care of her, and the feeling thrums strongly through my body that this woman is different. Very different.

      I lean over her and kiss her again, the feeling of her tongue against mine addictive as my hand travels down her curves, wanting to feel all of her, wanting to touch every inch. I circle her clit with my fingers, and at the contact, she gasps. And her warm, wet center shows me exactly what she thinks of me. Her hips automatically move in rhythm to my fingers, grinding up into my hand. Our kiss becomes ferocious as my hand goes a little lower, and I push one finger inside her before taking it out and circling her clit again. I repeat the action slowly, teasingly so, over and over as she moans in my mouth, and I capture the sound.

      Her body starts to squirm, her hips move a little more, and her grip is tight around my neck, keeping me close to her as her moans flow from her lungs.

      “I want you to come on my fingers, baby. Then I want to feed you my cock,” I murmur, and the dirty talk is obviously something she likes because, in that moment, her orgasm rushes from her, her fingers white-knuckled against my skin, her breath hitching before she lets out a high-pitched moan and I feel her body shaking beneath me as her hips gyrate against my hand even faster.

      “I’m coming, oh God!” she moans, her head falling back onto the bed, and I watch her release transform her expression into one of euphoria.

      “Fucking beautiful,” I murmur as I watch her catch her breath and open her eyes to look at me. I am so fucking hard, I’m struggling to be a gentleman, and then I see her sly smile appear on her face as I run my hands up her body.

      “Harrison, that was… amazing,” she says on a breath as I lean over and take one of her nipples into my mouth again and suck on it slowly. Lifting away, my gaze remains on her as I bring my fingers to my mouth and suck. Her eyes widen and her pupils dilate, looking at me tasting her, and she tastes as good as she looks.
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      My body sinks into the bed underneath the man who has totally swept me off my feet tonight, the one who has my heart racing like never before.

      I can’t believe this is happening. I am panting, my muscles in my legs quivering, my heart beating so fast. But it has already been one of the best nights of my life.

      “That was fucking fantastic,” he says, kissing my skin, which is now coated in a light sheen, and lazily sucking on my nipple, which he has quickly caught on is my kryptonite as are his filthy words.

      I moan as my hand falls into his hair, massaging his scalp, and I hear his chest rumble in pleasure. Lifting up, he looks into my eyes intently before capturing my lips with his again. Damn, he is a good kisser. He kisses like he really means it. He is passionate, wanting me like I am the last female on Earth.

      I match his energy, gripping his hair hard as my tongue dances with his, and I can feel his hot and heavy cock as it rests against my thigh. I trail my hand down his torso, lightly skimming my fingers against his skin, until I feel his boxer briefs, the only piece of clothing left on either of us, and I slip my hand inside.

      I grip him, eliciting a groan as his lips pause on mine, then I start to massage and pump his length, reveling in the way he shivers in response.

      “Fuck, keep doing that, and I won’t last long at all,” he growls before he jumps up off me, and I sit up and lean on my elbows to watch him.

      Standing on the floor at the side of the bed, he takes off his boxer briefs, and I get my first full glimpse of the man I already know is going to be the next governor. My eyes roam over him, taking in his extremely fit body, his chiseled muscles, which trail into a V at his pelvis. Then my attention drifts down as I see him gripping his perfect cock, pumping it, his eyes watching me looking at him.

      Without taking his eyes from me, Harrison walks to the nightstand and opens the drawer, grabbing a box of condoms, fishing one out and leaving the others nearby. My stomach flutters in anticipation.

      He is a man who is in control, knows exactly what he wants, and what he wants is me.

      He sheaths himself before coming back to the bed and grabbing my hand, helping me off the mattress and walking me over to the large armchair that sits to the side of his bedroom suite.

      “I want you to control our first time, Beth,” he says, keeping our hands intertwined as he takes a seat like a king in a castle on the large chair and leans his head back, his eyes running up and down my naked body. “Now be a good girl and come and sit on my cock.”

      Good girl… Those two words light a fire under my skin. Out of the bedroom, if a man said that to me, I would probably slap him. But right here, right now, I feel my insides melt even more.

      Harrison’s eyes light up as I step closer. His nostrils flare and his grip on my hand tightens as he pulls me on top of him.

      “You like me praising you just as much as you like my dirty talk, don’t you, baby?” Harrison comments just before his warm, wet mouth encases my nipple, sucking it.

      “I do,” I admit breathlessly as I straddle him, getting into position on my knees. I should feel awkward, but I don’t. I feel wanted.

      “Well, then be a good girl and slide your wet pussy onto my cock until I make you scream.”

      I slowly lower myself, as his hand grips his length and he pulls me into position. I feel his tip pushing at my entrance, stretching me. He is huge, and I hold my breath, waiting for all of him.

      “Breathe, Beth. You can take me, I got you.” His mouth closes in on my nipple again as my hands grip the back of the armchair behind his head. I lower myself more, feeling all of him, and my head falls back as I take him in completely, letting out a long moan.

      “Fuck, you are tight. Move your hips for me… Show me what I do to you,” he grits out as both his hands grip my ass cheeks and his head falls back to the chair again, admiring me openly. His eyes are lust drunk, and he bites his lower lip as I begin to move. My hips grind and bounce like a dancer, even though I am one of the most uncoordinated people I know.

      “That’s my girl. Fucking beautiful dirty girl jumping up and down on my cock,” he moans, sparking desire throughout my body, and every time I move, I feel like I am going to explode.

      “Harrison, this feels…” I pant, becoming breathless, my breasts heaving in time with my body.

      “Fucking amazing,” Harrison finishes for me, and I feel his hand slide up my bare back, and grab my hair before he fists it, pulling it back.

      My head falls back with it, my body arching, my hips now moving differently, the pressure on my clit intoxicating. I feel like I am having an out-of-body experience.

      “Harrison, I can’t, I’m going to…” I pant out, our bodies slapping, our deep need for each other evident as his fingers grip my skin with one hand as the other pulls my hair even tighter.

      “Come for me, Beth, come all over my cock like the good girl you are.” My hands remain white-knuckled as I buckle and gyrate on Harrison, letting my release overtake me.

      “Harrison!” I yell his name out into the room, thankful we are on our own because I hear the echo as pure ecstasy consumes me.

      “Fuck, Beth!” Harrison shouts almost in sync with me, his grip tight, his ab muscles clenching as he thrusts deeper, his orgasm as intense as my own.

      I’m hot and breathless, my hair a mess of waves around my head, and as I come down from my high, I loosen my grip on the back of the chair and slump against him. Harrison’s hands massage my body, moving up and down my back, drawing soft moans from my chest.

      I’m spent. Never before have I experienced the level of arousal I have in the last few hours with Harrison.

      We are quiet for a few minutes, both sated and perfectly content.

      “Let’s get in the shower. I want you on your knees for me with that pretty little mouth of yours wrapped around my cock.” His dirty talk continues, and I lick my lips, already knowing that my knees will buckle for him gladly.

      I pull back to look at him, giving him a lazy smile.

      “Yes, sir.” I smirk, already looking forward to what else Harrison has in store for us.
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      We make it back to his bedroom, showered, with wet hair and weak muscles, ready for sleep. As I lie on top of his enormous bed, I watch him as he walks toward me from the bathroom.

      “I like you in my bed,” he says as his eyes glide over my naked body, taking in my long red hair that I grew up hating, which now makes me feel invincible. The confidence I now have in my body compared to only weeks ago is surprising, but I trail my fingers up over my hips, tracing my curves, and lowering them again. He watches with interest.

      He turns off the light, leaving us in the light glow of the moon from his windows as he crawls in next to me.

      “How do you feel?” he asks, looking at me, the wrinkle between his brows showing me he is somewhat concerned.

      I lift my hand and rub the small dent between his brows like I have wanted to since the moment I met him, the tension in his head leaving immediately.

      “Perfect,” I say quietly, because it’s the truth. I have never felt this good naked ever. I have never felt this good before, during, or after sex, period. As Harrison’s eyes sweep across my face, I give him a small smile, one which he returns.

      “Good. Me too. Are you sure you are okay after what happened with the table seating?” Harrison asks, referring to his mother and her antics.

      “It wasn’t ideal, but it’s fine,” I say, putting up my hand in front of my chest in surrender, wanting to just brush it off and forget about it.

      “It is not fine, and it won't happen again,” he grits out, clearly still angry over the incident, and he grabs my hand from in front of me.

      “Seriously, it is no problem.” I again try to brush it off as he intertwines our fingers down by our sides. The touch soothes me, any stress or tension I felt now drifting away.

      “It is for me. Tell me, why did I see you chatting with the waiters and walking in the kitchen tonight? Did something go wrong?” he asks, his eyebrows crinkling once more. I take in a deep breath and sigh, the hectic night now catching up with me. His thumb strums across my hand and tingles shoot up my arm.

      “No. Just finalizing the event. Your mom left early, and I couldn’t find Lillian, so I just did it,” I say with a shrug, starting to feel exhausted. Yet his touch is giving me his strength.

      “What a mess…” he murmurs, rubbing his head and remaining quiet.

      “Oscar got the doctor,” he says with a smile, his blue eyes dancing with happiness.

      “Yes, I know. That’s great,” I say, my smile automatically matching his.

      “It is. How was your night? Where did you go?” His question leaves me warm. It is nice to know he was looking for me. That I wasn’t out of sight, out of mind.

      “I was chatting with Arthur for most of it,” I state coyly. I am so happy about what I’m about to share, and I know he will be too.

      He pauses, his brow rising at the look on my face. “And? Any luck?” His eyes are wide, waiting for my answer. I chew on my bottom lip, trying unsuccessfully to hide my grin.

      “He is donating one hundred thousand and will be writing a public letter of support tomorrow, which he is going to publish in the newspaper,” I say, not able to help the broad smile that stretches across my face.

      “What?” Harrison sits up, shocked, his eyes now wide as his smile turns into his watermelon trademark grin.

      “Yep! He can see the good work you will do and is happy to support your campaign.”

      “Yes!” he says, grabbing my face and pulling it up to meet his, catching me in a panty-melting kiss. The movement catches me off guard and I squeal, gripping his shoulders for support.

      “Beth, that is amazing!” He stops and lowers me back to the bed, and his hand lazily skirts down my neck, over my shoulders, and down my bare body. His face stays mere inches from mine, and I feel his hot breath on my lips.

      “You’re amazing,” he murmurs, and my pulse speeds up from the way he’s looking into my eyes. I momentarily lose the ability to breathe.

      “So are you,” I say honestly, trying to remain calm, but feeling the total opposite.

      Lying side by side, we stay quiet for a while, sharing sweet kisses, caressing each other’s bodies, his eyes rarely leaving mine for more than a second.

      All is exactly as I could ever dream it to be until my mind starts spinning.

      “How are we ever going to hide this, Harrison?” I ask, not wanting this moment to end.

      He looks serious for a moment, deep in thought. “I don’t know. But what I do know is, now that I have had a taste, I have no idea how the hell I am supposed to work with you and not want to bend you over my desk every chance I get,” he grumbles, his fingers pressing into my hip.

      “But we can’t. We have months of campaigning ahead of us. One small slipup could mean the end of it all. I don’t want to be the reason you don't win.”

      Harrison looks at me, his wrinkle now back. “I don’t want the media to hound you or your father, to interrupt your life. I don’t want you to become a pawn in their game. Because if they get wind of this, then that is what will happen,” he says seriously, his hand moving up to cup my cheek.

      “Then we are professional at work…” I say, hoping this means I still get to have him in some way.

      “And I have you all to myself behind closed doors…” he finishes, then leans forward and takes my lips again.

      The night is still young, and our poorly thought-out plan is moved to the back of our minds. Our thoughts are now only on each other.
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      As I tee off on the third hole of the day, my body is weary, but my mind is racing. I have been having a shit round of golf with my brothers so far and just to prove that I am consistent, my ball now soars over the lush green of the fairway and lands with precision into the bunker.

      “Shit,” I mumble, yet not at all disappointed. My smile is a mile wide because I can still smell her scent on my skin.

      “That is a shit shot, asshole. Why the hell are you still smiling?” Tennyson says, looking at me dumbfounded. I would say he is grumpy this morning, but he is always like this, so I just shrug and walk back to my bag.

      “Did you get laid last night?” Ben asks, and Eddie laughs.

      “None of your business,” I say to them as I walk away from their glaring stares, throwing my club back into my golf bag and standing near the cart, waiting for the rest of them to take their shots. My emotions are a mix of delight at having Beth in my bed and tasting every inch of her body, to confusion at waking up to her gone.

      She left me a note, telling me she had to get home, but I wish she had woken me. Clearly, all the exercise we did had me out cold, and I was looking forward to more of her this morning. But I know that one night is not the end, and a woman like Beth needs to have space to think through our decision.

      I want her, in every way. But I also want to be governor and if I could win both, then that would be amazing. But since I am just starting my campaign, I can’t be seen publicly romanticizing a new woman, especially one who is on my team, no matter how much I want to be with her. She knows it, and I know it. So we will be professional out in the open, and I hope to repeat our activities from last night each and every night to come. I just hope she still feels the same.

      Ignoring my brothers, I answer my vibrating cell, seeing it is Oscar. I have been waiting all day for his call. The first approval poll results of the governor campaign are being released today, and I need to know how I am positioned so early on in the campaign.

      “The poll results are in,” Oscar says, and I am trying to interpret his tone.

      “And?” I ask as Eddie comes to stand next to me, while my other two brothers are chatting with each other over near the golf tee. About work, no doubt.

      “You're in the lead by a small margin. Your current approval rating sits at fifty-two percent, which is good. The opposition is sitting at forty-eight percent, though, so it is close.”

      “That’s good. Are you happy with that?” I ask him as Eddie nods at me with a small but proud grin.

      “It’s great, but we still have a bit of work to do. Have you seen the Baltimore Business afternoon edition?” he asks hesitantly.

      “No. Why?” I ask him as Eddie gets busy bringing up the news outlet on his cell.

      “They have a small story about you. About the event last night. It is fine, no issue, but you may want to look at the image they ran with. I’ve got to run. Talk later,” he says before he ends the call, and I look over Eddie's shoulder.

      Up on his cell screen is a picture of Beth and me on the front page. She looks stunning, throwing her head back in laughter, me looking at her adoringly. I remember the moment clearly. It must have been taken mid-conversation when we first arrived last night—before I got bombarded with people and dragged away from her. Eddie and Oscar were right next to us, but have been conveniently cropped out of the image.

      Ben walks up, looking over Eddie’s other shoulder. “So, Beth, huh? You couldn’t keep your eyes off her last night.”

      “Beth is great. Just don’t fuck it up,” Eddie says to me as he pockets his phone, and I wonder if he is talking about my campaign or Beth. I file it away to ask him later.

      “She is hot. I wish I had spotted her first!” Tennyson adds, stepping into the conversation. Like a true bloodhound, his reputation as a ladies' man is almost as big as my father’s was. Now he is a playboy. My eyes thin at him, while I try hard not to grind my teeth.

      “Shit, you really like her? Does she mean something to you?” Tennyson prods, knowing he hit a nerve.

      “The last thing I needed was her. The last thing I was looking for was a woman. You know that. But she flew into me and now she is all I can think about,” I say, running my hand down my face.

      I grab a golf ball and my driver to take another shot. I might as well; my game can’t get any worse.

      My three brothers watch me as I position myself at the tee and hit the ball strongly down the fairway again, but this time, it lands in the scrub at the side.

      “Shit,” I say again, walking back to where they are standing.

      “Get your head in the game and off your dick,” Tennyson jibes.

      “What’s wrong with my dick?”

      “Nothing, you have a great fucking dick, almost as big and beautiful as mine,” Tennyson says with a smirk.

      “Can we just leave your dicks out of this?” Eddie chimes in from behind me.

      “You leave your dick out of it,” Tennyson pushes. “What happened to ‘I'm staying away from women and focusing on my governorship campaign’?” he continues, and he is right, of course. I told them all I was swearing off women for the length of my campaign, and I have done the complete opposite.

      “He’s not marrying her.” Ben sticks up for me as the four of us get into the golf cart to go and find our balls.

      “Stop talking about her like that,” I snap, hating them for talking about her like she is just a random woman I met. She is so much more than that.

      All three look at me, gobsmacked.

      “Holy shit. You like her, like her. Like really like her?” Ben says in awe.

      “Oscar is going to be pissed,” says Eddie, shaking his head with a smile.

      “I don’t give a shit what Oscar thinks. She is different. I can’t explain it. She isn’t interested in my money, my family, or my business. Her head is not stuck in her phone or taking selfies. She is independent, strong, resilient, intelligent, kind, fucking beautiful…” I trail off. My brothers are quiet as I watch them all gaping at me.

      “But we need to keep it quiet. At least until the end of the campaign,” I say, dropping the truth bomb like it hurts. My brothers are still for another beat.

      “So she will be your dirty little secret? You know how that is going to look if it gets out?” Eddie says, clearly not happy with the situation, already being a big fan of Beth’s.

      “It won’t. Only you three and Beth know. And I am keeping it that way,” I grumble, not liking it at all, but knowing this is how it has to be.

      “So what are you going to do about Lilly?” Eddie asks.

      “Lilly is deaf to anything I say. I have spoken to her already. I have spoken to Mom as well. They don’t seem to understand that being with Lilly is not something I want. She is a great girl, we all know that, but she is like our sister.”

      “Her father wasn’t happy last night. He didn’t like your hand on Beth when you introduced her to him, and so don’t be surprised if he ends his support for your campaign,” Eddie says as we drive down the freeway to our balls.

      “Doesn’t matter, I got Arthur,” I state, having not told anyone yet about the fantastic news Beth delivered to me last night.

      “What?” Eddie stops the cart sharply, and we all fall forward.

      “Arthur Stratten?” Ben asks in shock, the man no one thought would ever support a Rothschild publicly now doing exactly that.

      “How the hell did that happen?” Tennyson asks, looking dumbfounded.

      “Beth.”

      “Beth?” Ben asks, his eyes widening.

      “No wonder you fucked her,” Tennyson says, and I lean over and punch him in the arm. He is the second youngest of us four boys, younger than me by only a few years, but he is just as tall and broad, so I feel like I hit cement.

      “Not that I have to explain anything to you three single assholes, but she is good with people, excellent in the community, loves talking and helping. She is gold for me and for my campaign.”

      “Is that all she is gold for?” Ben asks, trying to gauge where my feelings are with it all. Perceptive, as always.

      “No. She is fucking ingrained in me. Now, let’s get back to the game,” I say as I jump out of the cart to my ball in the scrub. Standing tall, my brothers are silent as I take my shot. I hit again and watch my ball fly through the air, soaring close to the putting green before leaning left and landing right in the bunker.

      This is going to be a long fucking game.
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      I could not feel any further from how I did last night. Literally less than twenty-four hours ago, I was being primped and polished by the team of magicians that Harrison sent to my hotel for the event his mother planned. Before the billionaire himself made a meal out of me for the remainder of the night. Today, however, I am on my roof, in the oldest clothes I have so I don’t get anything decent from my wardrobe ruined by the muddy slush I am combing from the gutters. As the gray clouds that were in the distance this morning now close in on me in the late afternoon, I rush to try to find the hole in the roof that is causing the leak into our ceiling.

      Usually, this is something a landlord would fix, but Dad and I made a deal with him that for a lower rent, we would do all the maintenance ourselves. At the time, we thought that nothing would need fixing, and for a few years, we were right. But as the house gets older, it is not as nice as it once was, and after almost fifteen years in this place, it is starting to get even more run-down.

      “Dammit!” I curse under my breath, hoping to find the hole and plug it all before Dad gets home from the center and yells at me for being on the roof. I dig my hand under the gutters and feel if I can find the area where the rain tumbles. The damp ceiling looks worse today than it did last week. So I know that if I don’t find it and try to plug it in, the maintenance and repairs required to fix it will skyrocket.

      I yawn slightly, tired from my night. My body is sore in places it hasn’t been for a very long time. I smile at myself. Last night was magical. Like my own Cinderella dream ball. Except my Prince Charming did ungodly things to me that already has my core thrumming for him to do it all again.

      I bite my lip as I think about his lips on my skin. My cheeks heat and my body feels warm, even though the wind is whipping up and the sun is now behind a dark cloud. I continue to feel around the roof cavity, my arm elbow deep in sludge, hoping I don’t get bitten by a spider or worse as I continue to daydream.

      “Yes!” I shout aloud to the empty garden below as my hand lands on a small hole. It is big enough for my hand to fit in, and I feel pride in myself for finding it. Quickly, I turn to grab the tools I brought up on the roof with me, some that I borrowed from my neighbor earlier in the week in preparation, and I think about how I will close it up. But as I try to wriggle my hand out of the hole to grab the spare materials, my hand doesn’t move. I twist and pull, and as I do, my feet slip slightly on the tin, my body jolting to keep balance. The force of my movement rips my hand out from the hole in the tin roof and it slices my palm, straight down the middle.

      “Ahhh!” I scream, grabbing my hand, losing my balance, and falling from the roof. Panic fills my bones as the air leaves my lungs, and I throw out my good hand to grip on to something. Anything!

      I manage to hold on to the gutter as my body flings over the edge of my house, and I hang limply, my body dangling for exactly two seconds before my weight is too much for my grip and I let go. I thank my lucky stars for the large flower bush that catches me, softening my fall before I hit the ground hard and my butt lands in the muddy grass. No doubt my skin will be bruised for days if the pain radiating through my hip is any indication.

      I sit for a moment to gather myself, the shock causing me to fill with adrenaline, but I know that I need to keep a level head. There is no one home but me. I take some deep breaths and will the tears to stay away, because that could have ended much worse. I wiggle my toes and bend my knees, finding that nothing is sore or broken until I look at my hand, covered in red, the blood freely flowing down my wrist.

      With Dad at the center with Larry, I have no idea who to call. It doesn’t feel like an emergency for the paramedics, but I don’t have a car and the buses only run every hour on Sundays. I sit and think as the blood starts to coat my forearm and I wiggle my toes again to ensure that I can stand. With my hand feeling numb and mentally blocking out any pain I feel in my body, I get up and walk a few steps toward the front door before my vision starts to go blurry and I need to sit again.

      My heart rate is increasing because I can feel raindrops start to fall. I limit my risk of any more injuries by shuffling on my knees and slowly make my way across the lawn to the footpath to the front door, where I left my keys and cell phone.

      My clothes are filthy, my knees now hurt, my hip is throbbing, and the pain in my palm is so intense that I feel like it is on fire. It looks like it is with the blood that is pouring from it, so I hold it upright, praying for the bleeding to stop. It slows a little, and I thank the heavens. Looking up to the clouds, I think of my mother, who I know would be scolding me from above.

      Gritting my teeth, I lean over awkwardly and pick up my cell, calling the only person I know who has a car and may be available.

      Tom, my driver.

      With luck, he is nearby, and within twenty minutes, I see him pulling onto my street. I watch as the car comes to a stop at the front of my house and he dashes out as quick as a flash, running down the path toward me.

      “Beth! What happened?” he asks in a rush, his face panic-stricken, and I look down at myself, realizing how much of a mess I am.

      “Nothing. Just a little accident. Do you think you can run me to the hospital? It is just fifteen minutes away.” I feel foolish, but I slap on my wide smile, gritting my teeth behind the facade.

      “Come on. Let’s go,” Tom says as he leans over and helps me up, grabbing my good elbow and escorting me slowly to the car. He holds the door open as I slide onto the soft black leather seat and let out the breath I was holding. Keeping my hand elevated and wrapped in my sweater, the trip takes no time at all because Tom drives like a madman, and as we pull up to the ER department, I get myself out.

      “Thanks, Tom. I really appreciate it. Sorry for calling you on the weekend.”

      “Wait, let me take you in.” He’s out of the car in the next second, running around to help me walk in.

      “No, no, I’m fine. I’m practically a regular here. Please go back to your family, enjoy the rest of the day,” I say, brushing his help away, feeling guilty that I had to call him at all, even though the black dots continue blocking my vision as I try to walk into the ER. Tom doesn’t listen to me. He walks me all the way in until I get to the counter, and then steps back, giving me privacy.

      “Oh, Beth, what have you done now?” Mary, the ER nurse, says to me, because whether he believed me or not, I am a regular here and have been for years. If they had a loyalty program, then I would be their number one ticket holder.

      “Just a little cut, Mary, nothing too serious, but I might need some stitches,” I reply, not wanting her to worry either, even though my palm is burning, and I feel light-headed. I know they deal with a lot here, and I feel bad for being yet another person on their very long list today.

      “Here, let me wrap it a little to keep it clean because it will be a wait until the doctors are free today, I’m afraid,” Mary says, and I am glad to have a friendly face.

      “Thanks, Mary.” I sigh, exhausted from the entire ordeal already.

      “How did you do this?” she asks as she wraps it quickly, noticing the line of people now behind me.

      “I cut it on the roof.”

      “Do I even want to know?” she asks, eyeing me suspiciously.

      “I was just trying to fix a leak.”

      “A leak? Beth, you can’t do everything. Haven’t we told you this before? There are some things that professionals need to do, and I would suggest that getting on top of a house is one of them!” she scolds me and I silently nod.

      “Have a seat, sweetheart. We will be with you when we can. Do you want some water? A blanket?”

      “No. I’m fine. Really, it's just a scratch.” I offer her a small, reassuring smile. Even though I am parched and cold, I don't want them wasting their resources on me. Mary pats my hand knowingly, and I move out of the way so she can attend other patients.

      Turning around, I notice Tom still here, and he watches me as he pockets his cell phone.

      “It’s going to be a long wait, Tom. I’m fine here. You go. The nurses will look after me.”

      He eyes me suspiciously, but nods. “Fine. Call me if you need anything,” he says, and I watch him leave reluctantly as I take a few steps and collapse into the white plastic chair in the waiting room. Mary was right; they are busy, but I guess this is normal for a late Sunday afternoon.

      I pull my legs up to my chest and wrap my arms around them, curling my body in tight as the noises and the smell of disinfectant take me back to a time that I don’t want to relive. A time when I was being rushed through the doors by paramedics.

      I bury my head into my knees, wanting to forget it all, yet the visions come back in full force, and I squeeze my eyes shut to push through the throbbing pain in my hand. Keeping myself small, just like I did here when I was a kid, the memories of my mother pull me under.

      And like back then, all I see is darkness.
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      As I finish up on the eighteenth hole, my cell phone buzzes in my pocket. I have ignored it for the last ten minutes as I try to finish this awful game, not made any better by the relentless teasing my brothers continue to give me about Beth. I can’t help but smile and laugh, though. I haven’t felt this lighthearted in… well, forever.

      I pull my cell from my pocket as we are driving our cart back to the clubhouse, surprised to see that it is Tom.

      “Tom?” I answer in question, because it is Sunday, our one and only true day off for the week.

      “It’s Beth. She’s in the hospital,” he spits out quickly.

      “What? Where?” My heart rate increases, and concern fills my veins. Tom reels off the address and what he knows, and as soon as the cart stops, I am already running to my car.

      “What happened?” Eddie asks as all my brothers look at me, ready to jump into action.

      “It’s Beth. She is at the hospital.”

      “Wait. We will come!” Eddie says.

      “No. I will call you later.” I close the door of my car and start the engine, leaving all three of them standing in the parking lot, watching me leave.

      The hospital is an hour away, but I make it in forty minutes, and I see Tom standing next to his car outside, exactly where he told me he would be.

      “She is still waiting in the ER. They haven’t seen her yet,” he says as I run past him and head inside. It is bedlam. People and nurses are everywhere, nothing like the private hospital in Baltimore City where our family goes.

      People are yelling, machines are being pushed around from room to room, and the phones are ringing off the hook. There is a line of people waiting to be seen, and the staff all look exhausted. My eyes wander over everyone until I spot her vibrant red hair.

      “Beth!” I say, relieved that I can see her, but panicked that she looks like she is out cold.

      “Beth,” I say again as I get to her, her body curled up on a cheap plastic chair, her eyes closed, and I see dried blood on her cheek.

      “Beth,” I say again, a little louder, and I shake her shoulder gently.

      “Hmmmm,” I hear her moan, her eyes squeezing shut as she wakes.

      “Beth, are you alright?” Pulling her shoulders back, I brush the hair off her face. Her beautiful skin is stained with blood, her face pale and cold, and she doesn’t have much strength.

      “Ouch, ouch, ouch!” she says as her eyes open slowly, squinting at the bright lights, and she pulls her hand up to block the brightness. All I see is red. Blood coats her hand and arm, the poorly wrapped bandage soaked, and now I am angry.

      “Nurse! Nurse!” I yell at the older lady at the counter who looks up. Her eyes widen in recognition before she rushes around to where we are sitting.

      “Beth, how are you feeling, darlin’?” she asks like she knows her.

      “How do you think she is feeling? She needs a doctor, now!” I state, barely containing my anger.

      “Exam room one has just cleared. Let me get a wheelchair,” she says, her eyes full of concern as she starts to waddle down the hall.

      “It’s fine. I’ve got her,” I grit out as I lift Beth up bridal style, her body limp in my arms, her beautiful head falling to my shoulders. I stand up strong, holding her close, wishing she would look a little more lively. She’s making me nervous.

      “Harrison?” she murmurs. “What are you doing here?” Her eyes are barely open, and I realize that she has probably lost a pint of blood by the look of her clothes.

      “I'm taking care of you, Beth. Taking you to see a doctor down the hall here,” I try to explain simply, not sure how lucid she is.

      “You smell good,” she whispers against me, burying her head into my neck, and I chuckle, glad she is still talking and awake. I try to ignore the tug in my chest that happens every time I am near this woman.

      People stare at me as I maneuver my way through the waiting room and down the hallway, following the nurse. I know I have been recognized as some of them have their cell phones out and are now recording my movement. I pull Beth tighter, shielding her from the cameras. I look straight ahead and breathe a sigh of relief when we step inside exam room one where a doctor is waiting.

      “Ahh, Beth, did you miss me?” the older doctor asks with a small chuckle as I lay her on the exam table, and he smiles warmly at her. Even though I place her gently, I see her grimace as she tries to move her body into a more comfortable position.

      “Hey, Doc. Sorry it has been a little while since my last visit,” she says, groaning softly.

      “So what happened today?” he asks with an air of familiarity. Between him and the nurse, they both seem to know Beth well.

      “I fell off the roof,” she states, and I almost fall over myself.

      “The roof? What the hell were you doing on the roof?” I ask, shocked.

      “Fixing a leak. I cut my hand on the tin,” she says, lifting her hand and placing it on her chest, giving us all a view of the bloody mess it has created.

      “Okay, I will get this cleaned up, and then we can assess the damage,” the doctor says.

      “I’m Doctor Standford. Will you be waiting in here or in the hallway, Mr. Rothschild?” he asks me, and I look down at Beth and notice her eyes closed, a small puff of air leaving her lips.

      “I’ll step out. Give you some privacy,” I say. I slowly walk out the door, closing it behind me. Finding a white plastic chair at the front of the room, I take a seat, exhaustion nipping at my heels. I lean my elbows on my knees and keep my head down, trying to get my heart rate under control.

      “Don’t worry about Beth; she will be right as rain. Always is. She just lost a little too much blood, is all. Now are you calling her father or am I?” the nurse says from beside me.

      “I’ll take care of it, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, Mr. Rothschild,” she says, her smile small, and I watch her waddle back down to the nurses’ station to attend to the long line. I watch, having never seen anything like it before in my life. I have been to hospitals, many in fact, but only for ribbon cuttings and seeing my father before he passed, all of which are state-of-the-art private facilities that are spotless, with lots of staff and up-to-date equipment.

      Here, it is like a war zone. The floor tiles are cracked; the walls need new paint; a light flickers constantly down the hall, and the equipment looks to be decades old as they’re being passed from room to room. I grab my cell and pull up my contacts, looking for Beth’s emergency contact details and finding her father’s number.

      After a brief rundown and him not sounding at all surprised or shocked at Beth being in the hospital, I arrange to send Tom over to the community center to collect him and take him home, which he only agreed to if I promised to bring Beth straight home as soon as Doctor Standford has finished up with her. After I hang up, I look at my phone. I don’t think her father likes me very much, if the one and only time of meeting at the community center is anything to go by, and my call today will no doubt make him like me even less.

      I call my brothers, and then Oscar, also asking him for a rundown on our healthcare policy. This hospital needs to be the first place we invest in—something we will do immediately.

      As I finish up all the phone calls, Doctor Standford comes out of the room.

      “She is good as gold. A few stitches in her hand, and she should take it easy for the next day or so. There’s a large bruise on her hip, but otherwise, she is tough as nails, that one,” he says with a smile before the head nurse scurries over and drags the weary older doctor down the hall to the next room with another patient.

      I open the door and walk into the silent room. Beth is sitting up and looking straight at me.

      “What are you doing here? Don’t you have a golf day?” she asks, surprised but tired.

      “I came from the course. Tom called me.”

      “You didn’t have to come. It is just a little cut.”

      “A little cut? You fell off the damn roof!” I’m trying to remain calm, but my voice increases in decibels with every word I say. I run my hand through my hair and start to pace the room.

      “I’m totally fine. I don’t want you worrying about me,” she says, and I can’t believe that she is the calm one.

      “You are not fine. And I will worry about you.” She purses her lips at that, and I already know whatever comes out of her mouth will be something stubborn.

      “Harrison. I. Am. Fine,” she says slowly, and I release the breath I was holding, seeing the truth in her eyes. Even if I’m still upset, I believe her.

      “I didn’t like waking up alone this morning,” I murmur, feeling the stress in my shoulders. I should probably wait to bring this up, but I can’t.

      “I didn’t want to wake you,” she offers with a small smile. Only, I’m not buying it.

      “Why did you leave so early?” My question is a simple one. But I see her take a deep breath like it pains her and she is resigned to tell me her answer.

      "Last night… I felt like Cinderella. I felt beautiful, carefree, and being with you was amazing. But my life is not that, Harrison. It's none of that. I haven't felt carefree in forever; I never wear pretty clothes; I never feel beautiful. I needed to get home to my reality, which is far different than your luxury penthouse with its perfectly curated art and luxurious amenities,” she says quietly, and I don’t like it. Not one bit.

      “You are beautiful. You are beautiful every damn minute of every day. And if I have to show you that, I will,” I growl, wrapping my hand around hers, where she remains sitting on the hospital bed.

      “I feel like your dirty little secret, Harrison. I want to be with you, more than anything, but I guess it will just take a little getting used to.” She leans into me, where I stand in front of her, her body relaxed from the painkillers, no doubt.

      “Beth, I know you have responsibilities. You have your dad to take care of, and that can be overwhelming. Let me help you. Let me be there for you; let me lighten your load. I want to be with you, every second. I want to touch you more than I should, and I know the next few months will be tough, but you are not my dirty secret, Beth; you are my hidden treasure,” I tell her, putting my feelings on the line, wanting to drum it in, wanting her to know that she means way more to me than that.

      I look down at her and notice her eyes getting glassy. My tough, beautiful woman is vulnerable in my arms right now. That’s not something I have seen from her before, and my heart clenches in my chest, the pain of seeing her upset almost suffocating me.

      “Just promise me no more getting onto the roof?” I say to her in warning, because I still can’t believe she did that. She remains suspiciously silent.

      “I will call Eddie to organize a building maintenance team to come to your place tomorrow to fix it.”

      “No! I don’t need charity, Harrison. I can do it myself,” she says with a huff, her stubborn self now back in action.

      “It is not charity. It is me looking after you.”

      “I don’t need looking after and I don’t need your money.” Even in her tired state, she slides off the bed, coming to stand right in front of me.

      “You listen to me, Beth. Last night was not a one-night deal for me, and I thought I made that clear, but I will once more. I want you. All of you. I want you in my bed. I want you working by my side. I want you in my life. So I will fix your goddamn roof, and I will do it with my money, whether you like it or not.”

      I am panting. I am so angry. We hold each other’s eyes, and if looks could kill, I would be the one lying on the bed right about now. But something switches, and before any more words can be spoken, I take her in my arms and kiss her.
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      I grip his shirt with my good hand as his lips devour mine. His hands cup my face, pulling me toward him, holding me like he never wants to let me go. Our lips mesh as our tongues explore, and I whimper a little at his touch. The pain I feel in my hand and my hip is now long forgotten. All I can feel is him.

      There is no hesitation, no feeling of uneasiness, just pure want, need, and demand, as he keeps my lips against his. He is warm, his body covering mine, cocooning me in a warm blanket of security I want to wrap myself in and never leave. I never thought I was the type of girl who would find the dependability of a man comforting. I have always managed to look after myself and my dad. I am independent, strong, and used to doing things on my own. But my body melts in his arms, and when he holds me, it is like everything is going to be alright. He smells of a mixture of sunscreen and summer breeze, and I want to lie in his arms forever.

      We pull back slowly, looking at each other. Our breaths labored, my grip on him remaining. His hands stay on my face, cupping my cheeks as his eyes search my face. I see the concern etched in his brow, that deep line telling me he is worried, and any annoyance or anger I had earlier has now dissipated.

      “You're stubborn. Has anyone told you that before?” he says, resting his forehead on mine, looking right into my eyes.

      “You’re bossy. Has anyone told you that before?” I counter before we both smile softly at each other.

      “You seemed to like it last night…” he murmurs, and I start thinking about the filthy things he said to me, and my body betrays me instantly at the memory.

      “I liked it very much last night…” My voice is breathy, and I see Harrison grit his teeth. Our hunger for each other is still very much alive.

      “If anything like this happens again, you call me straightaway.”

      “Absolutely not. This kind of thing happens all the time.” I almost laugh at the look on his face, but refrain.

      “What do you mean, it happens all the time?”

      “Harrison, I fall, I tumble, I spill drinks, I fall off roofs. I am clumsy, a clutz, a catastrophe.”

      “One. You are none of those things. Two. I am calling Eddie to organize someone to fix your roof tomorrow, and I am not taking no for an answer. And three…” He pauses, looking into my eyes.

      “And three?”

      “And three, you call me the minute anything like this happens again,” he repeats, just to drum it into me.

      I huff and look at him staring at me, daring me not to agree, but I give him a stiff nod, displeased that he talked me into depending on him. I don’t depend on anyone, yet he whirls his magic around me, and I agree to anything.

      I felt bad leaving him a note this morning, and I still feel vulnerable laying my cards out to him just now. But I feel a little lighter for sharing my life and knowing he didn’t run.

      “Why did you have to wait for hours in the waiting room? Why didn’t they see you straightaway?”

      “Because this is one of the most underfunded hospitals in the entire county. Because there are not enough trained doctors and nurses to help all the people that need help. Harrison, I am so clumsy, I am here nearly every month with some ailment or another. I wait my turn. I don’t want to be more of a burden on the hospital system; they have enough to deal with without having someone like me in here all the time,” I say, sighing, suddenly feeling really exhausted from the day.

      He looks around, and I see his eyes assessing the room. The threadbare curtains against the window and the thin sheets on the bed. The white plastic chair at the side of the room that has more marks and scratches on it than not and the chipped floor tiles that have seen better days. But it is all we have. It is all I have ever known.

      “Are you ready to go? I called your dad and told him that I will bring you home,” he offers, and I nod silently. I know I will get the third degree as soon as I walk in the door, even though I am a twenty-five-year-old woman. More than capable of fixing a hole in the roof. Or not, it appears.

      “Don’t you have somewhere to be?” I ask, trying to think about his schedule and what he had on it today. He holds me close as I shuffle to the door, and I grip his arm so I don’t do something like trip and fall, which is a very real possibility. Especially since I still feel light-headed.

      “I’m right where I need to be,” he says, and I feel like I am basking in the sun due to the warmth that spreads through my body at his words. He watches me as his hand rests on the door handle, waiting for me to process what he just said. His words are so simple, but the meaning is so committed. He is making me a priority, again something I have had very little of in my life.

      When I look up at him, he gives me a smile of understanding, just as he opens the door and we are greeted with the sounds of a busy hospital.
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      We pull up to my small, worn weatherboard home in Harrison's sports car, which glitters and shines against my very middle-class street. At least our garden is nice, I think to myself as he opens my car door and I get out and stand next to him, admiring the home and the pretty red roses in the front yard, albeit with one bush that looks a little squashed.

      I have never brought a man home before. There was never a boyfriend in college who lasted the distance. I feel almost nervous as I stand next to his car, which in all likeliness is worth more than some of the houses on this street. Including our own.

      “So that is the scene of the crime?” he asks, pointing to the side of the house where the gutter hangs from the roof a little.

      “Yep,” I say, popping the P, looking at the mess I left behind. The gutter hangs in a way it didn’t before. The ladder is still leaning against the house, my small simple tools scattered around the lawn below, and a trail of blood follows my journey to the front doorstep.

      “Go inside, and see your father. I will be there in a minute,” he says, and I watch him roll up his sleeves.

      “Harrison? Really, you don’t need to…” I start to say, because he is not dressed for yard work.

      “Beth?” My father’s voice rings out from the side, and I see him at the open front door. He looks at me before side-eyeing Harrison.

      “Go. I’ll be in in a few minutes,” Harrison says. I watch him walk to the side of the house, pick up the tools, and pull down the ladder.

      “What the hell did you think you were doing on the roof?” my father starts in on me as I turn and walk to meet him at the front door. He is not happy.

      “I needed to fix the leak!” My defense is weak, but at least I am honest.

      “You could have broken your back!” he nearly roars, his own ailment coming into our conversation. My heart beats fast at his tone.

      “You should have called someone in to fix it,” he says, quieter this time.

      “Dad, we don’t have the money… The heating bill was a big one, and I knew that calling a team in would cost too much!” I say, pleading at him for his understanding. I’m not telling him that I am secretly stashing away cash to buy him a new chair.

      His jaw ticks, and he gives me a quick nod in understanding.

      “Is there something going on here that I need to be worried about?” Dad asks, looking at Harrison fixing up our small yard before his eyes land on me.

      “No. But we do enjoy spending time together, Dad. Is it okay that he is here?” I ask tentatively because we have never had the talk about me bringing anyone home. There was never anyone in my life to bring home.

      “Out of all the men in town, you bring home the one who is running for governor… Any blind man can see there is something going on, Beth. Just be careful,” my dad murmurs as we both watch Harrison tidy the last few things, check the security of the gutter, and fix my mess.

      “Okay, I have put everything away,” Harrison says, coming up to us, and Dad looks at him with narrowed eyes.

      “Well, you might as well come in for a drink and watch the first half of the football game. I owe you that, at least,” my dad grumbles as he turns his chair to go inside.

      “Sorry, he is usually a little more hospitable,” I lie as I turn to Harrison and relax when greeted with his warm, comforting smile. My nerves at having him in my simple home have spiked now that we are standing at the door. Harrison is so tall, he almost hits the top of the doorframe, something Dad and I have never had to combat before.

      “It’s fine. He was worried. I imagine that if I ever had a daughter and found out she fell off the roof and was at the hospital, I would be pretty upset too.”

      I sigh, letting my shoulders slump.

      “C’mon, I think the Ravens are playing,” he says as his hand connects with my waist, giving me a reassuring squeeze. I raise my eyebrows in surprise.

      “You’re a football fan?” He doesn’t look like a football fan standing here on my front porch with his golf attire on.

      “Everyone is a football fan,” he says, grinning, and I smile as he leans down, pecking a kiss to my nose before we walk in and I lose him to my father, the two of them bonding over the Ravens’ win against Tampa Bay.
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      “How’s your hand?” I ask her the minute she steps into my penthouse. She has been here almost every night since her accident. But I gave her the day off today to spend it with her dad. They both had medical appointments at the hospital. Her stitches needed to be removed, and her father had some special physiotherapy he is trialing. I wanted to go with her. But I couldn’t. I had hands to shake and people to network with and we can’t take those risks. If I take a day off and am spotted spending it with her and her father, then the gossip mill will go into overdrive.

      “It’s fine. Don’t worry. See, all better?” she says as she dumps her overnight bag on the floor and walks over to me in the living room, waving her hand. A well-worn path is now ingrained in my carpet from where I have paced waiting for her.

      I grab her hand, pulling it closer to my eyes to inspect it.

      “Why are you so worried?” she asks me, and I look at her like she is crazy.

      “Because you are mine, and I worry about you when you get injured. I worry about you when you are stressed in the office. I worry about you and your dad living out in that house all alone. I hate it when you are not here with me.” Her beautiful eyes stare up at me, and every time I look into them, I weaken even more for her.

      “I worry about you too. You work too hard; you need more downtime. You have a lot of pressure on your shoulders. Let me look after you too,” she says, concern etched in her brow.

      “You missed a bit,” I state, wanting her to say it.

      “What bit?” she asks, raising her eyebrows.

      “That I am yours,” I murmur, really wanting her to say it out loud.

      “Oh, yes, I forgot that bit. Harrison, you are all mine,” she says sweetly, smiling, and my shoulders relax, not realizing how much I needed to hear it. I look at her hand again, at the thin red line tracing her skin, bringing it to my mouth and kissing her palm.

      “Hmmmm… much better…” She toys with me as she bites her lower lip.

      “I have been waiting all day to touch you,” I confess as my lips trail down the inside of her arm, peppering her soft skin with kisses. “Fuck, I am struggling not being able to touch you whenever I want,” I say to her, the honesty whipping out from me, wanting her to know.

      “I can’t say that the sneaking around is great for me either.” She huffs and starts to sulk. I know it is hard for her. Leaving her dad night after night, sneaking into the basement parking garage via Tony, packing and repacking her clothes for our sleepovers, so she has something different to wear in the office the next day.

      “It will be over soon… then I will show you to the world,” I murmur, already thinking about election night, taking the governorship, all with her by my side.

      “I know…” she whispers as my lips meet hers, and I kiss her like it is my last dying wish.

      “How’s your hip?” I ask her as I move my lips down to her neck, soaking her in, tasting her like I haven’t seen her for days rather than the hours it has been.

      “It is fine. Doctor said there are no issues,” she says, her voice becoming breathy as my hands roam over her curves.

      “Good,” I say before I bend and pick her up. Holding her ass in my hands, she wraps her legs around my waist.

      “Where are you taking me?” she asks, her eyes full of lust.

      “I’m hungry.” I walk her over to the dining room and perch her ass onto my large table.

      “Maybe I can help with that,” she murmurs as my lips trace down her neck. I feel her nipples peak almost instantaneously through her shirt.

      “Maybe you can,” I moan as her hands run up my back. She pushes her chest out, and I trace my hands up the curve of her back as I grind my already painfully hard cock against her.

      “I am going to get you naked before putting my mouth on you, and then I am going to make you scream my name so loud the whole city knows you are mine,” I growl, my fingers getting busy unbuttoning her blouse.

      “You will blow our cover…” she moans as I pull down the cup of her bra and my mouth finds her nipple, sucking it and lapping it with my tongue.

      “Fuck our cover,” I say before throwing her shirt across the room and removing her bra. I know we need to be careful, but I cannot wait until this sneaking around ends.

      “I want you naked too…” she says, her hands on my jeans, lowering my zipper and pushing them down as I tear my shirt off from behind my head.

      “You first.” I unzip her skirt, leaving it to slip down her body, puddling on the floor before I push her underwear down, letting her step out of both.

      “Sit,” I demand as I pick her up and put her back on my table, watching her eyes alight. Placing my palm on her chest, I push her backward and she slowly lowers until she is fully naked and splayed out for me.

      “Touch your perfect breasts, baby,” I grit out, not sure how long I can last, but knowing I want her to come first. I am being demanding, but she responds so well to me in the bedroom.

      I watch as her hands seductively skim up her sides until they grab her breasts, and she molds them, her fingers tweaking her nipples.

      “Good girl,” I murmur as I take a seat and spread her legs, seeing her already dripping with arousal, more than ready for me.

      “Fuck, you are glistening.” I admire her, my hands grabbing her knees and running my palms up the inside of her legs, pushing her even wider. Her hips move a little, hungry for me, and I can’t wait anymore.

      I lower myself and lick her. When I hear her breath catch, I do it again.

      “Harrison…” she murmurs, her body squirming, but her hands have stopped.

      “Keep touching your breasts, baby. Play with your nipples while I taste you with my tongue,” I grit out before I delve back into her center. I lick her, savoring every inch of her as she pants and moans, her body reacting immediately to my touch.

      “Your tongue is magic,” she says on a breath, her back lifting off the table as I suck on her clit. I do it again, getting into a fast rhythm, moving my tongue, tasting, and licking, before sucking on her clit again and again. I continue my assault. Not resting, not letting up, hungry for as much as she will give me. My hands grip her legs, spreading her as wide as she’ll go, and her hips begin to buckle.

      “Harrison, oh my… Harrison…” she pants over and over, my name on her lips egging me on.

      She screams my name so loud that it vibrates through the room. Her hands come to the back of my head, pulling me closer and gripping my hair, the whole scene so hot that I almost come on the spot as well.
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