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            To Mackenzie

            Love all, trust a few,

            do wrong to none.
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            Miriam Clarkson, January 9

            Alrighty. I suppose I’ve talked enough about Rita. When you bump hips with someone in a kitchen often enough, you learn their habits. The little things they say beneath their breath when they think no one is listening. The way they handle victories, or more importantly, defeats. So my daughter slash apprentice was the nut I decided to crack first, here within the blank whiteness of my Rite-Aid-purchased notebook. Oh, and just in case anyone skipped the first twenty pages, let me catch you up to speed. My name is Miriam Clarkson, and I’m probably dead.

            Now that we’re basting in the same sauce, I’d like to talk more about my children, also known as the four complicated mazes some lucky significant others will have the pleasure of winding through someday. It’s not their fault they can’t adequately express themselves. After all, look at their mother, hiding in a dark kitchen, finally putting her soul on paper like some ass-backward Martha Washington. But let me see what I can throw together.

            In every recipe, there is an ingredient that brings the entire meal into focus. I call it the ringleader. Added via spoon or measuring cup, it filters through the scattered components, urging them to join the taste good club. It wants—it needs—those erstwhile ingredients to be successful. To be happy. And because I apply cooking logic to everything until it makes sense to me, I see my children as four groupings of haphazard ingredients. All their parts are vital and beautiful, but they each need someone or something to yank them into cohesion.

            I might be older now. My boobs might be sagging beneath my apron. But I remember my ringleader. He was there once—he helped me pull my shit together—and then he was gone. I don’t blame him for anything, mind you. I celebrate him. The words, actions, and shared experiences that became my fork in the road were necessary to change me from a girl pointing in seven directions, to a woman with one goal. To cook. To have a family.

            Cooking came before family too often, but someday they’ll find this notebook and understand, as adults, that all their parts are perfect. They just need to take their lids off and allow in a ringleader.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Welcome to hell,” Aaron muttered, maneuvering the Suburban to avoid a patch of ice on the narrow road. In the passenger seat, Old Man lifted his white, furry head—and if dogs could grimace, Aaron’s new, unexpected pet was nailing it. Their eyes met across the console, one fuzzy eyebrow twitching as if to say, This is where you bring me, human?

         Aaron sighed and went back to scanning the street for the campsite. The term man’s best friend was apparently up for interpretation. He’d hardly achieved grudging respect from Old Man between New Mexico and Iowa. Still, the bare minimum of mutual appreciation was more than he could garner from the other occupants of the Suburban, wasn’t it? When it came to his siblings, he took what he could get. Although now only that only three Clarksons remained, as opposed to the four they’d started the journey with, there was even less for Aaron to take.

         A cross-country journey with no discernible purpose.

         Unless you counted fulfilling your mother’s dying wish as a purpose. In Aaron’s opinion, they were simply indulging a whim that might have been entirely different if Miriam had eaten something else for breakfast or gotten distracted by a new cassoulet recipe.

         Rita, his oldest sister, had shaken them in New Mexico, making for greener pastures…or rumpled bed sheets, depending on if you were a realist or a romantic. Aaron still considered himself the former, even if he’d definitely felt a minor blip of something gooey over the whole inconvenient business. With Rita shacked up in the desert with her boyfriend, only Aaron, Belmont, and Peggy Clarkson remained. Sage, too, although the wedding planner wasn’t related by blood. Some people are just naturally lucky.

         Aaron caught sight of the campsite turnoff up ahead and gave a loud cough to wake up the other travelers, before easing the rust bucket that passed for transportation to a stop outside a small redwood building marked Tall Timbers Rental Office.

         Okay, it wasn’t the Ritz-Carlton, but with a series of preelection events set to begin the following morning, every fleabag motel from there to Des Moines had been booked out. Fortunately, they were only a short drive from some of the event sites, where his fellow politicians would begin holding rallies for the hometown hero and rising star senator, starting bright and early tomorrow morning.

         Or they had been his fellow politicians at one time—his equals—before he’d gone and fucked his rapidly growing career to hell. Now he’d come to Iowa to fight his way back in, by fair means or foul. Yes, for the first time in his life, Aaron was desperate. Desperate enough to share a cabin with his brother in the back woods of Iowa in a place with a half-lit Vacancy sign.

         Jesus Christ, don’t let this vacation in purgatory last forever.

         “Are we there yet?” Peggy asked on a yawn, her stretching arms visible in the rearview mirror. “I’m starving. Is there a bathroom?”

         “Yes. What’s new? And probably,” Aaron answered, pushing open the driver’s side door to climb out of the Suburban, followed closely by Old Man, who trotted off, presumably to take a leak, maybe chase a squirrel or two. This was how their arrangement worked. Aaron chauffeured the dog around, fed him, and didn’t meddle in his business. Old Man would show back up when he was good and ready.

         Aaron stopped short when he saw that Belmont had somehow already beaten him out of the vehicle, all without making a sound. His brother stood still as a monument, hands tucked into his jean pockets, running cool eyes over the wooded campsite.

         “Good enough for you?” Aaron asked, moving past his brother at a crisp pace, eager to drop off his luggage and hit the bricks. If he wanted to find a way into the first function tomorrow morning, his work began now. Would have started last week if Rita’s boyfriend hadn’t sabotaged their only ride out of New Mexico.

         As expected, Belmont didn’t answer him, but Aaron hardened himself against giving a shit. Ever since Belmont had knocked his tooth out and cost him four hours of dental surgery, their relationship had gone from dwindling to nonexistent. In a barely conscious gesture, Aaron prodded the sore tooth with his tongue, watching as Belmont turned and helped Sage from the Suburban, in the same fashion a reality television baker might transport a wedding cake. Even Aaron found it impossible not to watch his brother and Sage orbit each other, like two slow-moving planets. They were simultaneously a frustration and a fascination. Frustrating because they refused to just admit the attraction and bang—at least that Aaron knew about—and fascinating because Sage seemed to be the only person capable of getting reactions out of Belmont. Hell, Aaron had busted his brother’s nose and barely gotten a middle finger for his trouble.

         Moving on.

         “Right.” Aaron tugged at the starched collar of his shirt. “These cabins are shit cheap, but after the extra nights in the motel back in Hurley, not to mention the car part, I think we should limit it to two rentals. Sage and Peggy in one. Me and Bel in the other.” He traded an uneasy look with his brother. “I don’t plan to be here much, so you can brood in the dark and write sonnets—or whatever it is you do—until the cows come home. Just don’t use my good aftershave.”

         Being the plan man felt good. This was his role in the Clarksons tribe. The asshole with the directions. The one whose lack of a functioning heart gave him the ability to make hard decisions on everyone’s behalf. Aaron was more than fine with that job description. History didn’t remember the nice guys; it remembered the sons of bitches who got things done.

         “Do you need help?” Peggy asked, a little breathlessly, setting down her oversized suitcase. “You can bring me along to charm people. I’m very charming.”

         Beside Peggy, Sage nodded. “She can’t help it.”

         Aaron wondered if Sage realized she was stunner herself—albeit on a far less flashy scale—but mentioning it would result in getting another tooth knocked out, courtesy of Belmont. And he didn’t have time for another sojourn in the dentist chair while being subjected to smooth jazz. “I’ll let you know if I need help,” Aaron said, knowing he would always fly solo if given the choice. “Let’s stick to the plan. Once I’ve secured a position with the senator, you three can keep driving to New York. I’ll meet you there for New Year’s.” He picked up his leather duffel. “For now, let’s go rent some cabins and hope they’re livable. As if the last time we camped together in California wasn’t traumatic enough.”

         As he’d known she would, Peggy laughed, following his wake toward the office. His younger sister was desperate to bond them all on this trip, and while it would never happen, sometimes Aaron had a hard time turning off his greatest talent. Telling people what they wanted to hear.

         “Aaron sprained his ankle in a gopher hole, carrying me back to camp after I was stung by a jellyfish,” Peggy explained to Sage. “Mom was too busy perfecting her s’mores technique to keep track of us. Rita staged a protest of the outdoors and wouldn’t come out of the tent. Belmont, where were you?”

         Refusing to look curious, Aaron nonetheless paused with his hand on the wooden handle of the office’s front entrance. Belmont might have no qualms with ignoring everything out of Aaron’s mouth, but when it came to their sensitive baby sister, feigning deafness wasn’t an option. “I fell asleep on the beach.” His voice sounded like a creaking boat hull, lifting on the water. “When I woke up, you’d all gone to the hospital.”

         Silence passed. “I don’t remember that,” Peggy said, a wrinkle appearing between her eyebrows. “How did you get hom—”

         Belmont moved past them, pushing open the office door and ducking inside. Aaron stared after his brother a moment, weighing the impulse to tackle his hulking ass from behind and maybe divesting him of a tooth this time around, but managed to hold back. Instead, he nudged Peggy with his elbow. “It’s your fault for surpassing your one question per day maximum.”

         This time, his sister’s laughter was forced. “Silly me,” she breathed, moving past him to join Belmont inside.

         Aaron turned his head to find Sage looking like a deer caught in a pair of high beams. “What about you, Ms. Alexander. Are you the outdoorsy type?”

         “I’ve planned some outdoor weddings,” she answered softly, still not giving Aaron her full attention. Pretty unusual, considering she was a woman with a pulse, but he’d had eighteen hundred miles to stop taking it personally. Aaron started to ask if she was planning on standing there motionless all day, but she hit him with a look. “He doesn’t mean it.”

         Aaron braced a hand on the doorjamb. “Who doesn’t mean what?” he asked, even though he already knew the answer.

         “Belmont. He doesn’t mean to cause everyone frustration. This trip…being away from his boat…he’s trying. Really, he is.” From the way her breath caught, Aaron knew she’d locked eyes with the man in question, over Aaron’s shoulder and through the glass windowpane. But Aaron zeroed in on the curious hint of the South in Sage’s accent instead, which he’s never caught before. Even after all this time in the same vehicle, the wedding planner remained a mystery to him. Maybe to all of them, even Peggy and Belmont. “While we’re alone, I just wanted to say, thank you.” She spoke in a rush now, which probably had something to do with the footsteps that grew louder, pounding toward the exit. “For complimenting my dress yesterday. It was really nice. But if you do it again—or flirt with me to make Belmont angry anymore—I’ll break your nose.”

         Sage delivered the final word of her promise just as the door swung open, Belmont’s shadow appearing on the staircase where Aaron stood with Sage, with what felt like a bemused expression on his face. It’s always the quiet ones.

         “Come inside,” Belmont rumbled. “Please.”

         With a final nod in Aaron’s direction, Sage pushed a handful of light brown hair over her shoulder and sailed past, somehow managing to keep a thin sliver of daylight between herself and Belmont as she moved through the doorway, joining him and Peggy inside the rental office.

         Aaron dropped his head back, imploring the bright blue Iowa sky for patience, consoling himself with the fact that as soon as he got away from his complex family, there would be peace. Order. Serenity now. He would be back in a situation he could decipher and handle, rather than navigating the rocky terrain of Emotion Mountain, also known as the Clarkson clan.

         A prickle at the back of his neck had Aaron pausing once again, one foot inside the door as he looked toward the woods, but he shrugged it off and continued into the office, holding up his credit card in a signal for his party to make way.

         All hail the plan man.

         
            *  *  *

         

         What brought Aaron to the edge of the forest in the middle of the night? Not a damn clue. His excuse for pulling on rumpled dress pants—not his usual look—and crunching through the woods was to look for Old Man, but when the dog had found him first, their pity party, table of two, had kept on going. Now the mutt walked alongside him, throwing him an occasional what the fuck glance.

         “You’re free to go back, you know. I don’t remember issuing an invitation.”

         Sniff. Sniff sniff.

         “What is that? Morse code?”

         Okay, Aaron had some idea what had sent him on Nature Quest. He just had zero notion of what he hoped to achieve by walking to the site of tomorrow morning’s “Breakfast and Politics,” a nationally televised, invite-only event to which he was most definitely not on the guest list. Oh no, he was only on one list, and the word NAUGHTY was in permanent ink at the top. Presidential hopeful and Iowa Senator Glen Pendleton however, would be in attendance, and Aaron needed to get the man’s ear.

         Before Aaron had flushed his career down the toilet back in California with one bad decision, his boss had confided that Aaron was in the narrowed-down running for an adviser position with Pendleton himself. A big-ass deal when the man already had one foot in the White House. What he’d needed was the youth vote—and that’s where Aaron would have come in, if he hadn’t neatly erased his chances, simply by behaving true to character. So little consequence went into being immoral in his world, he’d never stopped to consider he was doing something wrong. Or irredeemable. And that had been the final confirmation of something he and others had always suspected.

         Aaron didn’t have an ounce of good inside him.

         Regardless of that nifty facet of his personality, he needed face time with Pendleton tomorrow. The question was how.

         As Aaron and Old Man reached the perimeter of the forest, a series of connected buildings came into view. The local high school, which would serve as the sight of Pancakes and Politics come morning, packing the big cafeteria in the center with egos instead of students. Already, news vans were parked outside. Police vehicles. What the hell was his goal here? To get arrested for trespassing? Hey, at the very least it would save him from the awkward morning tango around the coffeepot with Belmont.

         Old Man seemed to be asking the same question with a silent look, so Aaron moved in the opposite direction of the congregated vans and prepared to head back toward the cabin and get some much-needed sleep. The kind that would allow him to bring his A-game in the morning. As if he ever brought anything else.

         Just as he turned, Old Man stopped, ears pricked, nose twitching. A noise behind them. Aaron heard it, too. The long creak of a window sliding open. Better than the sound of a gun being cocked, but definitely not what he expected to hear in the pitch-black woods at midnight. Aaron stepped back behind a tree, giving himself a good view of the school’s closest building. He watched as a leg dropped over the southernmost windowsill, dangling a moment, before a head ducked under the frame. The figure jumped to the leaf-padded ground without a single crunch, arms stretching out at the sides for balance.

         Girl. There was no question. In the dappled moonlight, he could make out curves beneath fitted clothing. Slight ones, but…nice ones. And even if his attention hadn’t been magnetized by the tight jut of her ass—fuck, he’d been a while without having a woman’s cheeks in his hands—the hair would have tipped him off. It was everywhere. Even the muted darkness couldn’t hide the wild, colorful nature of it. The mass of it fell to mid-back, interrupted every inch or so with a corkscrew curl or a braid or a ribbon. Her hair was schizophrenic. Looked like it hadn’t been brushed in a while, but maybe the lack of diligence had been on purpose.

         Old Man chose that moment to make a sloff sound, which jolted the girl, sending her careening back against the building. She slid to the ground into the shadows before Aaron could get a good look at her face, and for some reason the delay made him anxious. What kind of a face went with hair like that?

         “Hello?” she called, just above a whisper. “Please don’t be a bear. Again.”

         Again? Aaron didn’t grab Old Man’s collar in time, the furry bastard slinking toward the girl, evading Aaron like some kind of stealthy ninja canine. He lay down a few feet from the shadows where the girl was hiding, laying his face on two paws. Showing her he isn’t a threat?

         Just when you think you know a dog.

         The girl entered the moonlight again, this time on her knees, hands reaching out—palms up—to Old Man. And so the first time Aaron saw her face, it was washed over with pleasure. “Hi,” she breathed. “Hi, pretty…boy? Boy, I think. Thank you for not being a bear. Again.”

         Aaron felt a twinge in his fingers and realized he’d been gripping the bark of the tree too hard. That voice. He immediately wanted to hear it up against his ear. But no. Because then, he wouldn’t be able to see her face. Even in the lack of light, he knew that would be an inexcusable shame. Her expression never stopped shifting. Surprise, happiness, curiosity. Hiding nothing. Unlike him, who had nothing on the inside to hide. This is why I came into the woods. She’s why.

         “That’s ridiculous,” he muttered, raking the sore hand down the side of his trousers. He was prowling around in the middle of the night on some misguided mission to get the lay of the land for tomorrow. Not to accidentally run into a girl with freak show hair and an unrealistic fear of Smokey.

         “Are you alone?” she asked Old Man under her breath.

         Aaron made a sound of disgust as the pooch turned his head, tongue lolling to the side like a drooling fool. He had no choice but to step out from behind the tree, but felt the need to put his hands up. So she would know he wasn’t a bear, for the love of God. “It’s just a human. You’re safe.”

         The girl shot to her feet, her back coming up hard against the stucco building again. Her eyes were as turbulent as her braided mane of hair, but they seemed to calm when he halted his progress. Nothing inside him was calm whatsoever, though. Some whisper in the back of his mind tempted him to go forward, settle her down by coasting palms down her thighs, across her belly. What is wrong with me? “Humans are most dangerous of all,” she finally said. “Why aren’t you wearing a jacket?”

         O-kay. He had to be back in his cabin dreaming, right? “Excuse me?”

         “It’s freezing and you’re wearing a T-shirt.”

         Aaron looked down, as if he wasn’t fully aware of his attire. Come to think of it, he was pretty goddamn cold, but he’d been too distracted to notice. “I’m from California. We have T-shirts and ski jackets. Nothing in between.”

         She nodded gravely. “Are there bears in California?”

         “We have a brown one on our state flag.” He chanced a couple steps closer, but Old Man actually growled at him, cutting off his progress. “Really?”

         “Your dog doesn’t seem to like you very much,” the girl remarked.

         “His name is Old Man. And yeah, thanks for noticing. The feeling is mutual.” Aaron tilted his head, irrationally vexed that her face was half shaded by shadows again. “Hey, do you mind coming out here into the light?”

         A beat passed. “Yes, I think I mind.”

         Not what he’d been expecting, at all. Had he completely lost his touch with women? “Are you just trying to be mysterious or is there another reason?”

         “You saw me climbing out of the window.” He could hear her swallow across the distance separating them. “I didn’t do anything wrong—not really—but if someone were to disagree and claim I did do something wrong, you could identify me.”

         Aaron snorted. “I could pick your hair out of a thousand-person lineup.”

         “Thank you,” she murmured, her hand reaching out of the darkness to scratch behind Old Man’s ears. “Yours is nice, too.”

         “Are you talking to me or the dog?”

         She laughed and the sound twisted in the wind, as if she were one with nature. Something sprung up from the earth. His desperation to catalog her features shot into the stratosphere. They would provide some type of answer to the riddle of a carefree cat burglar…and honestly, why was he even confused? Even his confusion was confusing.

         “What were you doing inside the school?” The question came out harsher than intended, and he watched as her hand stilled on Old Man’s head. A movement that increased his suspicion, even though he kind of wanted to go on ignoring the elephant in the forest.

         “What do you think I was doing?”

         Her throaty answer caught him below the belt, thickening the flesh inside his briefs. Ten seconds earlier, they were just two people crossing paths in the woods, but with the issuance of those two questions, they were challengers. It didn’t help that the girl was still on her knees, while Aaron stood at full height. The symbolic positions caused even more awareness to infiltrate. “You’re not a student inside that school, are you?” he asked, because it seemed relevant now that his cock had exhibited a hearty appreciation for her voice, her…presence. “You’re not a high school student.”

         “No, I went to private school.” A pause. “And I graduated.”

         Aaron cleared the relief from his throat. “In my experience, students sneak into their own high school at night to vandalize it, set up a senior prank, or make out.” She better not have been making out. The thought sped past out of nowhere. “So if you’re not a student, we can rule those out.” He waited for her slow nod and another punch of relief to pass. Then he held up his fingers and begun ticking them off. “Are you a journalist? Maybe setting up a hidden camera to catch politicians in some secret ritual where they drink the blood of middle-class Americans?”

         “Yes. That’s what I was doing.”

         “Ah,” Aaron said, shaking his head. “See, your agreement was too quick.”

         A long sigh came from the shadows. “Are you a lawyer?”

         Aaron reached for the knot of his tie to adjust it, before remembering he only wore a T-shirt. “I went to law school—”

         “Politician?”

         “Of a sort,” Aaron hedged. “But you’re changing the subject.”

         “If you’re a politician, you must know all about that.”

         Old Man growled at Aaron again, but the girl reached over and placed a hand on the dog’s head, quieting him. Aaron curled his lip at his pet, wondering when the hell his famous loyalty was supposed to kick in. “Listen, I really don’t want to report you.”

         “But you will?”

         Would he? The high school cafeteria would be filled with politicians, voters, and media tomorrow. Despite his gut feeling to the contrary, she could very well have an agenda that included locking everyone inside, setting the place on fire, and dancing among the ashes. Stranger things had happened than someone using a political event to make a statement for their cause. Still, he couldn’t connect that particular psychopathic dot to this girl. Even without having gotten a decent look at her face. “I don’t know.”

         She was silent for long moments. “Really?” Her tone was laced with surprise. “When was the last time you said those words?”

         “I don’t know?” He searched his brain. “I don’t know.”

         Her laughter almost pulled him headfirst into the darkness. No reservations, just pure joy. Where had she been existing until now? Not the same world as him, that much was for certain. “I can…” Now she sounded almost shy. How often were they going to switch gears here? “I can owe you a favor. If you just pretend we didn’t meet.”

         Fuck that. The words very nearly left his mouth on a shout. He couldn’t make sense of the silent denial, but he really didn’t feel like pretending this encounter hadn’t happened. It was the epitome of happening. Another hour or so in the forest and he would have the frostbite to prove it. Maybe he’d already succumbed to the initial stages of delirium because he was placing way too much importance on this interaction.

         If he were a different man, he might have enjoyed this loss of equilibrium. At a young age, however, he’d learned to shut off pain to combat losing his brother’s friendship. Hell, losing him altogether and being found unworthy, it seemed. Unfortunately, other vital parts of his humanity had bailed, too, along with pain. Compassion, happiness. Almost like he’d made a deal with the devil to prevent feeling hurt, and the fucker had taken the full deck. His father, different from Belmont’s, had been proud of Aaron’s ability to steel himself against the melancholy typical of youth. Encouraged the cynical nature that had grown in the place of his sadness. The nature that visibly made his mother, his siblings, nervous. What does someone like you need feelings for? You’ve got the three B’s. Brains, balls, and blinders.

         Someone like you.

         He needed to get out of there and gear up for tomorrow. Tomorrow was what mattered. “Look, forget it.” He signaled to Old Man, as if that was going to work. “There’s nothing you can offer that would help me. Just…” Discomfort invaded his throat. “This never happened.”

         Walking away felt distinctly shitty, but what else could he do? Stand in the freezing cold woods in a T-shirt with a spiteful dog and a probable anarchist for another hour?

         “Wait.”

         Aaron turned at the sound of footsteps jogging up behind him. And then he just stared. Her face fully exposed now in the moonlight, the girl blinked up at him with vivid green eyes, that wild hair blowing around her shoulders. A mouth that couldn’t be re-created by the world’s most talented artist. His stomach dipped like a ladle into a pot of boiling soup and hung there, the forest feeling stiller than death around him. Anything would feel still so close to so much…life. So much purity. And goddammit, the corrupt piece of shit inside him wanted to drag a finger right through that goodness, because he didn’t understand it. Resented being left out in the cold when it came to something…someone…so warm and inviting and the opposite of him in every way.

         He wanted to climb on top of this girl and absorb the light seeping from her. Go back to the cabin. Or wake up from this bizarre dream. Just do something before you go completely insane. “What am I waiting for?”

         “Me,” she whispered, before squeezing her eyes shut and shaking her head. “I mean, I asked you to wait. I can help you.”

         “How do you know I need help?” The question was reminiscent of teeth rattling.

         She looked almost perplexed. “We all need help.”

         Why couldn’t he get his stomach to stop twisting and diving? “Not me.”

         “No?” She broke his stare to gaze out at their surroundings. “You were out here for a reason, too. What was it?”

         “I don’t know anymore,” he murmured, ready to give in and try to kiss her. Just melt forward and take everything this beautiful product of the earth had to offer. But what did he have to offer back? An empty vessel. Someone like you.

         “That’s the fourth time you’ve said I don’t know now.” Her smile revealed her teeth, two overlapping ones up top. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

         Jesus, he almost said I don’t know a fifth time. Maybe she was a witch. “I need to get into that pancake event tomorrow morning. I doubt you can help me with that, so—”

         “I can, actually,” she said, arching a cocky eyebrow.

         “Really.” He doused the flicker of hope, but it was mostly at the prospect of seeing her again. “Through a window, I assume?”

         When she shook her head, braids and curls and ribbons rioted everywhere. “I’ll walk you right past security through the back door.”

         “Not the front one?”

         Another flash of those imperfect teeth. “Beggars can’t be choosers.”

         That husky tone of voice was back and it flexed his abdomen muscles, compelling him forward a step so he could peer down into her uniquely pretty face, blown away by the soft look of her mouth, the dark fan of her eyelashes. “My name is Aaron.” Take the warning. Please take it. “And I never beg.”

         “My name is Grace.” A deep breath, a step back. Away from him. “And I know better than to say never.”

         Aaron stood at the edge of the woods, watching as Grace slipped around the building outcropping and into the darkness, still convinced he was dreaming. But dream or not, his calf muscles burned in their desire to sprint after her, make her repeat seventy-seven times they would see each other tomorrow.

         The temptation was momentarily culled when he felt a warm, liquid sensation on his right foot, and found Old Man pissing on his favorite pair of loafers.

         “Really?” With one more pitiful glance the way she’d gone, Aaron removed his foot from the line of fire and shook it. “We’re literally surrounded by trees, mongrel.”

         Finally, with a concentrated effort, Aaron convinced himself that darkness and a lack of sleep had caused his senses to play tricks on him. Tomorrow, he would see her again and experience the same detached attraction he usually got for women. Easy to ignore or pursue if he chose, but never…consuming. Or spellbinding. Never that.

         Although as he walked back to the cabin, some premonition warned him that tomorrow wouldn’t be any less confusing than tonight.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         With a piece of licorice dangling from her mouth, Grace Pendleton watched from a copse of trees as Aaron paced back and forth a few times, then came to a stop at the center of their meeting spot from the night before. She couldn’t leave him standing there for long, considering—unlike last night—the school was crawling with security, bomb-sniffing dogs, and journalists. They would wonder why someone not on the security list was cooling their heels in a secure area, so she would have to collect him soon. But she needed one more minute.

         Maybe two.

         Whether Aaron wore a T-shirt or a tailored suit, he didn’t belong in the scenic nature landscape spread out between them. Much as she wanted to, though, she couldn’t really place him rubbing elbows with a room full of state officials, either. His eyes weren’t…flat. He’d looked right at her last night. Looked and looked like he’d wanted to see. Instead of already having the notion that she was troubled or damaged. For the first time in a long time, she’d met someone and handed them a fresh slate.

         She’d been a little disappointed when he hadn’t appeared to write anything on that invisible chalkboard. Or hadn’t wanted to do so, more like. Blocked himself off from it. But for the first time, she’d gotten the impression that another person had the ability to listen to her. To make out more than just the surface of her words. Just maybe.

         Sighing, Grace fed the length of licorice into her mouth, chewing the candy with great relish. After gulping down the final bite, she stowed the blue and white striped box beneath a pile of pine needles, where she could come back and find it later tonight. Then she stood, brushed the dirt off her pants, and moved slowly in Aaron’s direction. The way a hunter might stalk a deer. Only in reverse.

         When she stepped on a patch of leaves, Aaron’s head whipped around, his eyes locking in—and she froze. Not because she was scared. Oh no. She knew very well when a situation called for fear. No, Grace halted in her tracks because her instincts called for her to walk over and study him. Touch him. Check for shaving accidents on his jaw, find out the exact color of his eyes, since it had been too dark the night before. Trace the lump of his Adam’s apple with her pinky finger. Even the idea of touching him above the neck caused a disturbance in Grace far lower. A slow, wicked twist. Especially when she considered what his reaction would be. What if…what if this incredible, physically faultless man closed his eyes and moaned?

         She fanned herself, then stopped, remembering it was December.

         Boundaries, Grace. She’d spent so much time living without them that relearning had been necessary. Don’t comment on someone’s appearance. Don’t touch people. She’d almost broken the rules last night when he’d leaned down over her face and spoken with such masculinity. The kind she’d never had so close. That close. Maybe he’d wanted to kiss her. But if he hadn’t, she would have embarrassed herself, right? Embarrassment. Another thing she’d supposedly relearned, although she couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt it.

         “Hi, Aaron, who never begs.”

         He performed that eye-crinkling smirk she remembered from last night. Really, the man was so incredibly handsome, he must feel wonderful every second of the day. Just walking around, catching eyes and pretending not to notice, like an A-list movie star. “Hey, hippie, who never says never.”

         Pleasure caught her unprepared. A nickname. Even if she didn’t understand the meaning behind it, she liked that he’d thought of one, used it. “Oh, um. You remember that, huh?”

         His teeth slid along the inside of his bottom lip. “It was only eight hours ago.” He frowned down at her attire. “Are you going in dressed like that?”

         She looked down at her chapped brown leather pants and denim shirt. “I’m only going far enough to prove I can help you.”

         His arms crossed over his chest. “Why do you need to prove that?”

         “Because you were so sure I couldn’t.” Grace scanned the area behind Aaron, tilted her head in either direction. “Where is Old Man?”

         “With my sister.” His smile was devilish. “Getting a bath.”

         A smile passed over Grace’s lips, but she let it slide away. He was probably in a hurry, wondering how long he needed to feign interest in a girl he’d never see again. “This way, if you please,” she said, gesturing for him to follow her around the back of the school building. They were a good five-minute walk from where the action was taking place in the cafeteria. “I didn’t realize you were here with family.”

         Aaron’s purposeful strides had him catching up beside her in seconds. “It’s a long story full of dysfunctional people and uncomfortable crying. I won’t bore you with it.”

         “Don’t you know politicians never turn down a chance to talk?”

         A corner of his mouth lifted. “How do you know so much about politicians?” He scrutinized her. “Matter of fact, what is your purpose for being in Iowa? I’m going on a lot of faith here, considering I know nothing about you, apart from your fear of bears.”

         Grace separated from Aaron’s side briefly, so they could circumvent a tree stump. “Does that mean you’re desperate, Aaron?”

         She wished she could tug back the question, but it was already out, too personal and too inappropriate. In keeping with her usual behavior, if you asked her mother, father, or any one of the myriad therapists she’d been shuffled in front of over the last six years. She started say, Forget I asked, but Aaron surprised her by answering, “I guess you could say I’m a touch anxious. But I won’t be for long.”

         “I believe you,” Grace responded honestly.

         Aaron’s body heat warmed her side and the sensation was so nice, Grace moved a little closer. Judging from their progress along the back of the school, they had only another minute or so. It wouldn’t hurt to savor his company just a little, would it? From Aaron’s narrow-eyed glance at the marginal distance between them, he noticed she’d edged nearer, but when he spoke, it wasn’t to reprimand her. Or explain that he had a girlfriend. Or whatever men did when a woman approached without encouragement. “We’re driving to New York. Me, my brother, sister, and her best friend.” He blew a sigh into the forest. “My mother passed away last year and we’re jumping into the Atlantic on New Year’s Day to fulfill her final wish.”

         Grace halted, her mouth falling open. “Wow. Really? Wow.” It might have been the most glorious thing she’d ever heard. And definitely the last thing she’d expected from a man who seemed the farthest thing from whimsical. Or the type to indulge whimsy in the slightest. “Why?”

         “Good question.” Aaron kept walking, so Grace did, too. “My mother had a weird sense of humor. I guess we’ll find out when we get there.”

         Can I go? The pleading question was right there on the tip of her tongue, but she just managed to wrangle it back down her throat. “I hope you buy a jacket before then. You’re going to need it when you get out of the water.”

         Aaron shook his head on a perplexed laugh, opened his mouth as if he wanted to say something in response, but closed it, his golden brown eyes shuttering. Closed for business.

         She shouldn’t feel such disappointment over the very pointed end to their short association, should she? But it simply didn’t feel final yet. How would she find out why Aaron’s mother had sent him on such a crazy mission? And more important, she’d never find out what Aaron might have written on her clean slate. Or what she could have written on his, if he ever decided to hand his over. Her thoughts were so loud, she worried Aaron might hear them, so Grace put some breathing room between them and sighed over the loss of such delicious body heat. “When we get to the back door, try to look about ninety percent irritated and ten percent worried.”

         His eyebrows shot up. “Worried about what?”

         “Me.”

         The security guard at the rear entrance came into view, his familiar hawk eyes zeroing in on Grace. Then Aaron. Exasperation moved over the guard’s features before he hid it by adjusting his earpiece. Activity swarmed on the front side of the building, the media, the shouted questions, the general scrape and hum of movement audible, even where they walked along the backside of the school.

         Knowing once they were inside, she wouldn’t see Aaron again, Grace smiled up at him, noticing he didn’t look quite as confident as he had a moment before. “It was nice meeting you,” she whispered. “Thanks for not ratting me out.”

         “I…” He smoothed a hand down the front of his ruby-colored tie. “I won’t see you…around again?”

         Grace’s hands itched with the urge to burrow into her hair, latch on to the braids she’d completed this morning while waiting for Aaron to show. “Probably not. Why would you?”

         Why was he frowning at her? She couldn’t ask him why, since they were within earshot of the guard and the walk had ended way too soon. With a final memorization of his furrowed brow, she transferred her focus. “Hey, Marcus.”

         “Grace.” Marcus dipped his chin at Aaron. “Who’s this?”

         Her neck grew stiff. “This is my handler for today. He’s new.”

         Marcus split a look between her and Aaron, before consulting his clipboard. “No one ran a change in staff by me.”

         Grace could feel Aaron’s sharp scrutiny and ignored it, attempting to breeze past Marcus with a casual smile. “I understand. I’ll just go grab my dad, so he can clear it up—”

         “No. That’s okay.” As predicted, a harried Marcus blocked her path. “Your father is busy. Just…” He gave Aaron another once-over, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper between men, as if Grace couldn’t hear every word. “You know the approved areas? Be sure to keep her within them.”

         “Yes.” She was impressed when Aaron gave a brisk nod. “Will do.”

         Aaron took her elbow and moved them into the back hallway, past the kitchen, where the local Boy Scouts were rushing to mix pancakes and pour them on the oversized, industrial griddle. Once they turned a corner and Marcus was no longer in view, Grace reluctantly tugged her elbow out of Aaron’s grip, rubbing the spot to keep the warmth alive awhile longer. “This is where we part ways.”

         Aaron’s way too handsome face was the picture of bafflement. “Who are you, hippie?” The low, intense vibration of his voice made her shiver. “Why do you need a handler?”

         She reached back and curled her fingers around the metal staircase handle. The one she knew was there—and where it led—thanks to last night’s expedition. Her intent was to slip away without answering, but after ignoring so many compulsions that morning already, she couldn’t deny the final one.

         With a thready apology, Grace shot forward and up, locking her mouth with Aaron’s, memorizing the way his stiffness melted in one big deluge. The way he gave a rough exhale through his nose. That gruff sound that drummed from his throat, a split second before his lips opened, tongue teasing in to taste hers. Just some. The most perfect, slick greeting. The two of them hung there, mouths open, lips wet and fitted together, breath racing, kitchen clamoring behind them.

         Two ends of a silk rope pulled taut beneath her belly button, a tempting lick of his tongue clenching muscles she’d never acquainted herself with, nor could she point them out on a diagram. Whoa Nelly. And with her heart slamming against her ribs like a wrecking ball, Grace cut out that snippet of time—so shimmering and unmarred—tucked it into her pocket, and stole down the staircase, wondering how long the memory of Aaron’s kiss would stay with her. Praying the answer was forever.

         
            *  *  *

         

         What the hell just happened?

         Too many things. All sorts of…things. And he’d never—not a goddamn day in his life—had a problem articulating. He articulated and gesticulated and stipulated for a living. Truly, it was his gift. Yet when he attempted to weed through the last twelve hours, he came up empty. She’d kissed him. Okay, there was nothing out of the ordinary about that. Women kissed him all the time—the last heinous week of road trip hell notwithstanding. But the prospect of not seeing any of those kissers again didn’t make him want to slam a fist into the wall and shout why?

         And there were a great number of reasons why he and Grace couldn’t share oxygen anymore. For one thing, he kind of wanted to bury his fists in that epic mess of hair and use it to pin her against a wall. So he could give her mouth hell for issuing that breathy, too-quick tease and having the nerve to walk away without a polite glance over her shoulder. But at the same time, applaud her for blowing him off after one kiss.

         Aaron chose women based on their level of unavailability. The less they wanted a relationship, or even dinner and drinks, the better. If they were only interested in one thing—sex—they couldn’t peel back his surface and see nothing. A man who would rather walk across a bed of thorns than hold a woman while she cried or share a tub of popcorn at a rom com.

         Getting close to another person was suicide, as far as he was concerned. People eventually walked away, although he wasn’t sure if that was a universal rule, or one that pertained only to him. His father had replaced Belmont as the male rock in his life, built him up, and then he’d gone and fucked off, too, hadn’t he? Left him bitter and self-sufficient. He was grateful for seeing human nature for what it was, deep down. The women he took to bed didn’t seem to mind, either.

         Grace—whoever she was—didn’t have a place beneath him, being pressed down roughly into twisted sheets. He might have only made her acquaintance last night, but no way could she remain faceless, like the other women. Bed partners he respected, but didn’t feel the need to call again. Something told him he would never forget Grace’s face as long as he lived—and he didn’t like the rise of hot matter filling his chest at that realization. Or the prospect of how he could mar that sweetness with one mistake.

         God, he didn’t even know if the way he felt about Grace was appropriate. How old was she? Early twenties, probably, but he hadn’t confirmed. Furthermore, there was a delicate quality to her that—when combined with the fact that she had a handler—brought on a healthy dose of self-disgust. Was she…sick in some way?

         And why did that just make him want to see her more? Demand she explain and let him…plan a solution for her? Instead of running high speed in the opposite direction, as would be wise?

         Didn’t matter. She was gone. Gone. And rather than slipping into the pancake breakfast like a phoenix from the ashes, he was standing there, actually considering going down the staircase after the girl. She would be surprised, too. For some strange reason, there was no doubt in his head about that. She wouldn’t expect him to come after her—and that kind of pissed him off. Made him want to go after her more. Grab her by the shoulders and tell her he hadn’t gotten hot from a single kiss since middle school and ask her to let his tongue in one more time…while he palmed her tits and listened to her whimper.

         A loud crash in the kitchen tore the fabric of Aaron’s inner mayhem down the middle, jolting him backward and away from the stairway. Jesus Christ, had he actually succumbed to frostbite last night in the woods, and this whole morning was one big-ass delirious imagining? Look around you, man. You’re in. This was his shot. Some girl sure as shit wasn’t going to throw a mental roadblock into his path, not when his game needed to be flawless.

         Aaron ran his right hand down the front of his tie, making sure the top button on his starched collar was buttoned. Ignoring the burning urge to throw one final look down the stairs, he sailed down the rest of the hallway, bypassed a series of utility closets, and entered the cafeteria. After giving his eyes a moment to adjust to the bright television lights, in addition to the buzzing halogens hanging from the ceiling, Aaron noticed he’d entered the giant space behind a row of photographers. One of them turned in the process of shoving a cigarette behind his ear, giving Aaron a nod.

         “Bathroom’s the other way,” he said in a gravelly voice, but halfway through the sentence, he did a double take and snapped his fingers. “Wait a minute. Golden Boy, right? Million Dollar Smile…”

         While scanning the room for Glen Pendleton, Aaron gave a brisk nod. “That would be me.”

         The cameraman dug in his black canvas bag and produced a state-of-the-art Nikon, which was immediately put to use snapping pictures of Aaron. “Is it true you were fired from Senator Boggs’s office for—”

         “No.” Stupid. Stupid to feel like the wind had been knocked out of him. He’d known his misdeeds would be put under a magnifying glass at some point, if he decided to remain in the political arena. Today was that day apparently. There was a twitch between his shoulder blades, however, that he hadn’t expected. A need to turn around, check to make sure Grace hadn’t followed him and overheard. Ridiculous. There was nothing behind him but a closed door leading to the hallway. “No, it’s not true. Would I be here this morning, looking so damn good, if it was?”

         One final camera snap, before the Nikon was deposited back into the bag. “Guess not.”

         Aaron spotted Pendleton across the cafeteria, his ex-military bearing fiercely rigid as he moved through a sea of admirers, reporters, and constituents—some of whom were offering up babies—toward his pancake-laden table. The Iowa senator had announced his candidacy for president a year prior and had been leading in the polls ever since. His military background, combined with his sharp sense of humor, had made him an immediate favorite with the press and voters alike. Unfortunately, his competitor was running a very effective campaign, creating doubt about Pendleton’s ability to win the nomination. This week in Iowa was intended to remind voters of Pendleton’s success as a senator and remind them how much his constituents loved him, by parading that affection across all forms of media. When this week was over, however, the senator would be getting back on the campaign trail. Every move, every statement and neck tie color, would be important, and Aaron intended to be a part of it.

         “Excuse me,” Aaron said quietly, moving past the row of photographers.

         He hung back during the meal, knowing he’d have to pick his moment. And that moment was not while Pendleton was mid-chew, his image being captured by a hundred news outlets. To the senator’s right sat his wife and daughter, both of them attractive in a quiet, polished way. Tasteful brown hair, pulled back in low buns, modest clothing, indulgent smiles.

         Nothing like Grace, with her—

         Goddammit. Stop thinking about her.

         Except…he hadn’t said thank you. Had he? No. Had it been required? He’d done Grace a solid by not sounding the alarm that she’d been trespassing. In return, she’d snuck him into the event. A favor for a favor. So why did he feel like a prick?

         Aaron realized he was licking his lower lip side to side, attempting to capture her taste, and groaned inwardly when he succeeded. Candy.

         Pendleton pushed back from the cafeteria table, followed by his wife and daughter, although Aaron noticed they’d taken a grand total of one bite between them. “Don’t tell my wife,” Pendleton said with a sly wink. “But these might be the best pancakes I’ve ever had. We’ll see about sneaking the recipe into her cookbook.”

         Everyone laughed on cue, then directed their applause toward the Boy Scouts who were hovering in various locations around the room, sweat dotting their brows, looking shell-shocked, but proud. After that, everyone moved at once. The pictures had been taken, sound bites captured, and now the herd moved to the next locale. Aaron knew the procedure well and his blood pumped, being so close to the action once again. Finally, back where I belong.

         The senator moved through the press line and Aaron sidled left, through the gathering of supporters, who were beginning to dissipate, having gotten their prized shot for Instagram. When Aaron and the senator drew even, Aaron could see from the man’s lack of surprise that he’d been aware of Aaron throughout the whole breakfast.

         Pendleton’s handshake was firm, but there was speculation in his intelligent gaze. “Thought we’d seen the last of you, Clarkson.” His smile didn’t waver. “My short list of potential advisers definitely has.”

         Aaron only smiled wider. “I’m here to change your mind about that.”

         “You’ve got under a minute to explain how.” Pendleton sent a wave to someone beyond Aaron’s shoulder. “Considering the transgression you committed, it better be good. Hell, even if it dazzles me, your character will always be in question.”

         His stomach pitched, but he didn’t let it show on his face. “If we took the time to hold everyone in this race accountable for their mistakes, we’d never get anything done. And we’re here to win an election.” Aaron waited until the senator stopped waving and returned his attention once again. “You were considering me once to help garner the youth vote. Whoever you chose in my stead isn’t getting it done or you wouldn’t be giving me the time of day right now.”

         Pendleton laughed under his breath, shaking out his stance. “Let’s say that were true. What would you do differently?”

         “If I weren’t up against my misdeeds, I would tell you to hire me and find out, but that’s not the case.” Aaron could see the man appreciated his honesty. Could see that he’d read Pendleton correctly. “Your social media presence is huge—bigger than your competitor’s—but you’re telling the eighteen to twenty-five demo what they should be outraged over. That’s not how it works.” The words were like honey rolling off his tongue. “Downplay your brand. Make them think they’re discovering you on their own. And then urge them to vote. Just vote. Young people smell desperation like sharks in the water. Whoever is working for you is going to lose you the leg you have dangling in the ocean right now.”

         Aaron had statistics and ideas with which to hit the senator, but in the interest of practicing what he’d preached, he forced himself to ease off.

         “Did you know your competitor is holding a Facebook rally this afternoon? Already has a million attendees logging in.” Aaron threw a look around the rapidly emptying cafeteria. “This is a clip on CNN later tonight and no under-forty is watching. This won’t make The Daily Show. Kimmel might make a joke about the way you hold a fork, if you’re lucky.” He gave the senator a final nod and stepped back. “If you’re interested in getting in front of the right eyes, interested in getting clicks, I can do that for you. You’ll have your own app by Friday.”

         The senator’s wife moved up—in an act of the world’s worst timing—slipping her arm through her husband’s. “Everything all right?”

         Aaron gave the woman a polite nod as the senator answered with a low affirmative, but Aaron didn’t miss the subtle way the senator blocked his wife from view with the use of his body. It almost forced Aaron to lose the coffee he’d consumed that morning. When the senator put his hand out for another shake, Aaron hid his surprise. “We need to talk more.” Pendleton hesitated for a few seconds. “Are you free for dinner tonight around six? It’s just a casual family dinner at our house. Come early and we can speak beforehand.”

         Son of a bitch. Aaron managed to reel back the fist pump before it could happen. His throat ached as the senator was swept away by staffers. Ached because he’d just pulled off a monumental feat, and there was no one to tell. Not a single damn person. Peggy would be happy for him, but she would be more interested in what he’d wear to dinner. Belmont wouldn’t give a flying shit. No one in his family ever had. Isolated celebration was nothing new. Hell, it was old hat at this point. His victories were his own, acknowledged with a drink in his monotone apartment before he began planning for the next one.

         He didn’t want to do that this time. No. Because he hadn’t worked alone.

         An image of curls wrapped around ribbons interspersed with braids flashed across his consciousness, and no matter how hard Aaron tried to shake the vision, it wouldn’t go away. Nor would the texture of her mouth, the way her breath had coasted over his lips and seemingly straight down to his cock. He’d had a fucking semi since she’d left him standing at the top of the staircase. Yeah, there was no denying when he walked out of the cafeteria—through the front entrance this time—exactly whom he hoped to see.

         A commotion to Aaron’s right brought him up short. The senator had been pulled to the side by a harried-looking gentleman in a suit. Clearly an aide. One hand was pressed over his earpiece keeping it in place as he listened, then reported back to Pendleton. “How much was taken?” the senator demanded, not totally succeeding in keeping his voice down.

         “All of it,” the aide reported back grimly. “With the turnout, we were expecting five figures. The donation stands…someone cut out the bottoms with a damn soldering iron. Took the money after it was collected, had to be during the breakfast.” He raked a hand through his thinning hair. “The bottoms must have been cut last night after the stations were set up, because they were intact…” The aide listened to his earpiece a moment. “They’re checking surveillance tapes now from inside the building, but the custodian says they only run on the weekends…”

         With a sinking sensation in his stomach, Aaron turned on a heel and began to weave through the crowd, trying not to show a reaction—which felt decidedly like fear—to the flashing blue and white lights rolling to a stop in the school’s front quad. “Grace,” Aaron growled under his breath.
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