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    Chapter One




    Nicki Johnson




    Washington, DC


    January 2009




    THE HARDEST LIES TO MAINTAIN are the ones you tell yourself. For me, one way or another, the truth always seeped through the cracks of my brain. It was the biggest day of my career, and my mind should have been on something important, something that might come up in the next hour—like the Middle East or domestic gas prices or health care. Instead, all I could think about was Dolly Parton. That song “Here You Come Again,” which had haunted me for days, was at it once more, ringing through my head.




    Trying to refocus on work, I glanced about the packed room as reporters chattered away while they found their seats. I avoided looking in the back left where I knew he was sitting. The assigned seats in the White House press briefing room were designed so the press secretaries would always know which news outlet they were talking to. I just happened to also be using the seating chart to avoid seeing my high school boyfriend.




    “It’s time,” I heard Matt, my boss, whisper in my ear.




    Nodding, I watched him take to the podium, and as he adjusted his microphone, the chaotic room became orderly at once. The inauguration might have been yesterday, but this was the first press conference in the White House—a momentous event for everyone in the room. The media were on their best and brightest behavior, waiting for the White House press secretary to speak.




    “Good morning to you all. Welcome to our first official press briefing,” Matt said in his booming voice. His belly, big from months of bad campaign food, shook as he chuckled. “I’m sure we’ll soon get sick of seeing one another every day.”




    The room reverberated with laughter, and I attempted a genuine smile, but an observant person would’ve seen it was tense. If you had noticed, you’d have probably thought I was nervous about work. Not at all. Work didn’t make me anxious. My job was easy for me—always had been. The guy who sat somewhere in the back, well, that was tough. He was best kept out of sight and out of mind.




    After the crowd quieted, Matt said, “Before we get started, I want you to meet our team. First, I’d like to introduce you to our deputy press secretary, Nicole Johnson. If you were on the campaign trail with us, you know Nicole well.”




    I was blocked from view by a few of the male staffers, so Matt gestured toward us and said, “Nicole, get out from behind Jeff so you can say hello.”




    Placing all thoughts of Dolly Parton songs and ex-boyfriends out of my mind, I stepped around Jeff and the guys and gave the room a small wave. Matt offered me the podium, and I was in my element. With a confident smile, I said, “Hello, everyone. Being new in town, it’s nice to see some familiar faces from the campaign. And I’m looking forward to getting to know those of you I haven’t met yet.”




    “Thank you, Nicole,” Matt said, showing me back to my space. He leaned in toward the microphone to crack his standard joke. “Unlike me, Nicole has all the answers. Just try to stump her.”




    I smiled and shook my head just like I always did, and Matt continued with the introductions of our staff. Afterward, the questions began with the press studiously taking notes as Matt recited policy positions we’d both repeated a thousand times. Yet everyone hearing the words that day knew they were different. This was no longer a presidential candidate’s position on a critical issue. It was now the position of President James Logan’s administration. The enormity of the moment struck me, and I had to remind myself, Wow. I work for the president.




    As if he read my mind, my most dedicated staffer, Jeff, whispered in my ear, “Can you believe this is happening to us?”




    With a smile, I said under my breath, “No.” And he didn’t know how much I meant it. There I was, part of a little moment of history, and Adam Kincaid—of all people—was in the room with me. How did that happen?




    I shifted my eyes slightly to the left toward the back where I knew he was, but I was too short to really see him. All I caught was a glimpse of his rusty hair towering over the crowd. When I’d known him, it was longer, but it made sense it was short now—he wasn’t in high school anymore. And neither was I.




    Adam heard my introduction, and tall as he was, he must’ve seen me. I wondered what he thought. Did he still think I was pretty, even a little? Or did I look old? I was short with mousy brown hair; I certainly didn’t look like the women I knew he dated.




    My stomach lurched in a way I hadn’t felt in forever, and the Dolly Parton song floated back to me. She sang about a man walking back into a woman’s life, just to wreck it again.




    My head snapped to attention. No. That wasn’t going to happen to me—not this time.




    I peeked again toward the back. The question wasn’t how we’d gotten to the same place. You could easily trace that by our professions; it could’ve happened to anyone on our career paths. I’d just moved to DC because I was a communications staffer for a successful governor who’d become president, and Adam had already been here for a few years heading the BBC’s Washington office.




    The question was why. Why had he gone back to beat reporting and taken the job at the White House? Was it just because it was an exciting new presidency? Or did he care that I was there?




    My heart sank with shame and guilt. I shouldn’t have been thinking those things for many reasons, but I did. How could I not?




    The inevitable moment came when Adam was called on for a question, yet I still wasn’t ready for it. When Matt announced, “Adam,” I flinched so hard that Jeff gave me a side eye. He clearly wanted to know why I’d have a physical reaction to a BBC reporter—it wasn’t like an Al Jazeera reporter was about to speak. I ignored Jeff and played nonchalant. No matter how much I wanted to step forward and get a better look at Adam, I had to stay back. I hadn’t gone out of my way to look at any other reporter, after all. Adam should be no different.




    I took a deep breath as Adam’s distinct English accent filled the room. “As a candidate last autumn, the president made lukewarm comments toward the relationship between the United Kingdom and America. Is the Logan administration going to mark a new era in the two countries’ special relationship?”




    His voice was deeper than I remembered it but still familiar. My hands clenched into fists so tight, I felt my nails cut into my palms, and my heart hung on his words. Had Adam meant anything by “special relationship”?




    As Matt answered his question, saying the special relationship was as strong as ever and comments during a campaign had to be taken with a grain of salt, I realized I was a total idiot. Adam had asked the question any BBC reporter would ask at the start of a new American presidency. He was only quoting Churchill, not signaling anything to me. Get a grip, Nicki.




    When Matt moved on to the Univision reporter, I forced my fists open and splayed my fingers, hoping to ease some of my tension. I turned to Jeff and found something relevant to say.




    “Remind me to follow up with Univision,” I whispered.




    “Sure,” he said. “Any international press? The BBC?”




    “No.” It came out a little curtly and much too quickly. I added in a nicer tone, “There’s no reason to.”




    There really wasn’t.




    After the briefing was over, I remained in the front, knowing reporters would come to me. I wouldn’t have to walk the room and bump into Adam. Of course, I’d soon have to talk to him. My job would require it, but it didn’t have to be today.




    Thankfully, the clock ticked away, and I let my eyes stray up to it even when I was in the middle of answering a question. Matt and I had a meeting at the top of the hour. He hated being late, so we’d have a quick exit.




    With only a few minutes to get to the next meeting, I gave my final instructions to Jeff, waiting for Matt to tap me on the shoulder to signal our departure. After Jeff scurried off, behind me I overheard Matt say, “Welcome, Adam. I hear you’re going to be with us for a while.”




    I gulped and looked around in desperation. There was no one to talk to. The only appropriate move would be for me to turn and follow my boss’s lead in welcoming the new BBC reporter. That’s what someone in my position would normally do. It was what should be done.




    And it was my perfect opportunity to strike two birds with one stone. I could talk to Adam using Matt as a buffer, and I could also casually tell Matt that Adam and I knew each other outside of work. In the interest of full disclosure, Matt should know that I once had a personal relationship with a reporter covering the White House. I just hadn’t said anything yet because it was never the right time. That’s what I told myself. I didn’t want to make a big deal of our acquaintance because it wasn’t a big deal, right?




    “Yes, thank you,” I heard Adam answer. “I’m looking forward to it.”




    I expected Matt to say something else, but instead I felt him tap my shoulder and then walk toward the door. I was off the hook. I could leave and avoid Adam altogether.




    Yet in the end, I couldn’t simply walk away from Adam. I couldn’t ignore the fact he was right behind me. After over fifteen years and an ocean between us, he was now only a few feet away.




    Without an additional thought, I wheeled around to finally see him.




    As much as I’d tried to get Adam out of my mind in the last few days, I had done some preparation to meet him again. I’d expected to see him handsome as ever and be charmed by his smile and speech. After all, he was a funny, great guy. I was supposed to say, “Hello, how are you?” and “It’s nice to see you again.”




    Standing before me, he was handsome, his smile was charming, and he seemed genuinely happy to see me, but I couldn’t return the smile. I couldn’t say any of my practiced lines. Seeing him flooded my mind with memories I’d long ago chosen to forget.




    They were bittersweet memories of him and, most startling, buried memories of my sister. The aftermath of Lauren’s death was a part of me I’d only shared with him, no one else, no other friend and certainly no other man. Adam wasn’t just an ex-boyfriend, because he really hadn’t been a boyfriend in the first place. When we were together, he’d been my life, or at least a lifeline when I had needed it most. And then he’d broken my heart, and though he’d desperately tried, all the king’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t have put it back together again.




    There in the middle of the White House, I locked eyes with him, and all the pain I’d known stabbed at me. I was seventeen again, with a scarred body and a shattered life.




    One day a few years ago, I had watched as my cat approached a squirrel in my mom’s backyard. The squirrel had been motionless, petrified by fright. Instinct told the animal that any movement would only make him more vulnerable. That was my reaction to seeing Adam; I said and did nothing. I stared at him with no expression, like he was stranger on the street.




    “Nick—” he began to say with a broad smile before Matt spoke over my shoulder.




    “Nicole, we need to move on.”




    Matt was my way out of this emotional disaster. Like a robot, I turned on my heel and followed him without looking back. Closing my eyes, I tried to find reality, but maybe it was reality that had already hit me.




    I remembered my last conversation with Adam fifteen and a half years before. In a most vivid memory I didn’t allow myself to think of often, the boy I’d once known spoke through his tears, “I’m not saying goodbye. I love you too much to say that.”




    The impossible had occurred. Adam was in my life again, even if it was only professionally. I couldn’t deny our past. Warmth welled in my heart, and a joy inside reminded me, It’s Adam!




    I stopped for a moment and peered over my shoulder, still unsure how to act around him. I noticed he’d taken a step back and his brow had furrowed, just as it always had when I’d confused him. That made me smile, but a smile was all I could muster. I left without saying a word, more confused than he was.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    AS MATT LED US through the West Wing, I checked my phone, knowing all the messages waiting for me would shock my system back into work. The texts were usually the most important, so I scanned them first. I was surprised to see one from Lisa, my best friend from growing up in Texas and whom I’d been crashing with since I’d come to DC.




    Why haven’t you called me back???




    I went to my received calls, and there were three from her. Normally, we didn’t bother each other at work. She took her job as seriously as I took mine, and the clock on my phone warned I had no time to call her back. I quickly tapped out a reply.




    Sorry. Busy. Can’t talk right now. What’s up?




    Her response flashed almost immediately and caused me to stop in the middle of the hallway.




    WTF? Why didn’t you tell me ADAM KINCAID was in DC


    and WORKING WITH YOU?




    I stared at the screen. Maybe it was because we’d been friends since sixth grade that we kept some things from each other. We didn’t offer information, nor did we pry. Certain subjects were simply off limits. Why would we want to cause a friend unnecessary pain? Lauren was one of those subjects for me, as was Adam.




    Yet, sometimes a topic had to be addressed. Adam being in DC was a major one that I’d avoided but known she would eventually find out. Either I’d be forced to tell her, or it would come up somehow. I just didn’t expect it so soon. I tried to deflect her.




    Sorry. And I don’t actually work with him.




    In only seconds, she called me out on my shit just like she had since we were kids.




    Whatever. Why didn’t you tell me?




    She was onto me. I had to acknowledge I’d screwed up, because Lisa was not one to let something go. I gave her my one-word answer as to why I’d left her in the dark.




    Denial.




    And then came her reprimand.




    You’re crazy.




    I snorted at that.




    Yeah, I am, but why are you watching


    the news at work anyway?




    My distraction didn’t really work.




    I wanted to show you off to my colleagues.


    Geeky scientists think I know a celebrity.


    I didn’t expect to see HIM on the screen. We HAVE to talk.




    That was such an unsavory proposition that I got a bad taste in my mouth. Reluctantly, I replied.




    Okay. Tonight.
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    After Lisa’s rebuke, I decided I had to tell Matt that day. I wanted him to hear it from me before anyone else in case there was gossip. Who knew whom Adam had talked to or what he’d told them? Because it was the journalistically ethical thing to do, I guessed he’d said something to his bosses at the BBC. But what? Whatever it was, it hadn’t been enough to stop him from covering the White House. So maybe this whole past-relationship thing actually wasn’t so earth-shattering.




    Regardless, I didn’t have a moment alone with Matt until after seven that evening. By that time, his tie was loose and his jacket off, and he was always a little flippant when the workday slipped into the night. When you spoke to him, he’d make snarky comments and sneak glances at photos of his family lining his desk. He just wanted to get the hell out of there and home to his wife and kids. If you had an issue you wanted dealt with quickly, nighttime was always the right time.




    I poked my head into his office. “Got a second before you leave?”




    “Sure,” he said, looking up from his laptop. He continued typing as he talked. “What do you need?”




    “I’ve been meaning to tell you something.” I leaned against the doorjamb and crossed my arms, hoping to signal that if I didn’t sit down, it wasn’t worth a real discussion.




    “What’s that?”




    “Just that I knew Adam Kincaid in high school.”




    Smiling, Matt cocked his head and leaned back in his seat, giving his belly a wide berth from the desk. “Adam with the BBC? How did that happen? I thought you went to high school in Texas.”




    “I did.”




    “Was he an exchange student or something?”




    “No. His dad is a geologist and worked for a year in Houston for an oil company.”




    “Wow, what a coincidence. Were you friends?”




    It was the logical question, but I wanted to laugh. Adam wasn’t my friend. We were never friends. If he’d been my friend, I would’ve stayed in touch with him over the years. But if I told Matt no, I’d lead him completely astray. I had to at least disclose there had been something romantic between Adam and me.




    I shrugged. “We went out…a few times.”




    As soon as I said it, I kicked myself. I shouldn’t have added “a few times.” I’d just lied to my boss. Yet if I left it open, he could probe more. How could I tell him anything else? I never talked with anyone about Adam.




    Matt placed his hands behind his head like he always did when he wanted to enjoy a juicy story. He snickered and asked, “So you kissed him?”




    What a question. What hadn’t I done with Adam? Hoping a joke would make everything feel less like a lie, I smiled and said, “Maybe.”




    That brought out Matt’s big belly laugh. Thank God for sexual harassment laws because he didn’t press me on the issue and instead moved on. “So did you keep in touch after he left?”




    “No, but I’ve kept up with his sister, Sylvia.” I took a deep breath, happy I was back in the land of the complete truth. “She lives in New York.”




    His tone became more serious. “I suppose I should ask if you plan on striking up something romantic with him again.”




    “Uh, no.” My response was immediate and without forethought. I was pleased of that. Though I wasn’t proud of the twinge of regret I felt after I’d said it.




    “Just asking. You know it’s my job to look out for that sort of thing,” he said, looking at his watch. “I need to get going. Thanks for letting me know. I don’t see it as a problem.”




    “Thanks. Have a good night.”




    “You, too.”




    I turned around, feeling like I’d gotten away with murder but happy for it all the same. Yet just as I took a few steps away, I heard him say, “Oh, Nicole.”




    “Yeah?” I asked, looking over my shoulder.




    Matt wore his most devilish grin. “Have you told Juan Carlos?”




    I froze at the thought, but somewhere I found a smile to fake for the moment. The best thing to do when you don’t want to answer a question is change the subject. I rolled my eyes and said, “I gotta go. I need to catch my train.”




    But Matt knew me too well. As I walked away, I heard him laugh. “I didn’t think so.” A few seconds lapsed, and he called from his office, “You know what they say about jealous Latin men!”
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    As I made my way home on the Metro that night, my guilt became so heavy it was crippling. I wanted to curl up in a ball right on the floor of my train. How was I leaving Juan Carlos in the dark? He was my loving, wonderful boyfriend. He didn’t deserve that, and yet I saw no way out. As bad as the conversation was going to be with Lisa, it was nothing compared to the talk I should have with Juan Carlos.




    Walking up Connecticut Avenue, I dreaded every step toward Lisa’s apartment. Though she was only in town for a year, working on a fellowship at the National Institutes of Health, she’d lucked out in the hunt for DC real estate. A molecular biologist off on a sabbatical at the Pasteur Institute in Paris had sublet his place for cheap.




    When I walked into the living room, I saw Lisa sprawled on the sofa with a blanket as she talked on the phone. She waved hello, pointed at the phone, and then looked to the ceiling as if that might offer some help. She had to be talking with Elliot, her on-again, off-again boyfriend back in Houston. Like Lisa, he was an MD/PhD, so he was smart enough for her, but unlike her, he was a total dork. She swore he was the last white guy she was ever dating.




    While she was occupied, I fled to my room, changed into yoga pants, then wandered into the kitchen for a glass of wine to accompany the leftover pizza in the fridge. I took my dinner to the dining room along with my iPad to catch up on my dirty little addiction to celebrity gossip.




    After a few minutes, Lisa joined me with the wine bottle in hand. “Hey. How are you?” she asked.




    “Okay,” I mumbled.




    “Ha!” she laughed and topped off my glass. “You need another drink.”




    “I do.” I sipped some wine and said, “I bet you do, too, after talking with Elliott. What’s your status now?”




    “Limbo.” She pulled out two chairs, sat in one, and put her feet up on the other. “Which is fine while I’m away.”




    “Limbo has its benefits. Is he coming to visit at all?”




    “I told him I don’t have time for guests right now—at least while you’re living here.” She waited a moment and added, “For however long that is.”




    I got the hint. Swirling the wine in my glass, I said, “Only for a bit.”




    “Don’t get me wrong. I’d love for you to stay here.” She smiled. “I’ve missed you. It’s been years since we spent this much time together.”




    “I feel the same way.” I raised my glass. “To lifelong friends.”




    “To best friends.” She clinked her glass to mine, and we both took drinks. Afterward, she gave me one of her signature knowing looks. “And since we’re best friends, why—”




    “I know. I know,” I cried out in exasperation with myself. “I should’ve told you. I just didn’t want to talk about it.”




    “Well, that’s nothing new.”




    “I’m consistent.” I laughed.




    “When it comes to Adam, yes, you are.” She shook her head. “Have you told anyone? Shouldn’t your boss know?”




    “Of course I told Matt,” I said with proud indignation. She didn’t need to know that I’d only just told him a few hours before.




    “What did you say?”




    “Just that I’d dated Adam a few times in high school.”




    When you’ve known someone practically your whole life, there are times when verbal communication is completely unnecessary. Lisa remained quiet and stone-faced, but her eyes said everything she was thinking. She thought I was crazy—a certifiable psycho-lady, Queen of Denial. She also had some knowledge—though not all—as to why I was so wiggy about Adam Kincaid.




    For my sake, I’m sure, she apparently decided not to say everything she thought, but she still shifted in her seat, signaling she was uncomfortable with my lie. “Well…that’s accurate…in a way.”




    “Give me a break. I’m not going to go into details, especially when it’s irrelevant.”




    “Is it irrelevant?”




    “Of course.”




    “Have you told Juan Carlos?”




    “Not yet.”




    “Oh dear God,” she groaned.




    “I’m telling him tonight. I swear.”




    “Does he know anything about Adam?”




    “I don’t know…”




    “What have you said?”




    “Nothing, really.”




    “Nicki…”




    “Please. I don’t want to hear about Juan Carlos’s exes. I’m sure he doesn’t want to hear about mine.” That was only partially true. We had spoken in vague generalities about our past love lives. It was a testament to how much I loved him that I’d actually told him about a guy in high school who’d cheated on me. I hadn’t told him I’d been crazy about the guy, however, and I certainly hadn’t said it was Adam. With a flick of my hand, I spoke like I was tossing the issue aside. “Besides, it was a long time ago.”




    “Bullshit.”




    “What?”




    “You heard me. Bullshit.” She leaned forward and placed both hands on the table to make her case. “If Juan Carlos started working with someone he’d once been in love with, you would want to know.”




    “Yes, but—”




    “Especially if he’d never gotten over the girl.”




    My mouth dropped open both in shock and an attempt to find something to say in response. Though nothing came out, it was enough of a reaction for Lisa’s expression to turn into a sad frown. “Oh, Nicki. I’m sorry. I don’t want to be mean. I really don’t know what happened between you and Adam, and you don’t have to tell me. But you two were in love. You were tight…very tight. I remember that. Adam must remember it, and so do you. Nobody would ever forget something like that.”




    I smiled as my throat closed. As hard as it was to hear this from Lisa, it was also comforting—like those distant memories and all their impact weren’t my imagination. Eventually I was able to softly say, “Thanks.”




    She grinned and laughed. “Not sure what you’re thanking me for.”




    “You’re my reality check.”




    “I thought I was being a bitch.”




    “Usually.” I snickered. “But not this time.”




    “Ha!” She leaned back and fiddled with her wine glass. “So did you talk to him?”




    “I told you I’m telling Juan Carlos tonight.”




    “No, I mean Adam. Did you talk to Adam?”




    Remembering the awkward encounter that morning, I took another drink. “Sort of. There really wasn’t time.” Not a lie, I told myself.




    “I’m sure he wants to talk to you.”




    “Why do you say that?”




    “Do you have Alzheimer’s or something? He told me that when I saw him in London that one time.”




    I rolled my eyes. “That was ten years ago.”




    “So? Like he wouldn’t still want to talk?” She gave me a retaliatory eye roll. “That could very well be all he wants. You two are going to be working together, after all.”




    “Of course I’m going to talk to him…when I have a chance.” I tried to sound firm.




    “Well, you should. You know, go out to coffee. Clear the air between you two.”




    “Right,” I said. Like it was that easy.
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    Since the election, Juan Carlos had been on the road. As the political mastermind behind President Logan’s election, he was now in high demand. Democratic candidates around the country wanted him to consult on their campaigns. It was a huge moment in his career and a welcome opportunity for him to make a lot of money. I didn’t begrudge it at all. The son of Cuban immigrants, Juan Carlos had grown up very modestly, and there was nothing wrong with him profiting from his success.




    Because we had been spending so much time together during the campaign, we got close really quickly. Now being thousands of miles apart, we missed each other all the time, but our lives were so busy we could only talk once a day at night. The conversations always had the same arc—first, we talked about what was going on in our lives that day, then we switched over to discussing the news, and finally, without fail, we ended with some heavy phone sex. Juan Carlos was good at phone sex. Very good. Who knew some of the best orgasms of my life would happen when I was by myself? He kept trying to get me to Skype so he’d have a visual, but my American inhibitions held me back.




    After Lisa and I polished off the bottle of wine, I took a long bath, and not long after I crawled into bed with a book, Juan Carlos called. He was happy because he’d just landed another big client who was looking to run for governor in New Mexico. When the conversation turned to me, I gave him twenty details about my day at work and nothing about Adam. I didn’t have the guts.




    It was only when he gave me the perfect opening that I knew I had to stop being a chicken. Juan Carlos asked, “So how was it dealing with the White House Press Corps?”




    “Fine. They were nice today. We’ll see how it is tomorrow.” With a deep breath, I then plunged into the uncharted waters of our relationship. “By the way, that reminds me of something I keep forgetting to tell you.” Was that simply a white lie or bald-faced deception? I could feel the shame build inside me, so it had to be the latter.




    “What are you forgetting to tell me, mi reina?”




    Ugh. How could I be his queen when I was such a liar? I felt doubly bad, but I continued, “So did I ever mention I dated a British guy for a while in high school?”




    “I can’t remember.” He chuckled. “All those gringos sound the same to me anyway.”




    “Very funny.” I laughed, which put me more at ease. “Well, this guy happens to be Adam Kincaid…with the BBC.”




    “The name sounds familiar. I think I’ve seen him before.” His voice rose in disbelief. “You went out with him in high school?”




    “Yeah…” With another deep breath of determination, I divulged the pertinent information rapid fire. “He was at my school for a year while his dad was working in Houston. We never kept in touch after he went back to England. I saw him today at the White House for the first time in over fifteen years.”




    “Must not have been a very serious relationship if you haven’t talked to him since high school.”




    That threw me off. A serious relationship? In a way, Adam and I hadn’t been serious at all; it wasn’t like we’d been planning on getting married or anything. Yet the relationship itself was significant. As Lisa had said, Adam and I had been tight. Completely perplexed, I tried responding with simple facts. “We were young, and we didn’t date for that long. His sister and I still send Christmas cards, though.”




    “So did you talk to him today?”




    “Not really. I was busy.”




    “Did you see that article in the Wall Street Journal about the demise of the British Labor Party?”




    “No,” I answered, wondering what the hell he was talking about. As I collected my thoughts, Juan Carlos continued on about the article and how he thought he should find some consulting gigs in London. It took me a moment to realize he’d completely moved off the topic of Adam. How had that happened? Somehow I’d managed to make him think that Adam was some insignificant guy I had dated a few times as a teenager. I hadn’t done it intentionally, though I supposed a lot of people wouldn’t take a typical high school relationship seriously anyway. But what Adam and I’d had was anything but typical.




    As Juan Carlos went on about UK politics, I considered bringing Adam up again, but it felt so clumsy to interrupt. Plus, I’d only cause unnecessary suspicion. I told myself I’d correct the record the next time I saw him in person. What a liar I was.




    While I was lost in my thoughts, Juan Carlos said, “Preciosa, why so quiet?”




    “Oh, no good reason.” I loved it when he called me “precious one” in Spanish.




    “Am I boring you?”




    “No, not at all.”




    “Maybe we should talk about something else? Something more interesting.”




    “Yeah? Like what?” I smiled, realizing the conversation was heading to its usual, nightly destination.




    “We could talk about you taking off your panties.”




    When Juan Carlos began speaking like a smoldering Latin lover, I forgot about everything, including pesky high school boyfriends. All I could think of was what naughty thing he might say next. I urged him on.




    “That’s a new topic. Are my panties interesting?” I chuckled.




    “Of course. Take them off, though. I like what’s underneath better.”




    Shimmying off my underwear, I said, “Done.”




    “I bet you look beautiful.”




    “I wish you were here.”




    “I wish I was there, too, but I can imagine you lying on your bed, naked and waiting for me. Waiting for me to do things to you.”




    “Yeah?” I asked in anticipation.




    “Desnudate mi reina. Quiero verte desnuda.”




    Of course I obliged and wiggled off my panties. What woman wouldn’t? Phone sex with Juan Carlos was great, and it was downright awesome when he spoke Spanish.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    THE FOLLOWING MORNING, I was determined to remain focused on the two most important things in my life: my boyfriend and my career. Those were solid. I should nurture and enjoy them. Because my job was so all-encompassing, keeping busy with work was easy. And to make sure Juan Carlos didn’t leave my mind, I’d occasionally look at his photo or send him a short text. All in all during that morning, I did pretty well at concentrating on what really mattered—until I caught a glimpse of Adam as he walked into the briefing room.




    The same simple question from the day before came to mind: Why? Why was he in my life again? Was he just passing through? Or was there a reason?




    I sneered, a little annoyed with myself for even wondering that. Since I was young, I’d hated the saying that everything happened for a reason—like there was some invisible metaphysical hand maneuvering us through life. If fate existed, it sucked. When I was sixteen, my mom, my sister, and I had been in a horrible car accident. My mom and I had lived. Lauren hadn’t. There was no good karmic reason for that.




    While I believed in an afterlife that had to be better than a mortal one, I didn’t believe God called anyone home early or designed our daily life. Humans had free will, which left our lives up to chance. In my mind, the world was random. Otherwise bad things would never happen to good people, and innocent little girls would never be killed by drunk drivers.




    I snuck another look at Adam, whose head was down as he flipped through his reporter’s notebook. He was doing his job, just like I was doing mine. See. No reason, I told myself. There’d been no cosmic realignment that brought Adam back into my life. I simply needed to have that coffee with him like I’d told Lisa I would. Then I could live in the present when I saw him every day, rather than plunging back into a past that was long gone. I vowed to myself I would talk to him that day.




    As usual during the briefing, I ended up fielding some questions from Univision’s Antonio De La Fuente. Matt always handed the podium over to me whenever we dealt with the Spanish-speaking press. You could say we were pandering to Latinos whenever I answered questions in Spanish, but I liked to think it was better for everyone if we were accurate and effective in all our communications.




    Personally, I liked talking with Antonio because he was friends with Juan Carlos. So when he came up to me after the briefing, I was happy to answer his follow-up questions. He was still a Latin flirt, of course, and he couldn’t help but end our conversation with a little wink.




    Continuing to smile as he walked away, I looked over to see who was next in line to speak with me. My grin froze when I saw it was Adam, and the surprise caused me to softly exhale. Every sane woman thought he was attractive, but did they also have a physical reaction to him? He stirred something in me. Was it my body remembering what we used to do together, or was it that he’d filled out since he was seventeen and I appreciated the difference? Whatever it was, it felt dangerous.




    “I only speak English,” he said.




    He touched his tie like he’d admitted to a shortcoming, but it only drew my attention to how well-dressed he was. Seeing him so urbane, I didn’t believe that English was his only language.




    “Really?” I asked.




    “Maybe a bit of French.”




    Shards of forgotten memories reconfigured in my mind, and I could clearly envision his French workbook sitting on my childhood desk. My smile grew. “I think I remember that.”




    He laughed and gradually locked eyes with mine. He was silent for a few seconds before saying, “Hello, Nicki. It’s so good to see you again.”




    It was a formal yet sincere-sounding introduction, and I responded in kind. “You, too, Adam.”




    “Your Spanish sounds lovely. Where did you learn to speak it so well?”




    “Over the years, and then I…and also my…” Getting into a lengthy discussion about my time in the Peace Corps didn’t seem appropriate at the moment, and words completely escaped me when I thought of mentioning Juan Carlos. This was certainly the wrong time and place for that. It was the right moment, though, to pose the question, “We should probably go for coffee one day, don’t you think?”




    “Yes, that would be nice.” He crossed his arms, looking far more comfortable with the situation than me. “But how about lunch instead?”




    Lunch. Lunch was longer than coffee. It was more intimate than coffee, too, though it was still completely innocent and professional. I slowly nodded.




    “I dare say you’re busier than me,” he said. “So you tell me when.”




    “Oh, I think it’s always going to be crazy for me around here. We can go whenever.”




    “How about tomorrow, then?”




    “Sure. So far I’ve only eaten lunch at the White House Mess. I’ve seen a salad bar around the corner not far from Blair House.” I figured a salad bar was lunch, but only a step above coffee as far as intimacy.




    “The White House Mess? You need a proper lunch, then. Maybe the Old Ebbitt Grill?”




    I knew the name of the restaurant. A Washington institution and hardly a date place. It was the kind of establishment an aristocratic BBC reporter would take an administration official. I played it cool. “It’s not too far away, right? I don’t know my way around DC yet.”




    “Just a few streets over.”




    “Is one o’clock all right?”




    “Certainly.” He then ripped a page from his notebook and began writing. Handing it over to me, he said, “Here’s my mobile number in case you need to get hold of me.”




    I took the paper and stared at it for a moment. His handwriting was the same, though a little messier. Back at the apartment, I had earlier samples. If I’d wanted to, I could’ve gone home and compared them. Not that I wanted to. They were tucked safely away with all the other emotionally charged mementos of my life. Best to keep them out of sight.




    “Thanks,” I said, slowly coming back to the present. “There shouldn’t be a problem, but it’s good to have. They’ve handed out my number, right?”




    “They have.”




    “Good.” He’d always been tall, but now I felt even smaller around him. Like I was powerless. I looked around what was now an emptying room. “I’ve gotta go. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”




    “Tomorrow, then,” he said, tipping his head to me.
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