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    Chapter 1


    DAY ONE ON THE JOB


    Liz Dougherty could barely hear herself think over the deafening buzz in the conference room. So much was going on. Reporters from all over North Carolina were piling into the Raleigh conference center waiting to hear State Senator Maxwell deliver a speech. Cameras were being set up, photography equipment lined the room, and voice recorders were poised and ready to capture every word the Senator uttered. Reporters milled around the room chatting with one another and directing their crews for the optimal angle. Liz hadn’t expected her first press conference to be quite this…loud.


    Hayden Lane stood completely calm and collected next to her. She knew he had quite a bit of experience with press conferences, and was grateful he had included her, but damn, was it intimidating. How could he be so composed?


    Liz felt small enough standing next to the editor-in-chief of her college newspaper, but she felt like the tiniest minnow in the ocean compared to the legends in journalism surrounding her. She had joined the newspaper two years ago, and had put in her time, but she had always wanted to be a reporter. She had pushed and fought for it. She had watched for two years as other reporters took the prime spots, but as an upcoming junior she had the privilege of finally working her coveted position.


    She had interned at home for newspapers and had taken more journalism classes than she could count, so she knew she was prepared. She had done her homework, but it didn’t make her first real political press conference any less terrifying.


    “You ready with the recorder?” Hayden asked, digging into his messenger bag and pulling out a notepad, pen, and digital camera. The equipment was nothing compared to what some of the top-notch reporters surrounding them had, but it would do the job.


    “Yeah, I think I’m all set,” she said, chewing on her bottom lip as she adjusted her navy blazer and teetered in her nude high heels.


    “I wish we were closer. I’d love to get a question in.” He peered around a camera to get a better look at the empty platform.


    “Do you think we’ll get a chance?” Liz asked, wide-eyed. In case she was given the opportunity to ask anything of the sitting Senator, she had prepared questions, but she didn’t think it was a real possibility. Hayden would probably laugh at her if he knew how much extra work she had put into the questions. But it was her job and she couldn’t help it. She had been so anxious last night anticipating the event, and it tended to make her meticulous. She hadn’t even been able to sleep.


    “Nah, probably not. If this guy is anything like his father, he’ll make his announcement and get out of there. Easier to keep winning if you don’t say too much. Know what I mean?”


    She stared into Hayden’s gorgeous face, and the full force of his charm hit her. She gulped and turned back to the podium. “Yeah, makes sense.”


    “I wish we could get one question in, though. I’d love to peg him down about education policy,” he said.


    Liz nodded. After researching Senator Maxwell’s policy platform, she’d had difficulty narrowing her questions to the ten on education policy she had listed in her purse. He was a hard-core budget guy, just like his father, who was a sitting United States Senator. State Senator Maxwell had won his last two elections based on his broad, sweeping plan to balance the budget, and then he had done it. For the first time in twenty-five years, North Carolina’s fiscal books were in order.


    Not that she disagreed with the end result, but she wasn’t sure how much she agreed with his approach to the matter: cutting anything and everything that might be deemed superfluous—and one of those items happened to be education. Her father was a professor at the University of South Florida in Tampa, and Liz couldn’t imagine what it would be like to see all of his hard work slashed by a politician just out to line his pockets. Maxwell put business first and everything else after: Encourage small business, lower taxes, help the working class, but Liz didn’t understand how he expected to help the working class when they couldn’t even get an education.


    “Lane! Lane?” a perky redhead called. She pushed past another reporter and all but attacked Hayden.


    “Calleigh,” Hayden muttered, hugging her back. “So good to see you. How’s Charlotte treating you?”


    “Amazing, of course. You should come and visit me. I could get you an interview,” she said. She swished her red hair across one shoulder and smiled at Hayden like he was dessert.


    “I might take you up on that when I graduate,” he said. “Have you met our new reporter, Liz Dougherty?”


    Calleigh seemed to finally notice that someone was standing next to Hayden. “Oh, hi,” she said. “Are you taking over Camille’s old job?”


    “Uh…yeah. I’ve been mostly in editorials before this,” Liz explained.


    Calleigh Hollingsworth was a legend at the university newspaper. She single-handedly put the paper on the map last year by interviewing the President of the United States and busting up a sex scandal in the higher tiers of the school administration. Her byline had graced the front page of the university paper daily, and everyone at school knew her name. She had been offered a job at a New York newspaper, but had turned it down for Charlotte. No one knew why, but she was either crazy or a genius. Liz had only seen her in passing, and she was awestruck to be standing in the presence of someone with such fame.


    “Well, I hope you do her some justice. I know Lane wouldn’t choose someone incompetent. Good luck on the job,” she said, turning back to Hayden. “Lane, drinks before you leave, doll. This is not a request.”


    And with that she traipsed across the room. Male eyes from all around followed her as she whisked past them and out of sight.


    “That was Calleigh Hollingsworth,” Liz said plainly.


    “Yeah,” he grumbled. “And I have to entertain her highness.”


    Liz giggled. “Do you not like her?”


    Hayden shrugged. “She’s good at her job, but so annoying. After she got that interview with the President, fame went straight to her head. She acts like everyone should treat her like a queen now.”


    “She kind of is a queen.”


    “And that’s exactly why she acts like it!”


    Liz didn’t know Calleigh well enough to comment.


    A hush fell over the crowd as a tall, leggy blonde walked onto the stage. A series of flashes went off as the reporters adjusted their camera settings, anxious not to miss anything that was about to happen.


    “Was it leaked as to what he’s speaking about?” Liz whispered into Hayden’s ear.


    He shook his head slowly, never taking his eyes or camera from the stage. “I haven’t heard anything. I just got the buzz about it yesterday morning. Impromptu.”


    “Strange,” Liz said. She watched the blonde’s heels as she walked across the carpeted floor.


    She was beautiful, almost unnaturally so, definitely unfairly so. Liz was happy to be on the shorter side most days, but not when that woman was onstage. And Liz had always thought she was above average in the looks department, with naturally straight blond hair that the sun highlighted in the summer, and blue eyes. She loved her pouty lips and high cheekbones, but her athletic build was far from that of the skinny minny standing onstage.


    “Thank y’all for coming out at such short notice,” the woman said, smiling at the crowd of cameras. “I’m Heather Ferrington, Senator Maxwell’s press secretary. He is only available for a short while, but he will be taking questions at the end. Please keep them to a minimum. The Senator will be out in a minute.”


    As Heather walked offstage, all the reporters began speaking at once. The idea of actually getting an answer out of the State Senator was a real treat. His father had always kept the family rather tight-lipped. Speculation circulated that it was because they had secrets to hide, but with thirty years of service in public office the Senator had a clean slate. They were a model family, and no one was surprised when Brady Maxwell III followed in his father’s footsteps. It was a logical step for him.


    “What are the chances we get a question in?” Liz asked. She edged forward in the crowd as it moved inward in anticipation.


    “Zero,” Hayden murmured, resting his hand on her hip so as not to lose her as the crowd heaved forward. Liz felt her side warm at his touch and tried to keep from purposely leaning into him. “Try to see if you can get a little closer anyway.” He urged her forward.


    Liz followed his lead and nudged her way deeper into the cloud of reporters. One woman gave her a withering glare as she pushed past her, but Liz paid her no mind. Once she reached the best position she could stand in, she stopped and waited for the Senator to come out.


    Besides his work in cutting money for education, he had blocked NC Pledge, a piece of legislation that would make it easier for college students who maintained a certain GPA to afford a degree. She knew that he was pushing these measures to balance the budget, but it came at the expense of the most important thing anyone could ever offer. Senator Maxwell had received a great education at the University of North Carolina Chapel Hill, because his parents could afford it and he happened to be an exemplary basketball player, but not everyone else had those benefits. Tuition hikes after his budget cuts only exacerbated the problem.


    And she hadn’t heard a sufficient answer as to why he had allowed the cuts to education funding, even encouraged this to happen. The only reasonable explanation she could consider was that he had kept certain measures in the budget that his big-time donors benefited from and had cut education to make up for it. This led her to believe that the only thing he truly cared about, as a politician, was the money coming his way…just like most other politicians.


    Senator Maxwell walked onstage, and Liz’s mind went blank.


    She had seen a picture of him. Dozens, in fact. Probably more than that. What kind of reporter would she be if she hadn’t?


    She knew he was young. It was hugely controversial in his previous state elections that he had beaten two incumbent representatives at such a young age. But attractive? No, not attractive—gorgeous…breathtaking…delicious. She tried to stop her brain from continuing, but damn, pictures did not do him justice.


    She wasn’t certain why, but the ease of his stride stood out to her. He carried himself confidently in a damn sexy black three-piece suit. He had the air of someone who didn’t have to take what he wanted, but was instead handed it on a silver platter. His dark hair was cropped short and spiked in the front, and his intense brown eyes surveyed the crowded room as if he were here to accept an award. He smiled at the reporters waiting for the inevitable photo op and adjusted his red-white-and-blue tie knotted at the top of his crisp white button-down. He was freshly shaven, accentuating his chiseled cheekbones and strong jawline, and ever-looked the part of the young State Senator he was.


    As bulbs flashed in all directions, Liz stared up at the Senator, rooted in place. No wonder he had won election over previous incumbents. He could just walk into a room and win a crowd. It helped that his name was recognizable, considering he shared the same one with his father, but he didn’t need any help winning when he had that body and charm. She wondered if the demographics on the election were 95 percent women. She would believe it.


    “Thank you all so much for coming out here for this last-minute press conference,” Senator Maxwell spoke powerfully into the microphone. His voice was like an addiction—pulling you in, making you crave more, making you feel as if you could never get enough.


    “Liz, are you getting this?” Hayden asked, brushing against her shoulder and jarring her out of her daydreams.


    “Yeah, sorry,” she murmured. She fiddled with the recorder until the red button blinked, and tried to reorient herself.


    “I know you are all wondering why I decided to come before you, here in Wake County, on this lovely Saturday afternoon.” He leaned forward against the podium. “Let me tell you a story first…”


    Liz felt the crowd draw closer to him, as if each person were practically hanging on the edge of their seat to hear him speak for just a second longer.


    “I grew up here in the Triangle. My mom worked as a professor at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill. My father, as you well know, sat as a United States Congressman for many years and now serves you all as a Senator. I know the people here, because I went to school here, I played ball here, I met my first girlfriend here. I saw my friends go off to college and leave town just like many of you did. And I saw friendships fade with distance. My own best friend, Chris, moved to New York City, and I miss him every day.” The crowd sighed with him at the loss of a friend. “When I thought about leaving, going off to the big city, making a name for myself—all it sounded like was leaving all the people I loved behind. So I decided to cut that out of my plans and focus on what I had always loved—and that was the people of North Carolina.”


    Liz hadn’t even realized that a huge smile was plastered on her face as she listened to his engaging voice. She dropped her smile immediately, not wanting to get taken in by someone she disagreed with, and held the recorder out farther.


    “I knew after living here my entire life that there was too much to do to leave my community for someone else’s. That was Chris’s plan, not mine. And I’m glad I stayed, because if I had left, I wouldn’t have been here when my mom found out that she had breast cancer, or to see my brother and sister choose a college, or my dog eat an entire steak while we weren’t looking one night.” The crowd burst into laughter and glanced around the room at one another before focusing back in on the Senator.


    “I want to take that same enthusiasm for my community and fight for what you believe in. That is why, as of today, I am announcing my intention to run for the United States House of Representatives in my home district.”


    Liz’s mouth dropped open, and the crowd of reporters clambered forward, each trying to be the first to ask the Senator a question. She had been expecting a conference on a bill that had recently passed, North Carolina taxes, or really anything but this. It was practically unheard-of for a one-term State Senator to run for the House. They usually bided their time and waited to gain status and recognition, climbing the ranks before throwing their hat into the race. Brady had his dad’s name and reputation to go off of, but would it be enough?


    For some reason, even though she disagreed with him on some issues that were key to her, she could see Brady pulling it off. There was something about him that fired up a crowd and lit up a room. He had been all but bred for this moment, but you couldn’t fake that charm and ease before the cameras. She knew firsthand, because she turned into a blabbering idiot with a camera in her face. She was already beyond ready to see how this election would play out.


    A barrage of questions was thrown at the Senator as he smiled radiantly at the sea of flashing bulbs. Liz moved with them, excitement coursing through her body for the upcoming Q&A.


    “Thank you for your enthusiasm. I’m ready to get started here in North Carolina. I’d be happy to take a few questions, though I don’t have much time,” he said, eyeing the line of microphones.


    “Senator Maxwell!” a few reporters called. They threw their hands in the air as more raised their recorders and volleyed for his attention.


    “How about Mr. Tanner,” Senator Maxwell said. He pointed out a short, balding man with a Raleigh News badge on his shirt.


    “Senator Maxwell, you’ve had tremendous luck in your previous elections. What prompted this decision when you’ve barely won the last two elections?”


    “Barely won is still winning, George,” Senator Maxwell said with a smirk. “But on a more serious note—I chose this race not for me, but for the people of North Carolina. I’m not running with any selfish motivation. I know what is needed to help the people here succeed and what they need in their daily lives. This is a fight worth fighting, and I intend to give it my all.”


    “Senator, can you give us insight into how you plan on beating the incumbent representative?” a tall librarian type butted in.


    “We haven’t talked strategy just yet, Sheila, but I think North Carolina can do better than what he’s offering, and I’m the man for the job,” he spoke confidently.


    A commanding man in a faded button-down with his shirtsleeves rolled up to his elbows chimed in next. “Senator Maxwell, your past opponents have already brought up the fact that your youth contributes to the image of your inexperience. What do you have to say to that?”


    The Senator chuckled softly into the microphone before looking back up at the crowd of reporters. “I’m twenty-seven, ladies and gentlemen. The Constitution of the United States says that a member of the House of Representatives must be at least twenty-five years old. If the Founders of our great country believed that a twenty-five-year-old could get the job done, why don’t my opponents?”


    “But don’t you think it will be a hindrance to your campaign?” someone shouted over the crowd.


    The Senator shook his head. He had clearly been prepped for this question. “Not at all. I know North Carolina. I’ve seen my own father work for the people and my mother work for the people, and now I want to. How about we take one more,” he said, cutting off the reporter and staring out at the crowd.


    Liz shot her hand up in the air, pushing past another reporter in her haste. She wanted this question. She wanted to prove herself to Hayden and to herself.


    “You there.” Brady pointed into the audience. “An unfamiliar face with a familiar logo. I’d be happy to take a question from my alma mater. It’s good to see them in the house.”


    Oh my God. Liz stared up at Senator Maxwell and saw that he was pointing right at her.


    “Uh,” she hesitated on her beginning. Why was she blanking on the questions she had planned to ask him? She had practiced for hours, and now standing there with the opportunity she was losing it all.


    She locked eyes with Brady across the room and felt the heat of his gaze run through her body. She cleared her throat uncomfortably. She needed to get it together. She was a reporter, after all, and this was her job. He was handsome, but just a job.


    Liz straightened considerably and met Brady’s gaze head-on. She wouldn’t back down from a challenge. “Senator Maxwell, during your time in Raleigh you consistently voted to cut education funding in the name of balancing the budget. Yet you’ve also voted to allow some of your biggest donors to avoid paying corporate taxes on their various business ventures. Can you please comment on how this helps better the lives of all North Carolinians, which you’ve repeatedly stated is your primary reason for entering this race?”


    Everyone in the room seemed to hold their breath waiting for his response. Questions from the college newspapers were typically light and fluffy. Politicians chose them because it looked good on paper to include them. College reporters weren’t supposed to ask a question that hit that close to home.


    Liz could feel eyes judging and assessing her from all sides.


    Had she really thrown his entire speech back in his face? Staring into those eyes, she felt a jolt of electricity course through her body. It was as if they were the only two people in the room in that moment. She held that gaze like a pro and watched as he changed his appraisal of her.


    “That’s an excellent question. It was painful for me to have to do that knowing how closely linked I am to higher education, but other aspects of the bill were unacceptable to me. I couldn’t fully support the bill with those parts still in it,” he stated.


    Liz narrowed her eyes as he stealthily evaded her question, not even touching on the tax cut component. He really was a natural.


    “Thank y’all for coming out and I’m sure I will see y’all again on the campaign trail.”


    He waved at the reporters, ending the press conference. Several people shouted at him for one more, but he never stopped his purposeful stride offstage.


    Liz couldn’t believe that had just happened. She had asked a hard-hitting question at her first press conference and alienated a sitting politician. She thought she might throw up any second.


    Hayden reached forward and turned the Record button off. “Fucking amazing, Liz,” he cried. He threw his arm over her shoulder and pulled her in for a hug. She folded into his chest. Any other day she might have reveled in the embrace, but she couldn’t get the image of Brady Maxwell III’s eyes out of her head.


    “Did you see his face?” Hayden asked. “You stumped him. He didn’t see that question coming at all. This is going to be an incredible article.”


    Liz smiled weakly, and tried to push down the rising taste of bile in her throat.


    “Liz, are you going to be okay?” Hayden asked, holding her arms and looking into her blue eyes. “You look kind of sick.”


    “I feel a little sick,” she admitted.


    “Well, you have no reason to. Calm down. That was great. I’m so glad you came with me!” He released her and slung his messenger bag on his shoulder.


    They got halfway across the room when Calleigh Hollingsworth headed them off. “What a question!” she said. “I knew Lane would pick the right person. I never saw Camille stump a politician.”


    Calleigh Hollingsworth was complimenting her. She might die.


    “Oh, I don’t think I actually stumped him.”


    “He hesitated, honey. That’s enough for me,” Calleigh told her before shifting her attention back to Hayden. “Some other reporters are coming with me to get a drink. I’ve already told them you’re coming with me, and they’re excited to meet you.”


    “I’m really not up for it, Calleigh. We have to get this story out,” he offered.


    “No way. Unacceptable, Lane. I’ll see you tonight. Liz, you are more than welcome, of course,” she said politely.


    Liz looked at Hayden expectantly. She wouldn’t mind mingling with other reporters, but if they needed to work on the story, she would go back with him. “What do you want to do?”


    He shrugged, clearly preferring to leave.


    “You’re not even running the story until Monday,” Calleigh told him stubbornly. She placed her hand on her hip and sat into the movement. “Come out and play. You’re too uptight.”


    “All right. If Liz wants to go, then I’m game. Otherwise I’ll just drive home and work on the piece.”


    “Liz?” Calleigh asked, pleading with her big green eyes.


    “Uh…yeah. Sounds like fun.”


    “Great! I’ll text you the details, Lane, and see you later,” she said, waggling her fingers at him as she departed.


    Hayden sighed and readjusted his bag on his shoulder. “I guess we’re going out.”


    “Sorry,” Liz said. She followed him out the door.


    “Don’t be. It wasn’t likely that I would have been able to get out of it anyway. At least I have company now.” Liz smiled, butterflies jumping around in her stomach. “Do you want to go get dinner? It’ll probably still be a few hours before they go out.”


    “Uh…yeah, sure,” she said. Was he asking her out?


    “Cool.” They walked into the half-full parking lot and veered toward his black Audi. Liz took a seat as Hayden popped the trunk open and deposited his equipment before opening the door and sliding onto the leather seat.


    “Do you have a preference for dinner? I’m really craving Italian.”


    “Fine with me,” she agreed easily. She didn’t know how to judge the situation.


    It didn’t help that her mind was still captured by the Senator. The way his eyes found her in the crowd, the tone of his deep, husky voice, the borderline arrogance in his every movement was so…appealing in a way she had never even known before. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t been attracted to a bad boy in the past, and that was exactly what Maxwell portrayed under that charm, but she didn’t know whether he really was that bad boy underneath the image of the upright Senator.


    It was a paradox she wanted reconciled. Who exactly was Brady Maxwell?

  


  
    Chapter 2


    OUR POLITICIAN


    Liz pushed open the glass door to the quaint Italian bistro, and a bell chimed overhead. “How did you find out about this place?”


    “My dad used to take me here a lot,” Hayden told her, grabbing the door out of her hand and holding it open for her.


    “Thanks. I forgot you’re from Raleigh. Your parents live here?”


    “No, they moved to D.C. when I graduated. They didn’t want me to go to D.C. public schools, but my mom always wanted to work on the Hill. So as soon as I went to college, they packed up and left too.”


    The waitress seated them in a maroon booth at the back of the restaurant and then left. Liz opened the menu and skimmed the choices. “Do you get to see them much? It’s like a five-hour drive to D.C., right?”


    “Yeah, that’s right. I’m too busy to go home much right now, but it’s all right. I get to see them around the holidays, and I’m flying back for the summer. Where do your parents live?”


    “Tampa. I’m in the same boat. I’m too busy and it’s too far to drive.”


    “At least you have the beach.” He looked up at her over the plastic menu.


    “That’s true. Guaranteed tan on vacations. If I went home more, I probably wouldn’t be so pale.”


    “You’re not pale. Do you see this?” he asked. He pulled down the open neck of his button-down. She didn’t know why, but the way he exposed the bare skin under his shirt to her made her flush.


    She cleared her throat and averted her eyes. “Well, I guess I have that going for me, at least.”


    “Liz, you have everything going for you. Aren’t you a Morehead scholar?”


    “Yeah, but that’s just academics. Book smarts,” she said. “You have the whole paper, and everyone loves you.”


    “You could have the paper.”


    “You think so?”


    “I’ve seen your work. It’s really good. Plus, you’re driven.”


    “Thanks,” she said. It was what she wanted and what she had worked for. She appreciated that he saw that in her.


    “I wouldn’t have put you in a reporter position if I didn’t think you were fully capable of moving forward.”


    “Well, you sure know how to motivate someone,” Liz said, her face heating under the spotlight. She would love to be editor, but she knew that she had some work to do over the next year to prove that to everyone else.


    Hayden made everyone want to work for him. When he was overseeing a project people worked twice as hard than if anyone else had initiated it. He had such a presence that he could seamlessly take over a whole room. Once people got to know him and witnessed his unfailing dedication to projects, they only loved and admired him more.


    Liz certainly had fallen for that amazing presence. Plus, he was attractive. His medium brown hair was always shaggy and overgrown, curling at the ends and around his ears. It constantly covered his hazel eyes, which changed colors depending on his mood or attire. He had a runner’s build and could be seen crisscrossing campus in his track shoes. Best of all, he always had a smile on his face. It was such a relief to walk into the office after a grueling day and be greeted by such a happy demeanor.


    They ordered when the waitress returned. Hayden claimed the restaurant had some of the best spaghetti he’d ever had in North Carolina. Liz wasn’t sure that was saying much, but ordered it anyway. She trusted his judgment. He had chosen her for this position, after all.


    “So, do you think Maxwell will win the primary?” Hayden asked, taking a sip of his water.


    “Definitely,” she said without a doubt or second thought.


    “You’re so sure,” he said. “What makes you think that? He’s a young, first-term State Senator with no experience.”


    “He has his dad’s name and career to run off of, and that’s clean. People know it. I wouldn’t count him out.” Plus, he was attractive, really attractive, and that always helped.


    “No, you’re right. I was just curious,” he said, smiling into his menu.


    “What?” Her eyes narrowed.


    “You were kind of staring at him when he walked onstage,” he said. “Did you not know he was that young?”


    “Stop teasing me, Lane.”


    “Hey, I don’t blame you! He’s a good-looking guy,” he said with a devilish smirk as she glared at him.


    “Don’t be ridiculous,” she said. Hayden had pretty much hit it on the head.


    “You don’t have to hide it from me. It was a pretty sharp three-piece suit.”


    “Hayden Lane! I think you have a crush on our politician,” she said.


    Hayden rolled his hazel eyes to the ceiling and pretended to fan himself. “You caught me.”


    Liz laughed. This was the most fun she had ever had with Hayden. She wasn’t sure if it was because this was the first time she had ever been completely alone with him. They had worked together for the past two years on the paper, but it was a different environment. Plus, others had easily overshadowed her, like the star reporters, Camille and Calleigh. She liked seeing a more relaxed side of him.


    “In all seriousness, though, it’s going to be an interesting race,” he said.


    “That it is.”


    The waitress walked over and plopped the spaghetti down in front of both of them. Liz dug her fork into it and served it into her mouth. She was surprised: She had to admit that it was the best spaghetti she’d had in a really long time.


    “So, what are your summer plans?” he asked, watching her devour the spaghetti. “It feels a little cruel to me, giving you this big story right before summer break.”


    She wiped her mouth with a napkin. “I appreciate the opportunity. I’d love to work as much as I can this summer. I feel like I’ll be better prepared for next semester.”


    “Good. That’s what I was hoping for.”


    “I don’t have much planned for the summer, though. I’m taking a class in the journalism department. I think it’ll be easy. What about you?”


    “My mom helped me get an internship with the press office where she works on Pennsylvania Avenue in D.C.”


    “That’s really cool,” Liz said. She would die for an in like that on the Hill. She was one of the few staying behind for the summer.


    “Hold on.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Hey, what’s up? Yeah, we’re just finishing up dinner.” He ran his hand back through his longish mop of medium brown hair and listened. “Okay. Okay. Yeah, I know where that is. We’ll be over soon. Bye.”


    He hung up the phone. “That was Calleigh.”


    “Oh yeah?” Liz asked.


    “She just got to the bar. We can head out whenever you’re finished.”


    “All right.” She had suddenly lost her appetite.


    She hated how anxious she was already getting about hanging around with Calleigh. Liz had virtually idolized her for the past two years. Hanging out with her felt a little surreal.


    “Hey, is everything all right?” Hayden asked, his head tilted slightly to the side as he looked at her.


    “Yeah, sorry,” she said with a nervous laugh. “Just zoned out, I guess. What are you going to be doing in the press office?” she asked, returning to her dinner even though she wasn’t hungry.


    Hayden shrugged, still looking concerned. “Probably nothing interesting. Fetching coffee and doing research is all I anticipate. I doubt they’ll let me do much else even though I have the training. I bet your class will be more interesting.”


    “But you’ll be in D.C.! There’s so much going on there. No way could it be boring, even if the work is slow. I’ll just be in North Carolina researching political communication and reporting. You’ll actually be living it.”


    Hayden kept his hazel eyes downcast. She didn’t know what that meant, but the quirk of his mouth had her thoughts swirling. What was he thinking underneath that smile?


    “You’re going to visit, right?” he asked, raising his eyes to meet hers.


    Liz swallowed and took a sip of the water. “You really want me to?”


    “Yes,” he answered confidently. “I need to see you this summer.”


    Silence lingered after his bold statement. Hayden not just wanted, but needed, to see her. She was blindsided by this new information. She wasn’t sure if this was a date, and she had no confirmation. Not that his wanting to see her over the summer meant they were currently on a date.


    Okay, now she just felt stupid and overly analytical. They couldn’t start anything now…a week before he was supposed to leave for the entire summer. But she could visit him…


    Blowing out a slow breath, she placed her fork back on the plate. “Well, then I’ll visit,” she said softly.

  


  
    Chapter 3


    HITTING THE BIG TIME


    Walking into La Luna Lounge, Liz and Hayden passed the bouncer and entered another world. La Luna was as far from a place Liz would have chosen as they could get. She didn’t mind going out, drinking, and have a good time, but not like this. She preferred low-key bars where she could sit and enjoy the company of her friends. Her best friend, Victoria, would have liked La Luna much more than Liz did.


    The entrance was a large arching tunnel lit by dim blue bulbs that opened into an expansive open room. It was slightly reminiscent of a 1950s movie theater, with a small stage at the front, all red plush seating around the perimeter, and tiered balconies up above. The center of the room was taken over by an ever-growing mass of people dancing, and the walls were lined with liquor.


    Hayden scanned the room for the group of reporters. Liz wasn’t short, but she wasn’t exactly tall either. From her vantage point, she couldn’t see much more than the group of girls gyrating in front of her. The room was too dark for her to be able to pick anyone out of the crowd anyway.


    “I think they might be over there,” he told her uncertainly.


    “Maybe we should get a drink first?”


    He nodded, and they angled for the bar. There were three small steps that led up to it, and it gave her the extra height she needed to see above the crowd. Hayden had been right; she could see Calleigh’s lush red hair from here.


    “What would you like?” Hayden asked, drawing her attention.


    “I guess just a whiskey sour.”


    Hayden ordered for both of them. The guy behind the bar quickly mixed the drinks, and Hayden handed over his card.


    “Keep it open,” he told the guy, sliding Liz’s drink toward her.


    “Thanks,” she said.


    She took a sip and tried not to wince as the alcohol hit her.


    Hayden laughed at her pained face. “Not a big drinker?” he asked.


    She shrugged. “I like drinking just fine, but I can’t seem to get past the burn.”


    “You need to drink more, I think.”


    “You sound like my friend Victoria.”


    He smiled that smile that turned her insides to jelly. “I’d like to meet her sometime.”


    Victoria would be happy to meet him too. She was the more outgoing of the two of them and found it way easier to get people to love her. “You should. She’s a character.”


    “I’m sure I’ll get the chance.”


    Liz turned back toward the dance floor, not able to meet his gaze. Was he saying he would meet Victoria because he would be spending more time with her? Was he flirting with her? She wanted him to, but she was so thrown that she didn’t even know how to respond.


    “You were right. I spotted Calleigh,” Liz told him, pointing in the same direction he had mentioned earlier.


    “Great,” he said, more enthusiastic than he had been before.


    She followed him through the crowd, inching around the dancers. Hayden reached back, and she slipped her hand into his. A bolt of electricity shot up her arm. Her attraction to Hayden was only growing the more time she spent with him, and the way he grabbed her hand, pulling her through the crowd, made her feel flushed. She didn’t want him to let go.


    But he did.


    “Lane!” Calleigh called. She stood in her four-inch black stilettos. Drink in hand, she surged forward, brushing past Liz, and flung her other arm around Hayden’s neck.


    Liz took a step away from them, holding her drink at arm’s length to keep it safe. Liz wondered how intoxicated Calleigh was already.


    “Hey, Calleigh,” Hayden said, wrapping one arm around her waist when she didn’t let go.


    Calleigh took a step backward, straightened out her low-cut cream blouse. Her black suit jacket was discarded in the booth. She didn’t look that drunk. She kept one hand resting on Hayden’s chest as if she needed to steady herself. Her signature dark red hair—nearly maroon—fell down in front of her shoulders, with thick, chunky bangs falling into her ever-vigilant green eyes. Was Calleigh interested in Hayden?


    Liz didn’t think she stood much of a chance against Calleigh Hollingsworth.


    “I’m glad you made it,” Calleigh said. “Let me introduce you to my coworkers.”


    Calleigh grabbed Hayden by the crook of the elbow and pulled him toward the booth. Liz shuffled after them.


    “Hey, y’all, this is my friend Lane, the one I was telling you about,” Calleigh said. “Lane, this is Trent, Jenny, Monique, and Rick. They work at the Charlotte Times with me.” They all nodded their heads and responded with their own salutations.


    “Nice to meet you all,” Hayden said with his charming smile.


    Each of the guys wore a plain, square-shouldered suit jacket. Trent had light red hair, distinct against his green shirt. Rick was dark headed and stocky, with a dark blue shirt and silver tie combination. Monique was exceptionally tall with short black hair shaved on the sides and styled into waves on top. She wasn’t exactly big, but she had a larger bone structure hidden underneath long black suit pants and a billowy black blouse. Jenny was a girl-next-door blonde, small and mousy, with a pale yellow shirt tucked into her khaki knee-length skirt.


    “We’ve heard great things about you, Lane,” Monique said.


    Hayden chuckled softly, his eyes darting to Calleigh and back. “Thanks. I’m sure Calleigh exaggerates.”


    “I would never,” she said, placing her free hand on his arm.


    “You’re editor now?” Rick asked, assessing him. Liz saw his eyes flicker to where Calleigh’s hand rested on Hayden’s arm. So, he was interested in her. Not surprising. Everyone was always interested in Calleigh.


    “Yeah. I took over this past semester when Calleigh decided to take the job with y’all, and I’m continuing through my senior year,” he told them.


    “We were lucky to get Calleigh,” Rick said.


    “I think the last editor y’all got from Chapel Hill was Mr. Stewart,” Calleigh said with a giggle.


    Jenny rolled her eyes. “Let’s not even bring him up.”


    The group laughed, all sharing a private joke that neither Liz nor Hayden understood. She was getting tired of being anonymous and was about to speak up, when Trent noticed her.


    “Hey,” Trent said, “aren’t you that girl who asked Senator Maxwell his last question?”


    Liz flushed with pride. She knew it was a good thing, but it felt odd that a reporter for the Charlotte Times had noticed her.


    “Uh…yeah,” she said. She took a step forward and stood next to Hayden.


    “Sorry,” Hayden apologized. “This is my reporter, Liz Dougherty.”


    “Well, great job,” Trent said.


    “Yeah, she’s great, right?” Calleigh said, finally including her in the group. “Lane really knows how to pick ’em.”


    Liz pushed the implication in her words out of her mind. She didn’t care one bit that Calleigh was probably talking about herself. Liz tried to look unruffled.


    “That was a stellar question,” Jenny told her, leaning forward. “It’s nice to see the college papers asking bold questions.”


    “Yeah,” Trent agreed, looking her up and down. “Bold.”


    “I guess I didn’t realize how bold it was at the time,” Liz admitted with a shrug.


    She took a sip of her drink. She couldn’t believe where she was and what she was doing. It was pretty amazing.


    “Well, it was bold, all right,” Monique said, twirling her hand in the air dramatically.


    “I thought it was a great question,” Hayden interrupted. “The kind of questions we need to be asking. Not those questions about his age and his past runs. We all know he’s young. That’s obvious. What people don’t know about is his record. I bet we’ll be hearing a lot more about it in the coming months.”


    There was the Hayden she knew. He had all these lofty ideals about how journalism should run; whether it ran that way or not was still up in the air, but he tried to keep things as idealistic as possible. She thought his philosophy kept things at the paper honest, and she appreciated the sentiment.


    “Of course it was a great question,” Calleigh said. “You guys should take a seat.”


    Calleigh reclaimed her seat, leaving just enough room for one person.


    Liz stood off to the side as Hayden took the empty spot. Trent sent her a come-hither look and moved over so she could sit next to him. Liz tried desperately to avoid eye contact.


    Hayden noticed she was still standing and nudged Calleigh over. Her green eyes glanced up at Liz, and she thought she saw a flicker of frustration.


    Calleigh reluctantly moved down the booth, and Liz sat down next to Hayden. She sipped on her drink thoughtfully. Hayden had stuck up for her, and she appreciated it.


    “Before y’all showed up, we were talking about Senator Maxwell. What do you know about him?” Calleigh asked, her mouth quirking up at the side as she looked from Hayden to Liz.


    “Probably not as much as you do,” Hayden said. “What have you heard?”


    “Oh, nothing really,” she said, waving her hand.


    “Come on, Calleigh. You said you knew his sister,” Rick prompted.


    “Well, I don’t really know her,” she said with a smile. “I just know about her through a reputable source—my sister.”


    “Isn’t his sister still in high school?” Liz asked. She remembered the biography she had read the night before.


    “Yes,” Calleigh replied. “She is, but she’s graduating this year.”


    “What is a high schooler going to tell you about her brother that isn’t already in the papers?” Monique asked. “I’ve heard he has a pretty clean slate.”


    “I heard he was engaged,” Calleigh got out quickly. “Called the wedding off because she didn’t have enough money or something…wouldn’t fit into the family mold.”


    Liz narrowed her eyes. She hadn’t seen anything in her research about his being engaged. Sounded like a rumor to her.


    Hayden stretched and bumped Liz’s knee with his own. She peeked up at him when he didn’t move it away, but he was looking at Calleigh. Strange mixed signals.


    “Is that all?” Trent asked. “That’s not news, Calleigh. That’s gossip.”


    “I don’t believe he’s as clean as he comes off. He’s a politician! How is this guy winning?” She humphed.


    Jenny giggled then. “Did you not get a good look at him?”


    “You don’t get a picture of him at the polls,” Calleigh grumbled.


    “You don’t forget that face when you’re voting,” Jenny said with a smirk.


    “I would hope that some people would vote for a person based on their policies and the kind of person they are, rather than on their looks,” Calleigh spat back.


    “I just hope people vote,” Liz muttered under her breath.


    “Preferably just the educated,” Calleigh said.


    Liz glanced away, not wanting to have this conversation. She had very strong opinions about this, and bringing it all up wouldn’t be in her best interest.


    “Oh, come on, Calleigh. Cut that crap,” Hayden jumped in. “You don’t honestly think we shouldn’t let people vote if they haven’t gone to college.”


    “But that’s such a low bar, Lane.”


    “You’re such an elitist,” he said, shifting his weight closer to Liz.


    “All right…high school diploma, but I really think you’re selling America short,” she said.


    Liz wanted to keep her mouth shut. She swore she would. It wouldn’t help anything to speak up, but…but she just couldn’t stay quiet.


    “I think you’re selling America short by assuming that because people didn’t go to college or never finished high school, they aren’t able to form their own opinions about how they want this country or their community to run. Those are antiquated ideals, and if you looked more closely into the research on political campaigns, you would see that even without the same base of information, the majority of people know what is going on in this country. To say they shouldn’t vote because they’re not like you is…reprehensible,” Liz said.


    Thankfully, Calleigh didn’t have a comeback. She just stared at her.


    Did she find her a worthy opponent? Or was she plotting Liz’s demise for speaking to her this way in front of all of her colleagues?


    “I think voting rights were decided forever ago, and we should let it rest,” Monique said. “I know quite a few of my family members who fit into the not-as-educated category who are way more informed than my brother, who is a biomedical engineer.”


    “There are always exceptions,” Calleigh said with a shrug.


    Liz kept herself from saying anything further. Exceptions were the rule as far as she was concerned, but she already felt as if she had alienated the woman she idolized in journalism. No need to push the envelope.


    “Oh my God!” Calleigh shrieked out of nowhere. She latched onto Hayden’s arm and a huge smile crossed her face. Liz didn’t miss the way her fingers dug into his suit jacket or her knee pressed into his thigh.


    “What is it?” Hayden asked, checking over his shoulder.


    “Look! It’s Tracey Wilson!” she said, pointing into the mass of people across the room.


    “Yeah!” Hayden said in surprise. “It is. I haven’t seen her in so long. I thought she was in Chicago.”


    “Me too,” Calleigh said, snaking her hand under his arm. “Let’s go say hi. God, it’s been forever!”


    Calleigh hopped up and started to drag Hayden along with her. He looked back at Liz with a big smile on his face. “We’ll be right back,” he told her before disappearing into the crowd with Calleigh.


    Great. Just what she wanted: for Hayden to disappear with Calleigh Hollingsworth. Not that she thought this was a date. It wasn’t. Was it? Maybe she had misread his interest in her entirely. She had thought that they had a moment when he had asked her to come to visit in D.C. Now that he was running after Calleigh in a dark, crowded nightclub, she was reconsidering.


    Liz crossed her leg and leaned back against the booth. Calleigh’s coworkers started talking about the paper, and Liz pushed forward with the conversation even though Hayden had left. These people might be amazing contacts for her in the future if she decided to stay in North Carolina after graduation. She had been a little intimidated earlier at the prospect of being here with other reporters, but now that they were talking she felt right at home. This was what she wanted to do.


    Trent kept shooting her looks as if he was going to make a move any moment, but she stayed engaged with the other people at the table and ignored him. She had way more interest in journalism than in the wandering eyes of one of Calleigh’s coworkers.


    Liz set her empty glass down in front of her and nodded along with what Monique was saying about spin media. She had taken a special topics class last semester that focused on spinning stories to make them more interesting to the reader. She appreciated that her area of interest was coming in handy and that she was able to contribute to the conversation thanks to her rigorous class schedule.


    “Excuse me, miss,” a waiter said. Liz glanced up in surprise at the waiter dressed in all black. He was carrying a tray with a cocktail on it. “Drink for you.”


    “Uh,” Liz said, looking around at the other reporters, who had paused their conversation. “I didn’t order a drink.”


    “A gentleman in VIP offered it to you.”


    “Sorry, I can’t accept this. I don’t know anyone in VIP.”


    “Oh, I’m sorry,” he said, taking the drink back. “I was directed to give this to you by my manager. Must have been by mistake.”


    “Must have been. Do you know who sent it?”


    The waiter shook his head. “No, but I can make an inquiry if you like.”


    “Yes, please do. Thank you.”


    She had no idea who would send her a drink. She was here with everyone she knew in Raleigh.


    The waiter traipsed off to see if he could get more details about the person in VIP. She wished she had said yes now, but she felt weird accepting a drink from a stranger. She hadn’t been in that situation very often.


    “That was weird,” Liz said. She turned back to face the other reporters.


    “I can’t believe you turned down a free drink,” Jenny said.


    “I didn’t know who it was from.”


    “Still,” Monique cut in, “it was free.”


    “If the guy wants to give me a free drink, he can come up and offer it to me himself.”


    The girls shrugged and returned to their conversation about spin media and how they thought it was going to affect the Maxwell congressional race. As interesting as the conversation was, Liz wished Hayden would come back. She grabbed her empty glass and tossed an ice cube into her mouth to suck on.


    “Hey,” Trent said, extricating himself from the conversation and sliding into the open position Hayden had previously occupied.


    Liz smiled at him halfheartedly. She had been expecting this.


    He scooted over until his entire leg was pressed against hers. “That was some great work you did today,” he said, resting his arm on the back of the booth and leaning into her.


    “Uh…thanks,” she said, moving over an inch or two to put distance between them.


    He bridged the space immediately. “So…are you and Hayden…?” He trailed off.


    “Are Hayden and I what?” she snapped. She was growing more and more uncomfortable by the second.


    “You know…dating?” he asked her breasts.


    “Do you date your coworkers?” she asked, diverting the conversation.


    “I would if they were as pretty as you,” he said.


    Liz frowned. “I don’t like to mix business and pleasure.”


    “So, then you’re not together?” Trent clearly wasn’t seeing that she was including him in the business category.


    “No,” she told him reluctantly.


    “You know,” he said, trailing his hand down her pencil skirt, “I find your attitude toward the Senator very attractive.”


    Liz stared down at his fingers on her skirt, and then brushed his hand aside. Why did he think he could touch her?


    She tried to keep the anger out of her voice. “Did I have an attitude? I thought I was just doing my job.”


    He smirked, not even affected by the fact that she had moved his hand. And really, that look wasn’t attractive. He didn’t have the face for it. He should seriously reconsider his facial expressions.


    “Whatever it was, I like it.”


    Liz grabbed her glass and tossed the last remaining ice cube into her mouth; anything to use as a distraction. He was still staring at her, waiting for her response, but she had none…except to tell him to get lost.


    She glared at the empty glass. Why had she refused a free drink anyway? Another drink would be good right about now.


    “So…are you interested in maybe…” he began, but she cut him off and stood abruptly.


    “I think I’m going to go find Hayden,” she told him, placing the empty glass on the tiny table.


    “I’ll go with you,” Trent offered quickly.


    She placed her hand on his shoulder, keeping him from standing. “Really. I’m fine,” she said, then made a hasty exit.


    Her feet carried her toward the center of the room, but there were too many people, and she decided better of it and began to walk around.


    Just as she started skirting the crowd, she felt a hand on her shoulder. Expecting to see Trent following her with an irritating persistence, she reluctantly turned around.


    “Ma’am,” the waiter said, dropping his hand apologetically.


    It was the same waiter who had tried to give her the whiskey sour, and he was still carrying it. Yeah, she needed that. She reached out and took it off of his tray. “Sorry about hassling you earlier. Thanks for the drink.”


    The waiter smiled. “The gentleman didn’t wish to send his name.”


    Liz waved it aside. “That’s all right. I appreciate it, whoever he is.” She took a sip.


    “He did request that you join him in the VIP lounge instead.”


    Liz stopped with the glass at her lips and eyed the waiter suspiciously. “You’re serious?”


    “Yes, if you’ll come with me,” he said, and began walking away.


    Liz stared after him. Was he expecting her to actually follow him? She scurried forward more out of curiosity than anything. Her reporter sense was tingling and now she had to know the story. Who exactly was her mystery benefactor?

  


  
    Chapter 4


    AIRPLANES


    Liz caught up to the waiter as he opened a side door that led to a flight of stairs. He held the door for her and allowed her to enter before him. They walked up the stairs and into one of the second-floor balconies that overlooked the patrons below.


    The VIP lounge really wasn’t anything fancy. No different from the room below except more sparsely populated and with way more staff. Okay, so maybe the booths carpeted in a red velvet material were a bit newer and the black high-topped tables and chairs had more shine to them. It sure was nice to have a long horseshoe-shaped bar in the center of the room all to yourself, but none of it was all that extravagant.


    This certainly wasn’t what she had been expecting VIP to look like. Where was the swanky furniture and crème-de-la-crème clientele? Apparently she had been watching too much TV lately. It wasn’t as if she had suddenly been transported to Los Angeles. This was still just Raleigh.


    “Who am I supposed to be meeting?” Liz asked the waiter as she took a large drink of the whiskey sour he had brought for her. She couldn’t believe she was here right now. It wasn’t her style at all.


    “The man is in the corner,” the waiter said, gesturing to the only full table.


    “Which person?” Liz asked, her eyes scrutinizing the table.


    “You can’t see him from here. He’s packed into the corner, but he’s expecting you,” the waiter said before disappearing into the stairwell.


    “Thanks,” she mumbled, taking another sip to calm her nerves.


    It was now or never. She took a deep breath and slowly walked across the room. She wanted to look calm and collected, as if guys in VIP lounges bought her drinks all the time. As she got closer, a blonde at the table glanced over her shoulder and snickered. Why did she look familiar?


    Liz had always been good with details. Her high school boyfriend used to make fun of her for being able to remember every aspect of their relationship—every date they had been on, what shirt he was wearing, the exact date of their first kiss, first dance, and first time holding hands—the list went on. The skill had manifested at an early age, and it was damn good in journalism.


    Crap. Liz knew where she had seen the woman before. That was Maxwell’s press secretary. Liz’s heart sped up…could this be related to her question for Brady? That didn’t seem to make sense to her. She was missing a piece of the puzzle. It couldn’t be from Brady himself…could it?


    A number of heads turned to face her as she approached. She felt heat rise on the back of her neck.


    “May we help you?” a short, stocky guy in a charcoal suit jacket asked her. He was more than pudgy, with caterpillar eyebrows and beady eyes that swept her body. He was like Trent, but with the authority and self-importance of a VIP.


    “I was sent over here by a waiter,” she said. She held her whiskey sour up for their inspection.


    “Did someone order a drink?” the guy asked, looking around the table with a knowing glint in his brown eyes. “Anybody?”


    Two women in the corner buried their heads in their hands. The blonde looked amused, but said nothing. Now Liz was getting pissed off. Was this all a bad joke? Pick on a girl on the main floor…choose a likely victim? Was she being used for their amusement? She pursed her lips, feeling the edges pull down into a frown.


    “Someone up here bought me a drink,” she said frostily. “I doubt it was you. So, if you could point me to the individual who has some semblance of class, I’ll be happy to get out of your way.”


    The man glared daggers at her. He didn’t seem the type to approve of a woman with a mouth, and she couldn’t seem to close hers when she got angry. Controlling her temper had never been one of her strong suits. He managed to stutter out a laugh before responding, “We have a feisty one here.”


    Liz rolled her eyes. She really didn’t have the patience for this. “Fine. I’ll take my drink and go then.”


    “Hold on a second, hon,” he said, reaching out and grabbing her arm.


    Liz gave him a pointed look and he hastily withdrew his hand.


    “It’s all fun and games. No need to get so irritated,” he grumbled.


    Liz shrugged. If he wasn’t being helpful, then she didn’t feel the need to be polite.


    “Well, you’re no fun. He’s over there. Had to take a phone call,” he said, pointing at a man leaning against the railing, partially obscured by a crowd of women.


    “Thanks,” she said, walking away as fast as could. She heard him grumble something under his breath, but she ignored him.


    Liz reached the wall and was able to get a look at the guy talking on his smartphone.


    Her heart sank along with her stomach.


    Brady Maxwell III.


    A sitting State Senator had bought her a drink. This was not real life. This didn’t happen to her. Hadn’t she just insulted him in front of a roomful of people? No, she had done her job. He had a pretty face, body, smile…okay, he was flat-out gorgeous, but it didn’t mean she would stop doing her job.


    Was she even allowed to be here? She was going home to write an article about him, and it wasn’t all rainbows and sunshine either. She couldn’t be seen with him. She looked down at her drink and eeped! She nearly dropped it onto the carpeted floor. She had accepted a drink from a man she was about to write a scathing article about. Was she insane?


    “Sorry, Jerry, give me one second,” Brady said into the phone.


    He turned to look at her and she froze. Her insides felt like Jell-O, or that wobbly feeling after getting out of the ocean after being tossed around by the waves. Her head was hazy, like a morning fog had taken up residence where her wit normally resided.


    “Don’t go anywhere,” Brady demanded, staring at her intensely.


    Liz looked away and then back up at him. Standing here right now was a bad idea. Maybe she should just head out after all. She wanted to know why he had bought her a drink…and he was so handsome, but she knew this had bad news written all over it. Still, she felt rooted to the spot.


    She watched him finish his phone call and memorized every inch of his face in those couple minutes. Where he had been freshly shaven and clean cut early this afternoon, a five-o’clock shadow was growing in along his jawline. She could see that he liked to lick his perfect lips while he was talking, and they were slightly chapped due to the habit. He talked with his hands more when he was making a point, and she really liked those hands. She bet he had a firm handshake…a firm grasp. When he smiled, he got little creases around his eyes, making them light up with emotion, and the most adorable dimples formed.


    Liz swallowed hard, trying to push down the growing heat rising in her core and her quickening pulse. Why did she feel like this? It hadn’t been that long since she had been with somebody, and she wasn’t one to get caught up. But just the thought of those strong hands grasping her hips was sending her imagination into overdrive.


    She needed to shut down. Now.


    “Thanks, Jerry. Tell Francine I said hello. I’ll try to get by to play some ball with Matt this week. Yes, see you.”


    Brady hung up his phone and placed it into the inside pocket of his suit jacket. He turned to face her, leaning against the railing, and smiled. “You showed.”


    “Are you surprised?” Liz asked despite herself. He didn’t seem like a man who didn’t get what he wanted.


    “You never know.”


    “Well, you didn’t tell me who you were.”


    “Ah,” he said, nodding. “Then you definitely wouldn’t have showed.”


    Liz arched an eyebrow. He thought he had her pegged already. Well, he was in for a real surprise. She would have come up here for sure if she had known that he was more than some random guy, even if she would have been nervous as hell. “And yet I haven’t left.”


    “I told you not to,” he reminded her. “Did you like your drink?”


    Liz looked down at it in her hand. Empty. When had that happened? “Yeah. Thank you.”


    “You’re welcome,” he said with the same smile that made her weak before.


    Liz didn’t know what she was doing here. Why had he bought her a drink, and why was he making pleasantries? This wasn’t going to change her article. She wasn’t sure if he really cared all that much about the college paper, but this certainly wasn’t going to help him. Either way, though, she waited to find out what he wanted. She was too intrigued.


    “Can I get you another?”


    “No, thank you. I know my limits. I still have to get back home tonight.” Why was she telling him this? Wouldn’t no have sufficed?


    “Are you sure?” he asked, his face a mask.


    Something about him made her think he was tiptoeing around her. He still had the natural self-confidence she had seen in the press conference, but still there was something else, and she didn’t know what it was. Did he want to know about the paper? Did he want to know about her article? Something didn’t add up.


    “Did you need something?” she asked, straightening her blazer.


    “Need something?” he asked quizzically. His brows knit together. “Why would I need something?”


    “I just thought…” She trailed off, embarrassed. “Just the paper…”


    “Oh, no,” he said. His eyes seemed to bore into her, searching her. She wished she knew what he was thinking or where this was going.


    “Do you enjoy flying?” he asked abruptly.


    “What?”


    She was taken off guard. Did he want to take her flying? That was ludicrous.


    “Flying, like in airplanes,” he added.


    “I don’t understand.”


    “I never did. My ears popped, my parents argued, I never got a window seat, the lines were too long, and it always happened when I wanted to stay home.”


    Why was he telling her this? He didn’t even know her name.


    “I’d have panic attacks before boarding,” he informed her. “Sometimes my parents would give me medicine to knock me out so I wouldn’t hyperventilate.”


    “I’m sorry,” she said, not sure how to respond.


    “I grew out of it, of course. I had to, especially if I wanted to be a politician like my father, but I never forgot that feeling. My fingers and toes would get warm and tingle. I’d find it hard to swallow. My stomach would be racked with nerves. I couldn’t focus properly on what was at hand. I couldn’t keep my breathing even, and I also couldn’t seem to suck in enough air. It was one of the most frustrating experiences of my life.”


    “I’ve hyperventilated before,” she admitted—she wasn’t sure why. “My sister made me run a couple miles to the store with her in the middle of the summer in Tampa, but I’m not a runner. I’ve never felt so terrible.”


    His eyes glistened as they stared into hers. “Then you know what I mean?” He waited until she nodded. “Well, I’ve never associated that feeling with anything good in my entire life…until you asked me that question today.”


    Liz’s mouth popped open without any intention on her part. “What?”


    Her question had been tough. She hadn’t cared, though. She had wanted answers and all he had done was sidestep. She hadn’t thought he had given it much thought, and he certainly hadn’t thought about her.


    “I think I hid it as well as I could, but I had to get off of that stage. I was suffocating under your scrutiny.”


    “Me?” she squeaked, losing all semblance of composure.


    “And I wanted to know how you did that.”


    Liz didn’t know what to say. No one had ever said anything like this to her before. She felt like an idiot staring up at him, getting lost in the endless dark depths of his eyes. How was she supposed to respond to that? Only two minutes ago she had thought this was some kind of joke. Now he was saying that she completely disarmed him. Him. State Senator Brady Maxwell III.


    “You seem surprised,” he said.


    “Of course I’m surprised, Senator Maxwell,” she said formally. “I’m not entirely sure how to even begin to respond to that. I wasn’t doing anything on purpose. I just…asked you a question.”


    “You asked one hell of a question,” he said, leaning forward into her.


    “I’m not going to apologize,” she told him, standing up taller in her heels.


    “I wasn’t requesting an apology.”


    “Then what?” she asked skeptically.


    “I was merely complimenting your reporting skills. How long have you had this position?”


    Liz narrowed her eyes. “You’re complimenting my reporting skills?”


    “It was a fair question,” he told her.


    “I know.”


    “Then why do you look like you might pounce? I’m not meaning to be critical.”


    She glanced away from his overwhelmingly beautiful face, over the railing, and out across the main bar area. It was a crowded night. How had he even seen her in the growing madness below?


    “I just…” Her eyes gradually shifted back to his, and she gripped the railing harder. “I’m not certain where this conversation is heading.”


    “Why does it have to head anywhere?” he asked, scrutinizing her face.


    She blushed and made the mistake of looking into his eyes. “I didn’t…that’s not what I meant.”


    He laughed. “It’s all right. It seems you are more adept at sidestepping my questions than I was at sidestepping yours.”


    Had he admitted to dodging her question? Was this off the record? Had they ever clarified?


    “Seems you’re stuck here with me now. You’re going to have to answer me,” he said, taking another step toward her. His smile was playful. He was flirting with her…teasing her. Brady Maxwell was teasing her.


    “I’d be happy to,” she said boldly. “It’s not like anyone is going to be writing an article about me.”


    “That’s good. You don’t need to be in the papers. Then everyone would know about you, and I think I prefer you here all to myself.”


    Her mouth went dry. She had no words.


    “So,” he said, deliberately reaching forward on the railing and sliding his thumb against her hand. Sparks ignited everywhere he touched her, and she felt her body reacting instantly to him. It was the same feeling she had gotten in that conference room when he had walked onstage. He focused in on her, and she couldn’t breathe. “Let’s start with your name.”


    She was pretty sure he had knocked the breath right out of her, but she found her confidence within and answered, “Liz. Liz Dougherty.”


    “Pleasure to meet you, Liz,” he said, offering her his hand.


    She placed her hand in his. “Handshakes and kissin’ babies,” she muttered.


    “Such is the life. Though it’s typically not this enjoyable.”


    “You seemed to enjoy yourself just fine today,” she responded. “What made you decide to run?”


    “Now, now, none of that,” he said. She hadn’t meant for it to come off as a reporter question, but it was her life, after all. “I didn’t buy a reporter a drink. I bought Liz Dougherty a drink. And I want to know when I can see you again.”


    Everything about the situation told her not to give in. What good could come from that? She was a reporter and he was a politician she was writing a story on. They couldn’t ignore that.


    But for the life of her, she couldn’t do it.


    “You want to see me again?”


    He dug into his pocket, pulled out his wallet, and extracted a business card. He placed it in her palm, and she fingered the thick embossed paper. It was an expensive card; that much she knew.


    “I’ve already said I want to see you again. If you want to see me, give me a call on that number. It’s my personal line. If you can’t reach me, call my secretary at the number below that. I’ll get in contact with you,” he said with a penetrating gaze that made her believe he would. “I wish I could stay now, but I have some business to attend to.”


    She couldn’t call him. She couldn’t see him. It wasn’t right for her professionalism or for her future career in journalism.


    Maybe when she was finally away from him, she wouldn’t feel as heated and desperate to be closer to him.


    “Hey,” he murmured softly, brushing his fingers across her jawline, “you want to see me. I want to see you. Call me. If you don’t, you’ll regret it.”


    Could he read her mind?


    “I’ll think about it,” she whispered, entranced.


    “I look forward to your call,” he said, releasing her chin.


    Her body was already missing his touch. She hated that he left her with the option, but he had already stated what he wanted. Now it was up to her. He wanted her to come to him willingly, and she certainly was willing. He had this undeniable, uncontrollable pull on her that she had never experienced with another man. He made her want to use this card.


    But she knew she never would.

  


  
    Chapter 5


    MIXED SIGNALS


    Liz walked in a trance back down the flight of stairs leading out of VIP. Her hand was clutching the business card Brady had given her, between shaking fingers. All of her attitude dissolved when she left, and she was wondering what the hell had happened.


    Her feet hit the bottom of the stairs, and she exited the doorway back onto the main floor. She didn’t know how long she had been gone or if anyone had noticed her absence. All she knew was that Brady Maxwell, a sitting State Senator, had said he wanted to see her again. And what had she said? I’ll think about it. Really? Was she out of her mind? The man was the most gorgeous person she had ever laid eyes on, and the physical attraction she felt in his presence was off the charts. She would have gone to the ends of the earth for him, and still somehow she had told him she would think about it.


    Not that it was a good idea to see him, but now that she was away…it felt like a much worse idea not to see him.


    Liz tucked the business card carefully away in the pocket of her navy blazer and walked back to the table. Her head was down as she approached, her mind lost on Brady. He was all charm, and she shouldn’t have been surprised. He was a politician, after all. She just had never expected…him…that he would throw her so off-balance.


    She had a strong head on her shoulders. Her dad had always told her that. It was why she had worked so hard in high school to get a full scholarship to Chapel Hill, and why she pushed herself at the paper to become a reporter. It was the same steadfastness that made her a long-term kind of girl, and that caused her to always be the one who ended things with her various boyfriends when she felt the relationship slipping. She might stay with them longer than she should, but in the end, it was always her choice…it was always her. Yet here she was, swept away by some politician.


    “Where did you run off to?” Hayden asked, jumping up from his seat as she drew near.


    “Uh…I went to look for you.” She wished she had a drink or something in hand. She didn’t want to tell Hayden about meeting Brady. That would bring about a whole slew of questions she didn’t want to answer with his enticing stare still burned into her mind.


    “I only left for a second,” he said a bit defensively.


    Before she had met Brady, she would have taken all of this personally. After all, Hayden was the one who had run off with Calleigh, leaving her alone with people she didn’t know. But now she wasn’t focused enough to care. The card was burning a hole in her jacket.


    “So did I,” she said with a shrug. “Where did Calleigh go?”


    “She’s still talking to Tracey. I came back for you, but Trent said you ran off.”


    “Just came to find you is all,” she told him again. “I think I’m ready to get out of here.”


    Earlier she would have stayed here with him all night, but now the mixed signals from Hayden were irritating her. Was he interested in her or not? Brady had been so up-front with her. Liz knew very few people had the self-confidence to pull off that attitude, but it wasn’t like Hayden was lacking in that department. At least Brady had told her what he wanted…even if that situation had its own complications.


    “Yeah, I’m ready to get back,” Hayden agreed. “We have an article to write. I feel a long night ahead of me.” He cracked that smile that she was so fond of, and she tried not to compare it to Brady’s. That comparison wasn’t even fair. “Let me just say good-bye.”


    A few minutes later they were walking toward the door of the bar when Calleigh appeared out of nowhere. Her burgundy hair seemed to have gained even more volume with the pressing heat in the room, and it only made her look more beautiful. Her bangs were falling haphazardly into her eyes, and she did nothing to push them aside as she latched onto Hayden’s arm. “You guys aren’t leaving, are you?” she asked, pressing into Hayden’s side.


    Liz watched Hayden disentangle himself from Calleigh’s wandering arms and take a step away from her. At least this time she could actually tell that Calleigh was drunk.


    “Yeah, we’re heading out. It’s late,” Hayden told her. Liz didn’t actually know what time it was, but it felt early.


    “Hayden, you should stay here with me,” she said, the coy smile wiped off her face and replaced with blatant desire. Hayden actually looked uncomfortable. Liz could live with that.


    “Appreciate it, Calleigh, but we have to get back to Chapel Hill,” he said.


    “Thanks for the invitation, Calleigh,” Liz said. “Really had a great time.”


    Calleigh looked at her blankly before returning her gaze to Hayden. “You’re leaving with her?”


    Oh, this wasn’t looking good.


    “Calleigh, let’s not do this,” Hayden warned with a sigh.


    “I mean, after everything, and I haven’t seen you. I just thought…” She trailed off. Calleigh actually looked affronted. She clearly hadn’t thought the night was going to end like this, and Liz could only guess why by her comments.


    Liz didn’t want to think about it, but the visual kept coming back to her. Calleigh and Hayden. Hayden and Calleigh. Of course, it made sense. They were perfect for each other. She felt like a fly on the wall as they stared at each other.


    “We have to go,” Hayden said finally, ending the staring match. “I don’t know what you thought you were going to accomplish tonight, but it’s not like that. You know that. You’ve known that for a long time. I don’t know how much more obvious I can be. What more do you want me to say?”


    Calleigh looked at the floor, clearly hurt by his words. When she met his eyes again, hers were steely. Liz didn’t want to know what she was thinking in that moment. “Fine. It’s not like she’s even a challenge,” Calleigh said, tossing her hand in Liz’s direction and talking about her as if she weren’t standing right there.


    “Calleigh,” he said in a threatening tone, “keep it together. You’re embarrassing yourself. Now, we’re going to go. Good night.”


    Hayden gripped Liz’s elbow softly and tugged her away from the ticking time bomb. She got one last glance from Calleigh, and she saw only a promise in Calleigh’s eyes…a promise that Calleigh wouldn’t forget tonight.


    Liz stumbled out onto the blacktop parking lot. She felt the oppressive summer heat press against her suit, and she stripped her jacket off. Her mind was buzzing with the confrontation she had witnessed. Her body was still reeling. She couldn’t believe what Calleigh had said. Liz didn’t even really know Calleigh. She certainly wasn’t a threat to her. Whatever had happened between Calleigh and Hayden was something Liz wanted to forget…and knew she never would.


    She stalked across the parking lot to his car. She hadn’t even realized how furious she was until she started walking. How dared she say those things! Calleigh had power and prestige, but that did not give her the right to treat Liz like this.


    “Hey,” Hayden called, jogging to catch up to her long strides, “are you all right?”


    “Fine,” she muttered, walking faster.


    He latched on to her elbow and pulled her up short. “Are you really all right?”


    “What do you think?” she asked, sneering at him.


    “I’d say no.” He didn’t let go of her elbow. “I’m really sorry about…all that.”


    “What was all that?” Liz asked.


    “Calleigh and I were together last year before she took the job in Charlotte. It wasn’t anything serious.”


    “She seems to think it’s still something,” Liz pointed out.


    He shrugged. “I can’t control how she feels. It’s not whatever she thinks it is.”


    “Well, maybe next time you shouldn’t go running off alone with her and then she won’t think it’s something,” Liz said calmly. She couldn’t believe that had come out of her mouth. It was what she was thinking, but never something she would normally say. Maybe Brady’s frankness had gotten into her system.


    Hayden dipped his head in surrender. “You’re right. I didn’t mean for it to come off that way.”


    “Intentions only go so far.”


    “True,” he said, looking up into her eyes. She could see he wanted to say more, do more. But he didn’t. She wasn’t sure what was holding him back.


    He was standing only inches away from her, and she knew she would give in to him if he made a move. Even with Brady’s words still ingrained in her head and Calleigh’s stinging words ringing in her ears. She was mad at him, but it didn’t hold back the crush that had been brewing inside of her for the past two years.


    Hayden took a step in, and Liz’s breath caught, her heart fluttering at a rapid pace. He was so close. She took a small step forward until their clothes brushed against each other and tilted her head up to look at him. He smiled at her and she sighed softly, waiting for the kiss she knew was coming.


    His mouth quirked up at the side and then he backed up. She was so confused. She had given him an open invitation, and he had backed down.


    Liz quickly turned toward the car, her face burning.


    Hayden cleared his throat awkwardly. “We should get back.”


    She didn’t even have the strength to respond, just walked to the passenger-side door and waited for him to unlock it. She didn’t want to know what he was thinking. He had turned down Calleigh, only to reject Liz as well.


    She would have been better off staying up in VIP. At least Brady had made his intentions clear. The hot and cold with Hayden was confusing at best.


    Liz tossed her jacket inside and slid into the passenger seat of the Audi. The forty-minute drive back to Chapel Hill was quieter than the ride there had been. The radio was playing some hipster music that she wasn’t really into, but it was better than the silence.


    He parked outside of the small run-down house she rented on the north side of campus. The neighborhood wasn’t all that great, but it was a short walk to the journalism school and was better than trying to find parking on campus. Luckily Victoria didn’t care about the decrepit nature of the building, because it was so close to the bars on Franklin Street.


    “Thanks for the ride,” she murmured, grabbing her jacket and popping the door open. “I’ll start working on the article.”


    She was all the way around the car when Hayden stepped out. “Liz,” he called, stopping her from walking up the grassy path to her house. “I’m sorry about earlier.”


    Which part? she wanted to ask him. Was he sorry that he had run off with Calleigh? Was he sorry that Calleigh had been a bitch to her? Was he sorry for not kissing her when she had been expecting it?


    Instead she just said, “It’s all right.” She didn’t even know what she was saying all right to.


    “It’s not. Calleigh shouldn’t take out her anger about me on you,” he said.


    Oh.


    “Yeah, probably not,” Liz muttered. “Night, Hayden.”


    “Liz,” he called again as she walked away. She turned around reluctantly. “I am sorry.”


    She sighed and nodded. Please be over quicker. “I know you are. Don’t worry about what Calleigh said.”


    “I just…don’t want this to affect our…erm…relationship.” Her ears perked up at that statement. “You’re a great reporter. I wouldn’t want you to think I’m using my authority or anything to come on to you. I would hate to lose you at the paper.”


    Liz’s mouth dropped open. He didn’t want to lose her at the paper? Like that was even an option. The paper was all she wanted. Was that why he hadn’t kissed her? Was he afraid that starting something with her would be bad for the paper?


    “Would you say you’re coming on to me?” She hadn’t thought that he was…not compared to Brady back at the club.


    Hayden looked flustered, and she was glad. She had liked him for a long time and then after one evening together he was crushing it all. “I worry about how you took Calleigh’s comment. I don’t…”


    “Just leave it, Hayden,” she said wearily. “It’s too late for this conversation. I’m tired.”


    “Right. Sorry. I thought I was clarifying, but it seems like I’m only more jumbled. I’ll see you at the paper tomorrow.” He stepped forward and grasped her hand unexpectedly. Despite everything, she was still glad that he was touching her. She was angry about the way he was acting this evening, but she couldn’t hold back her feelings for him.


    She saw him swallow as he stepped toward her again. She wasn’t expecting a kiss, not after the incident in the parking lot. In fact, she didn’t know why he was touching her at all, but she wasn’t stopping him. And she didn’t stop him when he pulled her into his arms.


    They were strong arms, not particularly big but definitely not small. They fit well around her waist, and she could feel their definition as they circled her. Liz automatically wrapped her arms around his neck as he drew her into his chest. The hug was brief, but still, it was Hayden.


    He broke away and looked as calm as before. She wished she knew what he was thinking, but unlike Brady, who broadcast his feelings all too clearly, Hayden was too much of a mystery. Maybe she wasn’t supposed to know.


    But she damn well wanted to.

  


  
    Chapter 6


    REPRINT


    The article hadn’t been as easy to write as Liz had thought. Each time she put pen to paper, the words got all jumbled. She wasn’t saying quite what she wanted to say, and at first she couldn’t figure out why. She had never had this problem before. Her writing was natural, flowing out of her like a river running downstream. But this one article had left her stuck.


    She had dug in her blazer pocket and retrieved the business card Brady had given her. She flipped it over between her fingers, examining the high-quality card for an answer as to why she couldn’t write about its owner. But that was reason enough. She was having a hard time being objective, extracting the Brady she had researched and interviewed from the man who had seduced her in the club.


    You want to see me. I want to see you. Call me. If you don’t, you’ll regret it.


    The words rang in her ears on repeat, tantalizing her, enticing her, commanding her. Thinking about him in that scenario—his hand trailing her jawline, his body so near, his charming air—clouded everything she was trying to do.


    Liz couldn’t write an article about that Brady, and yet that Brady kept creeping into her thoughts. He was morphing in her mind somehow from the man whom she disagreed with politically to a welcome invitation. She had tossed the card aside, hoping it would land somewhere she could forget about it so she could write the damn article.


    It took her longer than she wanted to disentangle the two faces of Brady in her mind and write a clear and coherent article about the press conference. State Senator Brady Maxwell III was running for Congress. He wanted to represent her district to the House of Representatives. Yet he had given tax incentives to his big donors, which could be the reason he was slashing through the education budget. While she might agree with him on some other broader issues, the idea that he had done this just to line his pockets without forethought as to how it would affect thousands of people across the state left a bad taste in her mouth. She couldn’t support someone who wouldn’t even vote to help fund his alma mater, the place where his mother had previously worked as a professor, when he consistently ran on improving the quality of education. There. That would do.


    The article ran Monday morning on the front cover of the school newspaper. It was the week before classes let out for the summer, and students were looking for any excuse not to study for their finals. Everywhere she looked her classmates had the paper in hand—passing hands between classes, perusing it over lunch, sprawled out with it in the Pit at the center of campus. It was literally everywhere.


    Liz knew the paper was popular, but it was usually the kvetching column that drew them, where students basically complained all day. But when she glanced around now, everyone was staring at the front cover…at her article. She couldn’t believe it.


    She wondered how much of it had to do with Brady’s picture covering the front page—there certainly were more girls looking at the article—but she liked to think that it was because of her writing.


    Seeing her name next to Hayden’s in the byline made her giddy. It was what she had always dreamed about. She finally felt as if she was living up to her own expectations.


    “Hey, I thought you might be studying,” Victoria said, plopping down across from Liz on the hard white-topped bench on the outskirts of the Pit.


    Liz broke out of her daydream and stared up at her best friend and roommate. “I-I was…” she stammered, though she hadn’t glanced at the homework piled in front of her for some time.


    “Psh,” Victoria said, rolling her big brown eyes. “You were staring off into never-never land, because everyone on campus is going on about that hot politician you interviewed.”


    “I know, right? It’s crazy,” Liz said.


    “Not that crazy. The man is gorgeous. Everyone is interested to see if he’s going to make appearances here so they can go drool over him,” Victoria told her, flipping her kinky curly hair from one side to the other.


    Victoria was a voluptuous beauty with breasts that were always revealed in her low-cut tops and curvy hips always revealed in her tight skinnies. She was from New Jersey, with the northern accent and all that went with that. She wore a bit too much makeup with high penciled-in eyebrows, full red lips, and thick eyeliner. No one would have guessed that she was a Morehead scholar along with Liz, or that she was a lab researcher in genetics. But she didn’t take herself too seriously like most of the other honors students did, and didn’t bother with anyone who couldn’t keep up with her wicked smart mind.


    “Is anyone actually reading the article?” Liz asked.


    “Was there an article attached?” Victoria smirked at her, arching one well-groomed eyebrow.


    “Just the one I spent all weekend on.”


    “You could seriously use your time more wisely.”


    “Weren’t you in the lab all weekend?” Liz leaned forward, her Carolina-blue blazer resting against her notes. She had the sleeves rolled up to three-quarter length because of the heat. It was a soft, breathable linen, and she had paired it with a neutral tank and white skinnies. Her typical platform heels had been exchanged for a pair of brown Oxfords. She missed the heels when they weren’t on her feet, but it just wasn’t practical when she had to walk to school.


    “Not all weekend.”


    Liz sighed and waited for what she knew was coming. “Another professor, Vic?”


    “Nooooo. He’s just a TA. A PhD student in something useless…journalism maybe.”


    “Ha. Very funny. We’re all laughing.”


    “Gorgeous. Totally not my type. I’m way smarter than him.”


    “And yet it doesn’t stop you,” Liz said, shaking her head.


    “Why would I let that stop me? He has an office, Liz,” she said, as if that explained it.


    “Oh, I don’t know. Propriety? Decorum?” Liz suggested.


    “Well-behaved women rarely make history,” Victoria quoted Laurel Thatcher Ulrich.


    Liz let it pass, turning back to her notes. Victoria pulled out her oversize Audrey Hepburn sunglasses and leaned back on the bench to observe the mayhem in the Pit. It was said that if you sat in the Pit all day, you would see everyone on campus. Liz didn’t know when anyone would have time for that, but it was impossible not to see someone that she knew when she was here.


    But she hadn’t really been expecting to see Hayden. They both practically lived in the journalism building near the Quad and in the newsroom in the Union off of the Pit, but after their parting on Friday things had been awkward. They had talked about the article, but nothing more, and she had left in a hurry Sunday after they had pieced it all together.


    “Liz!” he called now, jogging up to her table.


    Victoria propped herself up on her elbows and eyed him over the top of her extra-large sunglasses. “Hey,” Liz said with a smile.


    He looked good…really good. He wore brown Rainbows, pressed khaki shorts, and a Carolina-blue polo. The two of them matched.


    “The paper is going insane. They asked for a reprint,” he said, his face ecstatic, his hand running back through his shaggy hair. He tossed his head to the side to push the hair out of his eyes when it fell back into place. “I don’t remember the last time we needed a reprint.”


    “Wow! Do you need help?” she asked, stuffing her notes haphazardly back into her folder.


    “No. I should be fine. I have a couple guys who will make the runs, but I’m so glad I saw you. Reprints! All because of your article.”


    Victoria cleared her throat loudly, sitting up and crossing her legs. “What did I miss?”


    “Oh, sorry,” Liz said quickly. “Victoria, this is Hayden Lane, my editor at the paper. Hayden, my roommate, Victoria.”


    His face lit up and he stuck his hand out. “I’ve heard a lot about you. Great to finally meet you.”


    Victoria’s eyes darted to Liz and back as she slid her hand into his. “I’ve heard quite a bit about you, Lane. People call you Lane, right?”


    “Yeah. My friends call me Lane. Do your friends call you Vickie?” he asked, dropping her hand after they shook.


    “No,” she said plainly.


    “Oh, well, I like it. Seems to fit you,” he said with that charming smile. Liz tried to hide her own behind her hand.


    “It really doesn’t,” Victoria bit back, not finding it funny at all.


    “Suit yourself,” he said, turning back to Liz. “Liz, I can’t believe how well this all went. After the reception of your work, would you be interested in covering the campaign division for the paper? You’re suited for it. I’d let you take it whatever direction you see fit. Consult me, but it’s yours. I’d want you to start this summer.”


    Liz couldn’t hold back her shock this time. He was handing over the entire campaign division to her! If she had thought being on the front cover was a dream, it was nothing compared to running her own column, her own division.


    “What are you doing Saturday night?” he asked.


    Her mouth fell open but she recovered quickly. After all that awkwardness, he was actually going to ask her on a date?


    “I’m pretty open,” she managed. She could feel Victoria’s eyes on her.


    “Great. There’s this gala in Charlotte that I want you to go to. I have tickets, but my parents want me back in D.C. this weekend.”


    “Oh.” Her heart sank. He wanted her to work. What was wrong with her? “Yeah, that’ll be great. Just shoot me an email with the information.”


    “I will. I have to run, though. Reprint!” he said with so much enthusiasm.


    Liz watched him jog into the Union and disappear from sight. As soon as he was gone, she threw her head down on the table and grumbled, “Could it get any more embarrassing?”


    “He could start calling you Lizzie,” Victoria suggested.


    Liz cracked up despite her frustration. “I just…I swear he was going to ask me out.”


    “You’ve had the hots for that guy forever, right?”


    “Yeah,” Liz admitted with a shrug.


    “Why don’t you make the move? I bet he’d like that,” Victoria said, as if she knew.


    “I shouldn’t have to,” Liz said stubbornly.


    “At least you have gala tickets,” Victoria said.


    Liz rolled her eyes. “Oh, who wants to go to a political gala anyway?”


    “I don’t know. You’re asking the wrong person,” Victoria replied, leaning back on her elbows and staring out across the Pit. “Just find a hot guy there and forget about your Hayden Lane problems.”


    If it was only that easy…

  


  
    Chapter 7


    JEFFERSON-JACKSON GALA


    The Charlotte Convention Center was a modern-looking glass building set in the heart of downtown Charlotte. Nothing especially fancy, but large enough to hold bigger parties and conferences, and it even boasted a few high-end car shows. It was a staple for luxury political banquets for the state.


    Liz kicked her flip-flops into the car and pulled out her pumps. It was a two-hour drive from Chapel Hill, and she wasn’t about to drive that far in four-and-a-half-inch heels, especially not black leather platforms. She slid the heels onto her feet and stepped out into the parking garage. Her black satin dress fell to her knees, clinging to her athletic shape with a lace V-cut that hung softly off her shoulders. A matching black belt cinched around her waist and tied in the back, accenting her waistline. Her blond hair was loosely French braided across the front of her head and pulled into a messy bun at the nape of her neck, and she had gone for neutral makeup.


    Grabbing ahold of the small gold clutch where her voice recorder was stored, she shut her car door and walked out of the parking garage. It was a short walk to the convention center, and by the look of the people walking in with her, she was headed to the right place.


    Liz walked into the convention center behind a middle-aged couple holding hands and speaking in whispers. The entranceway was all high arched ceilings, long white pillars, and a red-carpeted floor leading down an extended hallway. It was impressive enough, but could use a little work to keep up with the clientele it boasted. Liz wasn’t complaining, though. She still thought it was beautiful.


    She followed the couple when they took a right down a hallway that opened up into a decent-sized ballroom. It was filled with several dozen white-clothed tables fit to seat eight. Each white-draped chair was tied around the middle with alternating red and blue ribbons. A bouquet of white flowers with faint red and blue accents rested in the center of each of the tables. A dance floor was completely open in the very center of the room, and a small stage was constructed directly opposite the entrance with an American flag banner across the back, two projection screens with the Jefferson-Jackson gala logo on display, and a large wooden podium. Chairs were already filling up as guests took their seats.


    Liz wasn’t sure how Hayden had acquired the ticket, because she wasn’t seated in the back, where the reporters typically sat for press events. Not that she was working tonight. Well, not exactly. She wasn’t carrying around a camera, at least, and the voice recorder was only for extreme circumstances. She was there primarily to listen, make contacts, and gather information on where she should be the rest of the summer for her later articles, not to write anything specifically about the event.


    Hayden had handed over the campaign to her. It was all a bit overwhelming, and she had spent all week plotting out her summer classes and the political appearances she would have to attend. Hayden had given her a list he had already compiled, but he had been planning to add to that after the JJ gala. Now that was her job.


    Her phone vibrated in her purse, and she pulled it out.


    Have a good time. Wish I could be there with you, Hayden said.


    She smiled. Speak of the devil.


    Thanks. Me too. I just got here, but I’m not seated in the back. Where did you get these tickets?


    My mom pulled some strings. I hope you enjoy it. I’m already missing Chapel Hill.


    She wanted to tell him Chapel Hill missed him too, but really it was all too complicated for her to even insinuate.


    Bet you’re loving D.C., though, she typed. Plus, your new job starts Monday.


    Nothing compared to running the campus paper, though, I’m sure.


    At least it’s paid.


    True.


    Can’t beat Pennsylvania Avenue as far as internships go, Liz told him, not looking up from her touch screen and nearly running into someone.


    There are better ways to spend your summer.


    Liz smiled again bigger. Was he flirting with her? She never could tell. Well, I have to go find my seat.


    Let me know how it all goes, and have fun!


    Liz stuffed her phone back into her purse, on a high from the conversation with Hayden. He was missing Chapel Hill and the paper. He was texting her while away. He must miss her too.


    She straightened out her dress, pressing her palms flat as they slid down the silky material. It helped relax her as she searched out her name card. When she located the table, she found Hayden’s name instead. She wasn’t that surprised since it was so last-minute. She was seated in the second row of tables nearest the stage on the right side. All in all it was a much better seat than she was expecting.


    Liz placed her clutch on the table next to her nameplate and pulled out her chair. Her table was empty, but she didn’t recognize any of the names of the people around her. She wondered who they were.


    Her eyes roamed the ballroom. She recognized quite a few political figures and members of their staffs that she should probably get to know. She wanted to know where the politicians were going to be, or at least get the in on their events. It made things easier to plan. She had decided to primarily follow the Senatorial race, the House race for her district, the governor’s race, and the local elections in Orange County.


    The lights flickered in the room, indicating that the gala was about to begin. Individuals congregating together and mingling with their friends separated to return to their seats. Old wealthy white women who seemed to know one another surrounded Liz on all sides. They talked incessantly about local politics from several generations ago, and Liz tried to keep up as best she could.


    A man in a black suit and blue tie walked purposefully onto the stage, interrupting their conversation. The room fell quiet as they watched him. He adjusted the microphone on the podium and smiled at the crowd. He was an older gentleman in his mid-to-late sixties with a bulging middle and graying hair. His square, wrinkled face was drawn and haggard.


    Liz recognized him as Senator Mark Abbot. He had already announced his retirement, and individuals were clamoring for his seat, posturing for contention in the primary, and aligning themselves to be viable nominees.


    “Welcome to the fifty-third annual Jefferson-Jackson gala,” he called gruffly into the microphone. The crowd erupted into applause. Liz clapped politely along with them.


    “Now I know you’re all thinking, I was probably at the first Jefferson-Jackson gala.” Light laughter ensued. “But I’ll have to disappoint you in that regard. I have been to quite a few of these events, and I’ll be the first to admit it’s a damn good party. So thanks for coming out.” Another round of applause followed. “You’re probably all starving out there, wondering when this old geezer is going to shut his trap, but I do have to allow one more person to take the stage before we let you off the hook. I’ll apologize up front that it’s not steak, so you can all hold your complaints.”


    Liz chuckled. She had heard Senator Abbot speak before on campus, but she didn’t remember him joking at all. Retirement must have really been calling his name.


    “It’s my pleasure to introduce my partner in crime on the Hill. We don’t always agree on everything. Actually, if you look at our roll call records, we don’t agree on much, but he’s a good guy. In the political climate we find ourselves in these days, it’s hard to find someone who can see the other side of the aisle, reach over, shake your hand, and politely say, ‘I disagree with you.’ No name-calling. No jabs. No animosity. I mean, I go get lunch with this guy once a week. And I’ll miss that lunch when I’m sitting happily in my beach house in Wilmington ignoring politics.”


    Man, he was really working the crowd.


    “Ladies and gentlemen, Senator Brady Maxwell Jr.”


    Liz swallowed in anticipation. If Brady’s father was here, then surely Brady would be in attendance. She didn’t let her eyes wander away from her work to search to see if he was here. But she would be lying to herself if she hadn’t been anticipating his presence. Maybe even hoping for it.


    The crowd applauded as the two gentlemen met halfway across the stage and shook hands. Liz noticed that they said something to each other and laughed before parting. Senator Maxwell was astonishingly handsome for an older gentleman. It was clear how much his son strongly resembled him. He was tall and distinguished, with dark brown hair growing in salt and pepper around his temples. His smile was infectious, and it wasn’t hard to guess that he had the charm of his son. His black tuxedo was pristine, with a crisp white shirt and black bow tie.


    “Thank you. Thank you,” Senator Maxwell called out, quieting the crowd. “I’d like to take a moment to thank Senator Abbot for his kind words of welcome. I have a feeling I’m going to miss those lunches more than you are.”


    After a short pause to let the clapping die down, he continued. “Thank you again for coming out to the fifty-third annual JJ gala. I’m pleased to be the opening speaker for the night, especially since this event has so much personal connection to my family.


    “Many of you probably don’t know that my middle name is Jefferson, or why my great-grandmother insisted that it continue throughout the years. The firstborn son’s middle name was Jefferson in every generation since the seventeen hundreds on her side of the family, and she can trace back her own lineage to President Thomas Jefferson himself. I am very proud to be Brady Jefferson Maxwell Jr. and that my son, Brady Jefferson Maxwell III, has similarly taken up his namesake and entered politics.


    “As a descendant of the Jefferson household, I would like to formally welcome you. The gala has always held a special place in my heart for the rekindling of the past and the mingling of political company from both sides of the political spectrum. Our differences and how we handle the compromises make this country what it is today. I’m proud to be here tonight celebrating the achievements of the United States and this great state of North Carolina. A toast to you,” he said, pointing at the crowd. “Enjoy the evening.”


    Now that his speech was over, Liz allowed her eyes to drift away from the elder Maxwell and out across the crowd of tables. She was excited and afraid to find him. Mostly because she hadn’t called him.


    The card had been sitting in her wallet all week, screaming her name. She couldn’t allow herself to call, and certainly not after the article she wrote. What had she said about him? Hypocritical. Power hungry. No vision. Interests lying in how deep his pockets could stretch, not with the people. The comments were true. His record showed as much, and his ambitious desire to move up the political chain so quickly screamed that he was a man after power. Just like every other politician out there. Don’t be fooled by his pretty face and charming speech.


    Speaking of a pretty face, there he was.


    Brady was seated at a table a row in front of hers on the other end of the room, and they were facing each other. He was matching his father in a tuxedo, and he looked perfectly put together. Her heart accelerated all on its own. Liz wondered if he knew she was here. It was unlikely, and she felt as if that gave her the upper hand somehow.


    Dinner was served a moment later, and the room fell into hushed conversation mingled with the sounds of forks scraping against plates, glasses being refilled, and waiters’ hurried feet. Liz tried to get into the conversations at her table, but none of the women was working on campaigns she was going to be following, and so she spent a lot of her time staring off at the handsome man across the ballroom and enjoying her roasted chicken.


    The plates were cleared away, and the keynote speaker, Jeffrey Bakker, founder of the bipartisan organization People for a Better North Carolina, took the stage and delivered the final speech of the evening. Liz was surprised that he was such a good speaker and was able to engage the audience so easily. She wouldn’t have expected these events to be entertaining. As he spoke his final words and walked offstage, the lights dimmed slightly and the party began. This was what she had been waiting for, the part where everyone finally socialized.


    Most of the room gravitated toward the dance floor as music filtered in through the speakers. She had read about the event from what little information she could glean and knew that the night began with a traditional waltz. Fifty-three years of this event and they were still doing ballroom numbers around the room.


    Liz, on the other hand, veered in the direct opposite direction. No way was she dancing. She didn’t exactly have two left feet, but the last time she had willingly danced was when her mother had stuffed her into ballet lessons at the age of five. Two years of that nonsense and she had stripped quickly out of tights and grabbed a tennis racket. At least she could hit things that way.


    Instead, she found the dessert table. Her favorite. She stared at the long table of desserts and zeroed in on the cheesecake. There was something about cheesecake. She couldn’t say no to it—and it was Oreo. Double trouble and totally worth it. She didn’t care if she had to spend all weekend in the Rams Head gym and on the tennis courts.


    Liz took a piece and began to walk toward a group of people standing off to the side. She recognized one of the women as a press director for the governor’s campaign. Handy person to know.


    As she was about to interject herself into the conversation, she felt someone tap her shoulder. She stopped with her mouth open and turned around in surprise.


    “Liz Dougherty,” Brady said with a smirk, his big brown eyes staring straight through her.


    Liz tried not to miss a beat, but something about him made her insides turn to mush. She hadn’t expected him to address her in public.


    “You seem to be everywhere, don’t you?” he asked when she didn’t say anything.


    “I try,” she said, trying for nonchalance. “And you’re following in Daddy’s footsteps, Mr. Jefferson.”


    “That’s Senator Jefferson to you,” he responded.


    Liz laughed. “I didn’t know you were related to the Jefferson family, Senator.”


    “Someone didn’t do her homework,” he said, tsking her as if she were a schoolgirl. “Whatever will we do with you?”


    “I’m sure we’ll think of something,” Liz said, playing along. Her body was humming with the playful banter.


    “I’m sure we will.” The sentence hung in the air between them. Liz was holding her breath. His gaze was too intense. It was like the night back at the club when he had fixed her with that same stare.


    “I read your article,” he said, ending the silence.


    Liz swallowed. Great. Why was he even talking to her after reading it? She hadn’t been mean, but she hadn’t been gentle either. “I bet you loved it,” she said with a hint of sarcasm.


    “Love might not be the right word. Is there something stronger than love?”


    “Hate?” she offered.


    Brady chuckled and shook his head. “I particularly like the part about me being—what did you say?—power hungry with my only interests in money? How did you write that, knowing I have other interests?”


    He looked at her pointedly, and she swallowed hard. He certainly had other interests…like throwing her off balance.


    “I was speaking politically. Talking about work.”


    “Well, are you working tonight? I don’t see your voice recorder. No notepad…”


    Liz shook her head. “No, not tonight.” Well, not exactly.


    “Good. Then our conversation is off the record?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.


    She wished he hadn’t clarified, but she wasn’t going to write another article about him yet.


    “Of course,” she said, holding her hands up to show him she wasn’t hiding a microphone or anything.


    “Then would you like to dance?” he asked.


    Liz shook her head, glad she had her cheesecake in hand. “No. Uh, no, thank you. I prefer my cheesecake to the waltz.”


    “Oh, come on. Everyone likes to dance when they have a good partner, and I happen to know where you can find one.”


    “Are you referring to yourself?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.


    “Only the best.”


    “Sorry, I don’t dance,” Liz told him. She stuck her fork into the cheesecake to emphasize her disagreement.


    He gave her a look that said he was calling bullshit on the remark and took the cheesecake from her hand. “You can have this later. Right now, we’re going to dance.” Liz glared. “Don’t look so sad about it. I promise I’ll show you a good time.” The comment was laced with seduction.


    He grasped her elbow softly in his hand and veered toward the dance floor. He placed her delicious-looking Oreo cheesecake on a table as they passed by.


    “Why can’t you find someone else?” she asked. She didn’t really want him to do that.


    “Are there other people in the room?” He placed his hand on her waist and pulled her close. Her breath left her in a whoosh with their bodies so close together, her left hand moving up to his shoulder, and their hands clasping together gently.


    “How are the airplanes treating you today?” she managed to ask.


    “Much better now that I have you in my arms.”


    Liz didn’t get the chance to comment as the next song began and Brady swept her away into the crowd. She knew she was a bad dancer, but he was amazing. Was there anything he wasn’t good at?


    His hand held her easily in place and she dared a glance up into his eyes. They were smiling down on her, and she felt like the only person in the room under that gaze. Here she was, dancing with a sitting State Senator.


    “I thought you said you didn’t dance,” he observed.


    “I don’t,” she told him.


    “Well, what are we doing right now then?”


    “You’re currently dragging me around a dance floor. I’m not sure I’m actually participating at all,” Liz teased.


    “At least you’re humoring me,” he said, pulling her against his chest.


    She leaned her head into him and reminded herself to breathe. They were just dancing.


    His hand pressed into her back, his thumb pressing into the soft flesh beneath her dress. The electricity rolling off of his fingertips and into her body was like a constant current wherever he was touching her. How was he able to keep their movements even? She was melting in his arms.


    “I do have one question,” he breathed into her ear.


    “Um…” she hesitated, clearing her throat. “What’s that?” Where were her reporter instincts? Why wasn’t she pushing him away? Why couldn’t she keep her heart under control?


    “I was curious how you were able to speak so strongly about my character when you haven’t had the chance to get to know me.”


    “My article was based on your voting record. It was an accurate portrayal,” she responded unapologetically. His thumb trailed a circle into her lower back, soothing away her defenses.


    “You should know that voting records don’t always tell the whole story,” he said with a smile. “Sometimes you really have to get to know a person before judging them so thoroughly.”


    “You’re not going to change my mind about what I wrote, no matter how charming you are.”


    “So, you think I’m charming?” he asked with a smirk that said he already knew he was.


    She humphed and looked away. The heat was still rising between them, and she didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of giving in.


    Brady’s head tilted down toward her ear, and he whispered, “I’m asking you to get to know me. Is that so bad?”


    It wasn’t. Actually, with his mouth so close to her ear, it was sounding more and more like a better option than standing on this dance floor.


    They left the sentence hanging between them as the song ended.


    Liz dropped her arms to her sides reluctantly, and was surprised to find she actually wanted another dance. She had to agree with Brady; it was better when she was in his arms. And it felt like a weight had been placed on her shoulders when he let her go. But that wasn’t what she was here for. She wasn’t here to get to know Brady Maxwell. She was here to make connections and to make her time this summer at the paper tremendously easier. If she didn’t take the networking opportunities seriously tonight, then she would be in for an upward battle the rest of the campaign.


    “I think I’ll go back to my cheesecake,” she murmured, wanting nothing more than to stay.


    “I think you’ll stay with me.”


    “Is that a good idea?” Liz couldn’t help but wonder how it might look if they were seen together. Not that she believed many people here either knew who she was or knew that she had written an article. They were probably safe, but she never felt like it surrounded by politicians and reporters.


    “I think it’s the only idea I care about,” he told her as a matter of fact.


    She swallowed hard. She knew what his intentions had been that night in VIP. Of course she had known, but without him in her presence she thought that maybe she had imagined how alluring and powerful his appeal was.


    “I know I’m keeping you from your cheesecake,” Brady said with a smile, “but you’ll have to forgive me. I’m not letting you out of my sight.”


    “I think I can manage to forgive you,” Liz whispered. If she could be more shocked than she already was, she didn’t think it was possible. He was so forward…so different from all the other guys she was used to. She was sure that was part of his charm, but how could she resist it?


    It worried her a bit—a very little bit at the moment—that she didn’t even want to resist him. She had never had the impulsive demeanor of Victoria or the party-girl side of her college friends. Liz’s world was rooted in reality, and she had always liked it that way. But she was starting to think that was only because she had never met anyone quite like Brady Maxwell.


    And he was staring at her with an unrivaled intensity. She had the odd feeling that Brady Maxwell was seducing her. He had said that he wanted her at the club, but this…this was entirely different. This was him at his finest, and she wasn’t just happily falling victim to his charming words, gentle touches, piercing eyes, and knowing smiles; she wanted this.


    “Liz?” he asked discreetly, brushing his hand up her arm, sending shivers up her spine.


    “Yes?” Her eyes fluttered closed at the electricity flowing through her body at his touch. They opened back up to stare into his eyes, and she felt her walls crumbling.


    “We should go,” he said, lust evident in his voice.


    Even knowing it could be a bad idea, she nodded. “Couldn’t agree more.”


    “I have a limo out front. Give the valet this,” Brady told her, pulling a small slip of paper out of his pocket. “I’ll meet you there.”


    Liz took the paper out of his hand and without another thought veered toward the door. This was not like her. It was not like her at all. One-night stands weren’t in her repertoire. Yet here she was leaving the Jefferson-Jackson gala that she was supposed to be working for networking contacts to get in Senator Brady Maxwell III’s limo.


    How had her world flipped upside down so easily?

  


  
    Chapter 8


    NO ONE ELSE KNOWS


    Liz was leaving the gala. She was actually leaving.


    She took a deep breath and kept her feet moving toward the valet station. She had to force herself not to look over her shoulder at the party she was leaving behind. The evening was just beginning and she was walking out on the festivities.


    It was deserted outside, and Liz briefly wondered if anyone would notice her absence. No one had known she would be in attendance, and she wasn’t a name in journalism. Hayden was the only one who knew she was going to be here, and she didn’t want to think about him right now. Liz tucked her gold clutch under her arm higher and strode to the valet.


    “Can I help you, miss?” he asked with a smile.


    Liz handed him the slip of paper Brady had given her and waited as he called for the limo. She tried not to think about her decision. If she thought about it too much, she wouldn’t go through with it; she wouldn’t get into that limo. And she knew that if she didn’t, she would regret it forever.


    She wasn’t prone to rash actions, but something about Brady made her insides flop. Her body heated despite the weather being balmy, comfortable, and beautifully breezy. She felt more as if she were sitting in the heat of her Tampa home than the cool North Carolina weather.


    A long black stretch limo pulled up to the valet and he motioned her over.


    “Here you are, miss,” the valet said, pulling the door open for her.


    “Thank you,” Liz said, sliding onto the black leather seat. The door closed behind her and cast her into dim lighting.


    She looked around, taken with the beautiful sleek interior. An uncorked bottle of champagne chilled in a bucket filled with ice. A flat-screen TV hung against the back wall, and a fully stocked minibar with an assortment of glasses took up a seat on the left.


    Liz had never been in a limo before. Her high school boyfriend had wanted to get one for prom, but she had thought it was a waste of money. They had taken his dad’s BMW instead. And Brady had a limo just for a gala event. What a different world. Liz found it ironic that this would be her first experience. Victoria would die to know the details, but there was no way she could tell her.


    She knew that this was a bad idea…a really bad idea. If anyone found out that she had slept with Brady, then she could lose all credibility as a journalist. It would be career suicide for her. The paper had been the only thing she had wanted and worked this hard for. Maybe she shouldn’t even be here. Maybe she should get out the other side and walk back to her car.


    But she couldn’t. She wanted to be with Brady. He had this pull on her, and their connection was like nothing she had ever experienced before. It might be wrong, but she wanted this to happen.


    After a few minutes, the limo door opened and her heart rate accelerated.


    For a brief second, a part of her thought that it was all going to be some ill-conceived practical joke. Hayden was going to be on the other side of the door with Calleigh Hollingsworth and the other reporters. They would be laughing at her for committing so thoroughly to their prank on the new girl. Because why else would Brady Maxwell ask her to get into his limo?


    But then Brady’s handsome face came into view. He looked at her, smiled that gorgeous, charming, incomparable smile, and she was lost once more.


    “You stayed,” he said, sitting down next to her.


    “Are you surprised?” Liz asked, déjà vu washing over her. How often did this man get turned down that he would seem so surprised that she was near him? Didn’t seem likely that it would be very often.


    “This time, no,” Brady told her confidently. The door slammed shut, casting them back into darkness.


    “Do you often take limos out?” She broke his intense gaze and focused on her surroundings.


    “Sometimes. I was an honored guest tonight, so the gala provided one.”


    “My lucky night, I guess,” she said with a smile in his direction.


    He chuckled. “I actually think it’s mine. How else could I have impressed you?”


    Liz tried not to gawk as she considered the question. She was pretty sure everything about him was impressive.


    Watching his mouth quirk up at the side, she realized he was teasing her. That look of pure confidence did inappropriate things to her. She had the sudden urge to jump him right there in the limo. Normally that much cocky self-importance would have been a turnoff, but Brady was breaking every rule in her book.


    The limo started moving then, taking them to their unknown destination. Liz didn’t even want to know or else she might chicken out. She would rather step out of the limo with him at some unfamiliar place and simply follow his lead.


    “You didn’t have any champagne,” Brady said, pulling the bottle from the ice and pouring them each a flute. The dim light fell across the label. Dom Pérignon. She shouldn’t have been surprised, but she was.


    “I wasn’t sure I could,” she admitted. Also, she was nervous as hell.


    “Well, here you go.” He handed her a drink. They clinked their glasses together, and she drank the champagne faster than she anticipated. It tasted like pure, bubbly bliss, way smoother than anything she had ever tasted before. He took a sip from his own glass and placed it by the ice bucket while she finished hers off.


    “Want another?” he asked with a soft chuckle.


    “Yes, please,” Liz said, handing the glass back. Brady refilled it, and she took her time sipping the champagne. His eyes were watching her, and she wondered what he was thinking. Was he going to make a move? Was he waiting for her to make a move? What did he want from her? She had too many thoughts coursing through her head, and she was wishing she’d had more to drink at the party to calm herself down.


    Liz finished her second glass and handed it back to Brady. Instead of refilling it, he placed the empty glass next to his own and pulled her close to him. He draped an arm around the back of the seat and he laced their fingers together.


    Her heart was pitter-pattering in her chest at his nearness. He was so warm and comfortable, and God, did she love the way his hands felt connected with hers. He sent chills up her spine as the pads of his fingertips traced soft lines into her skin. Their hips touched on the leather seat, and she could feel his muscular leg pressing against her own thigh. She crossed her legs at the knee as warm tingling sensations swept through her body.


    He wasn’t doing anything more than holding her hand, and her body was already molten lava. His breath was hot on her neck as he stared down at her. He seemed to be waiting for her to look at him, but she wasn’t sure she could control her body at the moment.


    “Liz?” he whispered into her ear. His forehead rested on her head as he breathed softly, waiting for her reply. She didn’t think she trusted her voice to answer.


    When she didn’t respond, his mouth moved to her ear, nipping at it softly. He trailed his tongue down the side, causing her entire body to shiver in response. Nothing in her entire life had ever been so seductive, and she pressed her legs together in response. He must have known exactly what he was doing to her, because his grip on her hand tightened, and his other arm slid down to grasp her shoulder and pull her in closer.


    “Liz?” he repeated, his voice a soft growl of desperation. Liz was sure that she would never want to hear her name uttered another way.


    His tongue swirled around her earlobe, and her eyes fluttered closed, her head dropping back onto his arm in response. He tugged softly on the delicate skin, and she released a soft moan.


    “Don’t make me ask again,” he groaned, his hand moving down her arm to circle her waist, grasping her tightly.


    “Ye-yes,” Liz finally muttered breathily. She was surprised she was coherent at all.


    “Look at me.”


    She did what she was told without a second thought. Her head moved to the side and she stared up into his brown eyes. All she saw there was desire. He wanted her. Brady Maxwell, a sitting State Senator, wanted her.


    Her world felt completely and totally upside down. Here was this incredibly handsome, unbelievably sexy man all but throwing himself at her. Yet, she had called him out in front of a roomful of people and written a negative article about him. Her mind was conflicted, but her body certainly wasn’t. Her body was telling her mind to shut the fuck up and just enjoy herself, because she knew that she definitely would.


    But what about her career? Could this damage her career? Liz tried not to think about it. She didn’t want to think about it. She just wanted Brady.


    As if he could tell that she was finished arguing with herself, his head lowered and his lips captured hers. His lips were soft and tender, but eager and demanding…just like him. As soon as he touched her, she wanted more.


    Her hands ran up his suit and into his thick, dark hair, pulling on the strands. Brady groaned into her mouth, and Liz smiled, knowing she had found a weak spot. His arms reached all the way around her, yanking her against him and into his lap. Her dress fell askew as she pressed her warm body against him. Their tongues volleyed while Liz kissed him back with a ferocity that rivaled his own heightened desire.


    How she had ever lived without his kisses in her life prior to this moment was an utter mystery. The raw intensity of their longing for each other surprised her. She had never felt so wanton before.


    Yet, at the same time, she couldn’t seem to control or stop it. Not that she wanted to.


    They kissed feverishly for the remainder of the ride, coming up for air sparingly. Her lips were swollen and her breath was coming in spurts. She could feel every single place where her body was touching his like flames scorching through her skin.


    The limo came to a stop all too soon. They slowly disentangled their limbs and separated. Brady refused to let go of her hand even as she attempted to straighten out her dress.


    “I could stay like this with you…” he murmured softly, trailing off as he brought her hand up to his lips and kissed her there.


    Liz wondered if he had meant to say forever at the end of that sentence.


    The door clicked open behind her, and Brady broke away, cutting off whatever he had meant to say afterward. Liz reached for her purse and exited the limo with Brady close behind.


    She realized that, unsurprisingly, they were at an upscale hotel in downtown Charlotte. It had an all-glass front and an imposing exterior, and Brady walked right into the hotel as if he owned the place. Liz tried to give off half the amount of confidence he had. She was sure that she failed, but it didn’t matter. No one would spare two seconds to glance at her compared to him.


    They walked right through the black-and-gray marble-tiled lobby with its dark mahogany walls, glass tables topped with strange, expensive-looking, ornamental glass decorations, and dark slate countertops. Brady didn’t check in, and Liz wondered how long he had been in Charlotte or if he had checked in to the hotel earlier today. He punched the elevator for the top floor and it lifted them up immediately.


    Brady smiled at her reassuringly as the elevator took its time taking them up. All she could think about was having his lips on her once more. Those beautiful lips smiling down at her and only her.


    Liz had liked plenty of guys before, but it had never felt like this. Maybe it was because he was completely unattainable. Maybe it was because there was no way this could go anywhere at all. Maybe it was just because she wanted him. Simple lust that she was giving in to. She didn’t even like him…not really. How could she like him if she didn’t even know him and the only things that she did know about him, she disagreed with?


    For some reason that didn’t bother her as she thought it might.


    Brady took her hand again when they stepped out of the elevator and showed her the way down the hallway. He chuckled softly to himself as he slid the keycard into the door.


    “What’s so funny?” Liz asked. He had such a great laugh.


    “This is the presidential suite,” he told her with a shrug.


    “You’re not the president,” she said, arching an eyebrow.


    “Not yet,” he stated confidently, pulling her through the open doorway.


    She rolled her eyes dramatically. “A little ahead of yourself, aren’t you? Not even sitting in Congress and you’re putting yourself in the White House.”


    “I didn’t come here to talk politics with you, baby,” Brady said, pushing the door closed behind them. “Lecture me after I’m done with you.”


    Before she had a chance to retort, Brady slammed her backward into the doorframe, her body colliding with the hard wooden door. She heard a dull thud echo around the room and wondered if the sound was as loud on the outside. Would people know what they were doing in the dark hotel room? Did she care?


    She stared from under thick, black lashes at the man before her, seized with her growing desire. His hands came down hard and fast on either side of her head, rapping against the wood. She felt the vibrations ring in her ears, and her heart sped up double time. She stared up at him, trapped in his deep chocolaty eyes, lost to the world she lived in. His eyes consumed her, devoured her, absorbed her—and she was fully clothed.


    Fuck! She wanted him. She wanted him badly enough that she all but begged him to continue. She could feel the heat radiating off of their bodies, the electrifying atmosphere, and the ever-present tension from the minimal space between them. He was so close, so damn close. His lips were hovering only inches above her, tempting her, teasing her. She swallowed hard, her chest heaving with the exertion it took to not throw herself at him.


    “Brady,” she groaned as his hand moved from the doorframe to trail gingerly across her cheek, flutter down the curve of her neck, brush against her exposed collarbone, and continue to her breast and waist. She thought she might combust.


    “No talking,” he growled, circling his arm around her waist and pulling her hips away from the wall. Her feet slid forward against the carpeted floor as he pushed himself against her, his lower half covering her body. Her breath caught at the feel of him through his suit pants. Damn!


    Liz tried to hold her focus, but she was having trouble thinking about anything but what he was pressing up against her. She was burning with desire, and any thought of stopping had flown out the window when she had been thrown up against the door. Not that she had ever given any real thought to it to begin with.


    Brady leaned forward, pressing against her harder, and kissed the same trail he had made with his hand. She whimpered, trying to keep from squirming at his slow progression. His grip on her waist tightened as he kissed across her breast and down her stomach. She could hardly keep her eyes open, but she had to watch him as he knelt before her.


    She would never forget the day she brought a Senator to his knees. She couldn’t keep the smirk off her face at the thought.


    “What’s that look for?” he asked, his eyes meeting hers. She tried not to look too devious. He immediately stood, and she bit down on her lip, looking up at him, refusing to break his rule. “You can answer,” he told her.


    “I was thinking about bringing a Senator to his knees,” she said, her voice throaty and hoarse, trying to keep her desire in check long enough to speak.


    “You think I’m the only one who will be on their knees?” he asked pointedly. She knew she would do just about anything for him if he continued. Brady moved forward and kissed her lips. She sighed into him, and he pushed her hands over her head. Breaking away from her, leaving her wanting more, he asked, “If I asked you to get on your knees right now, would you?”


    Liz nodded without hesitation. She would do anything he asked in that moment.


    “Good,” he said, pleased. His hands found her waist again, gripping her securely and possessively. She never wanted him to let go.


    Sliding his grip down across her butt and grabbing her thighs, Brady hoisted her legs up and around his waist. She immediately circled her arms around his neck and brought herself closer to him. He nipped at her bottom lip, causing her to writhe against him. What a tease!


    He chuckled at her enthusiasm and managed to still her hips from their enticing motion as he carried her across the room. She could feel him digging his hands into the soft flesh on the backs of her thighs, holding her in place. She didn’t know why, but that was making her even hotter than his teasing antics.


    She hadn’t gotten a glimpse of the room, as Brady had never flicked on the lights, but she could grasp that it was massive. He kicked open a partially closed double door that led to a master suite, and tossed her backward onto the king-sized bed. She lay sprawled across the comforter, her dress hiked up and one sleeve falling off her shoulder, but she didn’t readjust. She could tell he was enjoying the view.


    Her eyes followed him as he slid out of his jacket, then slowly unbuttoned each button on his stark white dress shirt. He shrugged the thing off of his shoulders and tossed it on the empty desk. His white undershirt came off next, and she marveled at him as he revealed the incredibly toned six-pack lying beneath. Why he would ever cover that up was beyond Liz’s comprehension. She wanted to run her hands across it and lick her way down. He even had those gorgeous sexy lines that led right to where he was popping the button on his pants.


    The zipper fell to the bottom, and her intake of breath was more than evident as his pants fell off his hips to pool at his feet. The erection beneath his boxer briefs was bulging, and she wanted nothing more than to take him right then and there.


    He crawled across the bed toward her, and she suddenly realized how clothed she was in comparison. “Don’t,” he said immediately as she tried to shimmy out of her dress. She stilled her hands and waited impatiently. “I want to do it.”


    He reached out and grabbed her foot, yanking her flat against the bed and bunching her dress up around her waist in the process. She felt exposed in her cream thong, but the way he was looking at her made her forget all her worries. He was clearly enjoying her athletic build.


    Brady’s hands deftly found the side zipper and pulled it down to her hip. Sliding his hands up her sides, he pulled the dress over her head. As he tossed the dress to the ground, his eyes roamed her body. Liz met his eyes when they found hers, not breaking away despite the intensity of his stare. Her mind was lost in the depths of those dark eyes.


    He didn’t make a move for a while and she was growing antsy for his touch once more. How had she already gotten so desperate for him? Only a week ago, she had been standing in a sea of reporters while he announced his bid to run. Now she was lying under his heated gaze, nearly naked. She wasn’t embarrassed or mortified by her actions. She would leave that for another day. Right now, all she wanted was Brady, however she could have him.


    Liz licked her lips teasingly when his eyes shifted down to her mouth. “Are you going to kiss me?” she murmured.


    “Senseless.”


    She smiled as he leaned down and brushed his lips against each cheek, her nose, her chin. She tried to angle her face so she could touch his lips, but he was totally in control. Moving farther down, his mouth traveled along her throat, leaving light kisses on her collarbone. His hands moved underneath her body, flicking the clasp of her bra and easing her out of it.


    “Mmm,” he groaned when her breasts were in full view. She knew she had a nice rack, and she couldn’t deny it gave her satisfaction to see how much he appreciated them.


    Brady’s hands were on her breasts in a moment, massaging them until her nipples were hard. He pulled one into his mouth, circling his tongue around it until she writhed, then moved to the next one, showing it the same attention. She wound her fingers into his dark hair and tugged, never wanting him to stop.


    His thumb replaced his mouth, stroking the peak to keep her heated as he traveled farther south down her flat stomach to the edge of her thong. He released her aching breast so he could hook his thumbs under the material and yank it off in one swift motion, leaving her completely nude beneath him.


    Normally she would have felt self-conscious. No one usually assessed her body quite so thoroughly, but he seemed to be drinking in every single inch of her, admiring every curve, letting his tongue touch every ounce of flesh he could. And something about the way he looked at her dissolved all nervousness she might have had.


    Brady was admiring her as if she were an angel fit for the heavens, and the way he was touching her made her feel like she had tasted ambrosia itself.


    His hand came up and ran along her inner thigh and down between her legs. Liz groaned as he slipped one finger in and out of her.


    “God, you’re wet,” he growled. He was clearly restraining himself.


    “Brady,” she moaned, her grip tightening in his hair. He looked up at her and landed another kiss on her stomach. “All I can think about is you fucking my brains out.”


    “Fuck,” he said, gripping her inner thigh. His breath came out ragged for a second before he moved off the bed, dropped his boxers to the floor, slid on a condom, and moved over her.


    Liz had less than a second of forethought before he entered her. She cried out at the hardness of his dick pushing farther into her, filling her completely.


    “You feel so fucking amazing,” he said into her ear when he was all the way in. Liz couldn’t even manage a coherent sentence. Nothing had ever felt this good, and she was sure nothing else ever would. Her body throbbed all over, and she was aching for a climax.


    She didn’t even want to think about how long it had been since she’d last had sex. It wouldn’t have changed how right it felt to be with him. She had always thought that the first time with someone new was awkward, but apparently Brady wasn’t awkward with anything.


    He began moving inside of her at an uneven pace—pulling out slowly and then slamming fast into her, causing her to whimper in pleasure each time. He kept up the pace until she felt her body tightening so hard she was close to convulsions. His breathing was rough as he pushed into her faster, reaching for an even deeper position.


    Heat took over her body, starting at her toes curling against the mattress and rushing up all the way to her head. She felt the waves of energy pass through her, building up inside, and then rocketing from her core out. Her orgasm hit her like a punch to the gut. All the wind rushed out of her, her back arched off the bed, and she tightened around him until she was spent. Brady stilled within her, letting her ride out the pleasure.


    When she was finished, lying with her eyes closed and a giant smile on her face, he pulled out. She groaned at the loss of him, already wanting more.


    “Flip over,” he commanded, grabbing her hips and turning her over. “I want you to come for me again.”


    Liz did what she was told as her body continued to hum. She felt a bit strange automatically moving onto her hands and knees at his request. She couldn’t count the number of times she had refused the same position before, because she felt degraded. But after that orgasm and the promise of another, she wouldn’t be turning him down. Absolutely not.


    Brady entered her from behind, reaching even deeper than before, and she felt her body tense all around him. He was so big!


    He didn’t hold anything back this time. He reared back and then slammed into her over and over again, sometimes sending her entire body forward with the force of his movements. She could feel her body rejecting the pain as he forced into her harder and harder each time.


    But at the same time, she found that she liked it. She liked how rough he was being, and each time he collided forward into her body, she wanted him to do it harder. His hands dug into her hips, and at times he would pull back on them, roughly smacking their bodies together. The pain mingled so perfectly with the pleasure that the lines blurred and she didn’t know which she was enjoying more.


    All she knew was that she was getting really close again, and he was getting even closer.


    “Liz,” he groaned her name, pushing into her again.


    “Yeah,” she moaned, her elbows dropping onto the mattress.


    “I want you to come for me.”


    No arguments here.


    “Fuck!” he cried out. “I’ll keep talkin’ dirty if you clench around me like that again.”


    Liz was too flushed to color at the comment. She liked everything he did at this point.


    Her body didn’t give her any warning this time. She saw spots with the intensity of it all, and buried her head into the pillow. She heard Brady grunt and then come, doubling over on top of her.


    They both lay there, breathing heavily, unable to think, let alone move.


    After a while, Brady moved out of her and padded to the bathroom to clean up. Liz collapsed forward onto the bed, curling up around herself. Exhaustion hit her with the strength of a bulldozer, and she felt herself drifting off.


    Brady returned a minute later, replacing his boxer briefs and curling up into bed next to her. “Hey, your turn,” he whispered, kissing her shoulder.


    Liz grumbled but stood shakily and cleaned up. The overpowering smell of sex hit her when she walked back into the room, and she smiled lazily as she crawled under the covers. Brady pulled her close to him, cradling her in his arms.


    “You’re amazing,” he told her, running his hand up and down her arm.


    “You’re pretty amazing yourself,” she murmured drowsily.


    They lay there together in the silence, absorbed in the ecstasy of their actions. Liz was nearly asleep when Brady spoke again. “Are you asleep?”


    She yawned and rolled over to face him. “Not anymore.”


    He smiled sweetly at her and threaded his hand through her blond hair. She closed her eyes and let her mind drift again. He bent down and placed a soft kiss on her lips. “There’s your kiss.”


    “You were right,” she whispered.


    “About what?”


    “I’m pretty senseless,” she told him.


    He chuckled softly, giving her another kiss. “I like you like this. Not quite so snippy, are you?”


    “You don’t like me snippy?” she asked between yawns.


    “Wouldn’t change it for the world.”


    She smiled brightly at that comment and leaned into his shoulder. She was really enjoying the way he was playing with her hair. If he kept it up, she would be asleep soon enough.


    “Tell me something no one else knows about you,” he said, kissing down her jawline.


    “Something no one else knows about me?” Liz opened her eyes and gazed up at him.


    “Yes. I want something that no one else has.”


    “I slept with a Senator,” she murmured, leaning her forehead into him to hide her face.


    He chuckled softly and raised her chin with his fingers. “Are you embarrassed?”


    “No,” she said, blushing furiously.


    “Oh really?”


    “I’m not!” she told him.


    “Fine.” He planted a kiss on her red cheeks. “But you didn’t answer my question. I already knew that. I want to know something no one else knows.”


    “That’s all. That’s the only thing no one else knows about me,” she told him, biting her lip.


    “You don’t have any secrets?”


    “You’re my only secret.”


    “I’ll keep that one,” he told her.

  


  
    Chapter 9


    THE AFTERMATH


    Life after Brady was like watching a film in black and white. It was really quite beautiful, but it felt like something was missing.


    Liz went about her daily life—class, newspaper, sleep. It was all important, but it suddenly felt entirely too dull without him. She wasn’t the type to get easily attached, and she found that she didn’t understand her feelings toward him. They had spoken only twice, and for rather brief periods of time. She hardly knew him at all. Yet she had gone back to his hotel room with him. It made no sense. She wasn’t that girl. When it came down to it, she couldn’t decide whether she actually liked Brady or it was simply infatuation.


    Either way, she didn’t care. She just wanted more of him.


    Instead she was stuck in her journalism class for the summer. The class was interesting, and she absolutely loved the professor. She’d had her the previous semester, and it was one of the main reasons she was taking the class. Professor Mires was particularly flexible around the summer session. She was allowing Liz to use her experience on the paper as her project for the semester, taking a huge weight off of her shoulders. It gave Liz a lot more time to focus on the local elections than she had been expecting, and she had taken to obsessing over campaign schedules.


    Normally it would have been a light election season, picking up ferocity right around the time school started again in the fall. But since Senator Abbot and Representative Huntington had announced their retirement in the spring, contenders had started popping up like wildflowers. She was concentrating her efforts on the House campaign, and then would move on to the Senate. Three main candidates appeared on each side of the aisle for the House race, and Liz had opened her column with a daily focus on each of them.


    Liz was on day six now, saving the best for last.


    She stared down at the picture she had chosen of Brady out of the shots Hayden had taken at the Raleigh press conference. Brady’s charismatic smile was missing from his face, and he actually managed to look serious. Liz wondered when this picture had been taken. He looked as if he were staring straight through her. She squirmed under his scrutiny and stood, stretching her aching muscles.


    The paper was dead quiet, and all the lights had been shut off except for Hayden’s office, which she had confiscated for the summer. She yawned, rolling a kink out of her neck. It was midnight, an hour past building close. She was glad she had the all-access key.


    Liz shut down her laptop and stuffed it into her backpack. She had been working too hard, trying to drown out the inexplicable feeling of longing that had taken residence in her body. With Victoria gone for the summer, Liz was practically living at the office to escape the quiet.


    She took one last glance around the office to make sure she had everything before shouldering her bag and leaving. She fumbled around for the light switch on the wall to illuminate the open office space. Just when she found it, she heard the phone ring in Hayden’s office.


    No one ever rang the paper this late. Turning back into the office, she grabbed the phone and answered, “Hello?”


    “Hello, I’m trying to reach Liz Dougherty, please,” a woman’s voice said through the line.


    Liz’s eyebrows scrunched together in confusion. That was even stranger. People asked for a specific reporter only under rare circumstances. Hayden was asked for frequently, because everyone on campus knew who he was. Usually it was in relation to an article the reporter had written or requesting a follow up or, as with most of them, a friend who couldn’t reach the person on their cell phone. But Liz had never been asked for by name.


    “Um…yes, this is Liz. Who is calling? It is after hours,” she reminded the woman. Though how she couldn’t know that it was midnight was beyond her.


    “This is Heather Ferrington, chief press secretary with State Senator Brady Maxwell.”


    Liz’s mouth dropped open. Was she serious? When she had left Brady’s hotel room last weekend, she had been certain it was the last she would hear from him. He got what he wanted from her, and though he said he would reach out to her again, she hadn’t really believed him.


    “Miss Dougherty, are you still there?” Heather asked.


    Liz snapped out of her daydream. “Yes, I’m still here. How can I help you, Ms. Ferrington?”


    “I’ve been informed that you are the contact for the campaign division of the paper; is that correct?” she asked in the most condescending fashion she could muster.


    “I am.”


    “We’ve spoken with the university and set up a time for the Senator to speak publicly about his leap into federal politics. We have very few trips planned for the summer, but Senator Maxwell is making it a priority to speak at his alma mater,” Heather told her.


    Liz’s mind was working overtime. Brady was coming here. To her school. Well, their school. Whatever! He was going to be in Chapel Hill to give a speech. This certainly wasn’t a planned venue. The student body wasn’t a target audience for the local elections, even though Liz was desperately trying to get them more invested.


    During the presidential election her freshman year, the campus had been a madhouse, but students simply hadn’t put in as much effort for the local politicians. Whether it was because they had a local representative at home (even though they lived at the school for at least nine months out of the year) or they were too busy with their social lives, it just wasn’t a priority. She could count on the two party organizations, the Campus Y, and a few other politically active groups on campus to spread the word on their own, but sometimes it felt as if she were hitting her head against a brick wall.


    But if Brady was coming to campus and it wasn’t a planned venue for him, then he had to be doing it for a reason. And she couldn’t think that that reason was…her.


    “The university has approved space and even encouraged us to consider doing a series about the upcoming election. We’re still considering that option, but as you are our contact at the campus paper, we wanted to let you know that this is an open press event. We won’t be taking questions until after the event closes, at Senator Maxwell’s request. We hope that you will be in attendance for this special occasion,” Heather said in the same condescending tone.


    It hardly felt like a press request, more like a demand. Liz’s insides were squirming at the thought of seeing Brady again, but she wasn’t comfortable with this conversation. Who called after hours like this? If this was about Brady, then he could damn well call her himself.


    “Thank you, Ms. Ferrington. We’ll take it under consideration. If you need to reach us again, please do call during office hours. We typically aren’t working this late,” Liz answered diplomatically.


    “Look, Miss Dougherty…” Heather said impatiently. Liz was waiting for her to humph on the other end of the line. “Senator Maxwell’s time is limited, and he’s coming to the university. If your paper isn’t interested in covering a prominent local official, I’d be happy to reach out to Chapel Hill News.”


    Liz held back the immediate bitchy retort that was hanging on the tip of her tongue. Did this woman think it was appropriate to bully a newspaper?


    She took a deep breath before replying. “We would be happy to have Chapel Hill News on campus, of course. Please send over the details for the event, and a reporter will be in attendance. Thank you for informing us of this great opportunity,” she said as cheerfully as possible.


    “Wonderful, Miss Dougherty. Glad we’re on the same terms. I’ll shoot an email over to you with the details. Look forward to meeting you then.”


    “You too, Ms. Ferrington,” Liz said as she hung up the phone. She had already met Heather once before, two weeks earlier. She wondered whether Heather would remember her, whether she knew that Liz had slept with Brady—if Heather herself had slept with Brady. No. She didn’t want to think about that. She had spent too much time thinking about Brady Maxwell already. Most of it wondering whether she was ever going to see him in person again, or if she would be left with his shots on her computer screen.


    Now that she knew she would be seeing him again, she was even more concerned with how the event would play out. Did no questions until after mean he wanted to see her afterward? What was his motivation for coming here anyway?


    She had so many questions, and she realized that she was now very much awake. Sighing in frustration, Liz pulled her computer back out and booted it up. She wasn’t going to bed anytime soon.


    [image: Image]


    Liz woke the next morning with her head buried in the keys of her laptop. Grumbling to herself, she yawned widely and closed the monitor. She hadn’t even known it was possible to actually fall asleep on her computer.


    Running a hand back through her hair, she grabbed her bag and walked out into the main office. She hoped she didn’t look as shitty as she felt.


    “Morning, Liz,” Meagan called cheerfully as Liz walked by. Liz waved at her halfheartedly, ready to get out of the office and back to her house. “Long night?”


    “Yeah,” she grumbled, trying her best to get away as quickly as possible. Meagan was a known big mouth. Once you got her talking, it was impossible to get away. She ran an opinions column that was relatively popular among the student body, but the column had no background in even basic journalism.


    “I got some bagels from Alpine. Do you want one?” Meagan asked.


    “Nah, that’s all right. I’m about to go get some food.”


    “I’ll come with you,” she said, packing up her things.


    “Really, Meagan, I’ve had a long night, and I’m sure you have a lot of work to do. I’ll catch up with you later,” Liz said, darting out of the office.


    She made it down to her car, happy that it didn’t have a ticket on the windshield. They started at forty dollars regardless of the offense. While she probably deserved it for staying in the service vehicle lot overnight, she was glad that fate had looked on her with good fortune. Returning to her house off campus, she took a quick shower to wash away the grime of the office. She scarfed down a bowl of Frosted Flakes and then hightailed it back to campus. At this rate she was going to be late for her class.


    Liz was running too far behind to walk to campus or take the bus, so she would have to pay for parking in one of the few decks on campus. There were a ton of spots thanks to the summer session, but it was still an uphill hike to her class. Sweat beaded on her temples as she climbed the hill, reached the journalism building, and rushed into the over-air-conditioned room.


    Professor Mires was Liz’s favorite instructor, and she hated being late to her class. She slipped into the room right before the professor closed the door.


    “Good to see you, Miss Dougherty,” Professor Mires said.


    “Morning, Professor,” Liz said with a sheepish smile.


    Professor Mires was a younger professor as far as they went, probably in her early thirties. She dressed like a fashionable hippie, with librarian glasses and her hair always pulled back into a messy bun. She was married to a guy a couple years younger than her who hung around her office all the time. All the girls swooned over him, because he was always bringing her flowers and leaving her love notes on her whiteboard.


    Liz took a seat at the back of the room and pulled her computer out. She still needed to check to see whether she had received an email from Heather with the details of Brady’s campus visit.


    Her in-box lit up before her eyes as Professor Mires began the lecture. The majority of the emails were clothing stores asking for her business, and articles from the newspapers that she followed. And there at the bottom sat one email from a Ms. Heather Ferrington. Liz clicked on the email and read through it. Her stomach dropped when she saw the date. Wednesday. Next Wednesday. As in a week from now. Two whole weeks without Brady.


    Liz knew she shouldn’t have been disappointed, but she wanted him here sooner. Of course, he was busy running for office and all. There was no way he would be here today or tomorrow or any sooner. Not to mention the university probably didn’t have immediate open space either.


    But that left her another whole week to obsess about Brady.


    A new message came in and Liz clicked back to her in-box. Her heart skipped when she saw who it was from. Hayden Lane.


    She hadn’t thought about him in a week. Before Brady had catapulted into her life, she had been so set on Hayden. They’d had their pseudo date before he left and then that awkward moment when he had basically said they couldn’t date. She still wasn’t sure what Hayden was feeling or if he was into her. Didn’t really matter right now anyway. Hayden was in D.C., and she was aching in all the right places for a Senator she could never really be with.


    
      Liz,
    


    
      How are things at the paper? I’ve been following your column and love what you’re doing with it. Wish I could be there. I’m seriously missing it. Can’t think of anything I’d like to be doing less than getting people coffee. Hope your summer has been more eventful than mine so far.
    


    
      I received an email from the Maxwell campaign’s press secretary last night. They’re doing a special presentation next Wednesday. Wasn’t sure if she contacted you or not, but I thought I’d attach the email here. We should definitely be there. I think Maxwell’s primary race will be the one to watch. Your last article about him really got the student body to pay attention for once. I’d recommend introducing yourself to him. I know you disagree with the guy, but it would be great for the paper if we could get an interview.
    


    
      Let me know how it all goes. Hope you’re still considering a trip up here. I’d love to show you around.
    


    
      Hayden Lane
    


    
      Editor-in-Chief
    


    Liz read through the email twice, getting more irritated the second read through. She seriously wanted to have words with Heather Ferrington. Why did she call her at midnight last night if she had already emailed Hayden the details the day before?


    Then there was the part about Brady. She had already introduced herself to him…all of herself. If she managed to find herself alone with him for an interview, she wasn’t sure she could guarantee that it wouldn’t happen again. If only Hayden knew what he was saying by pushing her toward an interview with Brady.


    Her anger slowly deflated. Hayden kind of seemed to…miss her. He had asked about her summer and even asked her to come to D.C. to see him again. She hadn’t thought he was serious about her visiting. Now she was thinking about when she could fit it into her summer schedule. Probably the end of July. Right after the journalism class let out would probably be best.


    Taking a deep breath, she jotted out a reply.


    
      Hayden,
    


    
      The paper is great. Everyone misses having you around to keep us in line, but we’re making do without you. My summer has been generally boring besides the column, which Professor Mires said I could use for my class project. Sorry to hear your summer isn’t everything you wanted it to be. Do they have you doing anything besides acquiring coffee?
    


    
      I received this information from Ms. Ferrington just before your email. I’ve already agreed that we’d cover it. I’ll see what I can do about an interview. If he’s read my article, I doubt he’ll give me one, but I’ll do what I can.
    


    Liz cringed at the obvious deception, but it wasn’t as if she could tell Hayden she had slept with Brady. She continued with her email.


    
      A trip to D.C. sounds great. What about after the end of the term? I think I’m free late July, if that works for you.
    


    
      Love,
    


    Liz paused. That was probably all wrong. She backspaced the valediction and tried again.


    
      Best,
    


    
      Liz
    


    She hit Send and waited for a reply. She had taken too much time writing it to begin with. She had no idea what the professor was lecturing on now. It had been rough trying to say everything she wanted to say without going overboard. She had decided in the end to keep it as short as possible.


    Liz didn’t know how long it would be before she got a reply, but she couldn’t text him while she was in class. So she waited. When the email didn’t come, she finally gave up and paid more attention to Professor Mires’s lecture.


    Right before class ended, the return email popped up.


    
      Liz,
    


    
      Yes, I exaggerated. I am doing some research, but it’s mindless. Save me from myself.
    


    
      Late July it is. I asked off for the last weekend in July, so don’t change your mind.
    


    
      Go get back to work!
    


    
      Hayden Lane
    


    
      Editor-in-Chief
    


    Liz smiled brightly and even laughed at his last line. Hayden wanted her in D.C. and he had taken the weekend off. She had plans to be with him for the weekend. Butterflies fluttered in her stomach as her remembered crush blossomed inside of her.


    This was probably more realistic than Brady anyway.


    Professor Mires completed her lesson and began packing up her bag. Liz and the rest of the students in the class followed suit. Liz shut her computer down and stuffed it back into her backpack. She had a lot of work to do before Brady came into town, and she knew she needed to get started tonight.


    “Miss Dougherty, may I have a word with you?” Professor Mires asked as Liz walked past her.


    “Of course,” Liz said. She hoped she didn’t get in trouble for being on her computer all class. She was normally more focused than she had been today, but with both Hayden and Brady swirling around in her thoughts, it was hard to concentrate on the lecture.


    Liz stood off to the side while her classmates filed out of the lecture hall, leaving them all alone.


    “I wanted to discuss the recent assignment that you turned in,” Professor Mires said, taking a seat on the wood stool in from of the podium. “Was this from your newspaper column?”


    “Yes, I thought you said it was okay for me to use that,” Liz said. Her heart was racing. Professor Mires had never pulled her aside to discuss her academic work like this…no one ever had. She usually received high marks across the board.


    “It is. I don’t mind you using the articles for the assignment at all. I think real-life practicum in journalism is essential to improvement and potential job opportunities postgraduation. I am always pleased when my students go above and beyond the classroom,” she said with a calming tone.


    Liz could feel a “but” coming on at the end of that statement. The professor seemed to have more to say.


    “I do have some concerns about the quality of the work, though,” Professor Mires said, handing over Liz’s paper.


    She took it in her hands and saw the red ink scrawled all over the first article she had written about Brady. It was the one that had met with such fanfare from the students on campus. They’d had to reprint because of it. She flipped it to the last page and saw a big C+ circled on the page. Her heart sank. She had never received a C in her entire life. Not once. She could count the number of B minuses on one hand. What the hell had happened?


    If she didn’t improve this grade, she could lose her scholarship!


    “A C plus?” Liz asked, her voice cracking.


    “It’s not that the article is poorly written. It reads really well, and it’s polished.”


    “Then what’s wrong?” she asked, skimming the comments on the front page.


    “In journalism we strive for objectivity if at all possible. Had this article just been something you were writing for the student body and not for me, then it would have been sufficient, but you must think of your audience. How broad could it be? Who could be reading it? When I read the article, I heard your voice, which is very clear and solid, and then I heard your opinion on the Senator.”


    Her opinion on the Senator. How ironic, considering they had been in a hotel room together only a week ago.


    “I think you have room for growth and your grade reflects that. Strive for objectivity in your writing. I don’t want your opinions to bleed onto the page. You’re not writing an editorial. I wouldn’t have accepted editorials. Take a chance to look at the other side, do some more research, and then write an article that clearly states the facts,” Professor Mires instructed her. “I’m not saying lose your voice or drain the page of emotion. I’m saying find a happy medium between the two. I believe you can do it, and I’ll expect it to improve as we go forward if you hope to improve that grade.”


    “Thank you,” Liz said, rolling the paper up in her hand for her to look over later. “I’ll do my best.”


    “You always do, Liz,” she said with a smile.


    Liz walked out of the classroom in a daze. She had thought that she had been objective and looked at both sides this whole time. Now her professor was telling her the opposite, and Liz wasn’t even sure where to begin. If she wanted that A, then she had her work cut out for her this summer.

  


  
    Chapter 10


    STAYING PROFESSIONAL


    Liz sat with her friend Justin in the sound booth at the Great Hall auditorium, which the Maxwell campaign had been granted for their event. It was a large room built for five hundred, with a raised stage and podium. The Great Hall was a hot spot on campus, with a constant influx of student groups for theater productions, dance performances, a cappella shows, and the like.


    Today it was covered in the red-white-and-blue signs the campaign had decorated it with, and each chair had a sign that had the Maxwell logo in the center—VOTE FOR MAXWELL in a circle with the words bolded. VOTE FOR was written like an American flag in red stars and stripes on the blue background, with MAXWELL in a stark, blocky white font. A globe focused on North America was at the center, reaffirming Liz’s belief that Brady wanted to take over. The logo was a power symbol, and now it would be all over campus.


    Students and faculty alike were filing into the room, taking the signs from the seats and sitting down. It was the summer session, but after Liz’s articles and the work she had done building up to this, the room was pretty full. She wasn’t sure why she had put so much effort into it, but she wanted the event to be successful.


    Part of her wanted to say that it was only for the paper and her career. If more people came to these events and showed an interest, then her column would improve and she might be able to hit the front cover more often. At least overshadow another drunken debauchery scene on Franklin Street for once.


    But the rest of her knew it was because of Brady. He was clouding her judgment. That was bad journalism. She wasn’t supposed to get attached to the people she was writing about.


    Objective. Neutral. Unbiased. Those were the words that came to mind when she thought of journalism. That was what her professor wanted her to strive for. Now all she was thinking in the midst of writing was Brady.


    Brady. Brady. Brady.


    He was about to get on that stage and talk about education policy, no doubt. This was the audience for that kind of discussion. If she were up there, that was what she would talk about. The very thought made her blood boil for so many reasons. She wasn’t sure which one was the primary reason now.


    Was she infuriated because he was actually going to try to discuss education with a sea of students whom she had informed his policies were garbage? Or was she heated because it would be the first time she’d seen his handsome face since leaving his hotel room nearly two weeks ago?


    “So, you want me to record the whole thing?” Justin asked, squaring away his camera focused on the podium.


    “Yeah. That would be great. We don’t have the normal crew for the paper, and I wanted to make sure I didn’t have to deal with video as well,” she told him.


    “No problem here. I’ll be running sound and this thing will be running itself, thanks to my new tripod,” he said, tapping his finger on the camera.


    “Thanks, Justin,” Liz said with a big smile. “Really appreciate it.”


    “Are you going to be in the booth?” Justin asked.


    “Nah,” Liz said, shaking her head. “I’m going to try to get a closer look. I reserved a front-row seat, but I don’t know if I’ll be able to sit still.”


    “First shindig all on your own, huh?” He fiddled with the sound equipment.


    “Yeah. First campaign-related appearance on campus this season too,” she told him. She wiped her palms on her high-waisted black skirt. She had paired it with a tucked-in V-cut Carolina-blue blouse that was loose and flowy, with little gold buttons up the front. Her nude suede heels finished off the outfit. She had chosen it all carefully and felt a little silly. She normally dressed nicely to begin with, but this had something…everything to do with Brady.


    “It’ll be fine. I’ve done shit like this before. Their crew tries to take over anyway. You probably won’t have to do much,” Justin told her.


    “True.” She tried not to think about it all. She stood as her nerves took over. “Hey, will you be able to splice this for me later? I want to get some of it up on the website as soon as possible.”


    “No way. Not tonight.”


    “Oh come on, what are you doing?” she asked, leaning her hip into the counter.


    Justin shrugged noncommittally. “Stuff.”


    “Do you want me to pay you, is that it?” she grumbled. They had paper resources, but she wasn’t in control of much. Normally she would have to get expenses approved through Hayden, but since he wasn’t here…


    “I might find some free time,” he admitted.


    “Fine, whatever,” Liz said, turning to leave. “So difficult.”


    “See ya around, Liz,” he said, chuckling.


    “Bye, Justin.”


    Stupid AV abilities.


    Liz walked out of the sound booth, frustrated with Justin. She had met him in her intro journalism class freshman year. He didn’t really have any interest in writing and had made that blatantly obvious. The professor hadn’t taken his shit, though, and forced him to complete all the assignments as written. Though she had allowed him some extra credit with his excellent videos.


    Liz had forged a friendship with Justin from the beginning. He was also on scholarship, living in her dorm, and seemed to always be around. He refused to work for the paper or the UNC news channel, even though it was obvious that they could use his skills. He preferred to be freelance. They hung out sometimes with mutual friends, and he could be funny when he wanted.


    Her heels clicked against the hard wood floor as she circled the room. She recognized some familiar faces in the crowd, but not that many. A group of girls waved at her as she walked by. She smiled tentatively and waved back, not used to people recognizing her. She walked purposefully to the front of the room and took her seat in the front row.


    She felt a bit naked without her voice recorder, but she didn’t really need it, since Justin was videoing for her. She pulled a small legal notepad out of her bag and flipped to the event page she had mocked up. She had a few questions that made the list. Some of them were from the Raleigh event and some of them were new. Heather Ferrington had said that she wasn’t going to get to ask any questions until the close of the event, and Liz wanted to be prepared.


    Her stomach flipped just as it did every time she thought about getting an interview with Brady after the event. Could she get that close to him again?


    Liz pushed down the thoughts she had been harboring for the past two weeks. She was a professional…despite her actions. If her editor wanted her to get an interview, then she could do it. It didn’t matter if it was Brady Maxwell or the President of the United States. This was her job, and she was going to take it seriously. She couldn’t let her sexual attraction to the man mess up her career.


    The buzz in the room died down as Heather Ferrington walked onto the stage. She was everything Liz remembered her to be—unbelievably gorgeous, with long blond hair, a tall, slim build, and a fresh gray skirt suit. She could have been a model, and Liz wondered what had made her become a press secretary instead. Did she see that Brady was going somewhere and jump onboard as soon as she could? Had she done more to get to this position?


    Thinking about whether or not Brady had slept with his attractive press secretary wasn’t going to get her anywhere. It was only going to make her jealous.


    “Hello, Chapel Hill! Thank you so much for coming out today!” Heather said brightly. It was a completely different façade than Liz had seen from her before. With press she had been biting and strong; on the phone she had been condescending and demanding; now she was über-cheerful.


    Don’t underestimate her.


    “My name is Heather Ferrington and I am Senator Maxwell’s press secretary. Senator Maxwell is thrilled to be back at his alma mater today. Only a few years ago he was sitting in the same classrooms and attending the same events as you. He was playing basketball for your beloved team, and loving every minute of it. He cherishes every memory from his hometown, and appreciates you inviting him to come speak today.”


    Ha! Invited! Liz laughed to herself. Hadn’t Heather called only a week ago and explained that they were planning Chapel Hill as an extra stop for the Senator? Would the lies always be boundless?


    “Before the Senator comes out to speak, I am pleased to introduce your fellow student Leslie Chester, president of Political Action NOW and cofounder of North Carolina Students for Progressive Action,” Heather said with a smile as she began the applause.


    Liz sat up in her seat. She didn’t know they were going to have an introductory speaker.


    It made sense that they would pick Leslie. Leslie was scary, with her intensity behind the things she believed in, and she badgered the paper relentlessly for more space for her pictures, articles, and ads. It was a constant battle. Liz wasn’t sure she knew anyone who actually liked her, but the girl sure as hell knew what she was doing.


    Leslie Chester walked onstage in her modest two-inch heels. She was on the shorter side, with ashy brown hair and chipmunk cheeks. Liz suspected, like everyone else, that she would make a bid into politics one day, and she was dressed the part in a black pantsuit.


    She stepped up to the microphone and cleared her throat. “Ladies and gentlemen, my fellow students, thank you for attending this momentous event on campus. As this is one of the very first campaign stops on Senator Maxwell’s tour, I personally feel honored to be able to introduce him this afternoon.”


    Leslie went on to list off Brady’s achievements and his career thus far in politics. It was without a doubt a rehearsed speech that the campaign had given her prepackaged. Liz knew all the highlights from her research, but paid close attention regardless. She never knew when they might throw a curveball her way that someone else might have missed.


    “Chapel Hill, help me welcome our own alumnus, Senator Brady Maxwell III.”


    The crowd clapped, rising to its feet. Liz stood with them, her hands moving mechanically as she kept her eyes glued to the entrance.


    There he was. He stepped one foot out onto the stage and then another. Liz swallowed. She had been staring at pictures of him for two weeks and could have sworn that she had every inch of him memorized. But now, with him on the stage, walking toward the podium, waving at the crowd, she realized that no memory could ever do him justice.


    He had on another black suit with a solid blue button-down and red striped tie. The politician’s red-white-and-blue seemed to be his MO, and she found herself thinking about the time she had seen him out of those colors…out of those clothes. She was having a hard time bringing herself back to the present.


    His hair was perfectly styled, and his smile was overwhelming. She could almost feel his deep brown eyes scanning the crowd for her. Or maybe that was what she wanted to think. They’d had no contact since that night, aside from the tip she had received from his press secretary about the event. Yet the feeling remained.


    Then his eyes found her sitting off to the side in the front row. They locked gazes for a brief second, but it was long enough for her entire body to tingle with warmth. His smile grew wider as he turned back to the audience. She would pay more than a penny for his thoughts in that moment.


    “Thank you, Leslie,” he said, shaking her hand.


    “Thank you, sir,” she said. She was staring up at him with a shock-and-awe expression that Liz was pretty sure she had never seen cross Leslie’s face.


    God, this guy can charm anyone! she thought.


    Leslie quickly exited the stage as Brady made himself comfortable in front of the podium. Then suddenly, like turning a switch, he was in campaign mode. She didn’t think she had ever noticed it before in the other speeches she had watched of his online. But with him so close she could see the difference. Likely no one else could, but he clearly had a campaign face of sorts, like an actor getting into character.


    “Hello, Chapel Hill!” he said into the microphone. “It is so nice to be back in my hometown. How are y’all doing this afternoon?”


    There was general applause among the audience. They were happy to be out of classes for the day and indulging in summer break. Most of them were interested in what he was going to say, but Liz was pretty sure that they would rather be at the pool working on their tans. She hated being so jaded about her classmates, but that had been her experience. And she wanted to change it, to educate and encourage her classmates to get involved. This was a good start.


    “That’s great to hear. I was just over at Top O eating before this,” he said, talking about Top of the Hill, a local restaurant and bar. Brady paused as cheers rang through the crowd. “I swear the food gets better and better every time I go there. I can’t even tell you how many things I miss about Chapel Hill—Pit sitting, lazy days on the Quad, dribbling circles around my friends in Rams Head.”


    Liz looked around to see the students nodding along. They all loved these things as well. He was appealing to their shared experiences. Clever.


    “My four years at UNC were the best of my life, and I’m sure most of you feel the same way. You live and breathe the university as well as the community while you’re here and want to see as much done for it as possible, but you won’t always be here. Chris, my best friend growing up, followed me here to Chapel Hill. We were, of course, upstanding gentlemen as a part of the university.”


    The crowd chuckled. Liz knew as well as anyone that any basketball player at UNC was not only treated like a god, but was as far from an upstanding gentleman as they came. Had Brady been one of those guys? With his looks and charm, Liz wasn’t sure he would have needed to rely on the fame. Then again, he didn’t need it now, but he was smart enough to use it to his advantage.


    “Chris graduated from UNC with me, and instead of staying here, he took a job in New York City. Likely many of you will do the same. You’ll get the best education you possibly can from one of the best universities in the country, and then you’ll leave,” he told them frankly. Liz was curious where he was going, but she had her guesses. “You carry the weight of your university on your shoulders the rest of your life. Now, I know most of you are thinking about how great it is to have the UNC flagship stacked at the top of your résumé. Go ahead, admit it. I know you do.”


    His captive audience laughed, some jabbing their friends in the rib cage and whispering to each other.


    “Now, stack on student loan debt, a struggling economy, poor job growth, and a depleted basis for internships, externships, and real-world experience that is crucial to success outside of these four walls. How heavy does that weight feel now?” The room quieted entirely. “That’s what I’m here to address today: what I’m planning to do when I’m elected into office to offset these complications all students are facing pre- and post-education.”


    Bam! Liz felt like jumping up and down. She had been entirely on point from the very start. She knew he was going to address education at this event. It was a topic that resonated, and it was a fluff topic, because he likely would never be a part of any substantive education policy. His father was a budget guy, and a prominent member of the Senate Budget Committee at that. No way was his son getting stuck in education policy.


    Now all she had to do was wait for him to slip up. She knew his education policy inside and out. Plus, she had the benefit of knowing ahead of time where his reasoning was wrong.


    Liz listened to his speech with one ear to the ground for any slipups. She assumed he wouldn’t talk about how his help in balancing the budget had cut funding for the university, but she paid close attention to make sure. Most of what he was saying was entirely symbolic, posturing and position taking on policy he would never be grilled on. It just happened to be policy she found the most important.


    Near the end of his speech, Brady touched on exactly what she had been waiting for. “Some people are advocates for what they’re calling NC Pledge, which provides a free college education for students who graduate from a North Carolina high school as long as they maintain a certain GPA. Sounds great, right? But where is the money coming from to support new students? How will that affect the growth in UNC system schools? Will that negatively impact the number of out-of-state students who attend North Carolina universities? In an already floundering economy, where will the support come from to stabilize a new influx of students, and where will those jobs come from? These are merely a few of the questions regarding NC Pledge that I am fighting for answers to. I need those answers to better assist you in the future and ensure that our educated youth just like you and me are getting enough help to find jobs once you graduate.”


    Liz couldn’t wait to wheedle her way backstage for an interview. She had answers to some of these questions, and quite a few more that she would like to ask him.


    Brady moved on to another topic and then wrapped up the speech. The whole thing had been less than an hour, but a significant hour. Liz had more questions scrawled onto her notepad than when she had entered, which she thought was a success.


    And as distracting as his pretty face had been, she was proud that she had kept to her work as much as she could. Perhaps it was because they couldn’t immediately disappear behind closed doors. Though that sounded like an appealing option.


    Brady offered to stick around after the speech and talk to any students or faculty who were interested in speaking with him. Liz wanted nothing more than to rush over there and talk to him, but she knew she couldn’t do that. Flipping her notepad back to the front, she tucked it into her purse and walked back toward the sound booth. Brady had a line of adoring admirers that could take up another hour of his time at least. Liz certainly wasn’t going to wait in line. She would wait until he was done, then approach him for an interview…just an interview.


    “How did it go?” Liz asked Justin when she entered the sound booth. She leaned against the counter, anxious to see how the material came out.


    “Perfect shot,” he said with a shrug, as if his work wouldn’t be anything less.


    “Great. I know your work is fantastic. I really appreciate you doing this.”


    “It’s no problem.”


    Liz tore out a piece of paper from her notebook and handed it to him. “Do you mind getting all of this to me from the video?”


    Justin scanned the paper. “You did all this while the speech was going on?”


    “Yes. There are people who can multitask.” She chuckled softly. “I know it’s a lot, but I know the material will look great on the website.”


    “Yeah, I should be able to do all this. I can multitask.” He winked at her in that typical Justin way and then started adding his own notes. “When do you want it?”


    “Tonight would be amazing.” She crossed her fingers, hoping he wouldn’t charge more and just see it as a personal favor.


    He nodded. “All right, Liz. For you.”


    Liz smiled. “Thank you. Can’t wait to see how it turned out.” She turned to leave, ready to wait out the flock of admirers.


    “Hey, Liz?” Justin called as she reached the door. “What are you doing this weekend?”


    “Working.”


    “Me and some of the guys are having a party over on Frat Court if you’re interested,” he said with a lazy shrug.


    Liz never expected him to be in a fraternity. It still amazed her. He just didn’t strike her as the type. “I’ll let you know,” she said.


    The chances of her going to Justin’s fraternity party were as close to zero as possible. He had invited her to more than she could count, and she had only been once. Victoria had come with her, and they had bailed around midnight. She didn’t have Victoria this time to make it tolerable.


    Veering back out into the auditorium, Liz made a survey of the room. The Advance Team was already hard at work breaking down the event. Fliers that had been left behind were being collected and stacked to one side. The sound crew was fixing the special accommodations that had been made for the Senator.


    Heather Ferrington was off to the side talking to a shorter bulky man that Liz was surprised she recognized. He was the jackass who had made fun of her at the club that night after the press conference. It all felt so long ago. What the hell was he doing here anyway? Was he involved in the campaign somehow?


    Pushing those thoughts aside, she found Brady amid the crowd. More than half of his line had dissipated. They had either given up on meeting him or he had barreled through people faster than she expected. He was the perfect politician—shaking hands, taking pictures, answering questions.


    Liz spoke to a girl she recognized from class. She had liked the speech and had decided she was voting for him. Liz asked her if she could quote her on that. The girl giggled, but agreed. Another student gave her a testimonial about how much he liked Brady. A third student said that while Brady was handsome, she hadn’t been sold entirely and she planned to research the other candidates more. Feeling that she had gotten the most out of the remaining students, she accepted those three as her sources and called it a day.


    She walked over to where Brady was mingling with the remaining students. Leslie was among them, staring up at him with a gaga expression as he told a story. Liz wondered if she was infatuated with him like everyone else or if she was pushing for an internship with the campaign. If…when he won, it would look good on her already packed résumé.


    “Ah, Ms. Dougherty,” Brady said, looking up and directly at her, “just the person I was looking for.”


    Liz had enough good form not to look surprised when he interrupted himself to address her. “Senator Maxwell, always a pleasure,” she said, thinking of other pleasures they had indulged in.


    “You’re here for an interview, I presume?” he asked with a smile.


    “Of course. Are you ready?” she managed, keeping from darting her eyes toward Leslie with a ha-ha! expression.


    “If you’ll excuse me, ladies,” Brady said sweetly to his crowd of worshipers.


    “Senator Maxwell,” Leslie cut in before he could leave, “do you think you will have time to speak after your…interview?” she asked, cutting her eyes to Liz.


    “Another time perhaps. Ms. Dougherty has already requested the remainder of my time in Chapel Hill,” he said, ending the discussion. “Right this way, Ms. Dougherty.”


    Liz followed him back up the stairs, to the stage, and through the side door that led them to the back of the auditorium. She was surprised at how empty it was; it had cleared out entirely. She guessed all of the students wanted to get back to the pool as quick as possible. She heard the door click behind her, and she slowly turned to find herself completely alone with Brady.


    The air between them crackled with tension.


    Two weeks.


    Two weeks since her hands had threaded through his hair. Two weeks since she had circled her legs around his waist. Two weeks since her moans had taken over the hotel room.


    She had missed him, and it was downright painful. How had she not noticed it when he had been onstage? She had stared up into his handsome face for a whole hour, her mind hardly drifting from what he was saying. Now here, with so little space between them, all she wanted to do was reach out and touch him, make sure he was real, make sure it had all really happened.


    “How come you didn’t find me sooner?” he asked, taking a step toward her.


    “Didn’t know you needed me to save you,” she said.


    “Well, you played along perfectly.”


    “I was actually coming to find you for an interview,” Liz told him. The air seemed to be thinning the nearer he drew toward her. How was it suddenly so warm?


    “Then you read my mind,” he said with a smile. It was contagious and she returned it. “What questions did you have for me?”


    He was mere inches from her, and she was having a hard time remembering anything she was going to ask him. All of her carefully prepared questions flew out the window, and all she could think about was his lips on her.


    “Tongue-tied?” he said, his hand moving forward and running up her skirt to her waist.


    Her breathing hitched and she strained to keep her eyes open. She couldn’t let him completely distract her. She had questions. They were somewhere in her mind, and she needed to ask them. “You oppose NC Pledge for numerous reasons.”


    “I have problems with some of the specifics of the legislation,” he said, circumventing her statement with the ease of a politician.


    “You’re blocking the legislation from moving forward in the state legislature.”


    “Was there a question in that?” he asked.


    She swallowed, and tried to keep her thoughts on track. His thumb circling her hip bone wasn’t helping. Stay professional! she yelled at herself.


    “Why do you feel the questions you have posed regarding NC Pledge are enough to block landmark education policy in North Carolina? And how can the people of North Carolina, specifically this district, expect you to further our interests on Capitol Hill when you aren’t even doing that here?” she asked, staring up at him with as much professional decorum as she could muster. She could see his campaign mask begin to slip on, and his eyes hardened. She had surprised him again.


    “Until the legislature has agreed upon terms that I believe will actually benefit North Carolina,” he said, pausing for dramatic effect, clearly wanting her to hear his words, “rather than hinder the slow growth within our state, I will continue to fight for better terms. I’ll do the same on the Hill.” He arched an eyebrow, waiting for a response, the rest of his face blank. She wondered how irritated he was under that cool, collected front.


    Damn. He was good.


    He hadn’t actually said anything.


    “But why wouldn’t you want more students to attend college?”


    “Of course I support students attending college.”


    “Did you have a basketball scholarship?” She already knew the answer.


    “I did.”


    “Could your parents have paid for you to go to college if you hadn’t had the scholarship?”


    His hand tightened on her hip. “I see where you’re going with this, Ms. Dougherty.”


    “Just a simple question, Senator,” she said.


    “Yes, my parents could have paid for me to attend the university.”


    “Do you know how many other students don’t have that privilege? Please, Senator, explain to me why those students don’t deserve a college education when you do?” she asked point-blank.


    “I believe every student has the right to an education,” he said sternly. His brown eyes seemed to bore into her. “I do, however, feel that NC Pledge does not satisfy a number of other demands, such as cost to the university system and future benefits in the workforce. These problems need to be addressed first.”


    “Can I quote you on that?” she asked, licking her lips as his hand moved to the small of her back.


    “By all means, Ms. Dougherty,” he said, pulling her against him.


    She could see the mask slipping as he stared down at her. What was it that put him so on edge, and how did she manage to smooth that away so easily? She could do both within seconds, and both sides of him were incredibly appealing.


    “Liz,” he whispered, leaning down closer. “Are we done discussing politics? You know how much I like being lectured.”


    “I would say so,” she responded, pushing her hands up his chest and around his neck.


    Kissing his lips set off a fireworks display in her stomach. She pressed farther into him, gripping his back with the extreme intensity she was feeling. He responded with fervor, walking her back against the wall and kissing her as if it had been years rather than two weeks. His hands ran up and down her body, making her remember every place he had touched.


    She couldn’t get enough, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. There was just Brady. She felt as if she was lost in a world of him, drowning in him, suffocating in him. Nothing could feel more real or more enticing than this moment.


    If she had ever been kissed like this before, then her memory was entirely faulty. His need was showing through with every grasp of her body, with every heavy breath from his lips, and with every swish of his tongue against her own. It wasn’t even the first time they had kissed, but it was laced so heavily with the absence.


    She had thought it was hot before, but she was practically perspiring with the heat rushing to the surface of her skin. He ran his hands down her body and between her thighs, sending chill bumps up and down her arms. He pressed his fingers against her most sensitive spot through her pencil skirt, and she groaned into his lips.


    “Brady,” she whimpered, her thoughts flying back to the hotel room.


    “God I want you,” he admitted, locking lips with her again.


    She was aware as he swirled his fingers that she wanted him pretty damn badly as well. How had he cast such a spell? She just wanted to go home and let him have his way with her. She didn’t care that she had promised herself it would only happen once. She couldn’t be satisfied, couldn’t be satiated.


    She wanted Brady Maxwell.


    “Come back to my place?” she asked boldly.


    “I have a dinner I have to attend,” he said as if it was the hardest thing he had ever done.


    “Come after. Whenever,” she nearly pleaded.


    “I want to, but I can’t,” he said, shaking his head. He pulled her against him, hugging her tight. She held him, somehow knowing their time together was over for now. She felt a sudden loss. “Meet me tomorrow?”


    Liz nodded. She would meet him anywhere.


    He bent down and kissed her lips one more time, a lingering good-bye with promise for more.

  


  
    Chapter 11


    EQUALIZER


    Liz yawned as she walked into the diner where she had agreed to meet Brady. It was a small, dingy-looking place that she had overlooked a hundred times before. She had heard that it had superb breakfast, but she was never awake in time to go unless she had class. And she wasn’t going to wake up early. Her sleeping schedule was precious.


    She hoped she looked okay. She wasn’t a morning person, and her earliest class last semester had been noon. She had left her heels at home and opted for her brown-and-gold sandals. She had on short, cuffed white shorts and a long, see-through teal blouse. At least she had taken the time to do her hair, and it fell down to her shoulders in soft waves.


    Tossing her Ray-Bans into her purse, she made her way to the back of the restaurant. If Brady wasn’t here yet, she would rather take the farthest booth in the back and wait for him to arrive. That way she wouldn’t miss him, and she could observe everyone else who was walking in.


    She broke past the small bar area in the front where a few older gentlemen sat with coffee in hand as they mulled over their newspapers. The back room was pretty empty, only one elderly couple sitting in the front holding hands. Brady was already there, sitting with a cup of coffee in front of him.


    “Good morning,” he said with a cheery smile.


    Her breath caught as she stared down at him. He was insanely good-looking. It actually hurt to look at him and not jump over that table to get at him. He was wearing a blue polo with dark jeans and a black Arc’teryx shell jacket. She was surprised to see that he wasn’t in his typical attire. She wasn’t sure if it was because their meeting was informal or because he didn’t want to draw attention to himself. Either way it was nice to see him out of a suit. She blushed when she remembered the last time she had seen him out of one.


    “Hey,” Liz whispered. She took the seat across from him.


    “You look well this morning,” he told her, drinking her in.


    “Thanks,” she said, thinking the complete opposite.


    As hot and heavy as they had gotten backstage yesterday, she didn’t really know what he wanted from her. Why meet her here in a public place? Was he going to be letting her down easy? It hadn’t seemed like that yesterday. He had initiated and pushed it further. She had just suggested moving it to a more private location.


    And what was this dinner he had mentioned? Who had that been with? She didn’t know, and she knew that it could have been any number of people from a girlfriend (though she hadn’t dug one up yet) to his campaign staff to donors and anyone in between.


    “You hungry?” he asked with a smile.


    In fact, she wasn’t all that hungry. She had too many questions to ask. The reporter in her was about ready to burst.


    “They have great waffles. Do you like waffles?” he said.


    “Yes,” she responded. So, he was going for normal then.


    “Coffee?”


    “Definitely. It’s early,” she said, stifling a yawn.


    A waiter came and took their orders. She seemed familiar with Brady. Apparently she had been working at the place all four years he was in college, and went to church with his parents. Liz shouldn’t have been surprised, but she was. She sometimes forgot that everyone knew him here.


    “I suppose I should go ahead and say that if anyone asks, we were finishing our interview,” he offered.


    Liz nodded, pulling out her recorder and setting it on the counter. “All right.”


    “You came prepared.”


    “Always. Should I turn it on?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.


    Brady shrugged. “Not if you want to keep it.”


    Liz chuckled at the comment. She liked his humor…even if he wasn’t actually kidding. She had no doubt he would take the recorder from her if need be, but he was lightening the mood. The veil of secrecy clouded the booth like a drape, and he was trying to sweep the curtains open.


    “I think I’ll just leave it there then. You can check my hands,” she said, holding them up so he could see she hadn’t touched the recorder.


    Brady smirked, and she wondered what devious thought he was thinking.


    The waitress returned with their food a few minutes later. He was right: The waffle was pretty great. Though she thought a person had to be pretty inept to mess up a waffle.


    As they ate, more people filtered into the diner. A college couple sat in the booth behind them. A few bleary-eyed people obsessed over their coffee. A group of regulars smiled at the waitress as she passed and chatted with her endlessly when she came to their tables. Liz felt more and more withdrawn the more people who came into the restaurant. As far as she could tell, he was simply happy to have breakfast with her…as strange as that sounded.


    “You know what I love about diners?” Brady asked, looking up at her out of the blue.


    Liz shook her head. She knew why she loved diners, but she was sure it was for different reasons. She never knew where he was going with anything.


    “It’s an equalizer,” he stated simply.


    She didn’t have any idea what he was talking about. “Hmm?”


    “Anyone could be sitting in this booth—a Senator, a businessman, a sorority girl, a bum. We’d all be in the same boat,” he said absentmindedly.


    “I guess I never thought about it like that.”


    “You were never in the booth with me.” His ever-present charming smile sucked the breath right out of her.


    Seriously, where did he come up with this stuff? It was like he knew exactly what to say to disarm her. She didn’t know if it was because he was damn good at his job or if he was a master seducer, a Casanova of the twenty-first century. Whatever it was, she didn’t want it to stop. Then again, she never wanted her time with Brady to stop.


    “I wouldn’t guess you were a man who wanted to be equal to anyone,” she said finally.


    “In politics? Never. In romance? You’ll never find my equal. Having breakfast with a beautiful woman? I’ll be equal with anyone for that pleasure.”


    Liz’s heart fluttered. He was a smooth talker…she knew that much.


    “So, why did you ask me here?” She was aware of how many people were in the room, and hoped no one had overheard their exchange.


    “I want to see you again,” he stated simply. She searched his dark brown eyes for any hint of humor or malice, but there was none. He was telling the truth.


    “Again as in now or as in later?” she asked.


    “Now and later and many times after that.”


    Liz swallowed. She didn’t know what she had expected, but certainly not that. It didn’t make sense. Why had he let her leave the club that first night? Why had he let her walk out of the hotel room? Why had he never called her back, sent his press secretary to fetch her, and then not finished off the job he started? That didn’t sound like a man who wanted to see her many more times.


    She needed answers.


    “If you wanted to see me again, why didn’t you call me?” she asked defiantly. She didn’t even have the patience to let him answer. “In fact, why did you even start something yesterday at all? You obviously knew you couldn’t finish, because you had some dinner.”


    “Indeed, I did.”


    “Now you’re coming to me saying you want to see me again, but you made no effort before this point,” Liz said. “Why did you even kiss me yesterday? Your actions seem rather mixed.”


    “Because I wanted to kiss you, like I want to kiss you right now,” he told her.


    Liz blushed. He had said that he wanted her multiple times, and yet he had left her dangling for someone else to scoop up for two weeks, letting her think it was a one-night stand.


    “For someone who claims to know what they want, you don’t act like it.” She could see him tensing.


    “Do you want the truth?” he asked, his tone flat.


    “No, lie to me,” she said, with an eye roll.


    His eyes narrowed, and she could see she was pushing too hard. “The truth is, I had to test you.”


    “Test me?” she nearly squeaked out.


    “I didn’t know for certain if you were sure about this,” he answered her.


    “How thoughtful of you to inform me,” she said dryly. She was uncertain how the conversation had even gotten here. Brady Maxwell, a State Senator, was testing her to see whether she was sure about the two of them. How did this make any sense?


    “People, women in particular, get close to a politician for a reason,” he stated bluntly. “I wanted to know whether you were that kind of woman.”


    “And you decided I wasn’t?”


    “With the fervor you kissed me back yesterday…no one could fake that.”


    She hadn’t faked it, but she wasn’t so sure about his reasoning. “That’s it? A kiss?”


    “You might have cleared the background check as well, but that’s neither here nor there.”


    Oh, of course. A background check. “Seriously?”


    “I had to be sure,” he told her flatly.


    “Totally normal.” She wanted that to irritate her, but she found that it didn’t as much as she thought it would. If he was serious enough to look into her background, then he must really want to see her again.


    “So, what do you think?” he asked finally.


    “Well,” she said uncertainly, “I don’t know.”


    “You don’t want to see me?” He apparently seemed amused at the thought. He knew she wanted to see him.


    “I do,” she corrected. She couldn’t lie about that. “But I don’t know why you had to bring me here at seven o’clock in the morning to tell me that. Why didn’t you just come to my place yesterday?”


    “Because I can’t see you when you want to see me,” Brady told her, pushing his diner coffee away and meeting her eyes.


    Hers were already narrowed. “But you can see me when you want to?”


    “Yes.” He didn’t even try to hide behind his charming words.


    “Why? I don’t get it.”


    “I want to see you, but in the position I’m…we’re in, it’s not possible,” he told her.


    “What, because you’re running for office?” She knew she sounded incredulous, but it made sense. He wouldn’t want to risk anything…especially not on a woman, no matter his big talk.


    “And you’re a reporter…a college reporter,” he reminded her.


    “And I wrote that article,” she said, filling in the blanks.


    “You did,” Brady confirmed. “While I don’t mind you pointing out my faults, the campaign and my opponents will see it as me giving up the nomination.”


    “Why are you here then?” she asked, her anger mounting once more.


    “Because I still want you. Weeks later, I still want you. And you want me too.”


    Liz’s stomach dropped and all the anger she had been holding dissipated. He wanted her. She knew he did, but hearing it like that was intoxicating. She didn’t want to give him up. She was having a fucking hard time even concentrating on anything else. After he had left, it felt as if she had a hole in her chest. She didn’t know if it was the sex, because that had been fantastic, or if it was just Brady. As much as she wanted it to be the second, that idea scared the shit out of her.


    “So, you want me, but you can’t see me?”


    “I can’t see you on your terms,” he corrected.


    “What does that even mean?” Liz asked, raising her voice. She immediately quieted down and looked around the restaurant. No one had even glanced at them. That was lucky.


    “Look, I want us to continue what we’re doing, but in private. I don’t want to jeopardize my career…or your career,” he added quickly.


    Liz breathed in and out deeply, realizing finally what he was saying. “You want a fuck buddy,” she stated as bluntly as possible. If he was going to be all out in the open, she wanted plain words. She wanted to know what he was offering…what kind of deal she was willing to take.


    He sighed as if she was misinterpreting, but she was sure she wasn’t. He wanted to sleep with her, no strings attached, while he was on the campaign and too busy for anything else. She had heard of these kinds of situations before. She never knew how they happened…how they got started—apparently at seven o’clock in the morning at a dingy diner in downtown Chapel Hill over coffee.


    “That’s not what I had in mind,” he said.


    “No? That’s what it sounds like. So, what kind of situation is this?” she asked, her anger resurfacing. She didn’t even know where it came from, because it wasn’t as if she didn’t want to sleep with him, and it wasn’t as if she didn’t want to keep it a secret. Some innate trigger in her brain was firing and she was listening. “Do you get to sleep with other people? Are you going to be dating someone who fits you better in the spotlight? Should I find someone else to date in the meantime?”


    “Liz,” he snapped, cutting off whatever she was going to say next. “I’m not here to argue the point. I’m not here to discuss terms. I want you, and I want you anytime I can have you. That happens to be a much more limited time frame. If you aren’t interested, then good luck with your paper.” He pulled out his wallet, threw two twenties on the table, and stood.


    “Wait,” Liz said, reaching for his arm, “I didn’t say I wasn’t interested.” Her cheeks flamed at the admission, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to let him walk out of the diner.


    His brown eyes stared right through her, as if measuring the honesty in her statement. “All right,” he said, sitting back down.


    “Uh…” she began, nibbling on her bottom lip, “I’ve never exactly been propositioned…let alone at a diner first thing in the morning.”


    “As much as I enjoy hearing that…I find it hard to believe. No one has ever come on to you?” he asked inquisitively.


    “It’s not that,” she said, trying to find the words. “I’ve had boyfriends before, but I met them in…normal places, like school or work or something. But usually people aren’t that interested before getting to know me. Um…I’ve heard I’m intimidating.” She shrugged.


    “Really?” he asked, looking her up and down. “I guess I could see that.”


    She didn’t know how. She couldn’t figure out why anyone thought that.


    “You’re a well-educated woman at a top university with staggering confidence,” he told her, filling in the blanks.


    Liz looked down, overloaded by the compliments. “Well, I did bring a Senator to his knees once,” she said, trying to break the tension.


    He chuckled softly. “I hope it’s not just once,” he responded.


    Liz stared at the napkin resting on the tabletop. She wasn’t sure what to say. He was making a proposition that, to be honest, sounded downright appealing. It’s not as if they could ever come out and announce they were dating. It’s not as if he had asked to date her. He wanted her and he wanted her whenever he could have her. Those were his words…the terms he refused to discuss.


    “You’re thinking too hard about this,” he told her with a shake of his head.


    “I can’t think about it?”


    “The longer you think about it, the more likely you are to make a decision I don’t agree with,” Brady answered.


    “So, you’re saying if I think about it…I’ll realize how much of a bad idea it is to get involved with you?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.


    “Something like that.”


    “Well, that’s not true. I’ve already realized that.”


    “It’s not a good idea.” His voice lowered and he leaned toward her. “I’m not telling you that it’s a good idea. But it’s the only idea.”


    “Is that so?” she whispered, meeting his intense tone.


    “Tell me you haven’t been thinking about me since we parted.” He waited.


    She didn’t respond. How could she?


    “Tell me you haven’t been thinking about me pressed against your body, the feel of my lips kissing every inch of your skin, me thrusting in and out of you in the dark hotel room. If you can tell me that, then I’ll let you go. No questions asked,” he said, sitting back once more and crossing his arms. “Because I haven’t stopped thinking about any of those things, and your flushed face tells me you haven’t either.”


    More than her face was heated at his words. She crossed and uncrossed her legs, trying not to look away, but he had reminded her of all the things she wanted him to do to her again. It was too early for her body to be responding in this manner.


    “So?” he prompted.


    “I haven’t stopped thinking about those things…about you,” she fessed up.


    “That’s what I thought.”


    Cocky son of a bitch! she thought.


    “That doesn’t mean I’m ready to do this with you. Whatever this is,” she said, holding her hands up.


    Brady sighed. “This is almost whatever you want it to be. It’s not public. It’s not in the news. It’s not a point the campaign can use against me. It’s a woman and a man taking what they can in a world where it’s not feasible for us to be together. I’m not promising you much, but I’m only asking for discretion. Everything else you give me is up to you.”


    “Discretion.” She said the word like it was a viper ready to strike. Discretion wasn’t afforded in journalism.


    “I’ll be up-front with you. I might hurt you. You’re going in knowing that. I’m choosing the campaign. I’m choosing Congress, because it’s what I want and what I believe in. Nothing, no one is getting in the way of me and the House of Representatives.”


    How romantic, she grumbled in her head.


    “I’m not going to pretend otherwise. I’m giving you what I can give you, and I’m telling you in advance you might get hurt. But it’s worth it to take the risk. I can damn well promise you that it’s worth it.”


    He paused, waiting for her to say something. She wanted to tell him, Yes, God yes, a thousand times yes! But so much of this worried her. He was offering her so much, but holding back even more. What if she got invested? What the hell! She was already invested!


    She couldn’t take more of him than he was offering, but if she turned him down, then she wouldn’t have any of him. One night in a dark hotel room wasn’t enough for her. It could never be enough.


    Sitting there at a turning point, she remembered the feeling when she left the party in Charlotte. It was impulsive and downright insane compared to her normal behavior, but she had known then as she knew now that if she said no, she would regret it forever.


    Liz never wanted to regret Brady Maxwell.


    “All right,” she murmured, threading her fingers together.


    “All right?”


    “I agree to whatever we’re doing.”


    Brady’s smile was entirely magnetic, taking her breath away. She wanted to be the reason for that smile, and every other one after it.


    “So, what exactly are we doing?” she asked hesitantly.


    “Do you still have that card I gave you?” She nodded, reaching into her purse and pulling it out of her wallet. He pointed out the different numbers. “This is my personal line. It’s best that you don’t try to reach me on it. I don’t check it or give it out frequently, because I suspect it’s being tapped. My parents and a couple college friends still use it, but that’s about it.”


    Liz couldn’t imagine this kind of life. What were the other numbers for?


    “This is my campaign line. It’s specifically for campaign-related information. I am always on it. I don’t think it’s been tapped by the opposition yet, but we’ll see how it goes. You can reach me on this one during the day. It would look strange for it to go off any other time. This number goes directly to my secretary. Right now her name is Nancy, but they come and go. She is the easiest way to get hold of me.”


    Liz was buzzing with all of the information. Three separate lines for three separate things, and all to reach one man.


    “So, I just call and ask for you?”


    “Yes. She’ll ask for your name, and you’ll give her a fake one,” he instructed her.


    “You’ve really thought his through, huh?” she asked, staring at him with newfound intrigue.


    “It’s my job to think everything through,” he told her.


    “If you did, then you wouldn’t have passed down that education bill,” she retorted.


    Brady stared at her blankly, a look she had come to associate as his campaign mask. How had she come to know his faces so well already?


    “Are you done?”


    Liz shrugged. “Don’t use that face with me.”


    “What face?” he asked, scrunching his brows together.


    “Your campaign face. All serious with no emotion. I know you’re thinking something underneath there,” she said.


    “You don’t want to know everything I’m thinking.”


    “I beg to differ,” Liz told him.


    “We’ll get to that later,” Brady said, shaking his head. “For now, let’s get on the same page, like calling my secretary to get hold of me.”


    “How are you going to know it’s me if I give a fake name?”


    “Well, choose one now and then I’ll know it.”


    Liz shrugged. “I don’t know what to choose. What do you want me to be—Sandy Carmichael or something?” she asked, chuckling.


    “Sure,” Brady agreed. “Sandy Carmichael it is then.”


    Liz rolled her eyes. “Really?”


    “You picked it.”


    “Fine,” Liz said. It was an alias, after all. It didn’t matter.


    “That’s the main thing,” he said, checking his watch. “There’s some more, but we can talk about that later. I think my time is up.”


    “All right,” she said, standing as he did the same. “Should I contact you or…will you contact me?”


    Brady smiled. “Already anxious to see me again.”


    “As if you aren’t to see me,” she whispered.


    “Touché,” he volleyed. “Until next time, Ms. Carmichael.”


    She glared at him, hating the stupid name she had chosen. All she really wanted to do was wipe the smirk off his face. Well, kiss the smirk off his face. Okay, she really wanted to do a lot more than that.


    They walked away from their booth and toward the front. He smiled at her, but was clearly trying to conceal his pleasure at being in her company. Liz was sure she wasn’t hiding it as well as he was.


    She stopped him at the door. “Good-bye, Senator Maxwell,” she said sweetly, looking up at him with anything-but-innocent eyes.


    Liz turned to leave, but he put one hand on her sleeve. She looked back at him curiously. “I’m sure I don’t have to remind you about this, but,” he said, as the bell clanged overhead, “this is strictly off the record.”

  


  
    Chapter 12


    GAME, SET, MATCH


    Liz’s feet carried her the couple blocks back to her house, but she didn’t remember the walk. She had just agreed to carry on an affair with Brady Maxwell. She was jeopardizing her career, her potential (nonexistent) relationship with Hayden, not to mention her privacy, for this man. Not just that, but she was now keeping a secret from everyone in her life. No one could know.


    She felt very alone standing in her living room at that moment. Would it always feel like this? Victoria was back home, and she couldn’t talk to her about it anyway. Brady wasn’t able to come to her. She only got to be with him on his terms. Yet sitting around at the diner with him that morning, she couldn’t think of anything else she would rather do. Her world felt upside down, and she had let him do it. Had she really even fought him at all?


    But what leverage did she have? She wanted to be with him. He made her feel alive. However she could have him, she would. That was his leverage. He had figured it out when he had tested her backstage at the auditorium. He had her hook, line, and sinker.


    She was dead tired, but sleep wouldn’t pull her under. Her mind kept repeating what had happened this morning. Over and over she obsessed about every detail of their morning breakfast. He was going to such lengths to be with her; that had to count for something. She knew the terms. She knew what she had gotten herself into, and yet…


    All she wanted to think about was how good he looked in regular clothes, the stubble on his chin, the way his hands held his coffee mug. Was she losing her grip on reality? This was just a guy!


    She buried her head into her pillow in frustration. This was not just a guy. This was Brady.


    And that was the damn point! How could she feel like this for him? He wasn’t a bad guy, but he was the guy she was sharpening her pitchfork over in the paper! And the guy she was spreading her legs for in the bedroom. It didn’t make sense. How could she have such duality when she thought about him?


    When she realized she definitely wasn’t going to be getting any more sleep, she kicked her feet off the bed and shuffled around her room aimlessly. She needed to do something to clear her mind or she would be warring with herself all day. Throwing her hair into a slicked-back ponytail, Liz pulled on a white tennis skirt and top, laced her shoes up, and grabbed her racket on the way out the door.


    Thankfully the tennis courts weren’t that far from her house. Liz had competed in high school on the state level and won a few championships, but never anything spectacular. She had been recruited for tennis by a few smaller schools in Florida, but she had wanted to go to Chapel Hill, so the offers hadn’t even been enticing. She felt a loss at not having hours and hours where she had to play each week. She’d had a tennis instructor since she was little, and moving here without her had been a struggle. It had taken Liz a while to find someone she liked in the area, but the woman was incredibly busy. Liz sometimes found it hard to fit into her schedule.


    Today she would have to hope that someone would be there to play with her. Half of the people who frequented the courts were either older and couldn’t swing the racket the same anymore, or too young for it to be entertaining. The university students didn’t come to this court, since most of them lived on campus and used those courts.


    Pulling into the parking lot, Liz cut the engine and slid out of her silver Honda Accord. Her muscles tensed as she swung the racket methodically, anticipating the impending exercise. It was hard to think about much else when a small tennis ball was whizzing toward you.


    She walked into the clubhouse with a smile. A teenage boy ogled her from behind the counter as she checked in.


    “Is Tana in today?” Liz asked hopefully.


    “Uhh,” the guy hesitated, trying to look cool and failing. “Let me check.” He stared down at a piece of paper for a second and then nodded. “Yeah, I think she’s with a student right now, though.”


    “Oh. Okay. Thank you. Is there anyone else teaching today who isn’t paired with someone?” she asked.


    He checked the paper again. “Hank doesn’t have anyone for the next half hour. Want me to get him?”


    Liz groaned. She didn’t like Hank. He was all power, all bulk. He didn’t understand the finesse that her instructors had always drilled into her. He thought that he could overpower his opponents and typically worked with students with a bit more muscle mass than her. But really maybe she needed to muscle Brady out of her thoughts.


    “Hank will do,” she said softly.


    The boy radioed for Hank as Liz walked out of the clubhouse and toward the tennis courts. The sun was already overhead beating down on her, and it was proving to be a blisteringly hot day. Running around on the court with no protection from the sun, pouring her heart and soul into the movements—yeah, that sounded like the perfect afternoon.


    Hank appeared on the court a couple minutes later. He was in his late twenties and had played tennis in college, though not for Chapel Hill. He was one of those guys who had decided to coach to make extra money after he graduated, and never stopped. He was over six feet tall with broad muscular shoulders and a buzzed blond haircut. She secretly wondered whether he was balding and trying to hide the receding hairline.


    “Morning, Hank,” she said politely.


    “Been a while since I’ve seen you, Liz,” he said with a toothy smile that she had grown accustomed to.


    “I didn’t have an appointment with Tana.”


    “Well, I only have thirty minutes. So let’s get started,” he said. Hank walked across to the other side of the tennis court. He stood imposingly across the net from her and she took a moment to ready herself.


    She breathed in through her nose and out through her mouth. She could hear the players on either side of her court. Thwack. Pause. Thwack. Pause. Thwack. That was the right rhythm. That was the beat of her drum. The air buzzed all around her, and everything felt singled down to this one second.


    Her vision narrowed as she focused in on Hank tapping the ball against the hard green surface and catching it repeatedly. He spun the racket in his hand, letting it rotate three times before grasping it tightly. He bounced the ball against his racket twice and she saw him smile. She knew then that he was ready.


    He threw the ball overhead and, when it crested the peak, smacked it with the racket. She took one steadying breath as it sailed toward her as fast as he could muster—and that was pretty fast. Liz jostled her feet back and forth as the ball hit the opposite corner, and then she returned it with a powerful swing.


    They volleyed back and forth for position, each coming out ahead at one point or another. It wasn’t an even match. Liz knew that going into it. Even if she had more skill in the subtleties, he was overall a more skilled player than she was. When he won, he gloated, but it was better than if she had beaten him. He was a sore loser too.


    Liz tossed her racket onto the ground and rested her hands on her knees. Her breathing was coming out in gasps and sweat poured down her back, chest, and forehead. Some of it spilled into her eyes and she had to blink away the salt. She wiped her face with the back of her forearm. It didn’t help much, but it didn’t make it any worse.


    “I’m beat,” she said, feeling like flopping over onto the court right then and there.


    “You put up a good match,” Hank said, paying her a compliment. That was unusual.


    “Thanks, but you kicked my ass.”


    “You held your own. Whatever Tana’s doing over there, she’s doing it right. You should come work out with me more often,” he said with that same toothy smile.


    “I don’t think my body can take it,” she groaned, straightening with difficulty.


    “Next time, I won’t go easy on you.” Hank smacked her back good-naturedly and she nearly fell over. He chuckled and helped right her. They walked back down toward the clubhouse together. Liz’s breathing still wasn’t even by the time they got there.


    “I have another student, but you really should come back and play sometime, Liz. Hard to find good opponents who aren’t instructors,” he told her.


    Liz nodded. Exhaustion was already taking over. “Yeah, I’ll be around. I’m working on the paper, running the election column and following the races. I think I’ll be swamped, but let me know when you’re open and I’ll work around it.”


    “Oh yeah! I read your article about Brady,” Hank said, snapping his finger like it had just come to him.


    “Yeah, did you like it?” Liz asked.


    “I thought it was good. I like Brady, though, man. He’s a good guy.”


    “Do you uh…know him?” Even here, when she had let herself get to the point of exhaustion, she couldn’t escape him.


    “Yeah, he played basketball here my junior and senior years of college. I came home to every game that I could,” Hank told her.


    “Cool,” she said with a shrug.


    “Next article should be about his career here playing basketball. Do you know how many points he scored or how many games he started in?” Hank asked.


    Liz just smiled. “No, I don’t.”


    “I can write up a profile for you for your next piece. Just quote me,” he said with that grin.


    “I’m sure it’s available on the Internet.”


    Hank laughed. “You’re probably right. Let me know when you’re free for another game.”


    “Will do. See you around,” she said, waving as she walked out of the club.


    It only took a couple minutes to get back to her house, but she couldn’t stop thinking about Brady. Even when she was playing tennis, smacking a tennis ball as hard as she possibly could, he still returned.


    She turned the water on cold in the shower when she got home and washed her workout off of her skin. She didn’t normally like cold showers, but it had been so hot outside that it was the only thing she could stomach at the moment. Plus, it woke her up some.


    Maybe she was being ridiculous about the whole thing. Maybe she and Brady could start whatever they were about to start and everything would be fine. If only she could stop obsessing in his absence. It had to be the reporter side of her coming out, trying to fit the facts into the puzzle. The truth was that there weren’t many details to consider, just a whole hell of a lot of hypotheticals. To move forward, she needed to push past the hypothetical and settle in on what she did know. Accept those facts and move forward.


    So what did she know?


    Brady wanted her. He wanted her badly enough to risk continuing to see her when it had the potential to hurt both of their careers if they got caught.


    She really wanted Brady. If the fact that she couldn’t get him out of her head and she had felt like she was walking through a black-and-white movie in his absence wasn’t enough to prove that, then she didn’t know what would.


    Yes, well…that was it. That was all she knew.


    That was all she needed to know.


    Liz stepped out of her shower, wrapped a towel around her wet body, and grabbed her phone off of the counter.


    “Hello, Senator Maxwell’s office,” a woman answered.


    “Yes, hello,” Liz said, trying to keep her voice strong. “I’m trying to reach the Senator.”


    “Who may I say is calling?”


    Liz took a deep breath. “Sandy Carmichael.”

  


  
    Chapter 13


    SURPRISE GETAWAY


    Liz couldn’t have been on hold for more than a couple minutes, but it felt like an eternity. She thought about hanging up. Maybe he wouldn’t actually answer anyway. But inevitably she had decided against it. She had mustered up the courage to go through with it, and she wasn’t going to back out now.


    She heard rustling on the other end and straightened in her seat. He couldn’t see her, but it didn’t matter.


    “Ms. Carmichael, what a pleasant surprise,” Brady answered.


    Liz swooned in her seat. She had already forgotten how his deep voice affected her. Even when he was talking to her as if she was a reporter and not…well, whatever she was, it was still very attractive.


    “Brady,” she murmured into the phone.


    “Yes, it’s great to hear from you too,” he said cheerfully. He was using his campaign voice. He cleared his throat and all but whispered into the phone, “Give me a minute.”


    She heard more rustling coming from the other end and she wondered if he was switching rooms or trying to find privacy. Was this what it would always be like?


    “Hey,” he said, losing the campaign-coated speech for his more personal tone. “I wasn’t expecting to hear from you so soon.”


    “You didn’t want to?”


    “I wasn’t expecting to. There’s a difference. I always want to hear from you,” he said smoothly.


    Liz smiled despite herself. She didn’t mind being flattered. “With that attitude, how did you expect me to wait?”


    “I didn’t,” he said. She wondered if he was smirking. She closed her eyes and thought about the way his eyes looked down upon her deviously. It made her swallow and cross her legs.


    “I want to see you,” she breathed into the line.


    “Yeah, I think you mentioned that this morning.”


    “I know you said it was your terms. I know you said that it was only when you were free…” she trailed off.


    “And you agreed,” he growled into the phone. “Are you backing out?”


    “No,” she answered hastily. “Quite the contrary. I want you to be free now.”


    She couldn’t believe she had blurted it out. It was what she was thinking, but she usually kept her thoughts reserved. Still, it wasn’t a lie. She had gone a long time without him. She knew she had work to catch up on, the paper to do research for, and a portfolio she needed to compile for her professor, but she couldn’t concentrate on any of that when he was on her mind.


    “I said the things I said this morning because I’m a very busy person.”


    “I know you are. I follow your campaign schedule,” she said.


    He chuckled softly into the phone. “I’m sure you do.”


    “Brady, it’s been two weeks. That kiss in the auditorium wasn’t enough. Not enough for me…or for you,” she stated boldly. Whatever was going on with them was something she had to push forward with head-on. If she hesitated too much, she started wondering if she was being used, and she couldn’t think about that. She was getting out of it what she could, and what she wanted was Brady.


    He sighed as if he was contemplating her assessment. She didn’t know what he was thinking. Did he think she was being difficult, when she had relented so easily in the diner this morning?


    “What are you doing on Sunday?” he finally asked.


    “Sunday?” she said, surprised. She didn’t know what she had been expecting, but Brady kept shattering every expectation she had.


    “Yes.”


    “Um…nothing. I don’t have any plans.”


    “Good. Don’t make any.”


    Liz bit her lip and felt like jumping up and down. This meant she got to see Brady. She tried not to pout at the thought of waiting three more days. At least she was getting to see him. She knew what kind of schedule he was already working, after announcing his candidacy only a couple of weeks ago. She should be glad for any time with him…even if she wanted him sooner than that.


    “What are we doing?” she asked.


    “It’ll be a surprise. I’ll send a driver to collect you from the same diner around eight.”


    “In the morning?”


    “Not a morning person, are you?”


    Liz was already shaking her head. “No.”


    “You can nap on the drive.”


    Liz heard someone call out to Brady through the phone and she froze even though she knew they couldn’t see or hear her. She felt as if their time was entirely private. They were sharing a secret that no one knew about, and in that second it brought a smile to her face.


    “Yeah, give me one more minute,” Brady’s muffled voice came through the phone as he spoke to someone in the room. She heard the door click shut again and then Brady spoke. “I have to go. Sunday at eight at the diner.”


    “Do I need to bring anything with me?” she asked.


    “No. I prefer you in nothing.”


    Liz’s entire body heated as she hung up the phone and thought about the last time he had seen her like that. She didn’t want to think about anything else until Sunday. Unfortunately, she had a mountain of work, but at least in this moment, she could daydream about her politician.


    [image: Image]


    Franklin Street was dead as Liz stood in front of the diner. She yawned and tried to wake up. Early mornings were a killer, especially since she couldn’t get to sleep last night. She was too antsy about getting to see Brady. She didn’t even know where they were going, and it didn’t really matter. She just wanted to be with him.


    A black town car slowed to a stop directly in front of her. Was this real life? She pulled open the door and sat down on the black interior. She glanced around the car, deflated when she saw that Brady wasn’t already in it. She figured they would be picking him up along the way.


    “Morning, Ms. Carmichael,” the driver said, turning around and giving her a smile.


    It took her still-drowsy mind a minute to piece together that she was actually Ms. Carmichael. Of course Brady would tell the driver to pick up Sandy Carmichael and not Liz Dougherty. And thus, her secret identity was now a reality.


    “Good morning,” she said, stifling a yawn.


    The man chuckled. “You can call me, Greg. Buckle up. We have about an hour drive ahead of us,” he said, continuing down the empty street.


    “All right. Thank you,” she answered politely. An hour away. Where was he taking her that was an hour away? She could drive pretty much in any direction and hit a major city an hour outside of Chapel Hill. When they had talked on the phone, Brady hadn’t given her any clues, and she didn’t suspect the driver would be any help either. He was paid to get her there and no more.


    She wanted to nap on the drive, but despite sleep deprivation she was too excited to rest. Plus, she had actually taken the time to do her hair and put on makeup. The last thing she needed was to show up, wherever they were going, with a print from the car on her face.


    Instead, she pulled out her notepad that she always kept tucked away in her purse, right next to her handy-dandy voice recorder, and started flipping through her scribbled notes for her next article on the upcoming election. She had received another B paper from her professor. Professor Mires thought she was getting closer to the target, but she still had a lot of work to do. Liz had never tried so hard in her entire life to meet the expectations of one of her instructors. And she would be damn sure that she excelled.


    By the time they pulled off the interstate, she had constructed an outline for the article. She tilted her head to the side as she rearranged some of the words. It didn’t feel exactly right yet. She didn’t know what she was missing and it was frustrating her. Maybe it would be better once she actually sat down and typed it all out.


    “Nearly there, Ms. Carmichael,” Greg said, looking at her through the rearview mirror.


    “Fantastic,” Liz said, dropping her pen into her purse and straightening to inspect her surroundings.


    They were rolling down a narrow street where the lines had all but disappeared. Trees lined the craggy-looking road as tall as the eye could see, and they leaned forward, creating a tunnel through which to drive. They could be anywhere in the North Carolina countryside right now.


    The road curved around a smooth bend and opened right up to the lakefront. Liz perked up and leaned forward between the front seats to catch the view. She could just see the other edge of the lake from her vantage point. Stunning lake houses dotted the perimeter, some as small as huts and others as large as mansions.


    “Wow,” she breathed as the morning light caught the gleam of the blue water. “It’s beautiful.”


    “It is indeed,” Greg said, turning to the right and driving around the lake.


    Liz wasn’t sure what she had been expecting, but a secluded lake an hour outside of the city was not it. She had mistakenly assumed another hotel. They’d had a great time in that hotel, but it couldn’t compare to the lake. Did he have a house here? Would they have the place to themselves?


    Her mind wandered off in that direction and a big smile crossed her face. A day at the lake house sounded amazing.


    She frowned at the thought of not having a suit to wear. She knew that he had said that he preferred her in nothing, but he had to think that they would actually go out on the lake together. Why else would he bring her there, other than for the privacy?


    Greg turned down a side street and pulled into the driveway of a two-story log cabin–style house with a wraparound porch and a small set of stairs leading up to the front door. The second story was almost entirely made of floor-to-ceiling glass windows. Trees and bushes perfectly landscaped the yard, and rows of tulips wrapped around the mailbox. Her favorite.


    “Here you are, ma’am,” Greg said, getting out of the car and running around to her side. He opened the door for her, and she stepped out, mesmerized. “Senator Maxwell has asked that I show you inside. He is delayed by business and hopes that you understand the inconvenience.”


    Understand? She was at the most gorgeous lake house she had ever seen.


    “Follow me,” he said with a smile. He trotted down the stone path to the stairs, retrieved a key from his suit coat, and allowed her access to the house. “He’s taken the liberty of providing breakfast for you, and wanted to be sure to let you know that there should be swimsuits upstairs that fit you.”


    Liz nodded, completely bewildered. She tentatively stepped over the threshold and openly gawked at the interior. The entire house was solid wood, from the high-beamed ceilings to the wood floors. A stone fireplace took up the entirety of one wall. The furniture was artfully tailored to match the beauty of the house, set in a neutral earthy palette with deep dark hardwood tables, a soft sand-colored sofa, and olive and light brown chairs with deep sea-blue throw pillows and matching quilts. Lanterns and woodsy decorations adorned the mantel, and candles burned in rustic pillar holders around the room.


    The bottom floor was entirely open save for two doors leading off to guest bedrooms. The kitchen connected directly to the living room, with an island in the center and two high-backed bar stools. A balcony from the second floor overlooked the kitchen and dining area, bringing in even more natural light from the surrounding windows. But best of all, the back wall was solid glass overlooking the lakefront.


    Liz turned around to face the driver once more. “Is this for real?”


    “Beg your pardon?” he asked, linking his fingers together and resting them on his stomach.


    “I mean, thank you. Thank you for letting me inside. Was there anything else he told you?” she asked, desperate to know when he would be arriving.


    “Unfortunately not, but I’m sure he won’t be much longer if he knows what is waiting for him,” he said with an encouraging smile.


    Liz laughed, feeling lighthearted and free for the first time in a while. She dumped her bag on a chair and walked through the living room to the back of the house. She found a latch on the far wall, switched it to open, and pushed the entire glass wall sideways. It slid easily into a thin seam encased in the wooden wall.


    She walked forward onto a wooden deck twice as wide as the house, where a speedboat and two Jet Skis were docked. An outside stone fireplace mirrored the interior, and wicker deck furniture faced the lake. A sturdy hemp hammock swayed between two support beams. A set of stairs led down to a rocky beach, where a pier extended out to a swimming platform with a stepladder. The lake house was almost completely secluded from the rest of the lake’s inhabitants. Land curved into the lake to the right and then bent back away from them so that it formed its own little cove. It felt isolated and homey.


    Liz loved the water, but she was used to the ocean. The lake looked so calm and serene next to the choppy Gulf of Mexico she was accustomed to back in Tampa. She had grown up on the water, and it made her feel at home.


    She spent a few minutes exploring the deck, beach, and pier, but was soon perspiring from the humidity. She returned to the house, where she retraced her steps and found a set of stairs to the second floor. Liz’s mouth dropped open. It opened up to a full-size loft with its own smaller sitting area and sliding wooden doors that were currently open to reveal a four-poster king-sized bed. The bedroom itself was so massive it had its own fireplace.


    She took a few tentative steps, feeling in some way as if she were intruding. Greg had told her that the swimsuits were upstairs, but she hadn’t been expecting upstairs to look like this.


    As she approached, she saw a note with her name on it on the bed. Her heart accelerated and she picked it up. She felt as if she was in a bizarre world. People didn’t do these things. Guys didn’t leave handwritten notes at their massive private lake houses or have a driver pick you up in a town car just so they could see you. Whose life was she living?


    She opened the card and read the contents.


    Suits are in the closet on the right, but you don’t have to wear one. It’s just coming off anyway.


    —B


    Liz traced her fingers over the words. She could not fucking wait. Tucking the card into the back pocket of her shorts¸ she made her way into the closet to search out a bathing suit.


    She left the room wearing a gold bathing suit with a slight shimmer. It accented her complexion and highlighted her blond hair. The suit was a basic triangle top, but it held her in as much as any of the other ones. She loved bikinis, even though her breasts were generally too big for most styles, and she felt a bit too curvy for the string tie bottoms that she loved.


    Walking down the stairs, she reached into her purse for her phone and checked her email. She yawned, still tired from waking up so early, and padded back outside. It was too nice to be cooped up inside.


    She thumbed through the news articles absentmindedly. She wasn’t really paying attention to what they said. She stretched out on the hammock as a call flashed on her screen.


    Victoria.


    Liz didn’t want to talk to her friend right now. She was in paradise, and she couldn’t even tell her about it. Even if Victoria would keep her secret, she didn’t feel comfortable risking it. What if they were found out? She would rather tell no one and know that she wasn’t to blame.


    She ignored the call with a sigh and curled up on her side. A couple minutes later her phone beeped again with a voice mail. Liz pressed it to her ear.


    “Hey, bitch! Answer your fucking phone. I hopped on a plane to London yesterday and I’m fucking tanked. Do you remember that hot-ass TA I was fucking at the end of the semester? He’s doing some kind of study-abroad teaching thing.”


    Liz cringed. This sounded like trouble.


    “He invited me to stay at his place, so we’re basically living at the pub and in his sweet suite that the university actually fucking paid for. I’m living a dream right now. I should have fucking invited you beforehand, and now I feel like an ass. There are about five million gorgeous Brits with accents here.”


    Victoria was living the dream? Liz looked around the lake house and shook her head. She was on cloud nine.


    “You should totally hop the pond and all that. Either way, I’m coming back to Chapel Hill instead of Jersey. We’re going to get your nerdy ass out of the office. Anyway, call me back, bitch. Love your face!”


    Liz couldn’t help but laugh. Victoria was utterly ridiculous in the best possible way. Only she would hop the pond, as she said, to sleep with a TA for a couple weeks.


    She stared out across the expansive lake. The temperatures hadn’t yet heated the air to an uncomfortable degree, and a slight breeze was rolling in off of the lake. It was peaceful. She felt comfortable here even without Brady.


    Her phone buzzed again and she saw Brady’s name flash on her screen.


    On my way to you.


    Liz smiled and jotted back a text. Good.


    It’ll be good when I’m with you. Can’t wait to see which suit you picked.


    Her grin grew at the comment, and as she was about to respond another text flashed on her screen from Brady.


    I’m hoping for nothing.

  


  
    Chapter 14


    HOLDING ON


    Liz felt the hammock rock side to side gently, pulling her out of her catnap. Hands traced the sides of her body, and lips captured her own in a searing kiss. She groaned against Brady’s mouth, her body waking immediately. Their tongues explored each other and she wound her hands up into his thick, dark hair. She threaded her fingers through the short strands, tugging lightly. His strong hands held her face in place, and his thumb stroked her cheek. She hadn’t felt this alive since the last time he had touched her.


    “Mornin’,” Brady said with a grin before pressing his lips to hers once more.


    “Mmm, good morning,” she said, unable to control the giddy smile on her face.


    “You chose the gold.” He fingered the strap.


    “I almost opted for nothing.”


    “We can fix that.”


    “Please do,” she murmured softly.


    His hands slid under her knees and shoulders and lifted her off of the hammock with ease. She wrapped her arms around his neck and rested her head on his shoulder.


    “I’ve been waiting all week to get my hands on you,” he growled against her neck.


    “No more waiting.” She let the words tumble out of her mouth. No hesitation and no forethought. He made her feel so confident. It was like everything she had ever been embarrassed to say to guys, she said to Brady. He certainly seemed to like that she spoke her mind.


    Brady walked them over to a chaise on the deck, setting her down and taking a seat next to her. She finally got a chance to look at him. She nearly melted where she lay. How had she gotten so lucky?


    Her body responded to the pure sexuality that radiated off of the man before her. He was dressed down again today in a white cotton button-down rolled up to his elbows, and khakis with a thick brown belt at his waist. His dark hair was short and spiked a bit in the front. His brown eyes seemed to bore into her, as if he knew the deepest, darkest secrets of her soul. Then again, he was her deepest, darkest secret.


    Whatever business he had been involved in before he arrived clearly hadn’t required him to be clean cut, because stubble grew in across his strong jawline. She reached up and rubbed her hands against the scruffiness.


    “Yeah, I didn’t get a chance to shave this morning,” he said, gripping her hips in his hands and sliding her down flat on the chaise.


    “I like it like this,” Liz told him.


    “I like you like this,” he said, staring into her open blue eyes.


    “How?” she asked softly. “Lying down in a bathing suit?”


    “Here. With me. Lying down in nothing.” He tugged on the string around her neck and let the straps loosen.


    The top didn’t do a very good job of holding her in when it was tied, and Brady just sat and watched as the top released her breasts. He reached around with one hand and undid the back tie before unceremoniously tossing it over his shoulder and onto the wooden floor of the deck. She lay before him, completely topless in the morning light.


    Despite the secluded nature of the lake house, Liz wondered briefly whether anyone could see her. She had never been topless in a public place before, not even on a beach in Europe, when she had gone with her high school friends after graduation. But the way he looked at her washed all of her worries away.


    Brady smiled as he bent forward and took one of her nipples into his mouth. Her head arched back as his tongue swirled around the peak. His hand covered her other breast and massaged it demandingly. He moved to the other breast and sucked, pulled, and dragged the nipple between his teeth until she squirmed.


    Her hand fumbled out in front of her to try to reach his belt. She needed to get him out of those clothes. He chuckled and pulled back but continued to circle his thumb around her now-sensitive nipple. “You’ll get your chance.”


    I hope very soon, she thought.


    She was ready for her chance right now. At the very least she wanted to feel him through his shorts…get a glimpse of what she would be having.


    He took her hand in his, moved it away from his belt, and then pressed it against his growing dick. Her mind spun as she felt the heat from within and the full length of him pulsing in her palm. Her fingers wrapped around him, gripping him through his shorts, and then slowly pulled up to the tip. He dragged in a deep breath as she repeated the motion.


    God, I want you out of those shorts, she thought.


    While she was distracted with her own teasing motions, Brady reached down and yanked on the ties holding together the bikini bottoms. Her hand stilled as he traced the edge of the bathing suit with his fingertip, raising goose bumps on her exposed flesh. His fingers moved around the outside of the bathing suit down, so close to her most sensitive skin, and then back up the other side. He hadn’t even done anything, and she felt ready to combust.


    He smirked as her cheeks flushed; then he moved the bathing suit away from her body. Liz placed her feet flat on the ground and raised her butt into the air so he could get rid of the last remnant of her clothing while he was still fully dressed.


    He tilted his head with a devilish smile as she lowered back down. “Let’s try that position later.”


    Liz tried to remain calm while she lay naked out in the open, but her heart was beating double time. She was ready for him. She was ready for everything he would give her and more. So she nodded and seductively said, “Let’s try it now.”


    Brady bent down and kissed her lips. “You can’t handle me yet. I think I need to warm you up first.”


    She thought about arguing with him, until he started kissing his way down her stomach and between her legs. Then she forgot all sense. Why had she thought about arguing?


    His tongue licked up between her lips, spreading her open for his viewing. He swept across her clit and her body jumped. The next time he forced her hips down with his hand and used the other one to stroke down her center. She was already beyond ready for him. He was just toying with her, bringing her closer and closer, and then withdrawing until she felt her body gasping for release.


    The longer he held her off, the more she felt her body begin to respond in all new ways. She felt her fingers grip the side of the chaise and her toes curl. Heat radiated from her core until it took over her entire body. She didn’t know how much longer she could hold out as he alternated licking and sucking on her. His fingers delved into her and began a slow, steady pumping motion. Her body arched off of the chaise as the combination of sensations rocketed her over the edge.


    “Fuck, I want that,” he groaned as she rode out the orgasm, her core tightening and releasing.


    She couldn’t even respond coherently. She was pretty sure all she did was stutter, but he seemed to get the picture. He stood and stripped off his button-down. She opened her eyes long enough to stare up at his chiseled chest and shoulders. He was built beyond comprehension. She was glad they had the entire day, because she was going to explore every inch of those muscles.


    His hand found the belt to his khakis, and he made quick work of unbuckling it and stripping off his shorts. He wore Calvin Klein boxer briefs, and all she could think about was how his beautiful body belonged in their advertisements.


    “Let me,” she said, stilling his hand poised at the top of his boxers.


    Liz sat up, feeling more and more comfortable in her state of nudity. She slid her fingers along the seam and slowly dragged the boxers to the floor, releasing him from his briefs. She swallowed as her hand wrapped around the base, and she looked up at him with her own smirk.


    She ran her hand up and down the hard length, and he closed his eyes with a sharp intake of breath. Liz wet her lips and touched the tip to her mouth. He groaned as she licked around the head before wrapping her lips around him. She went to work licking down the shaft until her hand moved smoothly up and down in time with her mouth rocking back and forth, on and off.


    His hands dug into her thick, blond hair, gripping her harder each time she took him deeper. She couldn’t believe how much bigger it got as she kept up the work of bringing him closer to climax. She wanted him to experience the same mind-blowing sensations he had given her.


    She picked up her tempo as she felt him nearing release, and he started guiding her head with his hands. She didn’t know if he even knew he was doing it, but soon he was pushing into her mouth faster and faster. She didn’t gag easily, but he was pushing her limits. She used her free hand to grip his hip as her lips slid back and forth with each thrust.


    “Liz,” he grunted, not even stopping the tempo, “I’m gonna come.”


    She felt him strain against the release, but she didn’t want him to stop. She wanted him to come, and she wasn’t going to let up until she got what she wanted.


    When he saw that she wasn’t stopping him, he pumped even faster. She had a split second where she thought she wasn’t going to be able to open wide enough to take him all in. He was fucking her mouth, and she was…enjoying it. God she actually really wanted this. She groaned as she felt him pulse in her mouth, and the extra sensation did the trick.


    “Fuck,” he cried. His body shuddered and he released into her mouth. He moaned as he finished, and slowly freed her of his tight grip on her hair. Liz sucked her way back to his head and finally released him.


    He looked down at her expectantly. She met his direct gaze head-on and swallowed him all the way down. She licked her lips.


    “Jesus Christ,” he said, staring down at her with admiration.


    She lay back down on the chaise and stretched out for his viewing pleasure. His eyes raked her body as he slowly began to recover his wits. She tried to remain as still as possible as he examined her, but she was sure she was squirming. When his eyes found hers again, he smiled.


    “You’re coming with me,” he said, grasping her around the waist and pulling her to her feet. He scooted her toward the open glass door.


    “I prefer that,” Liz responded with her pleased-with-herself grin.


    Brady smacked her ass, sending her scurrying forward into the living room. “Hey!” she said with a giggle. “Watch how hard you do that.”


    “You like it,” he said, following after her. And she did.


    It was strange to walk around the house completely naked, but at the same time it wasn’t. She wasn’t sure what to make of the warring sides of her nature colliding. On some level, she felt as if she should cover up so his eyes wouldn’t see every inch of her, but still, she wanted him to see her like this. The way his eyes followed her made her feel utterly beautiful. It was a feeling that she wanted to remember forever.


    They walked up the stairs, and when they touched the landing of the second floor, Brady hoisted her back into his arms and carried her to the bed. Apparently walking at a normal pace wasn’t going to be allowed. She almost chided him on being impatient, but really she was getting impatient. How long had it been since they had been in that hotel room?


    Way too damn long.


    She crawled backward, sinking into the pillow-top mattress, and then pulled the comforter back so that she could burrow into the silky sheets. He slid into the bed next to her and turned onto his side, so they were facing each other. Their legs tangled together under the sheets. His hand ran down to her lower back, pressing her into him. Liz sighed into the embrace.


    Soon their bodies heated up at such close proximity. Liz hiked her leg up over his hip, spreading her legs as he moved against her still-wet folds. She groaned at the feel of him between her already aching legs. “Brady,” she murmured, her fingers digging into his chest.


    “You want me, baby?” he murmured, pushing her shoulders back into the bed and rolling over on top of her. He pushed softly against her opening, and her whole body trembled with desire. She moved her hips forward, trying to get him to move, but he withdrew.


    She groaned in frustration. “I want you!” she cried, desperate to get him inside of her.


    “Condom?” he all but whispered as he held himself back.


    “I’m on birth control,” she told him. Any other time she might have been embarrassed talking about it, but right now was not the time. Right now she just wanted him to fuck her.


    He kissed her lips as he slipped into her. Her body stilled as he filled her, and she let her eyes close. She hadn’t known it was possible for him to feel better than last time, but she had been wrong.


    Brady moved in and out of her in one hard, swift motion. Liz tightened around him as the force of it rocked her.


    “Fuck, your pussy is tight,” he groaned.


    He repeated the motion, in and out. Harder, rougher, quicker each time, until he was slapping against her at a rapid pace. Liz was gasping at the power behind each thrust, but she couldn’t even begin to deny that it felt good. It felt really fucking good.


    There were no pretenses in the way he was driving into her. They weren’t making love. They weren’t having sex. They were fucking, plain and simple. And Liz wanted nothing more than that in that moment. She wanted him to take her for his own. She wanted him to ravage her body. She wanted to forget that she was Liz Dougherty for a time and be whoever the fuck he wanted her to be, because the Liz Dougherty back in Chapel Hill would never have done this. And now it was all she wanted to do.


    He leaned forward on his elbows and kept up the rhythm. “You like when I talk about your pussy?” he whispered. Her body seized at the mention of the word. She had never used it before, but it sounded sexy coming out of his mouth.


    “No,” she whispered. He arched an eyebrow and slowed his movements. Her body tensed at the sudden change. She was already missing him pounding into her; she was getting close.


    “Tell me again that you don’t like when I talk about how much I like your pussy,” he said.


    “I don’t like it,” she repeated. She took a deep breath and let her walls fall. “I love it.”


    Brady smiled in triumph. “That’s my girl,” he whispered huskily into her ear.


    He rocked back onto his knees, grabbed her hips in his hands, and pulled her up so that she was resting in the same position she had been in earlier on the chaise. Her feet were flat on the bed and her ass high in the air. He started pumping in and out of her again, and she closed her eyes. Her body was superheating already, and then his thumb started circling her clit.


    She gasped and groaned as he hit double stimulation with the move, but he wouldn’t release her. Her arms went over her head and she dug into the pillows, trying to stifle her cries.


    “Come for me, baby,” he demanded.


    “I…can’t…” she groaned, feeling her body teetering on the edge.


    “Just let go. I want you to come when my dick is inside your pussy.”


    That pushed her over. She saw stars as her body stiffened and then exploded all around him. Her orgasm sent him over the edge, and he buried himself into her one more time as they came together.


    Brady collapsed onto the bed next to her. Liz waited until her breathing evened out and then rolled off the bed and walked into the bathroom. Her cheeks were flushed and her freshly straightened hair was a hot mess. And yet none of it mattered. She felt incredible.


    When she finished, she returned to the bedroom and found Brady lying flat on his back dozing off. He was truly an unbelievably good-looking man. She never wanted to erase the memory of his peaceful slumber from her mind.


    He cracked an eye open and smiled. “Come here,” he said, patting the bed next to him.


    She complied, rolling onto her side and snuggling into his shoulder. She breathed in and out, slowly matching her breaths to the rise and fall of his chest. His heartbeat was music in her ears, and she heard it roll down a gradual slope back to a resting beat.


    “I’m going to fall back asleep if we stay here,” she murmured softly.


    “It’s still early. You should rest,” he said, kissing her hair. “I’m not done with you yet.”


    She smirked into his chest, liking the sound of that. Gradually her breathing slowed and she drifted off once more, wrapped in his strong, capable arms.
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    They spent the day out on the lake, playing in the water, riding around on his speedboat, and racing on the Jet Skis. He was more skilled at riding, but she managed to unseat him once. That was victory enough.


    Liz sped up next to where he bobbed in the water and smiled. She kicked her foot out and splashed him.


    “You’re going to get it,” he said, swimming two powerful strokes toward her.


    “You have to catch me first,” she said, swinging around on the Jet Ski as he lunged for her.


    She watched him swim to his Jet Ski faster than really should have been possible and swing his leg over the other side, and then she took off. The Jet Ski underneath her hummed loudly as she cut across the even water. She could hear him closing the distance between them and laughed out loud at the adrenaline coursing through her.


    Liz flew out into open water, veering for the cove that afforded them all the privacy in the world. She felt young and carefree, as if she was finally living. The world was spinning by in a blur and there was only here and now. There was only Brady, and how she felt when she was with him.


    She chanced a glance over her shoulder and saw him racing toward her, getting closer and closer by the second. Abruptly she cut to the right, and when he followed her, she darted back to the left. He was so near her that she could see him beginning to pull up alongside her. Taking a drastic turn into the cove, she lost control of the Jet Ski and was thrown off the seat. She landed hard in the water, falling below the surface.


    Her hands clawed through the water as she tried to resurface. Her head broke through and she came up gasping. She hadn’t been expecting that to happen, and she was more in shock than anything. Air filled her lungs and she treaded water to keep afloat.


    Brady pulled up alongside her, laughing boisterously.


    “Don’t laugh at me, you ass!” she yelled, splashing him again.


    “I can’t help it if you wipe out so extravagantly,” he said, cutting the engine on his Jet Ski. He dove off the Jet Ski into the water and swam the remaining few feet to her.


    “I can’t believe you laughed at me.” She pushed his shoulder lightly.


    He grabbed her arm and yanked her into him. His arms circled her waist, pulling their wet bodies together. Liz smiled, instantly forgetting what she had been saying. She wrapped her legs around his waist and slid her hands up around his neck.


    Brady held them effortlessly above the water as his lips found hers. She would never tire of kissing him. They tasted like a mixture of sweat and sunscreen, and she couldn’t get enough. She pressed her body into him and forgot that they were in the middle of the lake, where other people could see them.


    He pulled back before she was ready, and she captured his lips once more. He chuckled. “We should get back to the house. I had dinner delivered. Nothing special, but it’s good deck food.”


    “Sounds perfect,” she said, leaning forward and kissing him again.


    They docked the Jet Skis back in their ports and toweled off. Plates of food were sitting on the deck table when they returned. Brady peeled back the covering to show her a cheese and bread plate, a fruit plate loaded down with fresh strawberries, pineapple, kiwi, and melon, and another tray with finger food that they picked at as the afternoon sun faded into evening.


    Liz sat down next to Brady on the outdoor bench with her feet tucked underneath her and her head on his shoulder. She yawned, the rush of the day and overexposure to the sun catching up with her, but she wouldn’t dare slip away when she had so little time left with him.


    “So, what else do you have planned for the summer?” Liz asked. It was nice knowing that she was asking not for work, but for personal benefit. Though she worried it might come across that way. “I mean when can I see you again?”


    “Those are two very different questions.” At least he didn’t tense.


    “I meant them the same,” she said.


    “Well, to the first one, I try to take each day at a time and let my staff plan the rest out. I have to win the primary in August, and that’s where I’m looking. And in answer to the second, as soon as I can next get away.”


    She hoped that meant sooner rather than later. She didn’t know how much she could handle this waiting game. She would wait for him. She knew that she would, but that didn’t mean that she wanted to go weeks without him in her life. In fact, she wanted to spend all of her time with him. And that was a scary thought.


    “What about you? What are your big summer plans?” he asked.


    Liz smiled. She liked this. It felt comfortable, sitting watching the sunset, discussing the future. She had never been a big one to talk about the future with guys…not that this was that kind of talk.


    “Working on a portfolio for my journalism class and running a campaign column,” she told him. The thought of how much work she had got her all flustered.


    “Busy.”


    “Very. I don’t know how I’ll find time to keep seeing this guy,” she said flippantly.


    “You’re seeing a guy?” he asked, turning to face her. She wasn’t sure whether he was serious or joking. She couldn’t read him as well as she thought.


    “Well, I don’t know if you would call it that,” she said.


    He narrowed his eyes. “If you’re talking about anyone other than me, I’m not going to be pleased,” he said, grasping her chin and pulling her in for a heated kiss.


    Liz blinked a few times to try to regain composure when he released her. “How could there be anyone else but you?”


    And in the summer-heated night, wrapped up in his arms, lost to his touch, she really believed that. Brady had taken over her world. He captured her thoughts, revealed her hidden desires, and made her feel as if she was actually living. In that moment, there was no one else other than Brady.


    “I’m having a banquet near the end of the summer, right before the primary. It won’t be in any of the websites you’ve been scraping to track campaign schedules,” he said with a laugh. “I assume you’re doing that?”


    Liz bit her lip.


    “That’s what I thought,” he said with a chuckle. “I can give you a schedule if it makes it easier.”


    “Then it feels like I’m not doing my job.”


    “It feels a bit like you’re stalking me.”


    “That is part of my job,” she said with a cheeky grin.


    “Well, you won’t stalk me to this event without a ticket,” Brady told her. “I’d like you to be there.”


    She wanted to ask whether she was going to be going with him, but she didn’t. She couldn’t ask that. If he said no, she wouldn’t be able to keep the hurt off of her face. They’d had such a nice day together that she wouldn’t want to ruin anything.


    “All right. I’d like to go,” she told him.


    “In the meantime, will you do me a favor?”


    “Sure,” she said, offering him the world and more.


    “Don’t get your picture in the paper.”


    “What?” she asked, surprised. “Why would I get my picture in the paper?” Liz immediately started looking around the lakefront, as if she were expecting photographers to appear around every corner.


    “In your paper. Don’t let anyone convince you that you need to have your pretty face next to your name,” he said, running his hand down her cheek.


    “Why?” she asked suspiciously.


    “You’re pretty anonymous, right?”


    She definitely was. She had been saying not too long ago that everyone knew Calleigh when she was in her position, but no one knew who Liz was. It was probably her own doing. Calleigh liked to be in the spotlight, and Liz preferred the background. Slowly she nodded her affirmation.


    “Stay that way.”


    She didn’t understand what that had to do with anything, and it must have shown on her face.


    “Right now, you’re Liz Dougherty on paper. You’ve written some articles that are unfavorable to me, but no one knows who you are. If you start showing up at all my events, and people already know your face, then your cover as Sandy is ruined…”


    Liz started putting the pieces together. That made much more sense. He was protecting her identity and at the same time securing himself a little bit more. So, no pictures in the paper. That was fine by her. She would rather be anonymous than lose out on time with Brady.


    “What about your press secretary? Doesn’t she know who I am?” she asked, wanting to cover all the bases.


    “Heather? No, she knows you’re a reporter, but she doesn’t know you by face, just by name. And I’ll deal with Heather so she doesn’t put the pieces together,” he told Liz confidently.


    “Well…I still don’t have an answer to my second question,” she said, nudging him with her elbow. “When do I get to see you again? I’m not going to have to wait another three weeks, am I?”


    “Baby, I never want to make you wait again,” he said, picking her up, wrapping her legs around his waist, and carrying her back up the stairs to the bedroom.

  


  
    Chapter 15


    LIKE A DREAM


    Liz returned to her house the next morning bright and early. They had spent all night at the lake house and she hadn’t gotten much sleep, but it was worth it. She would do it all over again if she had the chance. It felt surreal to come back like this and have everything else be the same…when she felt so different.


    She wanted to sleep, but life was still moving on all around her. Her world with Brady felt like something out of a dream, and then she woke up to reality.


    The entire week felt like that. She turned in another assignment: The one she had been working on during the drive to the lake house. Today was the day she found out whether she had done any better. Overall, she had thought it was a better paper. Maybe Brady was rubbing off on her.


    Well, in her opinion, he wasn’t rubbing off on her enough. She had managed to see him twice this week at various hotels—once for a pretty spectacular hour and once on Saturday morning before he had to go to work. They had started talking nearly every day, though. She wanted more, but she was already getting more from him than he had said when they had first agreed to do this.


    She felt as if they were dating. Maybe they were. Yet their relationship was a complete secret, and not one person knew it was going on besides the driver who had taken her to the lake house. But when they were together, the world slipped away, and he consumed so much of her thoughts.


    And still, despite their blossoming relationship, if she could even call it that, her daily life remained the same. She went into the paper every day and submitted articles to be printed, went to class, and resumed her tennis sessions with Tana. Sometimes she even found time to go to the local pool and work on her tan.


    Today she had agreed to meet up with Justin after her class. He wanted to talk to her about the AV work he was doing for her for the summer. She was sure he was going to try to get more money out of her. She didn’t even have access to the meager funds, and paying him freelance was too much as it was. She was going to have to cut him loose and find someone else to do it if he wouldn’t cooperate.


    Liz shoved her laptop into her bag and walked up to Professor Mires’s podium. “Great lecture today.”


    “Why, thank you, Liz.”


    “I was seeing if you had my paper graded,” she said with a smile.


    “Ah. I actually did get a chance to read yours. I’m a bit behind with the rest of the class, unfortunately.” She pulled a paper out of her bag and handed it to Liz. “Good work. This is more on track.”


    Liz opened the paper to the back and found a B+ circled in red. Well, a B+ wasn’t an A, but it was closer. She had enough weeks to bring this grade up. At least, she hoped so.


    “I know it’s not what you wanted, Liz, but it’s getting there. Keep doing what you’re doing, and you’ll really start to see improvement. In my notes, I suggest broadening your scope and not focusing so much on each individual politician. Maybe work with them all together or look at it more long term or even historically. The reader should be able to relate to your arguments even if they’ve never heard of the politician. I think you’ll figure it out.”


    “Thank you, Professor Mires,” she said, mustering a smile.


    She walked out of the classroom with a sigh and veered toward the Pit, where she was planning to meet Justin. She pushed her hair off of her neck as the summer heat beat down on her. It had gone from comfortable to unbearable in the span of a week, and she was really missing the lake house. She knew it was for more than the cool water.


    Liz pulled out her phone to text Justin that she was on her way, and she saw that she had missed a text. She opened it and saw the name Carmichael flash on the screen. Her heart skipped a beat. Brady didn’t have a lot of free time to text her, and it always made her excited to see his name, even if it was a code name.


    Carrboro Town Hall in fifteen minutes.


    That’s all it said. Nothing to say what was going on or if he was speaking. She checked the time on the text and saw that it was forty-five minutes ago. She was already thirty minutes late, and by the time she got to her car and drove the ten minutes to the outskirts of town she would be an hour late. She bit her lip and debated.


    Go to her meeting with Justin or get the chance to see Brady. It was a no-brainer. She could reschedule.


    Something came up. Can we reschedule? Liz jotted out to Justin.


    We were supposed to meet in ten minutes…


    Liz grumbled. She knew when they were supposed to meet. Yeah, sorry. It was an emergency. Same time tomorrow?


    Just come to the party at Frat Court tonight, and we’ll talk there.


    Liz rolled her eyes. How many more times could he ask her to go to his stupid parties before he got the hint?


    I don’t know if I can make it. I’m swamped with work for the paper, but I’ll try. Tomorrow same place, same time, if I can’t make it?


    Yeah. Whatever, Liz.


    Liz sighed heavily. She could not lose her best AV person just because she didn’t go to his party. She knew that she was neglecting her work a bit to go see Brady, but Brady was also technically work, wasn’t he? Was she just rationalizing? This was ridiculous, and she couldn’t deal with it right now.


    She put her phone away and tried not to think about it.
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    Liz parked across the street from Carrboro Town Hall, walked through the crosswalk, and rushed up the stairs into the building. A large group of people were still milling around the room, but it was obvious that whatever had been going on inside was over.


    She sighed, disappointed, and searched the room for Brady. She didn’t see him and started circling, looking for someone familiar. Standing in a corner was a woman she recognized from Chapel Hill News. The local newspaper didn’t think very highly of the university paper, largely because of the editorial and opinion columns that took up the majority of the space. Liz didn’t blame them for it.


    “Hey,” Liz said with an awkward wave as she broke into the conversation the woman was having with her photographer.


    The woman looked at Liz as if she was trying to place her, then gave her a fake smile. “Hey, how are you?”


    She clearly didn’t remember who Liz was. “I’m doing all right. I got the memo about this too late. I’m with the university press. What did I miss?”


    She saw the recognition shine in her eyes.


    “State Senator Maxwell is running for Congress.”


    “Right. I know. I was at his press conference when he announced,” Liz said with a smile. She hoisted her bag higher on her shoulder.


    “Oh,” she said, turning her head back to her photographer. “Well, he gave a speech about community outreach. It was pretty short and he didn’t allow any questions.”


    “Is he still here?” Liz asked, glancing around the room again. Why hadn’t he told her about this earlier? It must have been scheduled in advance. She could have been there on time or at least seen him. Granted, she couldn’t miss Professor Mires’s class, but Liz might have gotten out of it if she told the professor it was for her project.


    “Yeah. He went into a back room after the speech.”


    “How long has he been scheduled here?” Liz asked.


    “Rescheduled to Maxwell this morning after the other guy canceled,” Deb said, then turned away from Liz as if the conversation was over.


    At least that made her feel a bit better. If it had been rescheduled this morning, then it made sense why his text came last-minute.


    A flurry of activity on the other side of the room drew her attention. Brady materialized in the doorway, and Liz sighed softly to herself when she saw him. He was wearing a crisp navy suit with a gray button-down and his signature blue tie. The suit was clearly tailored, because it fit him better than she had ever seen a suit on someone else. It was just too perfect. And all she could think was how she wanted to get him out of it.


    She automatically walked toward him and wished that they were the only ones in the room in that moment. He hadn’t seen her yet, and she waited for him to look up and feel her eyes on him. She stood at the periphery of the crowd as others shook his hand and some took pictures. He was as smooth as ever, his campaign mask firmly in place as he was introduced to person after person.


    Knowing it would be a little while before she got any closer to him, she let her eyes roam. Heather was standing to his right, keeping a watchful eye on everything that was going on. Standing close behind her was that same man from the club who had been a total ass to Liz after Brady had sent a drink. He had been with Heather at the last event. Did he work for the campaign? They hadn’t met again since that night, and she wanted to keep it that way.


    Maybe she would ask Brady about him next time they were alone…if she remembered anything at all when they were alone.


    Brady moved through the crowd as much as he could, and then Heather whispered into his ear. He nodded and then addressed the crowd. “Thank you all so much for coming out. I can’t wait to come back and speak with you all again, but unfortunately, I’m being told that it’s my time to leave.”


    The crowd dispersed almost immediately as Brady turned to go. Liz took this as her opportunity to get to talk him. “Senator, mind if I ask one question?” she asked, butting around a few people to get to him. She was already pulling her voice recorder out of her bag.


    When his eyes found hers, she stopped moving. She couldn’t remember him ever looking at her like that. He hadn’t even dropped his campaign mask. He was looking at her as if she were another questioning constituent.


    She didn’t expect him to look at her as though he had been sleeping with her for a couple weeks, but still she had expected something. But she didn’t even see a flicker of recognition cross his face. How was he capable of that?


    “Sorry, we told the press no questions,” Heather said, stepping in between them. “Senator Maxwell’s time is very limited.”


    “I understand,” she said with more emotion in her voice than she would have liked.


    He turned his back on her without a word and walked through the doors. Heather smiled as brightly as ever and followed him, closing the door. Liz stood there for a minute with mixed feelings warring inside of her. She knew that he couldn’t act as if he knew her in public. She knew he was running for office and that he had made it plain what he wanted. First and foremost, he wanted to win the campaign.


    But the other, irrational side of her was screaming. Why couldn’t he have even smiled at her…given her some secret nod as though he was glad that she was there? She had canceled her plans with Justin, however tenuous they were, to come over here just to get shunned. She had a life of her own, and he needed to respect that. He couldn’t have her come to every function he was at and not get to spend any time with him. It would break her.


    Liz turned on her heel and walked to the door. She wasn’t paying attention when a voice cut through her anger.


    “Liz! What a surprise to find you here,” Leslie Chester said with her overly dimpled chipmunk-cheek smile.


    “Hey, Leslie, what’s up?” Liz said, continuing her walk toward the exit.


    Leslie fell into step beside her. She was short, so she took an extra step for every one of Liz’s. “Not much. Lobbying Senator Maxwell. I might take an internship with his campaign,” she said. Liz tried not to roll her eyes. “I was surprised to find that you didn’t get an interview again this time.”


    “Why is that surprising, when he said no questions from the press at this event?” Liz asked blankly. She couldn’t let emotion show in her voice. She needed to channel Brady’s campaign mask.


    “Oh, I thought you knew Senator Maxwell,” she said, a bit too chirpy.


    “Why would you think that?”


    “He knew your name last time. Didn’t he call you Ms. Dougherty?” Leslie asked, all doe-eyed.


    Liz bit the inside of her cheek. Why did Leslie remember every single detail? If Leslie weren’t in law school, Liz would be wondering if she herself was going into investigative reporting. “Yes, his press secretary set it up before the event. I wasn’t even aware of this one.”


    “Oh, well,” she said with a shrug. “Next time maybe.”


    “Yeah, maybe,” Liz said through gritted teeth. “I have a prior commitment to make. I’ve got to dash. Good seeing you again, Leslie.”


    “You too, Liz. And if you need any help with the facts in your column, please feel free to call me,” Leslie said, clicking her modest heels across the crosswalk and to her Prius.


    Liz puffed air out of her mouth in frustration as she found her Accord. She took a seat and turned the ignition, letting the cool air blast into her face. She rubbed her eyes and tried to calm down. She knew that she and Brady weren’t open about their relationship and that they couldn’t be. But she couldn’t deny that what he had done had hurt. Even though she had agreed to do this with him, it didn’t mean that she had agreed to get her feelings stomped on. He needed to take them into consideration before acting so brashly. She hadn’t even had any forewarning that he was going to turn his feelings off like a light switch.


    Her phone buzzed in her purse and she perked up. Maybe that was him! Maybe he was going to apologize for acting like a jerk.


    She pulled her phone out and shook her head when she saw it was Justin.


    Here are the deets for the party tonight. See ya then.


    The rest of the message listed the time, location, and party theme—one she would likely never follow. Who chose tacky Hawaiian as a party theme?


    She finally put the car into drive and started to pull out of her spot, when she saw people exit the side of the Town Hall. Liz’s eyes narrowed when she spotted Heather walking purposefully out in front. Even from here, Liz could tell she was talking a million miles a minute. Next came the chubby asshole and then a slew of other people that she didn’t recognize, who all piled into black vans.


    Last was Brady with another girl she didn’t recognize, with superstraight dark brown hair to her shoulders. She was wearing a pink blouse tucked into a high-waisted black skirt with black pumps. She was thin too, and cute…really cute. Liz’s eyes narrowed as she and Brady talked to each other briefly. Then Brady leaned down and kissed the girl on the cheek.


    Liz’s heart stopped. After all that stuff about her not seeing anyone else…that he wanted her all to himself. She knew they couldn’t be together in public, but that didn’t mean he could be with someone else in public!


    She swallowed back the rising bile in her throat and tried to push back the hurt crushing her chest. She just wanted to be angry. Anger was easier to deal with than pain.


    The girl hopped into the car before him and Brady followed, closing the door and zooming away. Liz watched the car leave, letting the anger fuel her rash decisions. She stared back down at her phone.


    Actually, I think I will make it. See you tonight, Liz texted Justin before throwing her phone into the passenger seat and going home to see if she had anything that could possibly resemble a tacky Hawaiian outfit.
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    No.


    That was her general consensus on whether or not she had anything remotely Hawaiian-looking. People were walking around in oversize Hawaiian button-downs, fake grass skirts, coconut bra tops, cut-off jean shorts, foam visors, bathing suits, and leis everywhere.


    Liz didn’t own any jean shorts or even a jean skirt, which apparently would have been acceptable. She had opted for a white skirt, hot pink bikini top, and flip-flops. It wasn’t tacky, but at least it was themed. She had even taken the time to dry her hair, so that it had beachy waves to it. No one seemed to care as long as they got to come up to her and yell, “Do you want to get lei’d?” Then they would throw a lei over her head and laugh maniacally while chugging beer.


    Justin dragged her around the party, introducing her to all of his fraternity brothers and some of the girls they were fooling around with, though he didn’t always know their names. She wondered briefly whether people thought that she was fooling around with Justin, and drowned herself in hunch punch at the thought.


    Her phone was glued to her side, but she had never heard from Brady. After two glasses of the hunch punch, she wasn’t thinking straight about anything. She rested her hand on Justin’s arm and laughed at a joke some girl had made that she would have normally never found funny. But for some reason right now, it was hysterical.


    “What is in this stuff?” she asked, turning to face Justin and trying to stand up straight.


    He laughed when he got a good look at her. “Fuck, you’re wasted. That is like vodka and Everclear with a hint of Kool-Aid for taste.”


    “Are you kidding me?” she croaked. “I could die!”


    “You’re not going to die,” he said, placing his hand on her waist to steady her. “You’ll be fine. Just loosen up a bit.”


    “A bit? I’m falling over,” she said, as she did just that and started laughing again.


    Justin reached down and helped her stand up once again. “You’re a mess. When was the last time you drank this much?”


    Liz shook her head side to side really fast. “Never. No, once!”


    “Maybe I should take you home,” he suggested. He rested her back against the wall of the fraternity house and leaned closer to her.


    “I don’t know. I’m having such a good time, though,” she said, even though she knew that didn’t sound like her at all.


    “You’re drunk, Liz. Let me take you home.”


    “I’m drunk?” she asked, poking at his chest. “You’re drunk too!”


    He shook his head. “No way. I haven’t had much at all. I can totally drive.”


    “I’ll just take a cab.”


    “Seriously, I can drive you.”


    “Fine! Take me home then,” she said, letting him take her arm and guide her away from the house.


    Warning alarms went off in her head as they got closer and closer to his car. She was suddenly not feeling well at all. Why was walking so difficult? Why was the entire universe spinning right now? That wasn’t a good sign, was it?


    “Are you sure you can drive?” she asked, covering her mouth and trying to hold back the rising sickness in the pit of her stomach.


    “Yeah, I’m fine. How are you feeling? You look a bit green.” He unlocked the passenger door and held it open for her.


    “Ugh, yeah, I feel a bit green.”


    “Are you going to make it all the way home?” he asked.


    She nodded, not trusting herself to open her mouth to speak. He walked around the car, sliding inside and pulling out of Frat Court. The car ride did not help. It really wasn’t a long drive. On the roads this late at night when few people were out, it was less than five minutes from her place to his, but it felt like an eternity. She wasn’t sure if her vision was blurring or if they were swerving. Were they swerving?


    “Justin, are you drunk?” she asked as they crossed over Franklin Street as the light turned red. She heard tires screech to a halt as they coasted through the busiest intersection in Chapel Hill.


    “I’m fine. We’re almost there,” he said, taking the first right onto Rosemary Street.


    Then she saw it in her rearview mirror: blue lights.


    “Fuck!” Justin cried as the police car pulled up behind his car.


    “Shit, Justin,” Liz said, straightening in her seat and wishing she had a fucking shirt. She was in a car, getting pulled over by the police, in a miniskirt and bathing suit top. She felt ridiculous.


    Justin pulled over to the side of the road, and the policeman came over to the window asking for his license and registration. Liz watched the next thirty minutes through a drunken haze. Justin was asked to step out of the car. He failed the sobriety tests with flying colors. The police officer informed him that he was being arrested for driving under the influence. Liz watched the officer escort Justin into the backseat of the police cruiser. He would have to spend the night in jail.


    “Ma’am,” the officer said, coming up to her.


    “Uh…yes, Officer?” she asked, sobering up.


    “Do you have someone who could come pick you up, or do you need us to escort you home?”


    “No, I live right around the corner. Only a block away.”


    “It’s late. We can drive you if you need us to,” he offered.


    “No, thank you, sir.”


    “All right. Please drink more responsibly next time, ma’am.”


    “Yes, sir,” she said as he walked back to his police car and drove off with Justin.


    Liz placed her phone to her ear as she walked the short distance back to her house. She couldn’t believe that had happened only one block from her house. That was the unluckiest thing that she had ever witnessed.


    “Senator Maxwell’s office,” a woman answered through the phone.


    He had someone answering phones at all hours of the night. What a life…


    “I need to speak with the Senator.” She was pretty sure her voice cracked.


    “Who may I ask is speaking?”


    “Sandy Carmichael,” she said, weakly turning the corner.


    “One moment, Ms. Carmichael.”


    Liz waited a couple minutes, and then Brady’s voice came through the line just as she walked through the front door.


    “Liz?” he asked. He sounded surprised, or maybe she was making that up.


    “Brady.” When she said his name, she broke down and the tears burst out of her eyes. The DUI had messed her up more than she had realized. What could have happened was scarier than what actually happened.


    “Are you all right? What’s wrong?” he asked, clearly concerned this time.


    Despite everything that happened, all she could get out was, “Who was the girl?”


    “What?”


    “The girl you were with at the town hall event?”


    “Oh, Liz, did you see that?”


    Was he confirming her fears? Was she one of many that he was doing this with?


    “That was my sister, Savannah.”


    Liz froze where she was standing. His sister. Well, that changed things. “Oh,” she said softly.


    “She lives with my parents, and I picked her up and brought her to the event with me,” he said.


    “I wish I’d known…” she said wistfully, feeling childish.


    “Why?” he asked, his tone lowering.


    “I went to a frat party.”


    Brady was silent. Liz was pretty sure that was worse. She couldn’t handle his silence.


    “A friend of mine was driving me home, and he got a DUI. I just walked home,” she said, her voice cracking again. She couldn’t believe Justin had gone to jail tonight. She would have to try to get ahold of him in the morning.


    “Let me get this straight. You assumed I was with another woman. So you went and got trashed with some other guy who ended up endangering your life,” he said, his controlled tone damn near threatening Justin’s life at that moment.


    “I’m not proud of myself!” she spat back in frustration.


    “I don’t understand, Liz. I said from the beginning what this was. There are going to be aspects of the situation that you don’t like. You can’t go off and try to get fucked by some frat boy every time you get your feelings hurt,” he growled.


    “I wasn’t trying to get fucked, all right?” she cried. “Justin is just a friend from school. He helps me at the paper.”


    “Every guy at that fucking school wants to have sex with you. Every one.”


    Liz ground her teeth in frustration. “You don’t know that.”


    “I do, and you should too,” he said.


    “Whatever. I’m drunk and sick and totally fucked up right now. I don’t need to be lectured,” she said, throwing his words back at him.


    “You’re mouthy when you’re drunk,” he said, the words coming off more enticing than she expected.


    “I’m always mouthy,” she said, flopping back on her bed. Big mistake. The world spun.


    “Do I need to come over there and find that out firsthand?”


    “Yes,” she said. She wanted nothing more than to see Brady, even if she was still angry with him. “Make up for staring at me like you didn’t know me by coming over and fucking me like you do.”


    “Liz,” he said with a sigh, “are you going to be all right?” He lost the cocky tone for that briefest period of time, and the fire left her body. She felt sick to her stomach. Tears from the shock of the incident and her experience with Brady welled in her eyes, and she tried to blink them away.


    “Yeah. Can I have some forewarning next time I’m not supposed to exist?” she asked weakly.


    “I’m sorry I hurt you,” he responded sincerely. It was more than she ever expected. She didn’t know why, but she suspected it took a lot for someone like Brady Maxwell to apologize.


    It seemed she owed him one in return. “I’m sorry I overreacted.”


    Liz stared up at the ceiling and tried to get it to stop spinning. Brady sighed into the phone, and she wondered if he was still mad at her.


    “Can I see you soon?” he asked, answering her thoughts.


    “Tonight?” she whispered.


    He sighed like he was debating. “All right.”


    Liz broke into a smile. Tonight.


    Twenty minutes later, Brady Maxwell was in her house…in her bed…stroking her hair and coaxing her to sleep. He planted kisses on her cheeks and hair and shoulders and held her close to him. It was like a dream all over again.

  


  
    Chapter 16


    KNOW WHERE YOU STAND


    Liz called Justin the next morning to check up on him. His parents had bailed him out of jail, but they were livid and he couldn’t really talk much. She had apologized for what had happened, especially since she had been the reason he had gotten behind the wheel, but he had said he was equally at fault. He was on the same Morehead scholarship that she was on, and she couldn’t imagine what it would be like to lose that, especially as an out-of-state student. She knew there were strict policies about alcohol-related infractions.


    Over a week after the event, Victoria called. Liz panicked when she saw her phone buzz. She had never called Victoria back after she had ignored the call at the lake!


    “Vickie,” Liz said with a smile. Victoria seriously hated the nickname Hayden had given her, and Liz liked it even more for that.


    “If you call me that one more fucking time, I swear by all things holy…I will kill you,” she said pleasantly.


    “I’ll take that into consideration.”


    “So, where have you been, bitch? Can’t return my calls?” Victoria asked.


    “I’ve been busy, and it’s not like you’ve tried to reach out to me again. Has your postcoital bliss finally worn off?” Liz asked with a smile. She didn’t realize until then how much she missed Victoria always being around.


    “Hardly. I made a slight error in judgment, that’s all.”


    Uh-oh! “A slight error in judgment? Care to elaborate?”


    “I’d hate to hurt those sensitive virginal ears,” she said with a cackle.


    “Oh, shove it up your ass, Vickie.” Liz had been having nearly as much sex as Victoria typically did…soooo…


    “Well, he did. That’s part of the problem.”


    “Oh my God! You’re insane,” Liz said, her eyes wide.


    “Don’t be such a prude, Liz. It was just a threesome.”


    Liz shook her head. “Do I even want to know what happened after that?”


    “Well, the professor I was seeing last semester is the professor for the TA I was with…”


    “Victoria. You’re serious?”


    “I’m an equal opportunity offender. Anyway, we were in the TA’s office going about our business, and the professor walked in. Lapse of judgment.”


    Liz burst out laughing. “You were having a threesome in the TA’s office, and the other guy you were sleeping with walked in? Fuckkkk! Only you!”


    “Anyway, long story short, I think I’ve worn out the History department for a while.”


    Liz clutched at her sides as the laughter rolled off of her. She had never met anyone else like Victoria.


    “So, I’ll be flying into Raleigh-Durham on Wednesday. Come pick me up, bitch!”


    And that was how Liz ended up driving into Raleigh after class on Wednesday. Victoria walked through the sliding glass doors at the airport looking as gorgeous as ever in a flouncy cream top, pale pink skinny jeans, and electric blue platform heels. Her long, dark hair was in big curls, and her eyes were covered in heavy makeup. She carried an oversize hobo bag in a soft light brown leather and rolled a sleek suitcase behind her.


    Victoria placed her bag in the backseat and dropped into the passenger seat. “Hey, bitch! I’ve missed you!”


    Liz rolled her eyes and smiled. “Missed you too.”


    “I need a drink. Let’s go to a pub,” she said, sighing as she looked out the window.


    “There aren’t pubs in the States, Vic. You probably need to detox for a couple weeks.”


    “God I haven’t been in the lab in so long,” she said, tilting her head back. “I’m dying to get back to work.”


    That was what Liz loved about Victoria: Under all the drama and ridiculousness was a brilliant, beautiful mind. She never thought that someone who cussed like a sailor and dressed like a superstar would be interested in being a lab researcher in genetics and dreamed of isolating genes to reverse the effects of Alzheimer’s.


    “Lunch instead of booze?” Liz suggested. Victoria nodded and they headed back into Chapel Hill.


    Liz parked and they walked across the street to the second-story restaurant Top of the Hill. They were seated at a high top table on the outdoor balcony overlooking the Franklin and Columbia intersection that Justin had blown through the night of his DUI.


    Victoria accepted water instead of beer, and they both ordered lunch. The weather was hot, but they had an umbrella to shade them from the sun. It was nice hanging out with Victoria again. Liz had spent half her summer at the newspaper and with Brady. She needed some girl time, time to kick back and relax.


    “So, did you do anything other than the TA the whole time you were there?” Liz asked, leaning back into her chair.


    “Yeah. We took a weekend and went to Paris. I should have taken more time to see the rest of Europe, but his bed was really comfortable.”


    Liz rolled her eyes. “Did you like London, at least?”


    “Oh, yeah! I loved it. My kind of city…busy, busy, busy. Hot guys everywhere, all with accents, who like to dance. Surreal life over there. We should go back together sometime.”


    “Sounds fun.”


    “What about you? Anything fun? I see you have a tan. That’s new. I didn’t think vampires came out during daylight.”


    “Ha. Ha,” Liz said dryly. “I don’t work all the time.”


    Victoria tilted her sunglasses down so she could stare at her.


    “Okay, fine. I’ve been working the whole time, but I’ve been playing tennis, and I even went to a frat party with Justin.”


    Victoria wrinkled her nose. “Why the eff would you do that?”


    Liz shrugged. “Desperate for company?” She couldn’t tell her the real reason. “I got trashed and he drove me home…”


    “Did you sleep with AV Justin?” Victoria asked, her eyes going wide.


    “What? No! Have some faith in my taste for once, Vickie!”


    “Oh my God, stop calling me that!” she cried.


    Liz laughed, loving how much it irritated her. “Actually, he ran a red light and then was arrested for DUI.”


    “Shit!”


    “Yeah, it was a rough night.”


    “Well, at least you did something interesting instead of following around politicians.”


    Liz choked on her drink and coughed a few times to clear her throat. Oh how true that assessment of her was.


    “What about that guy you were crushing on? Have you talked to him?” Victoria asked, tapping her manicured finger to her lip. “Gah, what was his name?”


    Liz knew who she was talking about. It certainly couldn’t be Brady, because she had never spoken about him with anyone. It had to be Hayden Lane. A trickle of doubt formed in her stomach when she thought about him. It felt a little strange to feel bad that she missed him.


    She liked what she had going on with Brady. It made her a bit antsy and uncomfortable at times…especially when she had thought he had been with someone else. But she really liked being with him. Then why at the thought of Hayden did her insides squirm?


    She hadn’t heard from him since the emails at the beginning of the summer session, and she didn’t know whether he had even thought about her. Actually, she didn’t even know whether she was still going to visit him.


    Her life felt so removed from what it had been last semester, and she kind of liked it that way. She liked that Brady consumed her thoughts and that she got to look forward to every moment they shared together. With Hayden it was more complicated on some level. At least with Brady she knew where she stood.


    “Hayden?” Liz finally offered when it didn’t seem that Victoria was going to be able to place his name. She could remember entire DNA structures of a thousand different plants and animals, but names…who needed to remember names?


    “Right! Hayden Lane. Have you talked to him? He was going somewhere else for the summer, right?”


    “Yeah, he has an internship in D.C., but I haven’t really heard from him. He emailed me some work stuff at the beginning of the summer, and we talked about me coming to visit, but I doubt that’s happening anymore.”


    “Wait. What?”


    “What?” Liz asked, confused.


    “He invited you to come see him over the summer?”


    “Yeah,” she said slowly.


    “Why haven’t you called him and talked to him? Don’t you want to go visit? That boy would not invite you if he wasn’t crushing on you hard.”


    She hadn’t thought about it like that. Hayden had been giving her mixed signals, and she didn’t want to push him. But Vic had a way of knowing whether a guy was into you. It felt strange, considering how much time she had invested in liking Hayden, thinking he didn’t even notice her. Then when he finally did, he pulled back.


    “You think?” she asked uncertainly.


    “No, I know. When am I ever wrong?” she asked. Liz opened her mouth to speak and Victoria shook her head. “Exactly. Never.”


    “You’re ridiculous. Hayden had his chance to make a move and he didn’t.”


    “Sometimes men are pussies, and they need you to dangle yours in front of them to remember that they’re all dicks.”


    Liz couldn’t stop laughing. “Victoria Glass! I’m not dangling myself in front of him!”


    “Your pussy, more specifically,” Victoria said, drinking her water.


    “Oh my God, we’re not having this conversation. What do you want me to do—walk around his place naked and wait for him to realize?”


    “Not a bad plan…”


    “Correction: horrible plan.”


    “My plans work!” Victoria said, smacking her hand down on the table.


    “Your plans get you double-teamed while a professor you were fucking walks in on you…”


    “Well…there is that,” she said with a bemused shrug.


    “No shame.”


    “I mean…he could have joined.”


    Liz buried her face into her palm. How did she end up with the most insanely sexual roommate on the planet?


    “Anyway! What I’m trying to say is you need to call him and you need to remind him why he invited you in the first place,” she said, shaking her boobs from side to side. “I would have invited you because of your rack, but he could be different.”


    “He’s probably not,” she said, rolling her eyes.


    “No, probably not. So call him. We’re just waiting for our food.”


    “I’m not calling him from a restaurant.”


    “Why not? Give him a call, tell him how much you’ve missed him, and can’t wait to see him…maybe hint at more. You know the gist,” Victoria said.


    “No way. If I call him at all, which is unlikely, it will be when we get home.”


    Victoria gave her the look. The one that said, I won’t forget. Liz had seen it a thousand times since they started living together two years ago. She wasn’t going to get out of this.


    [image: Image]


    As she suspected, Victoria badgered Liz the entire way back to their house and Liz had had enough when she made it through the door. “Okay! I’ll call him. Jesus!”


    Victoria gave her a smug look and then sauntered into the bathroom. Liz heard the shower running a second later. She knew that meant she would be occupied for at least the next half hour, and the room would be like a sauna when she exited. Liz could have put off the phone call, but now that it was in her mind, it was like a disease spreading through her body. She couldn’t let the thought go.


    She wanted to see Hayden even though she was seeing Brady. Well, she wasn’t seeing Brady. Okay she was, but it was different. It’s not as if she could walk around in public with him or anything. They were a behind-closed-doors kind of couple. Still, she had freaked out when she had thought Brady was seeing someone else; would it be hypocritical to then go see Hayden? Even if nothing happened, she was sure two years of crushing on him wouldn’t disappear just like that.


    But she didn’t even know if he still wanted to see her. So maybe one phone call couldn’t hurt.


    He picked up on the second ring. “Liz, hey!”


    “Hey. How are you?” Liz said, surprised by Hayden’s enthusiasm.


    “Good. It’s good to hear from you.”


    “Yeah, it’s been a while,” she said, walking into her bedroom and shutting the door.


    “Sorry about that. I’m sure it’s my fault. You know how I said they just had me getting coffee?”


    “Yeah,” she said, lying back on her bed.


    “Well, I still do that and about five hundred million other things every single day. I’m working ten- to fourteen-hour days.”


    “Geez! You must be exhausted.”


    “I’ve never worked this hard in my life. I can’t wait for you to come up and visit. That will be my first full weekend off. It’ll be good to see you and not have to deal with everything else,” he said.


    Liz smiled despite herself. It was nice to hear that he hadn’t forgotten, and he wanted to see her still. Butterflies fluttered around in her stomach. “So, you’re still set for me to visit?”


    “Yeah, you do still want to come, right?” he asked a bit tentatively.


    He hadn’t had any hesitation when talking about seeing her. Why was she so hesitant then? With how enraptured she had been with Brady so far this summer, it was strange to even think of Hayden like that. But he still had a pull, even if it wasn’t like Brady. Still, she wanted to see Hayden—that much she knew—but it felt unfair to Brady.


    She knew Brady wasn’t going to be happy with her going to D.C. to hang out with another guy. He hadn’t been happy at the lake house when she had mentioned she was seeing someone, and she had been jokingly talking about him. Then with the incident with Justin…it was asking for trouble. She was playing this game on Brady’s terms. That was the agreement.


    But she still wanted to see Hayden even though she knew it would make Brady angry with her. She and Hayden were friends after all. She was allowed to visit friends if she wanted.


    “Yeah, I do. Last weekend in July, right?”


    “I think exactly a month from today. Let me check.” She heard noise on the other end of the phone as he checked the date for her. “Yeah. I was right. One month. July twenty-sixth is when I get to see you. Are you driving?”


    “Yep. It’s not that far.”


    “Cool. I’ll have to find you parking. There isn’t much up here. But let me worry about that; tell me how you are. Tell me about the paper.”


    She could hear a smile in his voice. The paper was his baby, and he was probably dying being away from it for so long. She proceeded to fill him in on everything. She informed him about her articles and what she was doing in her class to improve them. He thought that it was good for her, even if he still liked her subjective articles too. They agreed too much on the politics of the matters for him not to like them.


    By the time she was getting off of the phone with him, she realized an hour had passed. Where had the time gone? And how had he been able to get away from his busy schedule for a whole hour to talk to her? She certainly hadn’t meant to distract him so thoroughly, but damn, it had been good to talk to him. Their conversation had flowed so easily. It actually made her want to call and talk to him more. Maybe she would…


    “I hate to cut this short, but I really have to get back to work now. Great talking to you, Liz,” he said. She nearly corrected him about the amount of time they had been talking, but then she stopped herself. He clearly hadn’t noticed the time passing either.


    “It was great talking to you too. Good luck with work. I’m sure I’ll talk to you again before I come up there.”


    “I hope so.”


    When they hung up, Liz stood and walked back out into the living room. Victoria looked up at her smugly, as if she knew what had happened before Liz had even opened her mouth.


    “So, I guess you’re still going to D.C., huh?” she asked.


    “I guess I am.”


    “That’s what I thought,” Victoria said, turning back to face the television.


    Liz stared at the screen, not really seeing it at the moment. Her mind was elsewhere, racing back to the conversation she’d had with Hayden. They had talked so thoroughly about his job, the paper, her articles, the campaign, and now her mind was working. She enjoyed having someone to discuss her work and what she loved most. She had missed that. She and Brady talked, but it was usually sex first, talk later. They tiptoed a lot around politics, which she didn’t have to do with Hayden. It was a nice change of pace.


    In fact, Hayden had given her a good idea for the next feature. It was broader than her last article, as Professor Mires had suggested. If she could tie it back to the students, then they would be more interested in who was running for the state legislature.


    She smiled, walked back into her room, and started writing.

  


  
    Chapter 17


    WATCHING YOU WORK


    Liz spent all afternoon researching the article she was working on for the paper. Victoria complained enough about Liz’s obsessive behavior that she finally took a break from the computer to get some dinner. But even when she was away from her work, she was still thinking about it. She wanted to make sure she had all of her facts right first, but she was itching to start writing it.


    Even after dinner, Victoria was insufferable. Liz had missed her while she was gone, but it had been nice having the house to herself to work. The girls sat around and watched a movie into the evening, and Liz was bouncing with jitters the whole time. Victoria finally rolled her eyes about three-quarters of the way through and told her to leave.


    “Just get out of here. You’re making me nervous, and I’m not going into the lab until tomorrow,” she said, turning back to the movie.


    “I love you,” Liz said, bolting out of the living room.


    She grabbed her laptop off of her desk and was on her way to the office a few minutes later. Hayden had had a brilliant idea about comparing candidate platforms to the student government initiatives. Every spring semester, candidates ran for student government on campaign platforms as wide-ranging as implementing a bicycle-rental facility on campus to decreasing in-state tuition and fees. Hayden thought it would be an interesting article if she could string the two together. Show all of the policies and procedures that mirrored general governmental policies happening within the state and federally. Basically showing the campus that what they cared about here, mattered out there.


    It was brilliant. She had always known why Hayden had been chosen editor, but he continued to reinforce it.


    When Liz walked into the building, Meagan was sitting at her desk, which was covered in hot-pink Post-its and a collection of brightly colored candies. Liz scrunched her eyes at the display.


    “Liz!” Meagan said, whirling around in her chair. “I didn’t know you were going to be in tonight. Are you hungry? Have you eaten? I’m kind of starved, and I can’t stop eating candy. We could go get something.”


    “No, thanks. I just ate. Need to work on this article for next week,” Liz said.


    “Are you sure? Do you need any help with it?”


    “No, thanks, Meagan. I think I got it.”


    She hurried across the room and into Hayden’s office. They had less than half the amount of normal staff, and no one had said anything when she had taken it over. She had a lot of work to do and she knew that she was going to be here well into the wee hours of the night.


    A few hours later, Meagan came back to her office to tell her that she was closing up and asked her again if she needed any help. Liz smiled and politely told her no, though she knew she would be there well past building close. The article wasn’t coming together as smoothly as she would have liked. She had it sitting in pieces on her laptop and even some printed documents that she had scribbled all over.


    She was starting to see double when she stared at the screen, and knew it was time for a break. She grabbed her water bottle and trekked down to the water fountain in the hallway. As she was filling up her Nalgene, her phone started vibrating from where it was tucked away in her back pocket. Liz fished it out of her pocket and pressed it between her ear and shoulder so she could continue filling the bottle.


    “Hello?” she said.


    “I’m going to come pick you up. Be ready in twenty minutes.”


    Liz’s heart skipped a beat. She hadn’t seen Brady in three days. He had been busy in Raleigh all week working on campaign-related materials. He hadn’t really said much else about it. Now here he was asking to see her when she was busy working on the article Hayden had recommended to her.


    She really wanted to, but tonight was not the best night. “Brady, I can’t.”


    “What? Why not?” he demanded. She could tell he was impatient.


    “I’m working. I have this huge article I’m putting together. I’ve been working on it for hours.”


    “Then you need a break. I’m already in the car. I’m not turning around,” he said simply.


    Liz sighed. “Seriously. I’m worried if I take a step away I’ll lose my entire focus on it. This is a big deal for me.”


    She really wanted him to understand. She had a life separate from him. Her job as a reporter was what she had been striving toward for a long time. She wasn’t willing to give up her dreams any more than he was willing to give up the campaign. And in reality, neither of them should have to. They should be able to make this work while still being the same people. She wondered whether that was ever going to be possible.


    “Liz, I haven’t seen you in three days. That is three days too many. I’m coming to see you. Where are you?”


    “If you want to come watch me work, then you can. I would think it would be pretty boring,” she said, closing the lid on her water bottle and walking back into the empty office.


    “My time with you is never boring. Are you at home?” he asked.


    “Oh, about that…” Liz said.


    “What?”


    “My roommate came back into town. She was in London—I won’t even try to explain why—but I don’t have the house to myself anymore,” she explained.


    “So, you should get picked up somewhere else?” he asked dryly.


    “Oh my God, you can’t come watch me work,” Liz said, shaking her head.


    “I’m not coming to watch you work. I’m coming to fuck you,” he nearly growled at her through the phone.


    His voice sent shivers down her spine as she thought about their sex life. They were having sex more each week in stolen secret moments than she’d had when she had been dating her last boyfriend. And she had been practically living with her boyfriend at the time. It was exhilarating and incredible each time she was with Brady.


    Plus, she couldn’t deny that she enjoyed getting to know him on a more personal level when they met. Some of his walls had started falling the more time he spent with her. After the incident with his sister, he had told her all about his family—his father, the politician; his mother, the professor; his younger brother, Clay, the law student; and his younger sister, Savannah, who would be attending UNC in the fall. She had even learned that Savannah was planning to major in journalism. Liz sure as hell hoped that she didn’t try to get on the paper.


    She needed to make a decision. She stared at her open Word document and then exhaled softly. She knew that she had work to do, but she wasn’t really making all that much progress with it anyway. It might be better to look at it fresh tomorrow. And anyway, she really wanted to see Brady.


    “I’m at the office.”


    “In the Union?” Brady asked.


    “Yeah. Do you know where the paper is?”


    “Ten minutes,” he said before the line went dead.


    Almost exactly ten minutes later, Liz heard the door to the newspaper office open. She peeked her head around the corner of Hayden’s office and couldn’t help but let a big grin spread across her face. Brady Maxwell was in her office. He was on her turf. And he looked really fucking hot.


    He looked as if he had come straight from the office in black dress slacks and a tucked-in blue button-down. His jacket had clearly been discarded in the car. It was too hot for pants and a long-sleeved shirt, but she knew that he wouldn’t have gone into work in anything else. His dark eyes caught hers across the room, and she smiled. Her whole body ignited in that one look. How did he do that?


    She opened her mouth to say something. Greet him, maybe? She couldn’t even remember. Because as soon as he reached her, he grabbed her around the middle, pushed them into the office, and crushed their lips together. Liz tilted her head back, reveling in his kisses. She heard him kick the door closed, but all she could think about was his lips, his hands, his body.


    Liz couldn’t get enough of him. He was sucking the breath right out of her. It had only been three days. Three days didn’t normally feel like such an eternity, but now, standing there in his arms, she had no idea how she had been able to go the interminable amount of time without him.


    When he broke away, it took her a bit to regain control of herself.


    “Baby, it’s really good to see you,” he groaned against her mouth.


    Liz nodded her head. She didn’t even have words. With him standing in front of her now, she couldn’t even remember what she was doing before he arrived.


    “I can’t tell if you’re happy I’m here,” he said sarcastically, with a knowing look on his handsome face.


    Arrogant son of a… she thought.


    “I can’t believe you’re at my office. That’s basically public territory, Brady,” Liz said, sliding her hands up around his neck.


    “It’s the middle of the night. That’s hardly public,” he corrected.


    “As close as it’s been since we were at the Jefferson-Jackson gala,” she whispered. She hoped she didn’t sound as if she were complaining. She liked her time with Brady. Some days it didn’t feel like enough, and she wished for more. But not now, not when she was in his arms.


    “And probably as close as its going to get,” he said, setting clear boundaries.


    She knew that all along. They couldn’t meet in public. That would defeat the whole purpose of what they were doing.


    “As long as I get to be close to you, then I don’t care,” Liz said, gripping the collar of his shirt in her hands and tugging him back down. “And anyway, maybe I like the secret,” she murmured seductively against his mouth. Her tongue darted out and licked across his bottom lip.


    His hands gripped her sides and then his mouth claimed her once more. She saw where this was heading fast.


    “I like this,” he said, his hands running to the hem of her cotton sundress. He slid them up the other side of the material across her thighs. Liz sucked in quickly at the sudden contact.


    “My dress?” she asked as he walked her back slowly toward the very cluttered desk.


    “Your body,” he muttered, his fingers finding the lacy edge of her thong. Liz shivered at his touch. She hit the edge of the desk.


    “Brady,” she said when he tried to help her onto it.


    “Don’t,” he said, not stopping.


    “This is my boss’s desk.”


    Brady smirked as if she had made the decision for him. He reached behind her and pushed all of her neatly stacked papers onto the floor. Her mouth fell open as she watched her assignment scatter.


    “I’m taking you on this desk,” he said, picking her up and placing her on the now-empty surface. “Don’t act like you don’t want me to.”


    She would deal with the article later. At this moment, she could care less.


    “Don’t move,” he said, pointing at her. Liz watched him walk across the small room and turn the lock in the door. “We don’t want any unannounced visitors.”


    “Taking all the fun out of being in public.”


    “Don’t get mouthy with me.”


    Liz bit her lip and looked down. “I’d never.”


    Her eyes slowly traveled up to his face, and he shook his head. “Only when I ask you to.”


    “Come here,” she said, crooking her finger. She was getting impatient. He was dangling himself in front of her and then retreating once he got her hot and forced her onto the desk. She thought he might protest that she was giving her own commands, but he smiled and walked toward her.


    She grabbed him by his belt and wrenched him in close. His hands landed on the tops of her thighs, and he moved one down between her legs. She unbuckled his belt as quickly as she could manage with his fingers dipping under her thong. She popped the button and slid the zipper to the base before hooking her fingers into his expensive dress pants and sending them over his narrow hips to the ground.


    Liz stroked him a few times through his boxer briefs, but he was already ready for her. She slid her hand under the elastic, and wrapped her fingers around his dick. He grunted and leaned forward.


    “Yeah. I need you. Right now,” he groaned, as she ran her hand up to the head and back. He bent forward and kissed her as hard as he could. Her hand stilled as she lost her train of thought, and he took that moment to scoot her ass forward so she was sitting on the edge of the desk.


    He broke the kiss, dropped his boxers, and yanked her thong to the ground. Liz eagerly pulled her dress over her head and unclasped her bra. She knew she was as ready for him as he was standing before her. She could feel her pulse against her throat and her breathing quicken. Her senses seemed to intensify every time he touched her. The heat and electric chemistry between them superheated the close quarters, and a flush rose to her cheeks.


    She had never felt so comfortable naked before a man. This was Brady. He never judged her, was never condescending, and never once demeaned her or made her feel bad for the choices she made. She rarely if ever told him no in the bedroom because of these things. And it was liberating to just feel. Because when she was with Brady, she didn’t let herself do much else.


    Brady gripped her hips in his hands as he pushed forward into her roughly. Liz gasped at the impact as their bodies slammed together. He was right: Three days was too long.


    He eased back out of her until the head made a puckering sound and then slid just as slowly back in. He did this back-and-forth motion until she felt as if she was going to burst if he didn’t pick up the pace. As if he could read her mind, he started moving faster in and out, gradually hitting into her with more and more force. And the harder he drove in, the louder she moaned, until she couldn’t hold back any longer and climaxed at the peak.


    Somehow, he held off his own and waited for her to come down off of her high.


    After a couple seconds, he started up again. Liz tried to keep from whimpering and tilted her head up to the ceiling. She couldn’t believe they were fucking right here, right now, on Hayden’s fucking desk. But she wasn’t going to stop, especially not when she had Brady on her turf.


    “Fuck, Brady,” she groaned. “I’m going to turn you down more often if it does this to you. I like holding the cards.”


    “Baby, I don’t know what delusion you’re under, because I’m fucking you,” he said, punctuating each word with a harder and harder thrust.


    “Oh yeah?” she asked, forcefully pushing him backward away from her and hopping off the desk. She yanked out the chair to the desk and pointed at it. “Sit!”


    Brady raised his eyebrows, but did as he was told. It was Liz’s favorite chair in the whole building, and after she was finished with Brady, she was never giving it back to Hayden. The chair was oversize and sturdy, with a rounded cushion and big wooden armrests.


    Liz climbed on top and straddled him. He watched her with a big, self-satisfied grin on his face, as though this had all been his idea. She lowered herself down onto him and started working her way up to his pace. She leaned forward and whispered into his ear, “Now I’m fucking you.”


    Brady’s hands slapped down onto her ass as soon as the words fell from her lips, and she cried out in surprise. He grasped her ass in his hands until she could feel him leaving indents in her skin, and then forced her down on him again and again.


    With him guiding her movements, they moved faster than she could have on her own, and soon they were both breathless from exertion. He would lift her up and then force her down over and over again, until all she could hear over their heavy breaths was the smacking of their bodies colliding.


    “Baby,” he murmured, driving her down harder once more, “I’m still the one fucking you.”


    Liz threw her head back with a smile. Of course he was. And she didn’t want him to stop either.


    “And I’m going to be the only one fucking you.” He accented his words with an ever-increasing tempo.


    “God yes,” Liz groaned. She could never disagree with him. Her breasts were bouncing up and down in front of his face as she rocked up and down on top of him. She felt a second orgasm getting ready to tear through her body, and she gritted her teeth and leaned over into his shoulder.


    “Baby,” he growled. She already knew what he was about to say.


    “Me too,” she panted.


    And then they both let go. Liz felt her body sail away as she closed her eyes and entered a state of euphoria.


    Brady wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her in close. She dropped her head to his shoulder and let out a contented sigh. It was nice to be in his arms, lost in their own world.


    They sat like that together until Liz felt herself drifting off. She righted herself, kissed his lips, and then moved off of him. She hated the absence of his body near hers, but there was plenty more time for that tonight, and as many more nights as they could have together.


    After they both put their clothes back on and took trips to the bathroom, Liz went to the trouble of locating the papers she had been working on. She wanted them to be there for her when she actually had a chance to get back to them again. With the way Brady was looking at her, it likely wasn’t going to be tonight.


    Brady leaned over her shoulder and kissed his way up her neck. Liz giggled and rested back into him. His arms moved around her body and wrapped her up. “Is this the article you were so desperate to work on?”


    “Something I’m working on for next week,” she murmured, lost in his kisses again.


    “Comparing campaign platforms and student government?” he asked, reading over her shoulder. His voice had changed slightly. She wasn’t sure what it was, but it sounded like campaign mode. She sure hoped he wasn’t offended by what she wrote. He normally liked when she wrote controversial material, because at least he knew it was honest.


    “Yeah. I thought it was a great way to engage the campus,” she told him. She didn’t mention that it was Hayden’s idea. She had never brought Hayden up before in their conversations. She hadn’t really thought about it until now.


    “Hmm. Mind if I look at it?” he asked, scooping the papers off of the desk and releasing her.


    She had printed what she had written earlier so that she could go through and see what she was missing. She caught more errors that way. “It’s not a finished product or anything. It’s all jumbled, still needs a lot of work. Don’t judge me on the disjointed mess that is the beginning of my first draft,” she said hastily.


    He smiled and started thumbing through the papers, skimming some parts, and reading other lines word for word. She didn’t want to be rude and read over his shoulder or anything, but she was anxious about what he thought. She wanted to know which parts he was reading more carefully than others.


    There wasn’t really all that much specifically mentioned about him. She usually wrote articles about individual politicians, but this one was different. She was already nervous about it. She hoped he liked it.


    “Hmm…” he murmured as he flipped to the last page.


    “Hmm?” she questioned, dying to know what he was thinking.


    “This is good,” he said, finally finishing. “I see what you mean about disjointed, but still the writing is good.”


    Liz blushed. “Thanks.”


    “I just…I have a suggestion, if you’re interested,” he said diplomatically.


    “Oh?” she asked. This was different. Not that Brady wasn’t interested in her work. He read all of her articles, and sometimes they discussed them. Nothing too serious. They steered clear of openly discussing politics together.


    “Well, I like the idea of comparing platforms to something students can relate to. Youth is the hardest demographic to access. It’s difficult to get them motivated or interested in politics, because everyone is busy partying. It’s not that that’s a bad thing for their age, but there is something outside of college that they’re going to have to enter in four years. Some people call it the real world,” he said with a shrug. Liz chuckled.


    “A lot of students have this idea that the real world sucks and inside the four walls of this institution they’re safe, but there are things directly affecting them in the real world. And if they don’t take part by voting or campaigning or speaking to their congressman,” Brady said, gesturing to himself, “then how can we know how to help them in the future? People thirty to forty years older than this generation are deciding the future, because they vote. If all the students participated, that could change.”


    Liz smiled. She loved this stuff. She had always felt very strongly about youth participation in the elections. It was part of the reason she had become so active in the paper to begin with.


    “You’re preaching to the choir,” she said.


    “Of course I am,” Brady said. “So what I’m saying is that students aren’t actually interested in student government.”


    Liz narrowed her eyes. “The student government elections on campus are huge. Last semester campus was overrun with campaigns. Everyone was convincing people to vote. I think it’s a perfect analogy.” Plus, Hayden usually had a sixth sense for what people found interesting. He was a natural talent. She trusted his judgment.


    “I believe you,” he said, holding his hands up as if he wasn’t trying to start an argument. “However, I think people might care more if you related it to something like basketball.”


    “Oh dear lord,” she said rolling her eyes. “One of my tennis instructors keeps bringing up you playing basketball.”


    “You play tennis?” he asked with a smile.


    “Yeah. Not that often, though.”


    “I love tennis,” he told her.


    “Maybe we could play together sometime!” Then she remembered; they couldn’t be seen in public. Her face fell with disappointment. It would have been fun.


    Brady leveled her with a look that said the same thing she was already thinking and moved on.


    “I’m just saying that this is a basketball school. And think about it like this,” he said, warming to his pitch. “Everyone here likes basketball, but not everyone can play. We want to win. We want to make our school look good. So we recruit great players to represent our school, like voting for representatives in politics. We all have a common goal, and we help achieve that goal through various means—participation at games, donating money, tutoring players to help keep them academically eligible, etc. We’re all working toward the common good here, and if students took an interest in the game, in this case politics, and helped us achieve our mutual goals, then we might all come out on top.”


    He had a damn good point. She had never really thought about it like that. She knew that if she wrote that article, though, she would have to start over. It wouldn’t be the end of the world, but it would take a while.


    “I see your point. It would make a great article,” she said. She was sure of it. She just had to decide whether or not that was her article. The students would probably love it…


    “Well, good,” he said, tossing the papers back on the desk. “That’s my suggestion. I would have been interested in it when I was in college.”


    He grabbed her by the waist and pulled her back into him.


    “Are you finished lecturing me?” she teased.


    “Baby, not even close,” he said, kissing her slowly and demandingly, until all the tension from their conversation melted from her shoulders. “I think we should go now.”


    “Yeah. Like right now.” She grabbed her bag quickly and followed him out of the building.

  


  
    Chapter 18


    BLACK & WHITE


    Her article ran the week of the Fourth of July, with only a couple weeks left before the end of the summer semester. Students were packing their bags for the long holiday, but that article still drove a high volume of readers, especially for the summer. The website went crazy with it, and Hayden called to congratulate her. Despite being so busy up in D.C., he had still been calling her more frequently, sometimes to talk about the paper, but more recently just to chat. She didn’t know whether it was because of the article she was writing, or because her planned visit was fast approaching.


    Still, it was nice to get positive feedback about her work. She couldn’t wait to get this paper back from her professor. She thought it was the one that would be the tipping point for her grade.


    Brady was going away with his family for the Fourth of July holiday, and she wouldn’t get to see him at all this weekend. Every year the Maxwells went to Hilton Head on the South Carolina coast after the Fourth of July rallies and events that were mandated for them to attend.


    The one Brady had asked her to go to was in the early afternoon in downtown Raleigh just off the parade route. He had been extra busy ever since their rendezvous in the newspaper office. The Fourth was a heyday of activity for Brady and his father, who was in North Carolina for the long weekend. He wasn’t up for reelection this cycle, but he was there to support Brady. It made them look good having a solid family unit, especially since Brady wasn’t married. Liz cringed at the thought.


    Finding parking in the middle of the afternoon on the Fourth of July was pretty much the worst experience of her life. It was blistering hot, the hottest day of the year. The air-conditioning in her car wasn’t used to handling such extreme temperatures and was having spurts of dysfunction. Luckily, she had opted for white-cuffed shorts and a slouchy red-and-white tank instead of her skinnies. She was just thankful that she had on sandals rather than heels, because by the time she found parking, she had to trek more than a mile to the rally area. She was hot and sweaty when she finally arrived.


    The biggest relief was that if she was going to see Brady at all, it wouldn’t be until after the event was over. Her hair was already swept up into a high ponytail off of her neck, but she didn’t want to think about what her makeup looked like. Maybe she would have time to fix herself up.


    Liz entered the park from the southernmost entrance and already found the crowd closing in. Food trucks and various activities for children lined the sidewalks. Ponies tramped in a circle with excited kids on their backs. Local high schools and Scout troops were selling American flags and red-white-and-blue headbands. She could hear a marching band in the distance and the sound of laughter and festivity all around her. She couldn’t stop smiling as she walked past a group of people carving up a watermelon. The atmosphere was contagious.


    She walked to the center of the park where a stage had been constructed. A band was playing, and people had set up foldout chairs and blankets to cover the lawn in front of the stage. The local band Delta Rae was set as the concert for the evening before the fireworks display.


    Liz let her eyes roam the area around the stage for where she thought the Maxwell family might be. She had yet to see the illustrious Savannah, and Brady’s younger brother, Clay, was supposed to be in town today too. Their father kept his family so under wraps; she still hadn’t been able to dig up much more than elementary school pictures of his siblings. And when she had last tried to look, she had felt creepy, as if she actually was stalking him.


    As Liz walked the perimeter, she took a bunch of shots of the festivities. She could picture-catalog her activity on site. Students seemed to like that kind of thing. She slid her phone into her back pocket as she approached the stage. A gate was set up so that no one other than staff and guests could wander backstage. Liz wished she had requested a press pass, and then she could have roamed around freely.


    She avoided the security guard, found a stretch of unobscured fence, and leaned over the railing to see whether she could see anything. It wasn’t exactly stealthy, but she was just curious. What she saw made her grind her teeth.


    Lush red hair swished over Calleigh’s shoulder as she laughed at something a guy said in front of her. She held a microphone loosely in her hand, but she didn’t seem as if she was working at the moment. Liz hadn’t been following her work too closely, but she knew that Calleigh was working in the political division of the paper. She didn’t have her own column or anything yet, which probably explained why she was in Raleigh for the Fourth instead of Charlotte. Whoever was working above her probably sent her here because they didn’t want to make the drive. Or at least that was Liz’s guess.


    Ever since that incident with Hayden at the end of the spring semester, she’d had a negative reaction to Calleigh. It was strange, considering she had always looked up to her for her work at the paper. Still, she couldn’t get over the feeling that Calleigh had snubbed her on purpose. It felt personal.


    Calleigh glanced off in Liz’s direction, and Liz snapped her head back over the fence. She hoped Calleigh hadn’t seen her, but she was pretty sure she had. This was not what she needed.


    “Liz!” Calleigh called. Liz sighed and turned back to look over the fence. Calleigh was walking toward her with a smile on her face. She was in professional attire, with a white flouncy blouse tucked into a red pencil skirt and heels that kept sinking into the soft ground.


    “Hey, Calleigh,” Liz said.


    “Surprise seeing you here! I thought you would be in Chapel Hill, or home for the summer,” she said, standing against the fence.


    “I stayed in Chapel Hill. I’m taking a class and writing my own column at the paper, but I came to town for the rally,” Liz told her.


    “How nice! I was talking to Hayden the other day and he said someone was covering the information, but he never mentioned it was you,” she said with a big bright smile, setting her manicured hand down on the railing.


    Liz had talked to Hayden only yesterday, and he hadn’t mentioned speaking with Calleigh. Though, why would he? It was none of Liz’s business, but she was damn curious as to why he was still talking to Calleigh, when he had said that it was over between them.


    “Nice. I’m sure he’s so busy with his internship, it just slipped his mind. I’ll ask him when I go visit,” Liz said, trying not to bat an eyelash or crack a smile.


    “Oh, you’re going to D.C.?” Calleigh asked, her fingers curling over the fence.


    “Yeah, in a couple of weeks.”


    “Interesting.”


    “Ma’am,” a security guard called, walking over to them, “you’re going to have to step away from the fence.”


    “Oh, she’s with me,” Calleigh said, flashing her press badge.


    “Does she have one of those?” he asked.


    “I have hers in my bag,” Calleigh said. She gestured to the cameraman standing next to her. Calleigh walked over to her bag and produced a second press pass swinging on a lanyard.


    “Make sure she wears it next time,” he grumbled. “Now, move quickly. We have to clear the area.”


    “Yes, sir,” Calleigh said sweetly. She handed Liz her extra pass.


    “Thanks.” Liz slipped the badge around her neck. “That was fortunate,” she said as she walked to the other side of the fence.


    “Yeah. We always get one extra just in case they throw someone else on the case or we need an additional photographer,” she said with a shrug. “You can keep it.”


    Liz didn’t know why she followed Calleigh. She didn’t want to be near the woman, but she had given her the pass. It would be rude to walk away now. Also, deep down she knew that this put her one step closer to Brady.


    “If they’re clearing the area, that must mean the Maxwell family has arrived,” Calleigh said, stalking over to her cameraman.


    Liz smiled. Brady.


    “I can’t wait to see Brady’s speech. Every time he opens his mouth…” Calleigh said. “Well, he’s hot.”


    Liz almost laughed. For a long time she would have never thought that anyone in his or her right mind would turn down Calleigh Hollingsworth, let alone pick Liz over Calleigh. But now, as Calleigh talked about Brady like that, Liz knew that Calleigh stood no chance next to her. It was a damn good feeling.


    “Don’t you think so?” Calleigh asked.


    “Up until he opens his mouth,” Liz told her with a condescending smile.


    “Yeah, well, you don’t have to agree with him to appreciate his good looks. He was just rated North Carolina’s most eligible bachelor,” she told Liz.


    She wasn’t aware of that, but she also wasn’t surprised. He was gorgeous, ambitious, driven. Liz tried not to think too much about it. It was only a matter of time before women started trying harder to get his attention. And she didn’t want his attention diverted anywhere else.


    “I’m sure someone will scoop him up soon,” Liz said wistfully.


    “I can’t wait to find out who it is.” Calleigh raised her eyebrows at Liz. Calleigh seemed so confident all the time, as if she half expected Brady to find her in the crowd and start making out with her.


    Before Liz had to reply, she heard a commotion behind her. She turned back to the gate she had entered, saw it open, and a pair of security guards in slick black suits walked through. The press flocked forward, pressing inward as Brady’s family filed into a private holding space.


    Liz followed Calleigh through the crowd as Brady’s father walked past her. He looked dignified in a black suit, with salt and pepper sprinkled in his hair. Brady was going to age well. The smile left her face at the thought. She couldn’t think like that. Senator Maxwell’s wife was at his side, but Liz couldn’t make out much more than a short bob of blond hair before they disappeared.


    Someone shoved Liz out of the way and she missed whoever walked past after them, but found a space to look through a second later. And there was Savannah Maxwell—the girl Brady had been with at the town hall meeting in Carrboro. She was dressed professional chic, in straight black pants, a red fitted tank, and a blue blazer with white buttons. Her dark hair fell stick straight to her shoulders. She looked a lot like a feminine version of Brady.


    Then he appeared and Liz’s breath caught. There was no way Brady could see her over the crowd of reporters, and he wasn’t expecting her to be backstage. It was like witnessing a private moment.


    He was all business today. He wore a stern expression, and his campaign mask was in place. His black suit was crisp and tailored to his build. She could tell that he was worried about something even from the distance. She didn’t know how. Had she really been spending that much time with him that she could tell something like that? Or was she making it up?


    Brady kept walking past the sea of reporters and into the holding room without looking up once. Liz was disappointed she didn’t get to see more of his handsome face, but he had to work today. She could understand that.


    A few minutes later, the elder Brady Maxwell was announced, and he walked onstage. His speech was as customary as it went for him. Liz hadn’t looked through most of his work, but she knew the gist of his campaign. He ran on family values. He always had. It won hearts very easily. Add his personal charisma onstage and he was a guaranteed shoo-in each time he ran for election.


    He ended his speech, which had been light and generally emphasized his son’s campaign efforts. They wouldn’t want to talk policy on a day like today, when everyone was having such a good time. They thanked everyone for coming out and encouraged them to do their civic duty by registering to vote and going to the polls in August for the primary, and November for the general election. The crowd cheered as he thanked them and then walked offstage.


    Liz sighed when she heard Heather announce Brady, and she watched from her privileged vantage point as he walked onstage. Her eyes were glued to him, and she forgot that she was even standing next to Calleigh or that they were in public. All she saw was her man about to charm a crowd.


    He started talking with that radiant energy that seemed to flow out of him whenever he started discussing something he cared about. He easily wove in a story about a Fourth of July celebration at the lake house when he was a kid that had all of the families in attendance laughing along. Liz’s cheeks colored at the thought of the lake house, and she wondered if he had picked it on purpose, knowing that she would be in the audience.


    She listened as the story moved away from his childhood and on to a similar values speech as his father. He talked about wanting to raise children in a world where they could access the American Dream, and fighting for human rights. He related his speech to the battle that the country faced fighting for independence, and how the nation as a people grew and rebuilt from that foundation. He invoked the thoughts of the Founding Fathers and urged the crowd to listen to their testaments.


    Liz found herself nodding along with him about halfway through and couldn’t seem to stop the longer he spoke. What was he doing to her? She didn’t agree with him. Not that she had always disagreed with everything he stood for. There were points she approved of in his policies, but giving the tax incentives to donors instead of funding education had irked her. Yet standing there on a historic holiday and listening to him pour out his heart to an audience moved her.


    Brady wanted the country to work, and not many people she knew actually cared enough to pursue that. Not many people would give up everything to help get the country back on the right track. And he cared about that desperately. He wanted to be there to fight for the people who couldn’t fight for themselves and help those who needed the most help. She could feel his words that day as she never had felt them before. He wasn’t doing this for the money or to get bigger donors or even to be in the spotlight. He was doing it for Liz, for the people there today, and for every other person he could help. He was speaking to her of his sincerity, and she heard him loud and clear.


    It felt as though the world had stopped all around her. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t think. It felt as if it had all shifted. When had she stopped seeing the world in black and white? Where had all the gray crept up from? She was a journalist! She was a reporter! There was no gray in her world. There were the facts and that was all that mattered. Why was she suddenly seeing things that she had never seen before in the one person she had never thought she could accept gray from?


    Liz’s heart beat harder in her chest at the realization, and she felt like crying. She had never wanted this. She had never wanted any of this. But it seemed that he had been right all along. When they had been dancing, Brady had pleaded with her to just get to know him. If she got to know him, then she could find out that knowing how he voted didn’t mean she could judge his character. The more she got to know Brady, the less his voting record seemed to matter. The more…he seemed to matter. Just him. All of him.


    She wanted to reach out to him then, and at the same time run far, far away. What was she even feeling right now? Sick. She felt sick. Her world was tilting off balance, and she was afraid that she would never be able to regain her footing again.


    “I, uh…suddenly don’t feel well,” Liz said, touching Calleigh’s arm, who was enraptured with Brady’s speech. “I’m going to go.”


    “All right. Feel better,” Calleigh said, barely glancing at Liz as she rushed away from the press box.


    Liz catapulted herself away from the crowds. She couldn’t be near crowds right now. She needed a minute to herself. She needed to breathe.


    She walked around the press area to the side of a small building and breathed in and out as slowly as she could muster. Everything was crashing down on her all at once. Despite his politics and despite his voting record, Brady was still a good person. He made some choices she didn’t agree with, but that didn’t mean that he was a bad politician or greedy or selfish. It just meant he did what he had to do, that he had compromised in office to get what he wanted. Now she saw him for who he really was, and it was like the floodgates opened. Brady Maxwell was giving her a panic attack.


    Liz hung her head forward, trying to block out the rest of the world that was going on around her. It was loud and she could still hear Brady, though he was muffled because the speakers were facing away from her.


    “Ma’am, are you all right?” a man drawled, coming around the corner.


    She glanced up at him. “I’m fine.”


    “Are you sure? Do you need me to get medical assistance?” he asked. His cheeks dimpled when he talked.


    “Fine. Really. Just a bit claustrophobic,” she told him.


    “I’m the opposite. Wide-open spaces kill me. So, I can understand. I usually just need to breathe and not think about it. I can get you some water if you want.”


    “No, that’s all right,” she said, trying to do as he said. She closed her eyes and tried to breathe. The longer she stood there the easier it was to think about Brady.


    “Thanks for checking on me,” Liz said.


    He took the hint, nodded, and left. Liz felt better being alone and not having her panic attack in front of anyone. The only person she wanted to see was Brady, and the only person she shouldn’t see when she was like this was Brady. And yet she had to see him. She needed him to talk to him and let him know about her realization regarding his career. In that moment, it felt like if she didn’t get it out now…then maybe she never would.


    Liz heard the crowd cheer, announcing the end of his speech, and knew that she was going to have only a short window in which she could see Brady. So she had to make up her mind right then and there.


    When the applause died down, Liz moved into the crowd that was waiting to greet the politicians. They appeared together, shaking hands and kissing babies, as per usual. The press might get a few moments with them before they left, but Liz wasn’t going to wait that long. She wanted to see him. She needed to see him.


    He found her in the crowd almost immediately. He shook her hand with his campaign smile intact and said, “Pleasure to meet you. I hope I can win your vote.”


    “I enjoyed your speech very much, Senator,” she replied. “I’d love to talk with you about it some more. I do have some questions, though I’d hate to take up all of your time.” She was playing a risky game if anyone picked up on what she was saying.


    “I’d be interested in discussing it with you after?” he said, like he was offering him the opportunity to speak with him about political matters.


    “I would appreciate you taking the time to do that,” she said, smiling brightly.


    He spent the next twenty or thirty minutes smiling and taking pictures before the crowd started to thin. His father announced that he had another engagement and quickly extracted himself. “Brady, five minutes,” he called to his son.


    “Looks as if I have a couple minutes,” he said to Liz. She smiled as he walked her far enough away from the crowd that their voices wouldn’t carry. She could tell that he was anxious that they were together in public. She didn’t blame him. She was antsy, but she tried hard not to show it.


    “What are you doing?” Brady demanded as soon as they were out of earshot.


    “I had to talk to you,” she said, wanting to reach out and touch him but knowing better.


    “This isn’t a good idea,” he said simply. Compared to the warmth he was showing onstage and before his audience, to her he seemed frigid. She didn’t know what that was about.


    “I just…liked your speech. I…”


    “Can we talk about this later? Somewhere not public?” he asked frostily.


    “Um…all right.” She wanted nothing more than to wash away whatever was holding him back. He seemed so distant. She had thought they had connected during his speech, even if it hadn’t been directly for her. It had felt as if it was for her. This couldn’t just be because they were in public. He wasn’t like this with her. Even that one time he had given her cold eyes at the town hall, he had apologized for being an ass and hadn’t done it since. “What’s wrong?” she couldn’t help asking.


    “What do you mean?”


    “Brady…what’s wrong?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.


    “Why do you think something is wrong?” He checked his watch as if he was bored with her. Where was the man who had only a week and a half ago told her he could never be bored with her?


    “I know you too well.”


    “You put out your article,” he stated, as if that explained it.


    “This is about my article?” she asked, confused. “I thought you didn’t care what I wrote?”


    “That’s just it. I don’t give a shit what you write about. I’ve always liked that you wrote whatever the hell you wanted and didn’t back down. But if you didn’t like my suggestion for your paper, why did you agree with me?”


    “Well, I didn’t exactly agree with it,” she said, backtracking. Liz hadn’t been able to make up her mind about the article, so she had sat down and written both versions. The one about basketball was sitting on her computer, waiting to be fed into the printer. But it felt wrong taking the idea that Hayden had and then using Brady’s example. She had put Brady’s take on the back burner and gone with her gut. Standing in front of Brady now, she was doubting her own decision.


    Brady just stared. “You said you saw what I meant; that was enough for me. You don’t have to use my suggestion, but if you didn’t want to, then why didn’t you tell me?”


    “I don’t know,” she whispered. She didn’t want to upset him. That was why.


    “You’re a reporter; aren’t you supposed to be honest and unbiased?” he scoffed. “I thought you would tell me if you thought it was a bad idea.”


    “I did think it was a good idea,” she said hastily.


    “You write what you want to write, and I’ve always liked that about you. It’s why I thought you were different in the beginning. If you can’t be honest with me…” He trailed off.


    Liz didn’t think she could strike a nerve with Brady. He seemed so solid inside and out. He didn’t get irritated that she cut down his political views, or when she freaked out when she thought that he was seeing someone else. He didn’t get irritated about much, aside from whether or not she was seeing someone else. He just wanted her to be up front with him.


    It was just a suggestion, but he was taking it so seriously. Did he actually think that she couldn’t be honest with him? He was the only one she was honest with anymore.


    Still, she hated upsetting him. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I should have told you. I didn’t know you would be so mad.”


    “Liz, I have to go,” he said, but he didn’t turn away.


    “I know. Five minutes. Give me one more. We’re engrossed in conversation.” She didn’t even stop to wait for him to say anything. “I didn’t come to find you in public to argue. I just came to talk to you, because I wanted you to know that you were right.”


    He stared down at her with interest. “About what, specifically?”


    “You told me once that if I got to know you, I would see you for more than your voting record.”


    “At the gala,” he said, a small semblance of a smile appearing on his face at the mention of it.


    “You were right,” she whispered. Tears were forming in her eyes, and she was so incredibly pissed at them. Why was she getting emotional like this? It wasn’t as if they could even move forward in their relationship. They only had secrecy to hold on to. “I see your vision. I see you. I was proud of you onstage today.” Her voice was hoarse when she said the last line. “I’m sorry for the tears. They’re stupid,” she said, wiping gently under her eyes. “But…you’ve got me, Brady. I get it now. I get it.”


    “Liz…” he whispered.


    “No, just one more thing,” she said, trying to muster the courage. “You won my vote today.”


    He sighed, as if he had realized how much of an ass he had been earlier. “Baby, do you have plans later?”


    She looked up into his face, surprised. Brady was supposed to be leaving for the coast today with his family. She wasn’t going to see him all weekend.


    “No plans.”


    “Good,” he said softly. “Because I’m going to be spending all night making this up to you.”

  


  
    Chapter 19


    OUT ON THE TOWN


    Liz stared at the ground uncomfortably before taking a breath and walking into the coffee shop. She had talked to Justin on the phone a couple times since he had gotten his DUI, but he’d had his disciplinary committee hearing this morning and he’d agreed to meet up with her after. She’d offered to go with him to the meeting, since she was the reason for the DUI in the first place, but no one else was allowed inside.


    “Over here,” Justin called. He waved his hand from the corner, and Liz strode in his direction.


    “Hey.” He stood when she approached, and she briefly wrapped her arms around him sympathetically before they both took a seat. “How did it go?”


    Justin sighed and shrugged despondently. “I wish you’d been there. You could have sweet-talked them for me.” He looked up to meet her blue eyes. “They stripped my scholarship.”


    “Oh my God!” she cried. “What are you going to do?”


    “I’m thinking about transferring out. My parents can’t afford to pay out-of-state tuition.”


    “You can’t just leave.” Liz shook her head. “There has to be something that can be done. Can you appeal the verdict? Maybe you can apply for student loans to help with tuition.”


    “My parents are looking into it, but I don’t think there’s much that can be done. Student loans look at your records, so I’m not sure how much I could get…probably not enough to afford it.”


    “Ugh,” she groaned. “I wish there was something I could do.”


    “Yeah. Me too.”


    She felt partially responsible for this. One bad mistake shouldn’t bring a lifetime of turmoil. She knew Justin would bounce back, because he was a genius, but it would be hard.


    “It just sucks.”


    “It does. But hey, maybe I should use this as my opportunity to try something new. I was always too smart for college anyway,” he said with a wink, but his smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Maybe I’ll open my own business or take over the Internet. I always thought that would be fun.”


    “Only you, Justin.”


    “Thanks for meeting up with me, Liz.” He reached out and grabbed her hand across the table. “I made a bad choice, but it didn’t turn out as bad as it could have. At least I didn’t hurt anyone. I remember running through that light, and I think about how lucky I was that I didn’t hit anyone. It’s only a scholarship, but it wasn’t my life…or yours.”


    “I’m really sorry, you know?”


    “I know. Me too.”


    They finished their coffee and parted ways. Liz was glad that she had met up with him, at least.


    She was supposed to go out with Victoria later and she needed to get home and get ready. Liz walked into the house fifteen minutes later to Victoria yelling at her from down the hallway of their house. “You better fucking get drunk with me tonight!”


    Liz shook her head and dropped her bag in the living room. She grabbed her latest article from Professor Mires and trudged down the hallway. “I already said I would get drunk with you, Vickie. If you ask me one more time, I’m going to call you that all night!”


    As she waited for Victoria to relinquish the bathroom, Liz flipped through the paper she had gotten back that morning—the one based on Hayden’s suggestion. It had garnered her an A. The professor said that she could really see her improvement and depth of growth. That if she turned in her final paper with similar quality work, she would be comfortable giving her a B+ or even an A- for the class, despite her earlier work in the semester. Liz knew that meant she had her work cut out for her, but she was up to the challenge.


    Her last week of classes was coming up; in just over a week, she would be heading out to D.C. to visit Hayden. She found it hard to believe it was that close already. Soon the fall semester would be upon them, then the primary, and then the general election.


    Liz shook her head. She was getting ahead of herself. There was still too much that needed to get done before then. Brady’s big summer gala event, for instance. It was coming up this weekend, and she was pretty much freaking out about it. Would she be noticed? She already knew that she couldn’t go with Brady, but would he take someone else? It didn’t help her to get too antsy about it, because at the end of the night, he was coming back to her one way or another. And she had to be confident in that.


    Their argument on the Fourth of July had changed their relationship. Liz didn’t know what exactly had been the tipping point. It could have been her realization that somewhere under Brady’s hard exterior she could hurt him. Or her comprehension of his purpose for running for office, which had softened him to her. Not that Brady was actually any different. He was still gruff, brash, and stubborn, but she wouldn’t have him any different. But one way or another, whatever they had been doing before had turned into something…more.


    Brady had actually postponed his trip to Hilton Head with his family to spend the night of the Fourth at the lake house with her. She hadn’t seen the lake that night except through the window of the second-story bedroom, when the fireworks had gone off. She couldn’t help smiling now at the thought.


    Victoria completed her hair and makeup and walked into her bedroom to change. Liz took that opportunity to do her own makeup before changing out of her shorts and tank top. While she was changing, Liz received a text message from Brady. Baby, you free tonight?


    Liz couldn’t bail on Victoria another time. She had been home for a couple weeks now, and Liz felt like the worst friend in the world. She kept canceling on Victoria to hang out with Brady. She had so little time with him that when he wanted to see her she jumped at the opportunity. But she couldn’t do that tonight. If she did, she was pretty sure Victoria would skin her alive.


    Going out with my roommate.


    How late will you be out?


    Liz smiled. If someone else had posed that question, Liz would have found it irritating, but it was Brady. He was different.


    Probably very late. Victoria is kind of an animal.


    You’ll be safe? Can I see you after?


    Always safe. Don’t worry. Don’t you have to work in the morning?


    You can’t expect me not to worry. I don’t make promises I can’t keep. I’ll take tomorrow morning off. Call me if you’re done before two a.m.


    Liz felt giddy. Who was this person she had become?


    Done. But I’ll be wasted, so you’ll have to come get me.


    I’ll come get you. You’ll be safe with me.


    Debatable.


    Don’t make me come get you now.


    Empty threat. I’m not alone.


    Don’t test me.


    Liz bit back her laughter. She liked teasing him like this. It felt comfortable. They had been together for nearly two months. She couldn’t believe it had been that long. They had held on to their secret and nothing had happened. She breathed easier each day that went by.


    “Ready, bitch?” Victoria called. Liz opened the door to her room and saw Victoria standing in the hallway.


    Liz rolled her eyes at Victoria’s appearance. “You look like a baby prostitute.”


    “That quote is, ‘You smell like a baby prostitute.’”


    “Boo, you whore!” Liz said with a giggle. She shook her head at her ridiculous best friend. “Seriously, you look like a hooker.”


    Victoria shrugged. “And you look…like you.” Somehow she made that sound insulting.


    Liz glanced down at her appearance. “I just don’t look like I’m going to be selling my body.”


    “Exactly. Use what you got, girl. You’ll only have it for so long. I certainly want to enjoy it.”


    Victoria was a curvy girl with a full hourglass figure that she loved to flaunt around in very little clothing. She had on a dark blue, skintight V-cut dress that showed off way more leg and breasts than Liz had ever shown in her entire life. She had on mile-high nude wedges and her signature red lipstick.


    Liz felt dressed down next to her best friend. She had on a solid coral skirt with a tan ruffle halter-top and brown sandals. She had actually taken the time to blow her blond hair out into messy beach waves. She didn’t typically wear much makeup, but she had done herself up tonight. If she hadn’t put in some effort, she knew Victoria would have redone her face.


    As much as she wanted to see Brady tonight, she knew it was going to be fun to hang out with Victoria. They had known each other a long time, and she always had a good time when they went out.


    Victoria chose a bar on the west side of Franklin Street downtown that served beer in giant plastic cups. It was all right on the inside, but everyone went there for the huge patio with benches and live outdoor music. The place was as full all summer as if it were the only bar in town.


    Liz didn’t recognize anyone, but Victoria waved at a few people. They made their way through to the bar, and Victoria ordered them both beers. Liz wasn’t a big fan of beer, but this was the kind of place for it. Victoria handed the fratty-looking bartender her credit card, and they walked back outside with their drinks.


    It was a swelteringly hot mid-July evening, and the humidity in the air was thick enough that Liz felt more like she was drinking the air rather than breathing it. She was glad she hadn’t straightened her hair, because by the end of the night she would have had waves anyway. Some Jamaican-style band with steel drums was set up on the stage playing music. It reminded Liz of the tacky Hawaiian party she had gone to with Justin, and she sighed as they found a seat at one of the picnic tables.


    After a few moments, Victoria spoke up again. “So, what’s been up with you?”


    “What do you mean?” Liz asked, fidgeting.


    “You’re different. You’re not around that much, and I know you’re not working all the time. You normally freak out about your work and obsess. There hasn’t been as much obsessing. So tell me, what’s up?” Victoria asked, tipping back the absurdly large cup.


    “Same old, same old,” Liz told her.


    Victoria narrowed her eyes. “Don’t bullshit me. I know something is going on.”


    “What’s going on, Vic?” Liz asked, deflecting.


    “I don’t know,” she admitted. “But something.”


    Liz shrugged. She wanted to tell Victoria about Brady, but she couldn’t. They had gotten through two months without being caught. She wasn’t about to jeopardize that by telling anyone what was happening.


    “Does this have to do with Hayden?” Victoria asked, taking a shot in the dark. “I mean, I know that you’ve liked him for a long time. You’re going to see him soon, right?”


    “Yeah, next weekend I’m going up there. I’m kind of nervous about it. I mean, he was so strange around me before he left, but he still wants me to come visit. I can’t read him. I don’t think he has feelings for me, but then sometimes he says things and I think he does. I’m just not on the same page with him.”


    “Well, then it’s good that you’re going up there. I can tell he likes you. I think you guys have just been apart all summer, and then when you’re together again it’ll all come back,” Victoria told her.


    Liz’s stomach twisted at the thought. She didn’t want everything with Hayden to suddenly come back. She didn’t know what that would be like. With her feelings for Brady swirling around in her head, she couldn’t imagine going to see Hayden and dealing with that. Then why was she going to visit him? She didn’t have a good answer for that except that she had agreed to…and she still wanted to see him.


    “Maybe,” Liz said, not wanting to concede.


    “I think you should just fuck him and stop worrying about it,” Victoria said flippantly.


    Liz shook her head. There was no way she was going there with this conversation. Not that she and Brady were open about their relationship, but she couldn’t sleep with someone else. “No way. He’s not that kind of guy, Victoria.”


    “What kind of guy? Every guy wants that.”


    “That’s not what I meant and you know it! I mean, I’m not going to sleep with him to get it out of my system or whatever you said. Hayden didn’t make his move at the end of the semester when he could have. I doubt he’d do it now.”


    “Then why don’t you make the move? I swear I’ve told you this before,” Victoria said.


    “If he’s not interested, then I’m not going to put myself out there like that. Can we drop this?” Talking about Hayden was too confusing with Brady on her mind.


    They were friends. Just friends. Hayden had made that perfectly clear last semester. They couldn’t do anything because of the paper, and it was even a stretch to say he wanted to do anything with her. All she got from him was mixed signals. She much preferred to have it all out on the table, like with Brady. Hayden was too confusing.


    “Fine. We’ll drop it, but I still think you should consider walking around naked. You’ll find out real quick what he thinks of you,” Victoria said with a shrug.


    “Thanks for those enlightening words,” Liz said with an eye roll. “Anyway, I have a big gala event this weekend that I have to go to.”


    “Work?” Victoria asked.


    “Yeah.” It wasn’t exactly work, but she couldn’t tell Victoria about Brady. Her friend would probably be ecstatic for her, but it was too scary to have people know. The more people with the knowledge of their secret, the more people who could spill it. Even if by accident.


    “Do you get to at least wear a rocking dress? Oh my God, have you picked it out already? Can I go with you?” Victoria asked, perking up at the thought of shopping.


    Liz shrugged her shoulders as if she didn’t know how to answer the questions. “I, uh…was going to go in something I already had. That’s what I did for the last one.”


    Victoria leveled a gaze at her that was equal parts how are we friends and are you sure you’re female? “If this thing is a big deal, we need to get you something new!”


    “There’s really not time,” Liz told her.


    “We’ll make time for this. You’ll be less nervous about the event in a brand-new dress! Scientific fact. I would know,” she said, then finished off her drink. “Drink up, bitch. I’m getting you another.”


    Liz stared down into her half-full drink and sighed. It was going to be a rough night.


    As the night wore on, Liz felt her intoxication gradually sneak up on her. It wasn’t like at Justin’s frat party, where the hunch punch had hit her instantly and she had just been gone. This was the best kind of drunk. She and Victoria were barhopping up and down Franklin Street, following friends to new places, and enjoying the company of total strangers in ways that only Victoria could.


    She had been trying to convince Liz quite loudly for the past twenty minutes to go home with this guy who had been allegedly hitting on her. Liz tried to tell her that the guy was only interested in her to get to Victoria, but she didn’t believe her. When he and Victoria started molesting each other at the bar thirty minutes later, Liz just had to laugh. So much for Victoria being a good judge of those kinds of things.


    The guy and his friends followed them to the next bar and one of them actually did try to hit on Liz. He wasn’t her type, if she ever had one, and Liz repeatedly had to remove his arm from around her shoulders, touching the small of her back, and stroking her arm. Brady could smash this guy’s face in in two seconds. It made her smile to think about it, and the guy leaned in, taking it as encouragement.


    “No, really. No, thanks,” Liz said, and walked away. She giggled the whole way to the bathroom to locate her roommate. Only two months ago, she would have stayed and been miserable enduring his unwanted attention. It was liberating to feel comfortable enough to stand up for herself. She didn’t need to spare his drunk feelings just because he couldn’t take a hint.


    Victoria materialized a few minutes later, straightening her dress. “Can we get out of here?” she asked.


    “Sure. What happened?” Liz asked, following on her heels.


    “Too drunk, I guess,” Victoria said, “if you know what I mean.”


    Liz’s eyes bulged. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” They were back out in the open air, wandering Franklin Street for another bar.


    “Couldn’t get it up. Not my problem. He wasn’t very big anyway.”


    Liz laughed and shook her head. “You astound me.”


    Victoria walked through a doorway and took the stairs to a rooftop bar. “What was I supposed to do with that, Liz?” Victoria shuddered. “The answer is nothing. I can always call Kirk.”


    “Who is Kirk?” Liz asked, never able to catch up to Victoria’s love life.


    “That TA I was telling you about. Remember?”


    “The one from England?”


    “No, I can’t touch the History department for a while. This guy is in Geography,” Victoria told her, heading toward the bar.


    Liz’s head was so heavy and she was having trouble feeling her legs. She didn’t know how she didn’t stumble or slur or anything. The whole thing was making her want to tell Victoria about Brady. It would be so much nicer to talk to her about him. Then she wouldn’t feel so torn about keeping him a secret. If Victoria could so easily tell her about Kirk, why couldn’t she talk to Victoria about Brady?


    “Anyway,” Victoria said before Liz could spill her guts, “Kirk is a bit older and has his own house. Went to get his PhD after spending four years abroad in Somalia or South Africa or something.”


    “Those aren’t exactly close, Victoria. For sleeping with someone in the Geography department, you really don’t know your geography very well.”


    “We don’t talk about that,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Hold on.” Victoria motioned the bartender over and ordered them another round of drinks. Liz’s head spun at the thought of another cocktail. She didn’t want to feel sick again like last time. At least she had staggered her drinks.


    Victoria handed her a bright blue cocktail and smiled. “You’re going to like this.”


    “Why does that scare me?” Liz looked skeptically at the glass.


    “Cheers to you, bitch,” she said, clinking her glass against Liz’s and taking a long swig. Liz shook her head, but followed suit. The drink was beyond fruity, way too sweet for her taste, and, as far as she could tell, straight liquor.


    “This is such a terrible idea,” Liz muttered, but drank it nonetheless.


    Victoria launched into the full details of how she had met Geography Kirk, and Liz tried to concentrate on the story, but she was having difficulty. Victoria’s phone went off about halfway through the story and she paused to answer it. Liz wasn’t surprised when it was Geography Kirk calling, asking to see her.


    “You don’t mind, do you?” Victoria asked, batting her eyelashes. Liz glanced down at her watch and saw that it was only one o’clock. She still had an hour in her window of opportunity to see Brady. Perfect!


    “Of course not. Go see him!” Liz said enthusiastically. She itched to get her phone out to give his office a ring. It always sent a thrill of excitement through her body when she got to use her fake name. She had hated that name so much, and now it was exhilarating.


    Who am I?


    “I love you!” Victoria said, smacking a kiss on Liz’s cheek. “Take a cab. No DUIs tonight!”


    “I’ll be careful!” Liz said as she stood with Victoria and exited the bar. Victoria took the first cab that came by, leaving Liz alone on the street.

  


  
    Chapter 20


    AN EMOTIONAL TRIGGER


    Liz pulled out her phone as soon as the cab drove off. She tapped Carmichael from her contact list and waited for Brady’s secretary to answer. The campaign never slept, and Brady always had someone working the phones so he wouldn’t miss anything important.


    “Senator Maxwell’s office. How may I help you?” his secretary answered.


    “Sandy Carmichael for the Senator, please,” she chirped.


    His secretary paused slightly on the other line before responding, “Yes, Ms. Carmichael. One moment.”


    Liz froze at the way she said her name. Brady had had the same secretary all summer. Liz wondered whether Nancy knew in some way…about her and Brady. She couldn’t know for certain, but Liz used this line several times a week lately. She should probably mention it to Brady, but she didn’t want to freak him out. Maybe it was better to tell him than take a risk.


    “Ms. Carmichael, how nice to hear from you,” Brady said into the phone. Liz squirmed where she stood at the sound of his voice. She was pretty drunk and ready for him to come pick her up already.


    “Please tell me you’re not still at the office.”


    “I’m in Chapel Hill, actually.”


    “Perfect. I’m drunk on Franklin Street. Come pick me up. I want you…now,” she demanded. She took a step forward, stumbled, and latched on to a bench nearby. She giggled into the phone like tripping was the funniest thing she had ever done.


    “Baby, how drunk are you?” he asked, laughter in his voice.


    “Just come get me. I’m going to try to walk to the main bus stop,” Liz said, looking at it only a block down the street.


    “Maybe you shouldn’t move.” Liz heard his engine rev through the line and smiled.


    “Maybe I shouldn’t, but you might not find me.”


    “I’ll find you.”


    “I’ll be at the bus stop.”


    “Be safe.”


    Liz narrowed her eyes at the bus stop to keep it from moving and then tried putting one foot in front of the other. It was harder than it looked. Whatever that last drink had been that Victoria had ordered had fucked her up. She needed some water. She glanced over at the store and thought about going in and getting a water bottle. She shook her head. No, she had to meet Brady, and she didn’t trust herself to make it inside and back to the bus stop.


    She reached the first post at the bus stop and gripped it until she was steady. This was good enough. Holding on to the post made her feel better, more grounded. Her mind started clearing as long as she kept up deep breaths. She didn’t want to be sloppy when she was with Brady.


    A sleek black Lexus pulled up in front of the bus stop, and Liz smiled. There was her ride.


    The ten minutes holding on to the bus stop post had helped her addled mind, and she was able to more nimbly walk around the vehicle. She opened the car door and slid into the black leather passenger seat. It smelled like Brady—primal, enticing, and powerful. If that were a specific smell, she would only associate it with Brady.


    He pulled away from the bus stop as soon as her door closed. She tilted her head back and stared at him. She reached out and laced their fingers together. He didn’t let go and instead held her hand in his lap. It felt natural, as if he had always been doing it.


    “I’m glad you called,” he said.


    “Me too,” she said, tracing her thumb in circles on his hand. Whatever had hit her so hard at the bar was fading away to a nice numbness.


    “I have a surprise for you, if you’re up for it,” he said, glancing over at her.


    “A surprise?” she asked, narrowing her eyes. The last big surprise had been the lake house. What other surprise could he have up his sleeve? “We’re not going to the lake, are we?”


    “No. This is better. More important to me.”


    Important. That was a big word. “I sure hope that surprise involves a bed.”


    Brady chuckled and shook his head. “I’m glad you had fun. How drunk are you, anyway?”


    “Gone,” she whispered.


    “Are you feeling up to something else? Or should I take you home?” he asked, concerned.


    “At least take me to a hotel so I can sleep with you.” She scooted over and rested her head on his shoulder. She was surprised, having not looked at anything aside from his handsome face, that she wasn’t resting on a suit. “You’re wearing a T-shirt,” she mused.


    “I do own those,” he said, trying to hold in his laughter.


    “You should wear them more often.”


    “Are you trying to get me out of my suit?”


    “Don’t I always?” she asked with a giggle.


    “I think you need some water,” Brady said, turning to the side and kissing the top of her head.


    “I was going to get some, but I didn’t know how far away you were. Where are we going anyway?”


    “You’ll see. Do you need me to stop?” he asked her.


    “No. I’ll be okay,” she told him.


    “All right. But you have to drink some water when we get there.”


    “I can do that. How far away are we?” She had no idea where they were going, and Brady didn’t seem ready to give out any clues. She just wanted to go somewhere where they could be alone. She preferred it that way; then there wouldn’t be any tension holding them back.


    “Not too far. Maybe twenty to thirty minutes. Just relax. We’ll be there soon,” he told her. Liz nodded, nuzzled into his shoulder, and closed her eyes.
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    “Baby,” Brady whispered against her hair, “it’s time to wake up.”


    Liz fluttered her eyes open and yawned. She hadn’t even realized that she had fallen asleep, but she had been completely out of it for the entire car ride.


    They rounded a corner into a complex of brick townhomes. This was a nice area with well-groomed lawns, a gate around the entrance, and rows of clean cars. This certainly wasn’t student housing. Brady pulled into a spot in front of one of the buildings and cut the engine. Liz looked around, suddenly feeling much more sober than she had when she had first gotten into the car.


    Liz looked at Brady in confusion. “Where are we?”


    Brady was smiling from ear to ear. He was beyond happy at the moment, and she didn’t know why.


    “I’ll show you,” Brady said, exiting the car and coming around the side to help her out.


    Brady opened the door for her and she took his hand as she stood. Seemed that the car ride had helped sober her up more than she thought. She wasn’t even that wobbly on her feet. She could still use some water, though. She didn’t want to get sick later.


    He slid her hand in the crook of his elbow. Liz looked down in surprise, then around the apartment complex, as if she was worried they might be watched. “Brady, is this all right?” she asked, knowing he would get what she meant.


    “Right now. It’s fine. Calm down,” he said with a smile.


    Liz walked with him up the stairs to the second floor of one of the buildings. Her earlier buzz had dissipated, and she didn’t like not knowing what she was getting herself into.


    Brady knocked on the door twice, and they waited there for someone to answer.


    A couple minutes later, the door swung inward and a tall guy with sandy brown hair answered the door. He was wearing a UNC T-shirt and khaki shorts despite the late hour. He smiled when he saw who was at the door. “Brady! Man, I thought you were never going to show!” the guy said as the two hugged each other with pats on the back.


    “Sorry. Had to pick up someone along the way,” Brady told him.


    Liz was thoroughly confused. Wasn’t Brady going to freak out? Who was this guy? And why was Brady allowing them to be seen together? It felt odd standing there as the two guys acted completely normal.


    “Come on inside,” the guy said, ushering them through the door, closing it firmly behind them, and locking it.


    Liz walked down a hallway and into a modern-looking living room with an enormous flat-screen TV mounted on the wall. His furniture was low to the ground in blacks and whites and a splash of blue here and there.


    Brady smiled big and pulled her into his arms as the guy walked into the kitchen. She complied, though she was sure she looked thoroughly confused. What about their closely guarded secret? “Liz,” he said, bending and kissing her lips lightly, “this is my surprise.”


    “Um…” she said, not sure what to say.


    He released her as the guy walked back into the room with a glass of water. “Brady said you might need this.”


    Liz took it out of his hand. “Thank you.”


    “Liz, I’d like to introduce you to my best friend, Chris. Chris, this is Liz, the girl I was telling you about,” Brady said.


    She was meeting someone. She was actually meeting someone in Brady’s life—even if they were meeting in secret, in the middle of the night, at his place so that no one would know about it. This was good. This was a step. That meant that someone knew about her…someone important in his life. That must make her important in his life too.


    “So nice to meet you,” she said, switching the glass over to her left hand and shaking with her right.


    “Nice to meet you too.”


    “He mentions you in his speeches,” she said, dropping her hand and thinking of the only time Brady had mentioned Chris around her.


    Chris pinned Brady with a glare. “You’re still using that same old shit? Can’t you come up with something original? I moved to New York, just get over it,” he said, shaking his head, then turning back to Liz. “He’s such a sap.”


    A sap. Liz would have never in a million years described Brady as sappy.


    “People like to hear that I made the right choice by sticking around. You’re a good emotional trigger, or so the speechwriter tells me. Plus, you shouldn’t have moved so far away.”


    “If I hadn’t moved, what would you have talked about?” Chris asked.


    Brady shrugged. “I’m sure I could have thought of something else to make fun of you for.”


    Liz stared between the two guys. She had never seen Brady act like this. Was he actually cracking jokes and laughing at himself? She had always thought he was pretty serious. Sometimes he was sarcastic with her, but that was dry humor…totally different from this.


    “Seriously, convince your speechwriter to come up with new material. People are going to start noticing how full of shit you are,” Chris said as he walked past Brady and took a seat on the couch. Liz giggled and then covered her mouth quickly.


    “I’ll pass along the message,” Brady said, shaking his head. He turned back to Liz with a bright, breathtaking smile on his face. He looked so happy and relaxed. “What were you laughing at, huh?”


    “Oh nothing,” she said, unable to hold back her smile.


    “That’s what I thought.” He reached out for her. “See what I have to deal with? Both of you thinking I’m full of shit.”


    “Must mean it’s true if your best friend and your girl think so,” Chris said, lounging across the couch.


    Liz’s breath caught. Had Chris just called her Brady’s girl? She looked up into Brady’s face and didn’t see any frustration or anger. He hadn’t bit back a retort. He wasn’t correcting Chris. What was happening?


    “Must be,” Brady said, planting a kiss on her lips and then pushing her toward the couch.


    She was too stunned to even respond. She just sat down.


    Brady took the seat next to her and draped his arm over her shoulder. She had so many questions, not the least of which was Why was this okay? She wasn’t complaining; this was incredible. She just didn’t know that this was going to happen. Could she honestly think of a better surprise?


    “So, Liz, Brady tells me you’re at UNC. What are you majoring in?” Chris asked, switching gears. He picked up a controller off of the table and tossed it to Brady, who caught it one-handed. “You don’t mind, do you?”


    Liz shook her head. Video games. Seriously, who was this guy she had been seeing the last two months?


    She broke out of her trance to answer Chris’s question. “Journalism. I work at the newspaper.”


    “Nice. I used to read the kvetching column every day.”


    “Oh dear Lord, you’re one of those?” she asked, unable to hold back.


    Chris and Brady both laughed at that. “I didn’t care about much in college, so it wouldn’t surprise anyone that I’m one of those, as you said.” He turned on the XBOX and the icon blasted onto the enormous screen.


    The guys set up their game as they talked, and soon they were trying to kill each other on the television screen.


    “So, journalism, huh?” Chris said, bobbing and weaving with his player. “What made you choose that?”


    “I’ve always wanted to be a reporter, since I was a little kid. Most people change what they want to do as they grow up, but my goals stayed pretty consistent,” she told him.


    She couldn’t help staring at Brady instead of the screen. He was playing video games. His smile was contagious, and everything that he and Chris said to each other was a riot. They could badger each other and still laugh. It was very clear they had known each other for a long time.


    She suddenly felt a loss grip her, as if she had missed a part of him for the past two months. He could very clearly enjoy himself and be normal when he felt completely comfortable and didn’t have to hold back.


    “Nice. I changed majors about ten times in college. Ended up getting a business degree like Brady. Professors hated having us in classes together,” Chris told her.


    “I can see that. You two seem like you could get in a lot of trouble together.”


    “Wait a minute,” Brady said. “Professors hated having you in class. They didn’t have a problem with me.”


    “Don’t believe everything he tells you. He fucked up as much in college as the rest of us,” Chris said as Brady grumbled curse words under his breath.


    Liz laughed again. “I bet he did.”


    “Seriously don’t believe him,” Brady whispered into her ear. His lip brushed against her earlobe and she shivered.


    “Are you from the area then?” Chris asked.


    “No, my family lives in Tampa. My dad’s a professor at South Florida,” she told them.


    “Your dad is a professor?” Brady asked, stopping his movements on the controller and turning to look at her. Chris proceeded to kill Brady’s character off.


    “Yeah,” she said, staring up into his dark, intense eyes.


    “I didn’t know that.”


    “You never asked.”


    “What does he teach?” Brady asked, suddenly very interested.


    “Calculus primarily.”


    “Huh. And you’re not a math person?” he asked.


    “I’m a Morehead scholar. I’m perfectly fine at math. It’s just not my area of interest,” she told him diplomatically.


    That got Chris’s attention. “You’re a Morehead scholar?” he asked, sounding very impressed. “Isn’t that the highest merit scholarship in the school?”


    Liz shrugged, her cheeks flushing. “Yeah. It is.”


    “Damn,” he said, appraising her.


    “That’s impressive,” Brady said softly.


    “Thanks,” she said, embarrassed. She turned away from his heated look and let them get back to their game. She hadn’t thought her answers would distract them so much, but she couldn’t deny that she liked how interested Brady had been in her background.


    The guys played a couple games together, and Liz felt herself dozing off again. She rarely got much sleep when she was with Brady, but it tended to be for other reasons entirely.


    “Hey, are you falling asleep?” Brady asked, nudging her lightly.


    “Oh, no,” she said, jumping up. “I’m not.”


    “You guys need to come up to New York sometime,” Chris said. “My place there is smaller than this and I pay ten times as much on it, but you can’t beat the location in Manhattan.”


    Liz looked up at Brady as he turned to look at her. She could read his expression. Chris clearly knew that they weren’t out in public. Brady wouldn’t have brought them here otherwise.


    “What are you doing in North Carolina, anyway?” she asked, changing the subject so Brady didn’t have to respond. Brady kissed her lips once before returning to his game. She wondered if that was her thank you.


    “Oh, I’m here for Brady’s fucking gala event or whatever it is this weekend,” Chris told her.


    “Oh, really? I didn’t know you would be there,” Liz said. That was promising. At least she would know one other person besides Brady.


    “Yeah. Are you going?”


    She looked up at Brady expectantly. “Yeah, I got her a ticket,” he said.


    “You two are going together?” Chris asked, mashing one of the buttons repeatedly with his thumb.


    Brady sighed and looked down at her. She could tell he wasn’t happy with that question. She knew they couldn’t go together. She really, really wanted to go with him, but he wasn’t going to let that happen…not right before the primary. This was what she had signed up for, but she couldn’t help silently pleading with him to change his mind.


    “I don’t think that’s such a good idea with the election coming up,” Brady said.


    Chris looked as if he wanted to say more about it, but he didn’t. And that closed it. “You know, you could always go with me.”


    “What?” Brady asked before Liz could speak.


    “Hear me out. I don’t have a date, and she doesn’t have a date. It would be better for both of us if we went together. Then no weird old ladies will try to hand me off to their sons, and, yes, that has happened before,” Chris told them.


    “I don’t know,” Liz said, trying to read Brady’s reaction.


    “It’s really a flawless plan,” Chris said.


    “What do you think?” Liz asked Brady.


    He leaned down and whispered in her ear so that Chris couldn’t hear. “I don’t want anyone else even near you, but compared to the alternative, Chris is tolerable. As long as you know, baby, you’re going home with me.”


    “I don’t want anyone else,” she whispered back.


    Brady smiled and nodded at Chris. “I think that will work better than you both showing up alone. I can send you the details for the weekend.”


    “Sounds good,” Chris said, stretching exaggeratedly. “I think I’m beat. I’m going to go to bed. You guys feel free to stay. I have a guest room down that hallway.” He pointed off in the opposite direction of where he was walking. “Really nice meeting you, Liz.”


    “Nice meeting you, too.”


    Chris walked up the stairs to the second floor and out of sight. Brady planted his lips on hers, cradled her body against his, picked her up, and carried her into the guest bedroom.


    “Look,” Brady said, kicking the door closed with his foot and setting her down, “the surprise comes with a bed.”

  


  
    Chapter 21


    WHAT YOU’RE LOOKING FOR


    Liz walked forward into the ballroom that housed Brady’s big gala event. Chris was standing at her side, looking dashing out of his khakis and into a tux. His longer light brown hair was trimmed, and he had shaved. He handed off the pair of tickets Brady had left with them, and they glided through the doors.


    The room was a surprising display. Liz had expected the typical red-white-and-blue decor that she had associated with political campaigns, but it seemed that had been replaced with actual evening decorations in black, white, and gold. High tables, covered in alternating silky tablecloths, were scattered around the massive ballroom, where guests mingled with drinks in hand. The waitstaff wandered the premises in tailored tuxedos and shimmery black dresses, carrying hors d’oeuvres and champagne flutes on gold platters.


    A sizable number of influential members of North Carolina society were present, along with a few notable politicians, celebrities, and business executives from outside the state whom Liz recognized. Everyone was dressed to the nines and had probably paid a pretty penny in donations to be at this fund-raising event.


    Liz took a deep breath and tried not to think about it. Brady wanted her here tonight even though the party was only supposed to be for donors, friends, and family. She felt extremely on edge in the ballroom surrounded by all of these people, knowing she was essentially Brady’s mistress.


    No, he wasn’t married. No, he wasn’t dating anyone. No, she wasn’t technically a mistress. But she was a secret and that was enough.


    After the time they had spent with Chris out in the open, she had started feeling antsy. She hadn’t seen Brady since that night, but she felt like the paradigm of their relationship had forever changed now that someone knew what they were doing. If Chris knew, why couldn’t Victoria know? Why couldn’t his family know? Why couldn’t the whole campaign know?


    She didn’t like to think about it. She knew it would upset him if she mentioned it, but they were so good together. Would it really be the end of the world if other people knew what they were doing? Would it really jeopardize the campaign and her career? She knew that they had started out a secret for that very reason, but she hadn’t ever expected to want to change that. Now that she did…she couldn’t help wondering if they had just blown it out of proportion to begin with.


    Liz followed Chris to an empty table and he smiled at a few people he knew. She was really surprised by how many faces she recognized. Like the governor…wasn’t he from a different party? And two basketball celebrities…had they played with Brady in college? And a news reporter from the Washington Post and another one that Liz followed from the New York Times. She knew that no press was allowed in the event, and they weren’t wearing badges or carrying equipment. Were they supporters?


    Liz knew she shouldn’t be in reporter mode, but she couldn’t help it. It was who she was. Ingrained in her now. This event wasn’t open to the press, but her fingers were itching for the voice recorder and notebook she normally carried with her. She only had a deep red satin clutch with her, at Victoria’s insistence.


    The day after she met Chris, she had gone shopping with Victoria at the mall and some of the local boutiques. Liz had been ready to call it quits and wear what she had, but Victoria had urged her into a few more shops. A few more shops had actually been closer to a dozen, in true Victoria style.


    It had been worth it though when they had found the dress. Liz hadn’t been sure about it until Victoria had forced her to try it on. The champagne-colored silk hugged her figure seamlessly, falling to the floor, the train trailing out ever so slightly behind her. It had a square bustier top with a small V dipping between her breasts. The beaded straps crossed her back and held up the backless ensemble, which was ruched at the base of her spine.


    Miraculously, after she matched it with dark red pumps, it didn’t need any alterations. Victoria had piled Liz’s thick, blond hair up off her neck and into curls. The only jewelry on her whole body was a thin gold necklace and gold-knotted earrings.


    “Champagne?” the waitress asked as she passed.


    Chris glanced at Liz. “You?”


    “Sure,” she said, taking a drink from the waitress.


    Chris held up his hand and she moved on. “I think I’ll head to the bar and get something else. I prefer beer. Did you want something?”


    Liz took a sip of her champagne and then set it down. She couldn’t get sloshed. She needed to take it easy. “I think I’m good with the champagne.”


    “All right,” he said with a smile. “Don’t go anywhere.”


    “Hey,” Liz said, reaching out and touching his arm. “When will Brady get here?”


    Brady had told her that he wouldn’t be there when the event started, but he would make an appearance once the room started filling up. She just didn’t know when to expect him. She was already excited to see him.


    “I’m sure he’ll be late to his own gig.” He glanced down at the watch on his wrist. “Probably in the next twenty to thirty minutes if we’re lucky. The sooner he gets here, the sooner we leave.”


    Liz giggled and shook her head. “What? Afraid of getting pawned off to someone’s son again?”


    “Don’t get me started. I’ll tell you that story later, and then you won’t be laughing!” he said before turning and walking toward the bar.


    Liz took another drink of her champagne and went back to people watching. Brady would be here in the next twenty minutes or so, which meant she had a little bit of time to size up the crowd.


    She figured she was the youngest person in the room besides Savannah, whom she picked out in an Anne Boleyn green dress across the room. Most of the donors in the room who contributed to Brady’s campaign were up-and-comers riding the bandwagon of success. There were a sizable number of older individuals, women primarily, who all seemed to know one another. She was pretty sure she recognized some of them from her table at the Jefferson-Jackson event.


    “Find what you’re looking for?” a voice drawled softly into her ear.


    She turned around slowly and looked up into an oddly familiar face, but not the one she had been expecting. Where had she seen this person before? He had short blond hair, beautiful blue eyes, and dimpled cheeks. So familiar…yet she couldn’t place him.


    “I wasn’t looking for anything,” she covered quickly, flushing.


    “For you,” he said, offering her a glass half-full of dark liquid.


    Some guy was bringing her a drink…out of nowhere. That felt oddly familiar as well.


    “Um…thanks,” she said, taking it out of his hand.


    He chuckled, those cute dimples returning. “You don’t remember me, do you?”


    Busted! “No, sorry. You do look really familiar…”


    “We met on the Fourth of July,” he offered. “You were having a medical emergency. Claustrophobic, if I remember correctly. How are you handling this event?” he asked amicably.


    “Oh my God, that’s right! So sorry! I was kind of having a moment,” she said.


    If only he knew what kind of moment…


    “You seem all right now,” he drawled.


    “Much better.”


    He smiled down at her, and she noticed how handsome he was. “So, what do you think about the party? A bit different from the Fourth of July atmosphere.”


    “It’s classy. I’m just glad it’s not red-white-and-blue,” she said.


    “Ah, how exceptionally unpatriotic,” he teased.


    “Well, what do you think about it, then?” Liz demanded, taking a sip of the drink he had brought over to her. She smiled as the whiskey slid down her throat.


    “Hmm…the truth?” he asked with a devilish grin.


    “Of course.”


    “I think the decorations are a bit overdone, the crowd is a bit stiff, and the candidate is a pompous asshole. But hey, we don’t vote on character, do we?”


    Liz nearly choked on her drink. Had he really just called Brady a pompous asshole? She would have laughed, since it was something she would have thought two months ago, but she didn’t think that anymore. She knew Brady too well to think that was true.


    “Good to see you think so highly of your representative,” she said, biting back a smile.


    “Don’t believe all of that. They don’t represent us. They represent themselves and business and some of the people in this room who give them a lot of money,” he told her as a matter of fact.


    “What a jaded view of the political process,” Liz said. She’d had similar thoughts before, but that was why she was in journalism and not politics. She couldn’t deal with the insincerity and duplicity herself. She would rather report on it.


    “Only honest one you’ll get in here tonight, and don’t forget it,” he said, gesturing to the crowd.


    “You think pretty highly of yourself. I sure hope you never go through the trouble of running for office,” she said with a genuine smile.


    He laughed out loud and set his drink on the table. “So, you’re saying that you approve of the Maxwell family taking over the political field?”


    “We’ll see how the primary goes first,” she said diplomatically.


    “Spoken like a true politician. Are you running for office?” He leaned forward as if to get the inside scoop.


    “Definitely not,” she said.


    “Maybe reconsider it.”


    “And would I have your vote, considering what you think about politicians?” Liz asked, leaning forward to match him.


    “I don’t give away my vote freely, but I think I’d let you take it,” he drawled. “You want to run against a Maxwell?”


    “Maybe I’ll wait for an open seat.” She took another sip of her drink. His eyes followed the movement.


    The room gradually fell silent all around them, and Liz broke his gaze to look up at the entrance. Standing just inside the double doors, directly across from her table, stood Brady. He looked un-fucking-believable. He seriously got better-looking every time she saw him. He wore a black tux, and his hair had been styled to perfection. Everything just fit him as if it had been made for his body, and all she wanted to do was get him out of it.


    She zeroed in on him, and then slowly, as if she were zooming out with a camera, she saw everything else. And what she saw made her stomach drop.


    A woman. No, not just any woman. A freaking gorgeous woman. Model thin, above-average height, long, lustrous hair, flawless skin, and an expensive-dress-and-jewelry kind of woman. A woman with her hand holding on to Brady’s elbow as if…she was there with him. With her Brady.


    “Why am I not surprised?” the guy said next to her. “See what I mean by not judging on character alone? I’m sure he’s sleeping with her.”


    Liz’s fingers clenched into the cloth on the table as her heart sped up. Three days ago she had been meeting Brady’s best friend for the first time. While Brady hadn’t said that he was going to the event alone, she hadn’t thought he would show up with some other woman on his arm. Not after telling Liz that he didn’t want anyone near her. Now he was here with some other woman?


    Her death glare must have drawn Brady’s attention, because his eyes found her easily in the crowd. They stayed like that for only a couple of seconds, but she was sure he grasped the heat in her stare. His eyes traveled away from her, but jerked back to her almost immediately. He looked at her as if he was trying to puzzle out an answer, and then he looked away.


    She felt sick. She needed to get away from there.


    “Liz,” Chris called, appearing out of nowhere. “Sorry I was held up.” He looked over at the guy she had been standing with and clapped him on the back. “Hey, man. How’s law school treating you? Are you liking Yale?”


    Liz wanted to disappear. She was fuming. She knew deep down she had no right to be angry about this. They couldn’t be out in public, but that didn’t mean he could bring someone else! She wanted to be that woman right now! His girl. She had never wanted to be in anyone else’s shoes as much as she did at that moment.


    “Doing just fine. I see you know Liz,” he said, using her name without any effort, as if he had known it all along rather than only after Chris had just said it.


    “Oh, you know Liz?” Chris asked, sounding confused. “She’s here with me.” Chris touched her elbow, and it took everything she had not to wrench it out of his grasp. “I didn’t know you had already met Clay,” he said, turning to face Liz.


    That snapped her out of her anger for a second. “What?” Liz asked, her brows scrunched.


    The guy Chris had called Clay smirked and extended his hand. “Pleasure to meet you.” Liz took his hand and shook it. “Clay Maxwell.”


    “Maxwell,” she muttered, stunned.


    “So…you haven’t met?” Chris asked, trying to judge the situation.


    “We met at the Fourth of July rally,” Clay told Chris, “and then again just now.”


    Clay. Maxwell. Fuck. Of course, it was Clay Maxwell. The only other person she had found interesting, attractive, and engaging had been Brady’s brother. Great!


    Liz glanced back over at Brady, who had started talking to his guests and posing for pictures along the way. His parents were standing behind him and to the left. Heather and that same beady-eyed guy from the club were standing to his right. She would be sure to avoid them. Heather was one of the few who knew her indirectly.


    But what was worse, the woman Brady was standing with had her arm on his sleeve and followed at his side the whole time. Liz felt heat rise to her face as her stomach constricted into a million impossibly tight knots. She swallowed down a lump in her throat and balled her hands into fists at her sides. She would have clutched onto the fabric of her dress, but she didn’t want to ruin it.


    “Are you feeling all right?” Clay asked Liz, reaching out and touching her arm.


    Chris looked over at Liz, concerned. “Do you need to sit down?”


    “I’m fine,” she snapped. She tried to rein in her rising anger, but she wasn’t doing a very good job. She kept trying to tell herself that she had no right to be angry, but that felt like a lie.


    Liz turned her head away from Brady and the woman on his arm. She couldn’t keep staring at them. It made her nauseous to see them together.


    “Maybe we should go get you some water,” Chris suggested.


    “Water. Hmm,” she mused, remembering how she and Brady had driven to Chris’s house for water. She took a few slow breaths, trying to calm down. “No, I think I’m fine. Already recovering. Must have been the claustrophobia.”


    “Well, it’s good you’re feeling better. I unfortunately have to go find the rest of my family. It was good seeing you again, Liz. Chris,” Clay said, thrusting his hand out. Clay and Chris shook formally, as if they were on opposite sides of an irresolvable war. Clay flashed her a smile and turned to leave. He only took a step before Brady materialized before him, with his date in tow.


    “Clay,” Brady said with a smile. It was a campaign smile. Liz could read it a mile away.


    “Brady,” Clay responded. “Nice party.” He made it sound like a joke.


    “Thanks. Mind taking a picture? We can do a family one later.”


    “I sure hope it’s for the Christmas card,” Clay retorted.


    “Christmas in July?”


    “Never too early.”


    “Just take the picture,” Brady said, turning to face the photographer. Brady smiled and the camera flashed.


    Clay broke away from Brady as soon as it was over. “You should take one with Chris. Have you met his date?” Clay turned to include Liz and Chris into the conversation. “I think I’ve convinced her to run against you.”


    “Have you? How kind,” Brady said, turning to face Liz.


    Their eyes met and she stopped breathing. She wished his campaign mask would slip for a second so she could see what else was underneath that beautiful face. Why was he doing this to her?


    “I hear you’re running against me. How do you intend to win?” Brady asked Liz.


    “By taking out the competition, of course,” Liz said without missing a beat.


    Clay snickered and Chris squeezed her arm. Brady just kept looking at her, completely unaffected.


    “I do believe you would. I hope I can change your mind about running.”


    “I’m sure you’d try to change my mind about a lot of things,” she said coolly.


    Brady laughed and Liz tried to muster a smile, but it wasn’t without difficulty. “Liz, is it? I believe we met at the rally on the Fourth of July.”


    “Indeed we did, Senator,” she said formally. “And who is your beautiful girlfriend?” Liz turned her attention to the woman at his side.


    “Ah, this is my friend Amber,” he added, hastily introducing Amber to the group of people.


    “Pleased to meet you,” Amber said with an overemphasized Southern drawl.


    “How do you guys know each other anyway?” Clay asked.


    “We met at the Miss North Carolina pageant,” Amber filled in.


    “A pageant. I sure hope you beat him,” Clay said snarkily.


    Amber giggled and covered her mouth. Brady shook his head. “Amber is Miss North Carolina. She won this year’s competition.”


    “Is that a scholarship competition?” Liz asked, directing her attention to Amber, because she couldn’t look at Brady.


    “It is!” Amber answered enthusiastically.


    “It must be nice to get a scholarship just for being beautiful,” she said, taking a sip of her drink, glancing at Brady, and then setting it back down. “Excuse me. I’m not feeling well. I think I need to go sit down.”


    “I’ll go with you,” Chris said. He placed his drink next to hers.


    “Good luck with your election, Senator,” Liz said, smiling at him, turning, and walking away.


    Chris followed close on her heels, waiting until they were at a comfortable distance from other people before speaking. “Liz, calm down. He’s not here with her. He only showed up with her. It’s not like that. He likes you. I swear. He wouldn’t have told me about you if he didn’t.”


    “Chris,” Liz grumbled, “do you mind shutting up?”


    “Come on. You know he’s not interested in that woman. She has nothing between her ears.”


    “He’s still here with her.” She continued to walk quickly. She didn’t know where she was going…just trying to escape.


    “He wouldn’t have brought anyone if he had the choice.”


    “Exactly. No one or a fucking beauty queen.” She stopped and faced him, making sure no one was paying them any attention. “Not me.”


    “It’s bad timing. That’s all. It has nothing to do with you.”


    “Oh, please,” Liz said, shaking her head and starting to walk again. “Its having nothing to do with me is even worse.”


    “Hey.” Chris grabbed her arm and forcibly stopped her from walking farther. “I’m telling you as his best friend that he likes you. Remember the other night when we were all together? He’s not like that with some dumb beauty queen. Now let’s get another drink and calm down.”


    “Did you know he was bringing someone else?” she asked.


    “Yes,” he said with a sigh, “but not until last night.”


    “And why wasn’t I informed of this?” Liz asked testily.


    “Because he thought you might back out, and he wanted you here.”


    “Well, at least he knows me.”


    “Come on,” he said, wrapping an arm around her shoulder. “Let’s get a drink.”


    Liz sighed and shook her head. “No. I don’t think I can do that. I can’t stand around and watch him with her.” She brushed his hand off of her shoulder and started walking toward the door. She had fallen hard for Brady Maxwell, but he couldn’t parade that woman in front of her. He couldn’t get away with not telling her the truth, not being up front with her, when he demanded it of her.


    “Liz…” Chris called, following after her. “Don’t leave.”


    “I have to. He doesn’t take this seriously.”


    “He’d be stupid not to take you seriously after that last comment.”


    Liz shot daggers at him. “Why are you even siding with him?”


    “He’s my best friend. Look, just come with me for a minute.” Chris reached out and stopped her. “Don’t leave yet.”


    “Chris, come on. I’m just going to go.”


    “One minute,” he pleaded.


    Liz grumbled expletives softly under her breath before nodding. “Fine. Where are we going?”


    “Somewhere quiet,” he said, walking toward the back wall.


    “For what?”


    “Just act natural.”


    Liz shrugged and decided to see where he was taking her. It was better than sticking around the party and watching the stupid beauty-pageant chick follow Brady around like a lapdog.


    They walked through a door on the other side of the room, which led them through a service hallway. They turned a corner and Chris jiggled the handle to the first door on the right. It twisted and pushed inward. Liz peered around him and saw that he had opened a door into a family bathroom.


    “What the hell is this?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest.


    Chris looked up and down the empty hallway. “Just go inside. Brady will meet you in a minute.”


    “In a bathroom?” she asked incredulously.


    “Yes. Go,” he said, pointing at the door.


    Liz looked at him as if he were mentally insane, but walked into the bathroom and shut the door. She felt really ridiculous. She was standing in a bathroom, for Christ’s sake. Who did this? What if Brady left her in there all night? Not that she would stay longer than like fifteen minutes…okay twenty…maybe longer.


    She sighed, feeling even more ridiculous. How the hell could Brady bring someone else to this event? Why even invite Liz if he was going to flaunt someone else around in front of her the whole time? After blowing up on her about Justin and not wanting anyone else to get their hands on her, he had the audacity to show up with someone else. As if she wanted anyone to get her hands on him!


    Just the thought was getting her even more riled up. And she didn’t want to calm down.


    The door handle rattled as someone wrestled with the stuck knob. It popped open a second later and Brady stood silhouetted in the doorway. Alone.


    Liz smiled at the sight of him. Then she remembered she was angry and wiped it away. He moved inside quickly, shut and locked the door. He took one look at her before crossing the small space, taking her face in his hands, and kissing the breath right out of her. Her eyes closed for a second as he took what was his. He was the most intoxicating substance on the planet. Their kisses were like fire scorching through a burning building—hot and destructive.


    She didn’t want him to stop. She couldn’t possibly want that. She wanted to do this for the rest of eternity. Who cared if he burned a hole right through her heart?


    Then she came to her senses, and she pushed him back with every ounce of force. She probably didn’t move him back more than an inch, but the shock of her stopping him made him stumble a few feet backward.


    “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Brady asked.


    “Stopping you.”


    “What have you been doing since you got here?”


    “What have I been doing?” she asked, her eyes going wide.


    “Yes. What have you been doing? Flirting with my brother, making a scene when I come to see you—what is wrong with you?” he demanded.


    “I’m not sure I can even justify that with an answer!” she said, shaking her head.


    “Is this because of Amber? Because if it is, then you need to get your shit together. Did you forget that I’m on the campaign? That I have an election to win?” he asked gruffly.


    “How could I possibly forget?” she demanded.


    “I don’t know, but you’re fucking acting like you have. I thought you knew what we were doing.” He clenched his hands into fists.


    “That’s right. What we were doing,” she said, trying to brush past him to get to the door.


    “What the fuck does that mean?” he asked. He grabbed her by the arm and pulled her into him.


    “We aren’t doing what we started out doing anymore. If you want the girl who you met in May, then sorry…she’s long gone,” she told him, staring up into his dark, intense eyes.


    “You’re not leaving, Liz,” he told her. She arched an eyebrow, wondering whether he was daring her. “I don’t want that girl. I want you. Do you hear me? I want you.”

  


  
    Chapter 22


    APPEARANCES


    Liz felt her anger deflate at his words. She knew it wasn’t enough for them to move forward. It wasn’t enough to change the course of their relationship. But it was something; it was a start.


    “I want you too,” she whispered in the silence.


    Brady’s lips found hers again, soft and warm. He wasn’t trying to kiss the life out of her; he was just kissing her. The woman he wanted.


    He wrapped his arms around her waist, and she tangled her fingers in his hair. Her chest rose and fell in time with his, and she felt all the remaining fire in her body dissolve.


    Brady wanted her.


    When they broke apart this time, she was wobbly on her feet and had to rest her hand on his chest to hold herself steady.


    “Are you all right now?” he asked, tilting her chin up to gaze into her blue eyes.


    “Doing better,” she whispered.


    “Good. That’s what I wanted to hear.”


    “Brady, why did you bring her? Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked softly. She still wasn’t comfortable with the idea, but she wasn’t angry. Not in the same way, at least.


    “I had to bring her.”


    Liz looked up at him incredulously. “Really?”


    “Some things are for appearances. It’s complicated. Heather really insisted on this one. My bachelor appearance only accommodates me so far, but in social situations it doesn’t look good to show up alone. And it’s useful to have someone else there to entertain the people I’m not speaking with directly. As much as I’d prefer to go alone, Amber is the least troublesome of the choices I was given.”


    “You didn’t even ask her yourself?” she asked, surprised. How did all of this work?


    “No. I’m too busy to date, or at least that’s what I tell my press secretary.”


    “Does she want you to date?” Liz asked, concerned.


    Brady shook his head solemnly. “She doesn’t want me to date. She wants me to get married.”


    Liz let out a peep at that word. Married! He couldn’t get married!


    “Don’t worry,” he said, planting a kiss on her lips. “That’s not on my horizon for a long time. She can’t badger me into something that extreme. That’s not like a date at a gala.”


    Thank God! Liz thought.


    “So…why were you flirting with my brother?” he asked, a storm cloud forming over his features. So that was what he had been holding back when he’d had his campaign face on while talking to Clay.


    “I didn’t know he was your brother. Nor did I know I was flirting with him. I was trying to defend you,” she said, pointing her finger into his chest.


    “Defend me? Why would you need to?”


    Liz bit her lip. Whoops! Maybe she shouldn’t have said that. It was clear that there was something wrong between him and Clay. But she had already put one foot forward; she might as well take the step.


    “He was talking about you and the campaign and politics in general. I didn’t know who he was, but they weren’t exactly uplifting words,” she said as tactfully as she could.


    “Fucking Clay,” Brady said, shaking his head. “He needs to learn to keep his mouth shut. I promise he was trying to charm you.”


    Liz swallowed and didn’t say anything. Charm ran in their family.


    “I would stay away from him.”


    “I probably won’t see him again anyway, will I?” she asked. “He’s at Yale. He should be going back soon.”


    “Not soon enough, unfortunately,” Brady said.


    Liz wanted to ask what the problem was between them, but it didn’t really seem like the time. There were other more pressing concerns…like where they were going from here.


    “Brady, what are we doing?” she asked, trying to keep from choking out the words. She couldn’t ask too much. She couldn’t push too hard. She couldn’t lose him.


    He opened his mouth to say something and was cut off by a sharp rap on the door. Brady hung his head and sighed. “That’s my cue. Can we finish this conversation later?”


    “Will I get to see you later?”


    Brady smiled that gorgeous smile he seemed to reserve specifically for her and pulled something out of his tux. Liz peered down into his hand and saw a little silver key. She glanced up at him, confused. “What’s this?”


    “A key to my house.”


    Liz’s throat went dry. A key. To his house.


    She had never been to his house. She wasn’t allowed to go there. They had always met somewhere that couldn’t be tracked or traced…somewhere the campaign couldn’t find them.


    “What’s that for?” she whispered, not able to tear her eyes away from the key.


    “That’s where I was planning to have you stay tonight.”


    Liz’s eyes slowly rose to his and her mouth popped open. He bent down and kissed her lightly.


    “That is—if you still want to.”


    He slid the key into her palm, and she closed her hand over the metal, feeling the light weight in her hand.


    “I want to,” she responded.


    “I have a driver tonight, and he can take you. I’ll see you tonight, baby.”


    He placed one more kiss on her lips and then exited the room. Liz stared down at her hand. She had a key to Brady’s house.
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    Liz left the bathroom a few minutes later and walked back into the gala ballroom. Her heart beat a soft rhythm in her throat from her time with Brady, and she couldn’t seem to relinquish that feeling. Her emotions were swirling around inside of her like a tempest raging through a storm. She couldn’t believe Brady had given her a key to his place. He was slipping. They were both slipping away from their arrangement. The more he let her in, the more she craved from him. Even though she was still mad about Amber, their conversation had tempered her anger so completely that all she could think about was getting back to Brady’s house as quickly as possible.


    Chris smiled at her as she walked toward him. She wondered what he thought had happened back there. He must think they had worked everything out or he wouldn’t look so smug. At least he was a good friend to have arranged a way for them to talk.


    He handed her a drink as she approached. “I thought you’d want another,” he said with a wink.


    “Yes, I would,” she said, taking it and sipping on the whiskey sour.


    The key felt like the business card Brady had given her the first time they had met and he had told her to call him. She couldn’t stop feeling like the tiny thing was weighing her bag down.


    The next hour was a blur of Brady, taking pictures, shaking hands, schmoozing all around. She couldn’t drag her eyes away from him, and Chris wouldn’t let her have more than one more drink. Apparently she hadn’t been as sober as she had thought when she had met Chris the first time. He was probably right about it anyway; she shouldn’t trust herself to drink in this environment.


    Someone handed Brady a microphone and he gave a short speech thanking everyone for being in attendance. A series of other officials spoke after him. It was the same thing from everyone. They all wanted people to donate money to Brady for his campaign. They wanted to take him from a candidate to a shoo-in.


    Liz already thought he was. And she had before she had become completely and totally biased.


    After the speeches, music streamed through the speakers and the lights dimmed. Everyone began to mingle around the room and some of the younger crowd started dancing. Chris disappeared for a second to get another beer, and Liz thought about leaving early anyway.


    She just needed to suck it up and see the evening for what it was. She had gotten herself into this mess. She hadn’t thought that she would want anything more from Brady Maxwell than what he had offered her that morning in the diner…that she would want a real relationship. And it hadn’t mattered, until it did.


    Liz found Brady in the crowd standing with his family, Amber, and some official Liz didn’t know. Savannah was speaking and Brady was laughing at whatever she said. At least he got along with his sister. She wondered if he and Clay were too much alike, or if their animosity ran deeper.


    Brady said something to the official as Amber spoke with his wife. She wondered what it would be like to stand there with Brady and entertain the wives of officials while he spoke to the husbands. Would she enjoy doing that? A chill went through her. She was getting way ahead of herself.


    His eyes found her across the room and she saw his mask fall when he smiled at her. Their eyes locked and her cheeks flushed. He wanted her. She could see it in that one look.


    Liz licked her lips. He nodded once, as if he understood what she was implying and turned his attention back to his sister.


    She needed to leave. She couldn’t stand here any longer. She wanted to be in his bed, snuggled up against his chest, enjoying the time she could have with him. She didn’t want to see him parade around a room with someone else. Even if he had no personal feelings toward Amber, it still made Liz feel disgusting. She understood his position, but she didn’t have to like it.


    “I think this is the last one for me tonight,” Liz said, setting down her empty glass.


    “Are you sure?” Chris asked.


    “Yeah. I think it’s time for me to go home.”


    “You’re not still upset, are you?” He leaned against the table and surveyed the people surrounding them.


    “No. I’m all right, I guess. Just tired. Sorry I haven’t been the best date,” she said with a small apologetic smile.


    “Well, you weren’t the worst one I’ve ever had,” he said with a wink.


    “Does this also have something to do with being handed off to someone’s son?”


    “I swear I’m never telling you anything again. You’ll use it against me for all of eternity,” he said, shaking his head.


    Liz pointed at herself and shrugged. “Reporter. I don’t forget much.”


    “Great,” he groaned.


    “Thanks for bringing me, Chris,” she said, wrapping her arms around his waist and pulling him into a hug. He patted her back twice before releasing her.


    “Take it easy. I’m sure I’ll see you around. I always end up at functions for Brady.”


    “Definitely. Hopefully I’ll see you soon,” Liz said with a smile.


    She took one last look at Brady. He looked up, saw her leaving, and smiled. She tried to hold her smile back, but she wasn’t successful. He knew where she was heading now.


    Liz turned away before he could and walked through the double doors and into the fresh evening air. She turned the corner and stared at the line of cars and limos that stretched around the circular drive. Unless his driver happened to recognize her, she wasn’t going to be able to locate Brady’s car without a valet.


    She looked around and found the valet station, but it was currently unoccupied. They must have been out collecting a car for someone else.


    She craned her neck when she heard voices off to the left, hoping it was the valet, but saw someone talking on their cell phone. The person turned and Liz saw that it was Clay. He nodded his head at her and beckoned her over.


    Liz scrunched up her eyebrows and stood her ground. The last thing she wanted to do was upset Brady right now.


    “Let me give you a call back,” she heard Clay say before hanging up his phone and sliding it back into his pocket. “Hey, you’re not leaving, are you?”


    Clay walked back across the sidewalk to stand in front of her. Fuck! She couldn’t take Brady’s car if Clay was standing here.


    “Yeah, I think I’m going to call it a night,” she told him.


    “Where’s Chris?” he asked, looking around. “Is he getting his car?”


    “Nah, I think I’m going to head home alone.” She sure hoped he didn’t try to read more into that. Chris was technically her date, and now it probably looked bad that she was leaving without him.


    “Huh,” he said, seeming to mull that over. “Well, do you need a lift?”


    “You would miss your own brother’s party?”


    “Hey, it’s not like it’s my party,” he said with that cute dimpled smile.


    “You really don’t support him, do you?” she couldn’t help asking.


    “Why do you care if this guy wins an election?” Clay asked. “I mean, why do you think he’s running anyway? In a few years, he’s not going to remember anyone in this room who isn’t paying him in the upper hundred thousands. Unless you have a trust fund somewhere lying around, which, forgive me if you do, he’s not going to remember you either. The man has a plan, and he won’t stop for anyone to get there.”


    “What? Did he step on your toes to get where he is now?” she demanded. This was not a conversation she wanted to have with him after the one she’d had with Brady in the bathroom.


    Clay chuckled and shook his head. “Just wait. You’ll see. The toes will be the least of everyone’s concerns. You don’t know him well enough to understand.”


    “Why are you telling me all of this?” she huffed.


    “Because I want to take you home,” he told her. “Why don’t you let me?”


    “I’m just curious,” Liz said, holding her hand up. “Does this line actually work on women?”


    Clay laughed out loud. “Actually, yes. It does.”


    “Uh-huh…well, maybe you should try some new material.”


    “Apparently, but that doesn’t change the fact that I want to take you home. Nor does it change anything I said about my brother,” he said.


    Liz smiled slightly. He didn’t get it. He didn’t get what Brady got about the world. Clay had it written all over him how jaded he was. From the way his hand rested in his pocket, the cockiness in his smile, and the glint in his eyes. She just wanted to…fix him.


    “I appreciate the offer, but I’m going to have to pass. And about your brother, maybe you’re not wrong about him. But next time he gives a speech you should listen to what he says and how he says it. You might be surprised.”


    “I’ll do that…just for you,” he said with a devious smirk that said he certainly wouldn’t.


    “Ms. Carmichael?” a voice called behind her.


    Shit!


    “Yes?” she asked, turning to face him.


    “Your car is on its way,” the valet said.


    She hadn’t even gone up to ask the valet for the car. Was this Brady’s doing?


    “That’s me,” she said to Clay. “Have a nice night.”


    “At least let me get your number,” he volleyed.


    “And what are you going to do with it? Don’t you go to Yale?” Liz asked.


    “So?” he said with a shrug before pushing his phone into her hands.


    Liz rolled her eyes. “I only want to hear from you if you change your mind about your brother,” she told him. She typed her number into his phone.


    He took the phone back and nodded. “Sounds like a deal. I think I’ll find some compassion tonight,” he said with a wink before walking away.


    Liz blew out softly as he departed. She knew that if she hadn’t done that then she never would have gotten away without him seeing that she was getting into Brady’s car.


    Damn! Why hadn’t she thought of using a fake number? Whatever. It wasn’t as if she would ever respond to his messages.


    Brady’s driver, Greg, pulled up in front of the valet station a second later. The valet opened the door for her and she slid into the backseat. Greg stared back at her through the rearview mirror with a smile. “Pleasure to have you back, Ms. Carmichael.”
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    Greg rolled up slowly in front of a brick two-story house in the very back of a gated neighborhood in a Raleigh suburb. It was dark outside, but the front porch light was on, allowing Liz a better view. The house was traditional-looking, with bay windows in the front and a large porch with a porch swing. She knew that Brady had neighbors on either side of his house, but the generous portion of land, curve of the cul-de-sac, and abundance of tall pines obscured the view of any of the surrounding lots.


    Liz exited the car after Greg pulled into the driveway and opened the door for her. She thanked him for his time, and he got back into the car and drove away. She couldn’t believe she was actually standing in front of Brady’s house. She took a moment to relish that fact.


    As she walked across the sidewalk up to the front door, she took in the smell of freshly cut lawn and pine that permeated the air. His house was far enough off the road that she could hear crickets and cicadas chirping in the woods, and the stars were bright with life overhead. The temperature had dropped some after nightfall, and a breeze blew in. She had an overwhelming feeling of peace, like the first night she had spent with Brady on the lake.


    Liz removed the key from her bag, pushed it into the dead bolt, and unlocked the door. She turned the handle and pushed inward. The foyer was lit overhead, revealing a giant staircase leading to the second floor. The entranceway was all hardwood floors leading off in three different directions. She closed the front door and took the opportunity to look around the house.


    She could make out the outline of a square wooden dining room table off to the left. The room to the right had sliding double doors that led into a library, with an oversize wooden desk taking up the majority of one wall. The bay window was actually a small nook, with a cushion over the seat and bookshelves underneath. She stared all around at the books and wondered whether he had actually read all of them. Where would he find the time?


    She backed out of the office and walked into the living room. Dim lighting cast shadows up into the high vaulted ceilings. The living room was nearly the length of the house, save for the kitchen, which she could just make out in the dark. The room was well furnished, and a giant area rug covered the center of the room. Glass doors led out to a back deck used for grilling, and beyond that were trees as far as she could see in the darkness.


    Liz wondered whether she should go upstairs. It felt kind of nosy to snoop around his place. She knew that he had given her the key, but this was different from the lake house. This place had Brady written all over it. The house even smelled like him.


    Deciding she couldn’t help herself, she picked her dress up in one hand and wandered up the stairs. She opened up two guest rooms before locating the master suite. The room was so Brady she had to stop and stare all around her. Navy blue and tan accented the dark hardwood furniture. A picture of the lake house was framed on one wall, and an oil painting of a sailboat on stretched canvas was mounted over his bed. Along a waist-high dresser stood a collage of picture frames. She bent down and examined them, finding some as old as pictures of him and Clay as babies, one with Brady holding what must have been a baby Savannah in his arms with Clay pretending to punch him in the ribs, and some as recent as his college graduation and election to the State Senate. It was like a picture catalog of his life, and it made her smile. She hadn’t seen any pictures at the lake house.


    Liz tore her eyes away from the pictures and walked over to the tall bed. She ran her hands along the comforter, knowing it was down and likely very expensive, and on the right side of the bed was a note sitting on top of a pillow. She held in her giggle as she took it in her hands, flipped it open, and read the contents.


    Baby, it’s good to finally have you here.


    —B


    Liz bit her lip and smiled. He had planned the whole thing out. He would have had to plant this note before he left for the night, which meant he had been intending to give her a key and bring her back here all along.


    It still didn’t make it okay that he had brought someone else to the gala…especially when he hadn’t told her about it. But it sure lessened the blow, knowing this was all for her.


    Liz removed her constricting dress, located one of his white button-downs, and pulled it on over her head. She hung the dress in his walk-in closet that was full of expensive suits, dress shirts, and ties. Then she wandered back downstairs to wait for Brady.
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    The sound of the garage door opening made Liz jump up from the couch. She hadn’t been sleeping; she had been much too alert for that. But she hadn’t known when Brady was going to be back, and waiting had made her antsy.


    Liz lounged back on the couch, not wanting to look flustered, and popped one of her knees up. She took a deep breath.


    A door off of the foyer opened and closed, and she heard footsteps approach the living room. Brady was shrugging out of his tuxedo jacket when he stepped through the archway. A smile broke out on her face at the sight of him.


    His eyes landed on her, and he smirked. “Nice shirt.”


    She extended her long, lean legs out on the couch toward him and tugged lightly on the material. “Thanks. I think it’s a little big.”


    Brady slung his jacket on the arm of the couch, kicked off his polished shoes, and loosened the bow tie at his neck. “I heard you had another chat with my brother,” Brady said, unbuttoning the top button of his shirt and sliding his hands into his pockets.


    Liz shrugged and stretched her arms overhead. Was this really the time to talk about this? “He was outside when I was leaving.”


    “And you decided to give him your phone number?” he asked, his eyes staring intently at her.


    “Decided is the wrong word,” she told him, propping herself up on her elbows. She had left the top two buttons undone, and cleavage peeked out from her change in position. His eyes dropped to her chest. “I would use coerced. But either way it was only because your driver was about to pull up. I thought it would be better to give him the number and have him leave me alone than have him watch me get into your car. Was I wrong?” She stared up at him through her thick, dark lashes.


    “You weren’t wrong,” he said, “but why does he now know you as Liz Carmichael?”


    Liz furrowed her brow. Carmichael. Clay shouldn’t know that name. Then it came back to her. “The valet called me Ms. Carmichael,” she told him.


    Brady tsked and walked forward to sit next to her on the couch. He ran his hands up her thighs with an urgency that said he had wanted to do it all night. He stopped at the edge of her shirt.


    “That’s supposed to be my name for you,” he said, lowering his lips to kiss across her thighs.


    “Only for you,” she whispered, her chest rising and falling. Her body was heating from his skilled touch. “Are you still angry with me?” Her voice came out hoarse and strained.


    “Very,” he growled, nipping her leg.


    She squeaked as her whole body tensed. “Are you going to forgive me?”


    “I’ll let you make it up to me.”


    Brady lifted her shirt from her thighs, scooted it out from under her butt, and then pulled it over her head. He tossed it to the ground and smiled down at her. She hadn’t been able to wear a bra with her backless dress, so she was bare before him besides her cream lace thong. “I wanted to take you out of your dress all night.”


    “You should have,” she told him. She watched as he straightened and made quick work of unbuttoning his shirt. “In the bathroom.”


    “If you hadn’t fought me off, baby, I would have had you bent over the sink and taken you right then and there,” he said, removing his remaining clothes.


    She stared up at him completely naked before her and swallowed. She could never get enough of that body, and he was always so…ready for her. She wanted him now. Her eyes traveled the length of him, and she flushed as she thought about all the things he had done to her. Her memory was serving her better than her imagination in that instant.


    His hands raked her underwear to the ground, leaving both of them bare. He moved on top of her, settling between her thighs.


    “And I’m ready to take you now,” he told her before easing forward inside of her. She cried out as he filled her, and tossed her head back onto the pillow. “Just try not to wake the neighbors, baby.”


    Brady started a slow, sensual rhythm, gliding in and out of her with enough force to push her toward the edge, but not fast enough to get her there. He held her head in his hands and kissed across her cheek to her lips. Their breathing mingled in heated, intoxicating kisses that only increased the passion growing between them.


    Her body grew warmer with each passing minute, and she tugged lightly on his hair. He groaned into her mouth as her walls tightened all around him, and he plunged deeper. She pulled her feet off of the couch and wrapped her legs around his waist, which tilted her hips up to him. He used the added leverage to pump faster into her.


    “God you feel good, baby,” he groaned against her lips.


    She nibbled across his bottom lip and sucked it into her mouth playfully. He moaned gruffly when she released him and dropped his head down to her ear, where he returned the favor. She felt her breath coming out in spurts as he continued to drive deeper into her.


    “Make me come, Brady,” she whispered desperately, feeling the waves of her orgasm tease at the edge of her body. She was getting close, so close, and she wanted him to get there with her. She just wanted to wrap her arms and legs around him and never let the moment fade away. If only they could stay here, like this, forever. Cut through all the misunderstandings and miscommunication, and get to the foundation of it all.


    She didn’t ever want to let him go.


    And then he pushed her to climax. He grunted and released at the same time, burying himself deep inside of her.


    “Fuck,” he muttered. “Whatever you did at the end.” He took a second to breathe. “Amazing, Liz. You’re amazing.”


    She kissed his breathless lips and nodded. She wanted to tell him. She wanted to tell him everything she was feeling and more in that moment.


    But he just sighed, nuzzled into her shoulder, and let his breathing even out. She heard him whisper one more time, “You’re amazing, Liz,” as he held her close.


    She couldn’t break the moment, not for anything, not even something this important…not even to tell him she loved him.

  


  
    Chapter 23


    JUST TELL ME


    Liz shrugged Brady’s button-down back on, and he pulled a pair of loose basketball shorts out of a gym bag in the hall closet. He slid into the shorts and padded into the kitchen. He pressed a few buttons on the wall and soft music filtered in through hidden speakers.


    Brady opened the refrigerator and rummaged through the contents. “I’m starving. Are you hungry?”


    She yawned and got to her feet. “I think I’m all right.”


    “What about some wine? I have a couple bottles of red,” he told her.


    “Sure. I could go for some wine. What do you have?”


    “I think this is a Pinot Noir,” he said, holding a bottle up. “That okay with you?”


    She walked a few feet forward to examine the bottle. “Perfect.”


    “You know, I think I could get used to the idea of coming home to you in my shirt, lying practically naked on my couch,” he said as he uncorked the wine bottle and poured them each a glass.


    Liz’s heart stopped. Was he serious? She swallowed back her confusion about where they stood and accepted the statement for what it was.


    “I would lie on that couch just waiting for you to come home and fuck me,” she said, stretching her arms over her head and letting his shirt ride up her thighs.


    He walked a glass over to her. “You keep talking like that and I’m going to have to fuck you again.”


    Liz took a glass out of his hand and tilted her head up to kiss him on the mouth.


    “What the fuck is this, Brady?” someone practically screeched from the entranceway.


    Liz broke away from Brady, and they both snapped their heads to the side. Heather was standing in the open doorway, wearing a black pantsuit and shooting daggers at them. Liz’s mouth hung open and she pulled Brady’s shirt down farther to try for some decency.


    “What the fuck are you doing here, Heather?” Brady demanded, fury being an understatement. He pushed Liz behind him, but it was well past too late for Heather not to notice.


    “The fucking door was open and I had some really important news for you. You weren’t answering your phone, so I came over in person, but apparently you were too busy fucking…” Heather shook her head in utter disbelief and red-hot anger. “Too busy fucking some college reporter to do your damn job!”


    Brady shook his head and clenched his fists. “I don’t need to hear this shit from you. Just get in my fucking office, and I’ll be there in a minute.”


    “Are you kidding me right now?” Heather yelled. “Do you know what this could do to you?”


    “Heather!” he shouted, losing it completely. Liz jumped in surprise.


    Heather stood up straighter, caught off guard by his outburst. Liz had never seen Brady look so angry before, and judging by Heather’s reaction, she hadn’t either.


    “I will deal with you in a minute,” he growled.


    “I’m going to get Elliott from the car,” Heather said, her eyes spitting fireballs at him. “He will talk some fucking sense into you.”


    “Elliott is here, too?” Brady asked, his hands shaking with anger.


    “Yes, and he deserves to know what shit you’re getting into, if we’re to salvage any of this.” She turned on her heel and walked out.


    Brady turned around as soon as the door slammed shut and wrapped Liz up in a hug.


    “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.”


    He said it over and over again, as if he was trying to convince himself as much as her.


    “Are you okay?” he asked, drawing back to look at her.


    All she saw in those big brown eyes was concern, not the anger he had spat at Heather, or the hunger he normally showed her, or the campaign mask, or the hardness he conveyed on the outside. Nothing she expected…just fear. What could he be afraid of?


    “I’m okay,” she said softly, taking his hands in hers.


    They were still shaking. She knew what had just happened. Their cover had been blown. Brady was going to withdraw from her. Tonight was their last night. She knew it just by looking at him. And yet she was more concerned with comforting him than worrying about that.


    “Are you going to be okay?” Liz asked, sliding her hands up his chest and running her hand along his jaw. She stood on her tiptoes and kissed his soft lips. It felt like good-bye.


    “Let me deal with Heather and Elliott, okay? Don’t go anywhere,” he pleaded. She wasn’t sure how he expected her to go anywhere when she didn’t have a car, but she wasn’t planning on leaving him alone.


    “I won’t. I’ll be here, Brady,” she said softly, trying to stay strong for him. “But what does this mean?”


    “Don’t worry.” He kissed her hard. “Nothing is going to happen to us. I’m going to deal with it.”


    “Brady,” she said, knowing that couldn’t possibly be the case.


    “Baby, stop,” he said, clutching on to her. “I can’t handle this with all of those questions in your eyes. Just trust me.”


    Liz nodded slowly. “Okay. I trust you,” she whispered as the front door banged open again.


    Brady pulled away from her with a soft smile. “I’ll be right back.”


    Liz watched him walk away from her as Heather entered with the short, beady-eyed guy Liz had seen following her around the past couple months. He must be Elliott…whoever Elliott was. Neither of them looked pleased.


    Brady slid the office door open, and Heather and Elliott walked inside. Elliott shot one nasty look in her direction before passing Brady.


    Liz sighed. Great. She was the bad guy in this.


    Brady followed behind them and slammed the door shut with such ferocity it hit against the other door and popped back open.


    She heard voices from the other room, which had to mean that they were yelling at one another. She glanced around and wondered whether she should put her dress back on and get ready to go. She was certain that by the end of this conversation, she would be saying good-bye to Brady and someone would be driving her home.


    Liz tiptoed forward toward the door. She would rather hear everything that was being said than wait for Brady to tell her the sad news. What could be the worst thing that could happen if she got caught—she couldn’t see him anymore? That was already a real possibility.


    Liz tried not to make a sound as she peered through the small opening in the door and listened in on their conversation.


    “How long has this been going on, anyway?” Heather demanded. She was standing in front of the bay window, her arms crossed over her chest, leveling a hard stare at Brady.


    “I don’t see how that is relevant information,” Brady growled.


    “You’ve been off your game, Brady. Don’t think we haven’t noticed,” she said immediately. “Has it been going on all summer? Is this why we made that stupid appearance on campus? Because if you changed my fucking travel schedule for your little fuck buddy, I’m going to…”


    “What?” Brady yelled. “What are you going to do if I changed anything for her?”


    “Be fucking pissed off!” she yelled back.


    “This is getting us nowhere,” Elliott said, placing his hand on Heather’s arm in an attempt to calm her down.


    “He’s ruining everything, Elliott,” Heather grumbled. She turned away from them both. “I thought we were all in this together.”


    “I’m not ruining anything. You’re blowing this out of proportion,” Brady said.


    Liz gave a sharp intake of breath. She hoped it wasn’t heard from the other room, because Brady had surprised her. She couldn’t tell whether he was defending their relationship or simply saying that this hadn’t leaked to the press yet, so the campaign was still safe. Either way it was surprising. She felt as if everything was ruined.


    “I’m blowing this out of proportion,” Heather said, whirling back around. “Are you out of your goddamn mind? You are sleeping with a college reporter, for Christ’s sake. Have you even read her terrible articles? Do you even care what she thinks of you? I read everything out there. It’s in fucking print that she thinks you’re a joke. Don’t come at me with some I want some pussy remark and expect me to take this lightly.”


    “Really, Heather? How long have we been working together? Have I ever been the guy to jump at some random pussy? Honestly?” Brady asked, his voice cold and hard.


    “Both of you stop it,” Elliott said, standing between them. “As your lawyer, I strongly encourage you to reconsider your position and calm down.”


    His lawyer. Well, that makes more sense. He is skeezy enough for the job, Liz thought.


    Brady took a few steps away from them, placed his hands on a shelf, and took several deep breaths until his hands stopped shaking. “Fine,” he said finally. “What are you guys doing here anyway? It’s the middle of the night.”


    “Yates dropped out,” Elliott told him.


    Liz’s mouth popped open. One of the competitors in the primary had dropped out of the race. That meant Brady had only one other opponent, Charles Hardy. This significantly increased Brady’s chances of winning. Hardy was a seasoned politician, but he didn’t have the financial backing, the charisma, or the name that Brady had.


    “He dropped?” Brady asked, stunned by the new development.


    “Yes, we drove all the way over here, because you weren’t answering your phone. We thought you would be interested to know what your competition looks like,” Heather told him. “It’s a different ball field with only one other guy. That makes it a horse race. We can win a horse race, Brady. We can win.” She whispered the last phrase as if she wasn’t sure he understood what it meant. This clearly meant a lot to her too.


    “What does Alex think?” Brady asked, his voice betraying how hopeful he was about the outcome.


    Liz had heard Brady mention Alex, his campaign manager, before. He didn’t like to talk about him or really anything about the campaign much when they were together, but she had gathered that Alex was a strategy man. He preferred to work behind the scenes and let Brady and Heather take the front on anything in the spotlight.


    Heather glanced at Elliott and he nodded. “He said it’s a go. You push hard the next couple weeks…and I mean hard, Brady, not what you’ve been doing all summer. If you do that, you have it in the bag, and Alex knows his shit,” Heather said.


    “Then I’ll do it,” Brady said simply, like it was the easiest decision he had ever made. “I’ll do whatever it takes to win. You both know that.”


    “Then you’re going to have to get rid of the girl,” Heather said plainly.


    “Heather,” Brady growled.


    “I’m afraid I have to agree with her. Even if she hadn’t written those articles about you, she wouldn’t be an ideal choice. She’s too young, and she’s still in school. Brady, you need someone who makes you look electable, not someone who makes you look like you’re robbing the cradle,” Elliott piped in.


    Liz felt as if she had been punched in the gut. Well, there it was all laid out before her. She was too young and didn’t make him look electable, aside from her slamming articles.


    “Are you fucking kidding me right now?” Brady asked, shaking his head.


    “Brady, you want to win. So stop fucking around,” Heather cried. “This election is important.”


    “Don’t you think I know that?” he yelled back at her. “Why does everyone think that I’ve forgotten? I’ve been giving everything I have to this campaign, and I’ve been doing it for a long time now. I know what’s at stake, all right?”


    “Then you’ll get rid of her?” Elliott asked, lacking any compassion in his voice.


    Liz felt as if she were sitting with her head resting under the guillotine, waiting for the blade to slice down. It was over. Both of them had told him it was done. That was that.


    She couldn’t even breathe. She had to hear him say it. She had to listen to him agree even if it would break her.


    “No,” he said softly, his anger tightly controlled.


    Liz wasn’t even sure she heard him right, her heart was beating so loudly in her ears.


    “What?” Heather and Elliott blurted out at the same time.


    “She’s not going anywhere,” he said, meeting their gazes head-on.


    Liz stood very, very still. Was he…No, she couldn’t have heard him right…


    Heather rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “Oh, please, you’re not going to risk everything for her.”


    “You’re being irrational, Brady,” Elliott said.


    “I fucking love her, okay?” he yelled back at them without any restraint. “So she’s not going anywhere…I love her.”


    Liz stumbled backward away from the door she had been peering through. Her body tumbled forward through the entranceway to the living room, and she collapsed onto the couch, panting. Her mind was whirling all around her, and her hands were shaking.


    Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God, she thought over and over again.


    He loved her. Brady loved her. He had told them no. She couldn’t comprehend all of this right now. She just couldn’t.


    He had never told her that he felt that way. She couldn’t have even guessed that he would feel that way. Her heart was fluttering all over the place, and she half felt as if she might throw up.


    What would she say if he told her? What was he going to say when he came back out of that room? She couldn’t let him know that she had heard. She had to pretend she hadn’t. He hadn’t wanted her to eavesdrop. She had thought it was because he was going to give up on her, but it was actually because he loved her. She couldn’t even think the word without stumbling over it.


    Liz heard the voice grow louder and the sound of the doors sliding open. She tried to calm down by breathing slowly and steadily, but she wasn’t sure if it was working. Would he know that she had heard him or would he assume she was freaked out? Because she was really freaked out.


    The front door opened and closed a second later, and then Brady appeared again in the living room. The anger was gone from his face, but she wasn’t sure what it was replaced by. She usually could read him so well, but it was different now. He loved her.


    “You’re still here,” he said softly, walking over and taking a seat next to Liz on the couch.


    “I told you I wasn’t leaving,” she murmured, her voice shaking. She couldn’t keep it steady, and she knew it made her sound scared.


    “Hey,” he said, reaching out and taking one of her trembling hands in his, “you’re not going anywhere.”


    “What did they say?” she managed to get out.


    “A lot of bullshit, but we got it worked out. Ted Yates dropped out of the race. I have a pretty busy month ahead of me leading up to the primary,” he told her.


    “He dropped out?” she asked, hoping she sounded surprised.


    “Yeah, you’ll hear about it tomorrow. I have a press conference at eight in the morning.”


    Their conversation stalled and she waited for him to say something. She didn’t expect him to blurt out how he felt, but she was waiting for something…anything.


    She asked the inevitable question. “What are we going to do now that they know, Brady?”


    He paused before looking up into her eyes. She saw it then, what she hadn’t been able to figure out before. Holy shit! He loved her. He actually did. She swallowed hard and tried not to cry.


    “Nothing is going to change, baby,” he said, reaching out and running his hand across her cheek. “They want me to win, so they’re going to make sure it doesn’t get out.”


    “Oh,” she said softly, tears pooling in her eyes despite her best effort.


    “Hey. Hey,” he said, brushing a tear off her cheek. “Don’t cry. We’ll be okay. We’ll make it through.”


    She nodded and closed her eyes. So they were going to do the same thing? He loved her and they were going to continue to hide?


    “I can’t believe they’re allowing that. I thought you always said that you would choose the campaign first.” She couldn’t help throwing his words back at him. She wanted him to tell her that he loved her. She wanted his confession to be to her, not to Heather and Elliott.


    “I’m choosing both. They don’t get the choice,” he told her, bringing his lips down and kissing her tenderly.


    They broke apart, and Liz looked up into his eyes, wondering what he was thinking. Did he think that they could hide forever? She couldn’t be the girl on the side the whole time. He loved her. She wanted to be out in the open with him so badly it pained her. But she couldn’t bring herself to say it. She couldn’t ruin their moment.


    “I’m going to be so busy, and they’re worried about me having enough time for everything. I think we should lie low for a little while,” he told her.


    “Lie low,” she said hollowly. What had they been doing?


    “I want to keep you in my life, but I have responsibilities to the campaign.”


    “The campaign,” she said. She felt like a broken record, repeating his words back to him.


    “I don’t think I’ll be able to see you as much in the next month as I have. I still want to see you every chance I get, but I have a real shot of winning.”


    “You’re going to win,” she told him openly for the first time. She had known all along, but she had never expressed her opinion.


    He smiled then. “I hope so. I want to be as sure I’m going to win as you are,” he said, then kissed her again. “You know I don’t want to take time away from you, Liz.”


    She waited for it. He had to say it. It was on the tip of his tongue.


    “But this is a priority…”


    “A priority,” she said, still reeling. He wasn’t going to say it. She could feel it. He wasn’t going to tell her.


    “Liz,” he pleaded, forcing her to look at him fully, “please, tell me you understand. I need to get through the campaign.”


    She snapped out of it and nodded. “I understand. We’re just going to stay the way we are,” she whispered.


    Stay hidden, she thought sadly to herself.


    “Lie low. I can do that,” she continued. “I was thinking of going to visit my friend in D.C. next weekend anyway. Then you won’t even have to think about it for a couple days. Give everyone some time to cool off.”


    “D.C.? I didn’t know you were going to do that,” he responded quickly.


    “My friend asked me before school let out. I wasn’t sure if I was going to have time to get away, but school ends this week and you…well, you’re busy,” she said softly, staring down at her hands.


    “As much as I don’t want you to go anywhere, that might be a good idea for the weekend. Who knows what Heather will have me doing this week after our blowout,” he said with a chuckle. Liz couldn’t even manage one. “I’m going to miss you while you’re gone.”


    “I’m going to miss you too,” she said.


    He pulled her over into his lap and she wrapped her arms around his neck. “Baby,” he said.


    “Yeah,” Liz murmured, hoping that he would tell her how he really felt.


    “We still have the rest of the night together, at least.”


    “Then we should use our time wisely,” she whispered.


    “Yes, we should,” he said, hoisting her into his arms and carrying her upstairs.

  


  
    Chapter 24


    INTRODUCTIONS


    Driving five hours to D.C. didn’t sound like a long time in the abstract. But once Liz actually got out onto I-85 it felt interminable. She couldn’t believe she was actually going. After everything that had happened and everything that had changed this summer, she was still driving out to see Hayden for the weekend.


    She hadn’t seen Brady since the night of his fund-raising gala. She hadn’t expected to either. They were even more on the down-low, thanks to Heather and Elliott’s interference. It made her sigh all over again just thinking about that night. She hadn’t thought they could get much more secretive than they had been before, but she was wrong. He had called only once, and that was to tell her that he was going to be too busy to talk the rest of the week. She figured that meant she wasn’t supposed to call him either.


    Sandy Carmichael would have to be tucked away for the weekend, and Liz would have to try to enjoy herself. She would have to be content knowing the man who loved her couldn’t contact her, and that she wouldn’t be able to see him until he could see her. They were back at square one.


    It was as if they were starting all over again. But now their emotions were much stronger, and so it hurt fifty thousand times more. She couldn’t even think about it without her heart constricting, her stomach doing a belly flop, and her throat closing up. She had cried too much recently, thinking about Brady, how he had stuck up for her, that he loved her, that he hadn’t told her, that they couldn’t be together. She was determined not to cry on this trip.


    Liz pulled off of the interstate headed straight for downtown D.C. She and Hayden had decided that she would pick him up after work on Thursday, and he had gotten permission to take the rest of the weekend off. He said even though they all technically had the weekends off, everyone still came in and worked extra hours because there was too much to do. He had even asked not to be on call. He certainly sounded like an overworked intern, but at least he was getting paid.


    She followed the directions on her GPS through town and turned off into a parking lot in front of Hayden’s building. She cut the engine and sent him a text letting him know that she was here. She was a couple minutes early: Everyone she knew from the area had said northern Virginia had the worst drivers imaginable, so she had built in some traffic time, but there hadn’t been as much traffic as she had thought.


    Just come inside. I’ll come get you. I have some last-minute things to close up, Hayden messaged back.


    Liz shrugged and got out of the car. She had dressed comfortably for the trip and wished now that she had put on something cuter. She didn’t want to walk inside that building where everyone was in suits and heels without her own heels. She thought about pulling a pair out of her bag, but decided it would look ridiculous paired with her teal cuffed shorts and loose white spaghetti strap top. Her hair was down in waves, because there was no way she was straightening it in this humidity, and she had on light makeup.


    She walked across the blacktop parking lot and into the glass building that Hayden worked in. The lobby was immaculate, with marble floors and a large, hard wooden desk. A security guard stood on either side of the desk, and a receptionist sat answering phones in a very professional business suit and tie.


    “Hold, please,” the man said into the phone, then looked up at Liz. “Can I help you?”


    “I’m here to see Hayden Lane,” she told him, wringing her hands in front of her body. She didn’t know why she was so anxious. She had known Hayden for two years. They had worked together at the paper, and they had been friends the whole time. So she’d had a small crush on him; that didn’t mean she had to freak herself out before she even saw him. It was just Hayden.


    “I’ll let him know. What’s your name?” he asked.


    She actually had to think about it before answering. “Liz Dougherty,” she said softly. All summer she had gone by Sandy Carmichael, so it felt a bit odd to give her real name.


    “One moment,” he said before pressing a button and holding the receiver to his ear. “A Miss Liz Dougherty here for Hayden. Great. Thank you.” He smiled up at Liz. “He’s on his way. Feel free to take a seat.”


    “Thank you,” she said. He was already switching back over to the other line to finish his conversation.


    Liz took a few steps away from the counter and sat down in the small waiting area. She couldn’t get over how weird it felt to be just Liz Dougherty again. It was almost too easy to assume a new identity. She felt lost in the deception and appeal of shrugging off the cares of her world, and now she was rebounding back to plain, average life. It was a bit disorienting.


    “Liz,” Hayden called, walking out through a side door and toward her with a big smile on his face. Liz stood quickly and pulled her shorts down to a decent length.


    Hayden looked exactly how she remembered except he wasn’t in his normal shorts and polo combo. He had on a gray suit with a green shirt and striped tie. His medium brown hair was tousled, as if he had been running his hands through it while working. It was a bit shorter than she was used to. He usually kept it long enough for the curls to start peeking out around his ears, but apparently the Hill had cleaned him up. His hazel eyes were closer to a green color than normal as they reflected his attire.


    “Hey, Hayden,” she said, walking to meet him halfway.


    “Good to see you. How was the trip?” he asked, leaning forward and giving her a hug. She wrapped her arms around him briefly and then they broke apart.


    “It was an easy drive,” she told him as he continued to smile down at her.


    “I’m glad to hear that. Come on back with me. I have one more thing to finish up and then I can introduce you around. Sound good?”


    Liz nodded. “Sounds great.”


    Introductions. How many of those had she had this summer? She could think of one—Chris. She sighed and tried not to think about Brady. It was too complicated and would only frustrate her further.


    Hayden held the door for her as she walked into a long hallway. He motioned her toward the elevator and scanned his security card. The door dinged open and they walked inside. He pressed the button for his floor and the elevator shot up.


    Liz stood there in silence, wondering what it was going to be like in his office. She half expected it to be a madhouse, but then she also kind of thought it might be like Hayden—calm and controlled. He was efficient, and while the university press was different from a press office, he had always run it so smoothly. It had its moments of insanity, but Hayden tended to keep things under wraps.


    What she found when they exited the elevator was much closer to mayhem. The room was covered in desks that were all pushed together and covered in monitors, computers, coffee cups, and hundreds of random pieces of paper. People were running around in a bigger hurry than was likely necessary; some were yelling into phones, and others were milling around chatting with colleagues. It should have been a terrifying sight, but it only excited her. This was what she wanted in her life.


    “Come on,” he said, walking down the busy hallway. He turned about halfway and stopped at a small desk way neater than any of the surrounding desks. He was possibly the tidiest person she knew. She made a mental note to clean his office before he came back to school. The thought of being with Brady on top of Hayden’s desk at the paper made her blush. She needed to get her head on straight.


    “Have a seat. I have to copy this stuff and turn it in to my boss before I go,” he said, taking a neat stack of papers off of his desk. “I’ll be right back.”


    “All right,” she said, sitting down in his chair. She watched the general commotion in the office. It reminded her of the school paper, but with a different kind of hierarchy. She liked the hum of the room and the general sense of urgency. She could fit in here.


    Liz turned back to Hayden’s desk and examined the area. His Post-its were color-coordinated based on the topic he was working on, and that made her giggle. She wished she was that organized with her stories, but they kind of came out of stream of consciousness.


    He had pictures of him with his parents and what looked like his sister. Liz had never met her, but she knew that she was older and had gone to college out of state. There wasn’t much else on the desk aside from a few crumpled papers with numbers on them. He must have still been running, because they looked like old marathon race numbers. It wouldn’t surprise Liz in the least if he was working sixty-hour weeks and made time to run marathons.


    She looked through the collage of newspaper articles he had pinned to a corkboard behind the pictures. She found a few were his from the school press, a few were from other reporters, and one was from…her. Liz stared, surprised. It was the article she had written most recently for the paper; the one Hayden had given her the suggestion for. He had one line highlighted in bright yellow that made her smile grow. It was her favorite line too.


    


    In an endless sea of overindulgence, find time to indulge in something worthwhile and make an informed, educated decision for yourself. What matters to you in here, will matter to you out there.


    


    Liz smiled to herself. She liked that he had enjoyed the article enough to post it up where anyone could see it.


    “All finished!” Hayden said, rushing back to his desk. “I knew that wouldn’t take too long. Want to meet my friends before we head out, or are you beat?” He slung a messenger bag over his head and smiled brightly at her. She had forgotten how much Hayden always smiled. It had been her favorite part of coming into work. Even when she had been exhausted and irritable, he was there smiling away and brightening everyone’s day.


    “I’d love to meet your friends. Lead the way,” she told him.


    They walked around the corner and stopped in front of two side-by-side desks. Two guys in suits were seated in front of their computers. They looked as if they were intent on their work, but as she looked more closely she saw they were actually chatting online and playing some video game. Liz shook her head. Men!


    “Phillip! Topher!” Hayden said, clapping one of the guys on the back. “Y’all, this is Liz.”


    They both looked up at once and said hi. One guy stood and introduced himself. “Topher,” he said, extending his hand. Liz shook it. He was of average build and height, with really short curly brown hair and chipmunk cheeks.


    The other guy she assumed to be Phillip stood next and shook her hand. He was exceedingly tall and skinny, with military-cut hair and crooked front teeth. “Nice to meet you,” Phillip said.


    “Nice to meet you too,” Liz said with a smile.


    “Glad you’re finally here. Hayden has been talking about getting time off all summer. We were pretty tired of hearing about it,” Topher said, crossing his arms over his chest and smirking.


    Liz locked eyes with Hayden for a second and then she broke the look. He had been talking about her…


    “Thanks for ratting me out,” he said, chuckling softly. “We were heading out. Are you guys still good for drinks this weekend?”


    “Definitely,” Topher agreed.


    “Depends,” Phillip said, leaning in close to Hayden and raising his eyebrows. “Is Jamie coming out with you?”


    Hayden groaned. “That’s my sister, man.”


    “So, is that a yes?”


    “You’re sick.”


    “We’ll see you out this weekend,” Topher said, smacking the back of Phillip’s head. “It was nice to meet you, Liz.”


    “You too,” she said with a confident smile.


    “Let’s get out of here,” Hayden said, glaring at Phillip, but Liz could see the humor in his eyes.
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    They left the building and walked out into the parking lot toward Liz’s car. Hayden slid out of his jacket and tie before they even made it all the way to where she was parked.


    “Do you want me to drive?” he asked. “I know a place we can park your car near my sister’s place. Then you don’t have to try to navigate D.C. traffic.”


    “Um, yes!” she said immediately. “Please drive me back through that madness.” She tossed him the keys and walked to the passenger side.


    He laughed as he popped the door and sat down. “Geez, how short are you?” he asked as he adjusted the seat back for his long legs.


    “You’re just tall,” Liz said with a shrug.


    Hayden pulled out of the parking lot and started driving them away from the capital area. There was a surprising amount of traffic. Not that she was unfamiliar with traffic, but D.C. rush hour pretty much took the cake. Nearly forty-five minutes later, Hayden had the car parked in a street spot.


    “This is as close as we’re going to get. Is this okay with you?” he asked, putting the car into park.


    “Absolutely not. I want to go back out in that terrible mess for another hour, please,” Liz said with a laugh as she pushed her door open. “Get me out of here!”


    “At least you weren’t driving,” Hayden said.


    “A silver lining!” Liz opened the trunk, and Hayden reached in before she got a chance and pulled her suitcase out. He set it on the ground and rolled it behind him the whole way to the apartment, ignoring her objections.


    They stopped in front of a brick building that looked like all of the other brick buildings it was attached to, but Hayden seemed to know where he was going. He pulled a key out of his pocket and let them in.


    “Top floor,” he told her, motioning up the stairs.


    She walked up five exhaustingly long flights of stairs as Hayden walked behind her carrying her suitcase. She did not envy him. Huffing, Liz finally landed at the top floor. She dropped her hands to her knees and caught her breath. Hayden appeared next to her with his ever-present smile, not even breathing hard.


    “How are you not dying? I feel ridiculous,” she said, looking up at him.


    “I run marathons,” Hayden said with a shrug.


    “I play tennis and I’m dying.”


    “Do you run up stairs while playing tennis?” he asked.


    “Do you run up stairs in your marathons?” Liz straightened and looked up into his hazel eyes.


    “Fair point. However, I do run over twenty-six miles.”


    “Shoot me,” she said.


    He tilted his head and smiled at her as if he was trying to hold back from saying something. She wasn’t sure what it was, but his eyes were assessing her. Had she done something wrong?


    “My place is down here,” he said, pointing down the hall.


    They reached the end of the hall and entered the apartment. It was homey, with a clear feminine touch. Paintings of various mediums—oil, acrylic, and watercolor—covered much of the wall space, nearly all of them unbelievably perfect depictions of landscapes with the occasional portrait and abstract thrown into the collection. The furniture was in all earth tones, and candles were on every table as well as the mantel of the fireplace. Liz instantly felt comfortable in the apartment.


    “Is she here?” Liz heard a voice call from off in the other direction.


    “Yeah, Jamie, come out of the studio,” Hayden called back, placing Liz’s suitcase off to the side and closing the door.


    “Oh my God, hi!” Jamie said, rounding the corner draped in a paint-splattered apron. She looked nothing like Hayden, with a chin-length black bob with red highlights and long bangs that swept across her forehead and tucked behind her ear. She was shorter than Liz, with a naturally tiny frame. The one quality it seemed she and Hayden shared was her charismatic smile.


    “Hey,” Liz said as Jamie walked right up to her.


    “I would totally hug you, but I can’t guarantee you wouldn’t get paint all over you!”


    Liz laughed. “That’s all right.”


    “I’m so glad you’re here.”


    That was a common sentiment, it seemed. Topher and Phillip had said something similar, and now his sister was reiterating the same thing. How much had Hayden talked about her?


    It was nice, though. As daunting as it was to come up to D.C., she liked at least getting the opportunity to meet people. She had hidden all summer and had forgotten how much she liked to spend time with other people.


    “Hayden wasn’t sure what you wanted for dinner, but he said he already knew that you liked Italian. I happen to make some kick-ass lasagna,” Jamie said, bubbly and friendly. Liz couldn’t have kept a smile from her face if she tried. “I hope you don’t mind staying in to eat. We can go out if you want. I’m cool with that. Whatever y’all want! I just get super exhausted after driving for a long time and prefer to nap instead of going out. You might not be like that…”


    “Jamie,” Hayden said, shaking his head, “breathe.”


    Jamie rolled her eyes at him. “Sorry. So, what do you want to do?” she asked, bouncing up and down on the balls of her toes.


    “Ignore her. I swear she gets hopped up on caffeine when she’s in her studio,” he said, nudging Liz.


    “Whatever, Hayden. I’m being accommodating, and you’re being an ass.”


    “Lasagna sounds great,” Liz cut in, knowing a family brawl when she saw it. “Thank you.”


    “Great! I’ll get started on that then,” Jamie said, bounding back into her studio.


    “I’m going to go change,” Hayden told Liz. “You can bring your stuff into my room. We don’t have a guest room, so I’m taking the couch.”


    “Oh no, I can take the couch. I don’t mind,” she told him quickly.


    Hayden leveled a look at her that she had seen time and time again at the paper. She wasn’t getting out of this. He reached forward and picked up her suitcase and started walking it back to his bedroom.


    “You are not sleeping on the couch,” he said. “You’re a guest.”


    Liz shrugged and walked with him down the hallway. She glanced off to the right and saw Jamie’s studio. It was a small bedroom covered in easels, canvas, and paint. The floor had a sheet of plastic over the carpet, and the walls were a strange array of colors from where paint had splashed. Jamie removed her apron as they passed.


    “One of Jamie’s roommates moved out for the summer, so I took over her bedroom. Otherwise I would have had to live in the suburbs with my parents. Really lucky, I’d say,” Hayden told her as he opened his bedroom for her.


    This was more what she expected from Hayden. The room was perfectly put together and sensible compared to his eccentric artist sister. A queen-sized bed sat in one corner with a green comforter and white pillows. A desk sat against one wall, and that was pretty much it as far as the room went. He clearly spent more time at the office than in his room. It looked more like a place you came home to to change and sleep.


    Liz set her bag down in the corner as Hayden rummaged through his closet for clothes.


    “I’ll go change in the bathroom,” he said, walking out. Liz had moved to his bed and taken a seat while she waited. It felt a bit strange to be sitting on Hayden’s bed, in Hayden’s apartment, hanging out with Hayden. She was sure this summer would be the most memorable she would ever experience. Brady…and now she was sitting on the bed of the guy she had liked for two years. Even if they were just friends, it was a bit bizarre.


    He reappeared in the doorway in khaki shorts and a fitted T-shirt. “Thanks for coming out this weekend. I wasn’t sure you were going to be able to make it.”


    “I wasn’t sure either…what with school and everything,” she said, not really wanting to get into the real reason. No, she was pretty sure she never wanted to tell him the real reason.


    Hayden walked over and took a seat next to her, stretching back on the bed. “How is school going? You’re finished with the semester, right? Did you get your grades back already?”


    Liz turned to face him on the bed. She stared down at his lean runner’s build all stretched out on display and tried not to blush. “This semester was surprisingly a challenge. Professor Mires really helped me do more with my project than I’d ever intended. Thank you so much for your good idea. I got an A on that article.”


    “Awesome. It was a really good one!” He cradled his hands behind his head.


    “Thanks. Couldn’t have done it without you.”


    “You would have come up with something,” he said with an easy shrug, as if he’d never doubted it. “So, did you get an A in the class then?”


    “I don’t find out until Monday. I turned in one last paper this week. I haven’t even published it to the paper yet. If I do well on it, then I might put it out there,” she told him.


    What she hadn’t told him was that the paper she had turned in for her final assignment had been the idea given to her by Brady Maxwell. While she hadn’t used it originally, she still thought it was a good suggestion, and had written and rewritten it too many times to count since she had published the article off of Hayden’s idea. After spending that much time on it, she had decided to turn it in for her final paper to Professor Mires. She was proud of the work and thought it was the right move.


    “Nice. You’ll have to let me know how you do. Has the paper been good this summer? I know it was pretty dead, since no one is on campus, but did you think it was useful having your own column anyway?” he asked.


    It felt like forever since she had talked about her work with anyone in person. It was a bit like opening the floodgates. She told him all about the paper: the people who were still there, the projects she had worked on, the story of what had happened with Justin. Hayden seemed legitimately interested in every detail. It didn’t seem to be just because he missed the paper, which was obvious, but that he was interested in her more generally. And he couldn’t know the most important thing that had happened to her that summer.


    “Hey, you two,” Jamie said, peeking her head into the doorway. “Meredith just got home, James is on his way over, and the lasagna is almost done. I’m opening a bottle of wine, if you guys want to venture out to the living room.”


    Liz looked down at her watch in surprise. Had they really been talking for more than an hour? Where had the time gone? It had been so long since Liz had seen Hayden. She was surprised how easy it was to talk to him.


    Twenty minutes later, all five of them were seated around the dining room table. Jamie had lit half of the candles in the room and filled their glasses with red wine. The lasagna was to die for, and by the end of the meal, Liz felt a bit sloshy from the wine, but she also felt wonderfully comfortable with the entire group.


    Jamie and James were pretty much the cutest couple in existence, and both more than welcoming to her. Meredith, Jamie’s other roommate, worked as a yoga and Pilates instructor nearby and had a total mellow feel to her. Hayden seemed totally in his element, and they spent half of the dinner laughing at one another’s comments. Liz didn’t know whether it was the alcohol fueling it or the general good company, but she hadn’t laughed this much in a long time.


    They spent the next couple hours camped out in the living room discussing everything from American politics to French painters to the newest fad diet. The night flew by and soon James was convincing Jamie it was time to go to bed. The two of them and Meredith finally retreated to their respective rooms, leaving Liz and Hayden alone.


    “We should probably get to bed if we’re going to get up and walk around the city in the morning,” Hayden said, standing. He reached his hand out to her and she took it, helping her to her feet. She was happy to find out that she wasn’t that wobbly.


    “Something is different about you,” he said softly as they stood together.


    Liz shrugged and smiled sweetly. “Same old me.”


    Hayden shook his head. “No. I can’t put my finger on it, but it’s different.”


    “Good different or bad different?” Liz asked.


    “Just different. You were always pretty great.”


    “Well…thanks,” she said, stepping around him. “I don’t know what it is.”


    “Me either,” Hayden said, his eyes following her.


    “I’ll see you in the morning,” she said, trying to avoid his intense gaze.


    “Good night, Liz.”


    Liz walked back to Hayden’s bedroom and closed the door. She leaned her head back against it and let out a long breath.


    She knew what had happened to her. Brady fucking Maxwell had happened to her.

  


  
    Chapter 25


    CRACKED OPEN


    Hayden and Liz spent the next day walking around D.C. She had never been there before and wanted to go to every museum and monument they could get into. They walked around the Capitol building and managed to get a tour of the White House. They had alternated pretending to hold hands with George Washington in his portrait in the East Wing and had corralled a total stranger into taking a really great shot of them together in front of the building.


    Their afternoon was spent inside the National Mall looking at dinosaur bones and walking through endless exhibits at the Smithsonian. The night was filled with dinner and drinks at a laid-back tapas restaurant with Jamie and James. Hayden’s friends had to stay late at the office and didn’t know when they would be off, but had promised to meet them the next night.


    That was all right with Liz. After spending all day walking in the summer heat, she was pretty tired. She would have to muster the energy to go out tomorrow. As it was she was ready to pass out from exhaustion.


    Liz slept in pretty late the next morning, and then they went out to look at some of the monuments they had missed after spending all day at museums.


    She was immediately regretting sleeping in when they got to the Lincoln Memorial and found it packed with people. Apparently families and summer camps made the Lincoln Memorial a regular afternoon stop. People were sitting by the Reflecting Pool eating lunch and covering the steps to the Memorial. They had to nudge past a couple massive groups to even make it all the way up the stairs.


    “Guess we should have done this yesterday,” Liz said, looking around the shoulder of a parent volunteer. She could see the statue, but it wasn’t the most pleasant experience.


    “Yeah, this is ridiculous,” Hayden said, standing on the step below her.


    “Seriously,” Liz groaned. The woman standing in front of her had scooted over and blocked her view.


    “Come on. Let’s come back later.” Hayden reached out for her elbow and tugged lightly.


    “What? No, we don’t have to do that. I don’t mind,” she said, not wanting to be an inconvenience. Hayden had already been here before; they didn’t need to come back just for her if she could get a good enough look now.


    “Nah, let’s go. It’s a better view at night anyway. You’d probably like it,” he said. He directed her away from the mass of people.


    “All right, if you’re sure.”


    “Definitely. If you want to see it,” he said over his shoulder, “then we’ll come back.”


    They walked back down the crowded steps and along the path on one side of the Reflecting Pool. Liz was glad that she had on loose cotton clothing, because it was way too hot to be out in jeans, like some of the other tourists. Her hair was up in a tight ponytail, and she wished she had brought a hat with her to block out the sun beating down.


    They passed the World War II Memorial and kept walking to the Washington Monument. The area around the Monument was as packed as the Lincoln Memorial, but luckily they didn’t have to get close to see the giant obelisk rising to the heavens.


    Passing the Smithsonian Institution again, Hayden chose a restaurant near the National Mall for lunch. It was a small burger joint and the only seating was outside. Hayden paid for both of them, and they carried their food to the empty table. The burgers were pretty incredible, not that she was hard to please. She wasn’t sure if it was because of the heat or if they were really that good.


    They finished their meal and were about to head back on the Metro, when Hayden stopped.


    “Hey, I know one more place we need to go,” he said, grabbing her hand and pulling her in the opposite direction. “It’s right around the corner. Come on.”


    He set out at a quick jog, and Liz followed, laughing. “Why are we running?”


    “I can’t believe I forgot to show you,” he said. “I didn’t even think about it.”


    They turned the corner and walked right up to a giant building. Hayden never released her hand the whole time. She was about to extract it from his grasp, when she looked up at the building and saw that it read Newseum on the side. Liz stared forward with awe. It was a building dedicated to newspapers.


    “How could you forget this?” she murmured.


    “I don’t know. But they have the front page of the main newspaper from every state displayed outside, as well as from several different countries,” Hayden told her.


    They walked and stood before the newspapers all displayed in glass cases in alphabetical order by state. It was pretty incredible to witness. She recognized the majority of the papers, but seeing them all out on display made her happy. One day she wanted to be working at one of these papers.


    They stopped in front of North Carolina, and when Hayden saw the front page he had to laugh, because he knew the reporter who had the main story. She felt him circle his thumb against her hand, and she tensed.


    She wanted to say that she didn’t like it, and that she wished she weren’t standing there with Hayden holding her hand, but it would be a lie. The whole moment felt a bit too perfect, and yet so different at the same time.


    Here she was completely out in the open in the middle of the day holding a guy’s hand. It didn’t have to be Hayden; it could be anyone, because it wasn’t Brady. She could never have this with Brady.


    And at that moment, it wasn’t Brady versus Hayden…not by a long shot. It was Brady versus not Brady, and Hayden happened to be providing the one thing she wanted from the one person she couldn’t have it from.


    She sighed, hating her heavy thoughts. She had come to D.C. to escape for a little while, and she didn’t want to think about all of the confusion that came with her secret life. Regardless, she removed her hand from Hayden’s and leaned forward against the glass to point at something. She didn’t want to make it too obvious and hoped he didn’t think anything of it…or try again.


    “Did you want to go inside?” he asked, pointing at the museum. “We might still have time.”


    Liz checked her watch and saw how late it was. “I do, but if we’re going to go out tonight, I don’t think it’s feasible.”


    “We can go out a little later if you want to see it,” he suggested. “I don’t mind.”


    Liz bit her lip and looked up at the building. She did want to go inside. It was such an unbelievable surprise…as if he knew just the right thing to make up for the Lincoln Memorial.


    “All right. You convinced me.”


    Hayden’s face lit up. He grabbed her hand again, and she let him direct her into the Newseum, where they spent much longer than they should have perusing every aspect of the museum dedicated to journalism.


    [image: Image]


    Hayden and Liz met Phillip and Topher out at a bar near George Washington University. The guys went to school there and had a bunch of friends who lived in the area.


    The bar was located off of Pennsylvania Avenue with a giant sign over the top of the entrance. When they entered, the room was already pretty packed full of college students and young professionals working on the Hill. The room was all hardwood floors, dark wooden bars stocked with liquor, and a large staircase leading to a second floor. Girls in low-cut tank tops and miniskirts served drinks. Grinding hip-hop beats blasted from the speakers, and people dancing in the center of the room took up the majority of the space.


    Liz had dressed up for the occasion in a short mint summer dress. It had thin spaghetti straps that ended in a scoop neck with a wrap look from the waist down. She had paired it with nude high heels and a long, thin silver necklace with an owl pendant at the end. Her hair was down despite the temperature, and she was already wondering if that was a bad idea.


    They found Phillip and Topher having zero luck talking to a group of girls by the bar.


    “Hey, y’all,” Hayden said, approaching his friends.


    “Lane,” Topher said with a brief nod in their direction before returning to his conversation with the girl.


    Phillip turned and then acted as if he was trying to see behind them. “Where’s Jamie?” he asked, raising his eyebrows.


    “She’s not here,” Hayden said, shaking his head.


    “What? Why not? I thought you said she was coming.”


    “She’ll be here later,” Liz told him, saving Hayden from having to say it. “She’s meeting up with some friends first.”


    “Ugh! Let’s get drinks before he starts talking about her.” Hayden slid his hand around her waist and guided her toward an open space at the bar.


    One of the perky blond bartenders came over to get their order. She smiled brightly at Hayden and gave him sex eyes. Liz wondered whether that was how she earned her tips or if it was specifically for Hayden.


    He looked good tonight in navy shorts with a gray-and-white striped button-down, a thick brown belt, and matching brown Sperrys. Laid-back preppy, like normal. She couldn’t imagine him any other way.


    “Whiskey sour, right?” Hayden asked Liz, still not moving his hand from the small of her back.


    How did he remember that? she wondered.


    “Perfect. Thanks,” Liz responded. She leaned her elbows against the bar.


    “A whiskey sour and a Maker’s and Coke,” Hayden ordered. He handed the bartender his credit card. “You can leave it open.”


    “Sure thing,” the bartender said, winking at him.


    Hayden turned his attention back to Liz as the girl started making their drinks. “I’m really glad you decided to come visit this weekend,” he said with that same smile. His hazel eyes were dark in the dim lighting as they looked down at her.


    “Me too. I’ve had a really good time. It was nice to get away,” Liz said with a sigh.


    “You wanted to get away from your amazing summer to spend a few days with some random guy, you know,” he said, blowing it off as if it was nothing.


    “Yeah, just some guy,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I’d never even met him before or anything.”


    “Nope. You’re a bit of a stalker, Liz.”


    “Oh, you know, it’s what I do in my spare time. Actually, it’s kind of my job. I don’t know if you know, but I’m a big-time reporter.”


    Hayden fake-gasped. “I had no clue.”


    “Here you go, hon,” the bartender said, reappearing with their drinks and sliding them across the bar. “Anything else?”


    Topher and Phillip appeared behind Hayden at that moment. Phillip shoved Hayden out of the way and into Liz, who grabbed onto him quickly.


    “Guys, watch what you’re doing!” Hayden called.


    Liz’s body was flush against Hayden’s, and when he looked down at her, she blushed and pulled away.


    “We’re going to need,” Phillip said, and started counting the people, “six shots of SoCo. Got to do it right for my buddy from the Carolinas.”


    “There are only four of us,” Hayden observed.


    Topher nudged Hayden; he had his arms slung over the shoulders of two girls. “Meet Anne and Abigail.”


    Liz shook her head at the display. The girls barely acknowledged them. Liz started making a bet with herself on how fast these girls would ditch them after they took the shots.


    “Six shots of SoCo,” Phillip said, passing around glasses as the bartender handed them to him. “Hope you don’t mind, Lane, but I put this on your tab.”


    “That’s like fifty bucks,” Hayden said, exasperated.


    “Better you than me,” he said, raising his shot glass in the air dramatically. “To nights you’ll never remember, and friends you’ll never forget.”


    The group all cheered and clinked their shots together. Liz tilted her head back and let the liquor slide down the back of her throat in one swift motion. She closed her eyes and shook her head. Potent.


    “Awesome,” Topher said, slamming his drink back on the bar.


    “We’re uh…going to go dance,” one of the girls said with a shrug.


    “Yeah, thanks for the drink,” the second one said, already attempting to retreat.


    Called it, Liz thought.


    “Aww, leaving already?” Phillip asked, walking with them away from the bar.


    Liz laughed as Topher trailed after them too.


    “That’s a lost cause,” Liz said.


    “Those guys don’t give up easy,” Hayden told her. “The girls will give up fighting it before they do.”


    They picked up their drinks and followed the guys back to where they were chatting up Anne, Abigail, and their friends. The girls all started dancing together to the rhythm of the music. Liz knew girls at home who used this as a defense so they didn’t have to dance with certain guys. Phillip and Topher stood and watched them for a couple minutes before coaxing one of the girls to dance with each of them. They were smoother than a lot of the guys she knew, but still.


    The dance floor filled up as the alcohol flowed, and soon even Liz found herself dancing with the group of girls. She could only remember that the tall girl was Anne and the short one was Abigail. The rest of the girls blended together and really it didn’t matter. It was nice to kick back and enjoy herself. She forgot about everything that was frustrating and confusing about her summer and lived in the dance.


    She didn’t even think she was that great, but she was living by Victoria’s motto tonight: If you’re a girl, you can shake it. Apparently that was all that was needed.


    Liz danced sandwiched between the other two girls, feeling tipsy and giddy from the drink and heat. She raised her hands high over her head, swished her hips side to side, and dipped down low with the other girls. She dropped her head back and laughed as the girl in front of her touched her toes. It was all entirely too ridiculous, and that made it all the more fun.


    Anne, the girl behind her, grabbed Liz’s hips to keep from falling over and ended up laughing loudly in her ear.


    “Oh my God!” Anne cried.


    Liz laughed and steadied herself against Abigail, who stood up and reached out for her friends in front of her. Liz glanced over at Hayden with the biggest smile plastered on her face.


    He was standing there only a few feet away, just staring at her. She couldn’t judge his expression. It was like a mixture of curiosity with disbelief and a whole lot of where the hell did that come from?


    Hayden caught her staring back and smiled. He took a few steps to bridge the distance between them and grabbed her hand, pulling her away from the girls. She landed against his chest and he drew her into him.


    “Good Lord, what have you been doing all summer?” he whispered into her ear.


    “What do you mean?” Liz asked innocently.


    “You’re so…free,” he said, as if it was the only word he could come up with.


    “It’s just me, Hayden.”


    “You say that,” he said, his hands sliding to her hips and swinging them into time with his, “and then you dance like this.”


    Liz wound her arms up around his neck. “No reason not to dance,” she murmured.


    “No,” he agreed, “no reason at all.”


    He stared down at her then and she saw in his eyes something she hadn’t noticed before—lust. Liz swallowed hard and tried to forget about it. That wasn’t what this was. Hayden had his chance at the end of the semester and had made it clear they were just friends. But she knew for certain that he was not looking at her like a friend.


    The crowd drew in all around them as couples paired off, but when she was dancing with Hayden, it felt as if there wasn’t anyone else in that room.


    As they continued to dance, Liz felt her heartbeat rise along with the temperature in the room. She couldn’t believe that after two years of crushing on Hayden, here he was finally showing her the attention she had been craving all along. It didn’t feel fair that it had taken a summer with Brady to change her, to open her up. It was as if he had unlocked a piece of her that she hadn’t even known existed.


    Now here she was in a crowded nightclub with the guy she had always wanted, and to say she was conflicted was an understatement. She couldn’t turn off two years of attraction like a light switch, but she owed it to Brady. They had too much to work out for this to happen.


    Their dancing slowed almost to a stop as Hayden drew her closer and closer to him. She dragged in a ragged breath as her eyes rose to his. She could feel his hot breath on her cheeks and his fingers dig softly into her back.


    Oh God, she thought, seeing everything play out before her eyes as if in slow motion.


    “Guys!” someone called, barreling against them and clinging to Liz’s arm.


    Liz broke out of her trance and took a step away from Hayden. Her heart was beating fast and she knew her cheeks were crimson. She broke his gaze and looked over at the person holding on to her.


    “Jamie,” Liz said, relieved. That had been close.


    Jamie smiled brightly at her. She was dressed simply in a striped hi-lo dress and sandals. She threw her arms around Liz with a cheer. “Oh my God, you guys are still here!”


    Liz laughed and moved her to arm’s length. “Of course we’re still here. How drunk are you?”


    “The girls gave me too much wine,” she said with a giggle. “We should dance!”


    “Um…your sister is pretty wasted,” Liz told Hayden.


    “Shhhh, don’t tell him,” Jamie whispered into Liz’s ear.


    “Jamie,” Hayden said, shaking his head. “You can hardly stand up.”


    “Don’t you start.” Jamie pointed her finger in his face. “James will be here any minute, and I’ll hear enough from him.”


    “Do you want me to go get you a water?” Hayden held her steady.


    “Yes, I do, but first, bathroom,” she said with a giggle. “Liz, shall we?” She gestured out dramatically in front of her.


    “Sis, your Drama Club is showing,” Hayden teased.


    “Smack him for me,” Jamie told Liz before striding toward the bathroom.


    “I’ll uh…go with her, I guess,” Liz said with a shrug.


    Liz walked across the crowded bar and into the bathroom behind Jamie. It was packed with girls fixing their hair, applying makeup, gossiping, and there was always one throwing up into the toilet.


    “I’ll be quick!” Jamie said, finding an open stall.


    Liz stood against the wall with a huff. She tried not to think about how Hayden had almost kissed her. They had been in that position before, except this time she didn’t think he’d had any intention of backing off. She was thankful that Jamie banged into them when she did. She wasn’t sure if she would have stopped him if he had leaned forward, and that was disorienting.


    What am I going to do the rest of the night? she wondered.


    Jamie left the stall, walked to the sink, and started washing her hands.


    “I just have to tell you something, Liz,” Jamie said, grabbing the last paper towel and drying her hands.


    “Yeah?” Liz wondered what kind of drunken conversation they were about to have.


    “I was really worried at first when Hayden said you were a reporter.”


    “What?” she said, confused. “Why were you worried about that?”


    Jamie tossed the paper towel. She turned to Liz and sighed as if it was such an obvious question. “I didn’t want him to be dating someone too rigid. You know, like him.”


    Liz’s eyes bulged. “Oh, Jamie, we’re not…uh…we’re not dating.”


    “Oh, yeah, of course,” she said, waving it off. “He mentioned that.”


    “Yeah, just friends.” Liz hoped it would sink in.


    “But seriously, you’re not uptight or anything! I mean I really like you!” she said, tossing her arms around Liz again.


    “Well, thanks,” Liz said. She patted her back softly and then pulled away.


    “I’m so glad that you’re here with him. He’s so much fun when you’re around. It’s not all about work this, the paper that.” Jamie gestured right and left and rolled her eyes. “He needs a good distraction.”


    Liz really liked Jamie, but she couldn’t have this conversation. It was like Jamie had already convinced herself Liz and Hayden were good together. No matter what she said, she wasn’t going to be able to persuade his sister otherwise either.


    “Maybe we should head back,” Liz suggested.


    Jamie glanced down at her phone and nodded. “I think James is here!”


    They walked out of the bathroom and Jamie immediately launched herself at her boyfriend. They disappeared on the dance floor a second later, leaving Hayden and Liz alone once more.


    “You want another drink?” he asked with a cute smirk on his face.


    Liz nodded and followed him to the bar. He ordered them both another round of drinks. As they waited, he moved her back against the bar and squared her in with his body. One of his hands brushed her messy waves off to one shoulder and the other slung across the back of the bar.


    “Did I tell you how amazing you look tonight?” he murmured, leaning forward to speak directly into her ear.


    A shiver crept down her back at his nearness. She shook her head.


    “You look amazing,” he repeated.


    “Thank you,” she said softly, not even sure whether he could hear it over the music.


    The bartender passed drinks to Hayden, who handed Liz hers. “Come on. Let’s dance some more.”


    They spent the rest of the evening trapped in a mass of dancers at the bar. Topher and Phillip left with Anne and Abigail later. They stopped by long enough to say good-bye and smile smugly, as if they knew Liz hadn’t believed they would score. Jamie started feeling sick shortly after that. James apologized to them for her. Hayden closed his tab and then helped James haul her out of the bar. Hayden left her with James to flag down a cab. A few minutes later one showed up that would take them back to the apartment.


    “Hayden, you’re not coming with?” Jamie asked, looking like she might throw up any second.


    “We’ll be back soon,” he said with a smile as he tucked her into the car. Jamie lay back against James just as Hayden shut the door.


    “We’re not going back?” Liz asked, furrowing her brow.


    “I wanted to show you something. Hope that’s okay,” he said, wrapping his arm around her shoulders and directing her to walk in the opposite direction of his apartment.


    A few minutes later, they stood in front of the Reflecting Pool once more. Her feet were sore from walking the few blocks to their destination in heels, but it was a pretty sight. Everything was all lit up, and it was late enough that no one else was around.


    Hayden pulled her toward the brightly lit Lincoln Memorial. She trekked up the stairs in her heels until she stood right in front of Lincoln’s enormous statue.


    “I told you I’d get you your view,” he said. She could sense him inching closer to her.


    “It’s beautiful, Hayden.” She continued to stare at the memorial.


    “Lizzie,” he whispered.


    She turned then at the way he said her name. He had never called her Lizzie before. She kind of liked the way it sounded coming out of his mouth. Hayden Lane, who was always completely controlled, was struggling for just an ounce of control around her. When had the world completely flipped upside down?


    His hand came up and stroked along her jaw. He stared down into her big blue eyes and then his mouth found her lips softly, as if he was testing the water.


    Liz stood very still. Her head was spinning as she felt her body betray her by reacting to his kiss. Tingles blossomed in her chest and awakened that old feeling she had kept hidden inside her for two years. This wasn’t supposed to happen. This was Hayden. He wasn’t supposed to be interested in her like that. And now…he was.


    “Hayden,” she whispered, pulling back. “I thought you said that we couldn’t because of the newspaper.”


    “I changed my mind,” he said.


    “Hayden, I…” She trailed off as he kissed her once more.


    “Shhhh,” he urged, “just kiss me.”


    His hands were holding her face softly, and then when he kissed her again his hesitation was gone. He kissed her as if he had wanted to do it for a long time. He kissed her as if he would never get enough of her. He prodded her mouth open with his tongue and volleyed with her. When he dragged his teeth along her bottom lip, she took a swift breath. His lips were soft and warm and so entirely foreign. Her hands were gripping his shirt and, almost without thinking, drawing him in closer.


    Butterflies fluttered in her stomach as the sexual tension between them contracted and then cracked wide open.


    Hayden sighed and kissed her lips once more. He moved her arms up around his neck and grabbed her around the waist, holding her in place against him.


    “Liz,” Hayden murmured.


    “Mmm-hmm?”


    “I should have done this a long time ago.”


    Liz laughed lightly.


    “Not kissing you last semester when I had a chance was a huge mistake,” Hayden said against her lips. “I’m not one to repeat mistakes.”

  


  
    Chapter 26


    KEEPING SECRETS


    Guilt washed over Liz as fast as a cyclone cutting through a town.


    She let Hayden guide her down the steps and to the street, where he hailed a cab. The whole walk she was in a daze. Part of her knew that she had enjoyed the kiss. She had even on some level wanted Hayden to kiss her. And that thought only made her feel worse. She had appreciated her time with Hayden—the openness, his interest in her career, all of the introductions. It was the complete opposite of Brady, and it gave her a headache, because what she really wanted was Brady to give her all of the things that Hayden had given her this weekend. But just because Brady wasn’t giving her those things didn’t mean that she should have taken them from Hayden.


    The cab ride to Hayden’s place was quiet but comfortable. When they made it back, up the flight of stairs, and inside the apartment, Liz quickly retreated to the bedroom to change. She just needed a minute to breathe before saying good night. She didn’t know if she trusted herself to be alone with him much longer. She placed her hands down softly on the bed, closed her eyes, and tried to get the image of Hayden’s lips out of her mind.


    Hayden appeared a minute later in the open doorway and knocked twice softly. “Hey.”


    Liz turned to face him, her moment broken.


    “Hey,” Liz said. He was in more comfortable clothes and his muscular chest stretched the thin cotton shirt. She looked away, not meaning to stare. She took a seat on the bed and stifled a yawn.


    “I had a great time tonight.”


    “Me too.”


    Hayden walked across the room and took the seat next to her. Liz sat very still, not wanting to encourage him. It had been different when they had been on this bed in the middle of the day and she hadn’t thought anything would happen with Hayden. But now, with the feel of his lips still fresh in her mind, she couldn’t help tensing at his nearness.


    “I’m glad you came this weekend,” Hayden said.


    He reached forward, stroked her hair back behind her ear, and stared into her blue eyes. Liz swallowed when he didn’t move his hand from her face. He opened his mouth as if he was going to say something more, but Liz averted her gaze and he dropped his hand.


    She looked down at her hands where they lightly gripped the bedspread. No matter what she felt for Hayden, she couldn’t let this continue when she had Brady on her mind. She couldn’t hear his sweet words that would convince her otherwise. She couldn’t taste his lips and allow her mind to get all muddled with the feel of him.


    Hayden cleared his throat and stood. “Well, I’ll let you get some sleep.”


    He reached forward and grasped her hand lightly in his. Her gaze rose to his automatically, and he stared into her eyes deeply as he placed a soft kiss on her hand. Her heartbeat picked up without warning and her lips parted as the intensity of his affection hit her.


    “Good night, Liz,” he said, running his thumb across her knuckles.


    “Good…good night,” she whispered.


    He smiled down at her once before departing, and Liz released the breath she had been holding.


    She liked Hayden. She had liked him for a long time. But she had thought that with Brady consuming her thoughts, her old affections for him wouldn’t resurface so easily. And now that she had these feelings bubbling up inside of her, she was torn. She wanted Brady to give her all the things Hayden had given her here in D.C. No matter what Liz felt about this weekend, she knew that it had opened her eyes to what she was missing with Brady.
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    The drive back to Chapel Hill felt twice as long as the drive to D.C. Alone in her car, Liz had too much time to think, and her conflicted heart weighed on her. She was having a hard time discerning all of the emotions crashing against her like waves. Half of the drive she felt as if she were drowning.


    She didn’t know what she felt for Hayden. She knew she felt something, but what had once been so clear was all blurry.


    And on top of everything, laced into every breath, she felt guilt. She felt it take root in her body the longer she drove.


    Did I cheat? she wondered, the word tasting like bile in her mouth.


    She didn’t know what to do. Brady loved her. He wouldn’t tell her and they couldn’t be public, but he loved her nonetheless. Not to mention he had made his feelings about another guy being near her perfectly clear.


    Still, it had felt nice, even right sometimes, to be with Hayden—being out in public, hanging out, laughing, walking around—the list was endless. Those things felt perfectly right in a way that she had never felt with Brady.


    Liz pulled up to her house a couple hours later. She was just happy to be home, and maybe here she could figure out what was warring inside her.


    Made it safe, she jotted off a text to Hayden.


    The response was nearly instantaneous.


    Good. Thanks for coming up this weekend. Can’t wait to see you again when school starts.


    Liz grumbled under her breath and tossed the phone back into her purse. A couple months ago she would have been jumping up and down for Hayden to respond so enthusiastically toward her, but now…


    Well, now she was trying to figure out what to do about Brady Maxwell.


    Victoria was lounging on the couch when Liz walked inside. She flipped over onto her stomach and propped her head on her hands.


    “Hey, bitch! How was your trip? Did you have sex with your Hayden Lane?” she asked all at once.


    “Nice to see you, too,” Liz said, tossing her bag on the floor and collapsing into a chair. “And no, I didn’t have sex with Hayden. I’m not you.”


    “Ugh!” Victoria grumbled, flipping back over. “You’re no fun!”


    Liz sighed. She wished she could tell Victoria everything that had happened all summer. She didn’t particularly like keeping things from her friend to begin with, but this was huge. This was like the Eiffel Tower of secrets…well, as far as secrets went for Liz.


    Brady had taken over her life. He had changed her, and Liz was pretty certain that it was for the better. Their relationship was founded on hiding and secrets, yet at its core, she found only truth. And still it wasn’t enough.


    With Hayden, she had the exact opposite. They were completely free to be open, he told all of his friends about her, and he seemed completely attentive. But he wasn’t Brady, and she couldn’t ever tell him about Brady.


    Her eyes were suddenly cloudy with tears, because she knew then that in her heart what she really wanted was Brady. It had to be Brady. And yet…he couldn’t give her what she needed.


    She could tell him how she felt, but it didn’t feel like enough. He had made it clear from day one that it was the campaign over her. It didn’t seem to matter to him that he loved her. He stood up for her against Heather and Elliott, but just so that he and Liz could keep doing what they were doing. And that wasn’t going to change.


    “Vic,” Liz croaked, closing her eyes against the tears.


    “What’s wrong?” Victoria asked. Liz opened her eyes to find Victoria kneeling in front of her. “Are you okay?”


    She shook her head, wishing she could let it all out. Hiding things was too hard.


    “Are you going to tell me what happened?” Victoria brushed Liz’s hair off of her face and rubbed her shoulder.


    “I don’t know,” she muttered.


    “Come sit on the couch with me,” Victoria said, taking her hand and guiding her to the sofa.


    Liz flopped down and pulled her knees up to her chest. She felt ridiculous crying over this. She didn’t like to cry at all, and now she was crying over a guy? Ugh! She wanted to tell herself to get it together, but it wasn’t working. Maybe just today she would let herself feel the pain that she was experiencing over falling for the wrong guy.


    “So, tell me,” Victoria said, wrapping an arm across Liz’s shoulders. “What happened?”


    “He kissed me,” Liz sputtered out.


    Victoria stiffened and Liz glanced up at her. She had an amused expression on her face. “You’re crying because Hayden kissed you?”


    “Ugh! No!” she cried, shaking her head. “I can’t even right now, Vic.”


    “Liz, come on. Didn’t you want Hayden to kiss you? I’m confused.”


    “Yes, I did, but not now! I wanted him to kiss me before. I wanted him to want me then…when it would have mattered!”


    Victoria scrunched up her eyebrows in confusion. “You’ve lost me. Why does it matter if it’s then or now? He kissed you. He wants you. I told you so.”


    “Because…I’m seeing someone else,” Liz whispered, burying her head in her hands.


    “What?” Victoria asked, flabbergasted. “Since when? Who? Why didn’t you tell me?”


    Liz shook her head. “I can’t talk about it, but we’ve been seeing each other all summer.”


    “Why can’t you talk about it?”


    Liz looked up into Victoria’s eyes and sighed. “I just can’t, Vic. I haven’t told anyone about it. I mean, I just told you, but that’s it, and I can’t even tell you who it is. But he loves me, Vic, and I kissed someone else.”


    “Whoa, love?” Victoria asked. “He told you he loves you?”


    “Erm…” Liz muttered, biting her lip. “Not exactly, but I overheard him tell someone else.”


    Victoria breathed out really fast and glanced away, as if she were thinking about the situation at hand. “Let me get this straight. You’ve been secretly seeing someone all summer, who you can’t tell me about, who you overheard tell someone else that he loves you, and you’re crying because another guy kissed you?”


    Liz stood very still while Victoria laid out her situation plainly. If only she could tell her more, it wouldn’t sound so…silly.


    “I don’t want to break your heart, Liz, but it sounds like that other guy is using you…”


    “He’s not,” she answered immediately.


    “Why does he have to keep it a secret?”


    “I can’t talk about it…”


    “Well, if it is that big a secret, then you can’t reasonably say that you two are dating. You have to be in a relationship for it to be wrong to kiss someone else. It kind of sounds to me like this guy is stringing you along…”


    “Victoria, he’s not. I swear. He’s not.” Liz dropped her head into her hands. She didn’t even want to consider that Victoria’s words were true. She wished she could just tell Victoria what was going on. It would be so nice to have it all out in the open.


    “Well, you won’t tell me the whole situation! From an outsider’s perspective, this sounds like a bad idea. You shouldn’t beat yourself up over a kiss with Hayden if you can’t even tell your best friend who the other guy is. I bet he doesn’t want you near other guys either, right?” Victoria asked, rolling her eyes.


    Liz froze. Her tears dammed up. “He doesn’t, but I don’t know any guy who does.”


    “I’ve been with a guy who wanted to keep things on the down-low, and let me tell you, it didn’t end pretty. He was seeing someone else on the side, all the while telling me not to see anyone else. I thought it was kind of stupid, but went along with it for a little while, because I was kind of into him. Then I find him sleeping with someone else and he doesn’t understand why I would be against that,” Victoria said, shaking her head. “All I’m saying is that a guy who wants to keep secrets from other people…is going to be okay keeping secrets from you…”


    Liz wished that she could tell Victoria the whole situation. She wanted to so badly. “It’s not like that…”


    “Then tell me who he is,” Victoria said, standing with her hands on her hips. “If it’s not like that, then tell me who this guy is.”


    “I can’t tell you, Victoria! If I could, I would have told you already!” Liz cried.


    “Seriously, I don’t get it. Why is it such a big deal?” Victoria demanded. “Can you at least tell me that?”


    “No! I can’t!” Liz yelled back, pushing her hands into her hair.


    “Ridiculous. What kind of guy forces you to keep secrets from everyone?” Victoria asked, pacing.


    “I can’t explain it. But I don’t want to keep secrets anymore. I want to be out in the open. I want whatever we have to be all the time.”


    Victoria rolled her eyes again. “I hate to be pessimistic about this, Liz. I want you to be happy, but this sounds like a recipe for disaster.”


    Liz sighed heavily. It did sound like a recipe for disaster. Before, when it had just been about the sex, none of this mattered. But now it did, and maybe all along he was using her and stringing her along and it had been okay, because she was doing the same thing. Now that wasn’t what she wanted anymore. She wanted a relationship with Brady, which had its own set of problems.


    “I know,” Liz finally whispered, pressing her hand under her eyes to wipe away the last remaining tears. “I guess I’ll have to talk to him.”


    “That’s probably for the best,” Victoria said, sitting back down finally. “I’m sorry I made things worse. I didn’t mean to.”


    “It’s okay.”


    “You’re sure you can’t tell me. It might make me understand…”


    “Vic,” Liz interrupted, “I can’t tell you.”


    “Okay,” she said with a shrug. “Talk to this guy and tell him what you told me. See what happens. But Liz…”


    “Yeah?” Liz glanced up into Victoria’s face.


    “You didn’t do anything wrong by kissing Hayden. Don’t let anyone else convince you otherwise, all right?”


    Liz sighed and nodded. If she hadn’t done anything wrong, then why did she still feel so bad?
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    The next day, Liz trudged onto campus bright and early to get her grade from her journalism professor. She hadn’t slept much, because she had been waiting for Brady to call her. He knew when she was coming back, so he could have called last night, but he didn’t. She would have to wait for Brady, as difficult as that was.


    She walked through the journalism building until she found Professor Mires’s office. The door was open and a student was already inside talking to her. Liz took a seat in a chair outside of the room and waited.


    She hoped that she looked okay, because she hadn’t taken any time with her appearance. Yesterday’s makeup still covered her face, and she had thrown her hair into a messy bun on the top of her head. She was run-down from not sleeping, and stressing her way through every imaginable scenario with Brady.


    “Yes, thank you for stopping by,” Professor Mires said as the student who had been in her office exited. “Miss Dougherty, how are you?”


    Liz stood and stifled a yawn. “Hello, Professor Mires.”


    “You’re here for your grade, I presume?”


    “I know you said in class that we could stop by on Monday and you should have our papers finalized.”


    “In fact, I do. Come on in,” the professor said, gesturing for Liz to follow her.


    Liz took the seat in front of the professor’s desk. Professor Mires wore her typical librarian glasses. Her brown hair was a curly mess, which explained why she always wore it in a bun. She had on a long blue skirt that dragged the floor, and a cream linen blouse. She took a seat in front of Liz and folded her hands in her lap.


    “What are your plans for the next two years, Liz?” Professor Mires asked. “You are an upcoming junior, correct?”


    “Yes, I am,” Liz said, straightening at the question. “I’m not sure I understand what you’re asking. I’m planning to finish my degree in journalism and work on the paper.”


    “I understand that you’re a Morehead scholar and that your senior year, you must have an internship with a completed in-field research project. Had you thought about what you are going to do for this?” Professor Mires prodded.


    “I had given some thought to working in-field at a Raleigh newspaper and commuting back and forth. I have a scholarship meeting with my advisor at the beginning of school to discuss possibilities,” Liz told her.


    “Hmm,” she said, leaning forward and thumbing through a stack of papers on her desk. She extracted one from the pile and handed it across the table to Liz.


    Liz took her paper eagerly. She flipped to the back page and saw the page filled top to bottom with red ink and a small A+ circled at the bottom. Liz inhaled sharply, unable to believe what she saw. She skimmed through the comments, which was one long glowing review of the article she had written.


    “Thank you,” Liz muttered, glancing back up at her professor.


    “I’m giving you an A in the class,” Professor Mires told her. “I know your performance was less than adequate at the beginning, but I’m a strong believer in improvement. And you went above and beyond. I challenged you, and you accepted the challenge with fervor. Each week you got better, but this”—she pointed at the paper—“this showed what you are really capable of. You’ve done a great job at changing your perspective, broadening your scope, and remaining objective. You should hold on to these skills. They’ll take you far.”


    “Oh,” Liz said, “thank you.”


    The one paper Brady had given her the idea for was the paper that her professor thought had changed her. She had worked hard all summer to achieve this A, really stretching her perspective and working toward what Professor Mires wanted from her. But she knew that Brady had helped with that. He had shown her politics from a different perspective entirely. She had been able to take what she had learned from him and layer it with what she already knew about the world, and that had helped her relate to her audience.


    That man will be the death of me.


    “Well, you convinced me to believe in your work with that last paper. It showed me that you can improve…and drastically in a short period of time. I’ve been looking for someone like that to help with my research. I’ve recently acquired a grant, and I’ll be doing research with several universities around the country and working directly with the Washington Post. Part of the funds will go toward putting together a colloquium regarding political journalism, and most of the North Carolina state papers as well as Wash Po, New York Times, and CNN have signed on to participate. I know that you are working on the university paper, and if you continue on the path with politics, then you will surely have your hands full, but I do hope you consider taking the time to work with me. I would be happy to sign off on your internship credit.”


    Liz stared forward at her professor in shock, her mouth hanging open slightly.


    “Are you interested, Liz?” Professor Mires asked.


    “Yes! Oh, yes, I’m interested. I would be happy to help you in your research, Professor Mires. What will you need me to do?” Liz sputtered out.


    “Great. I’ll be in contact more directly when school starts again. It might require some traveling, but all your expenses would be covered. Also, I do hope that it helps you make those contacts you need,” Professor Mires said with a smile.


    “Thank you so much for the opportunity!”


    Professor Mires nodded before standing. “Thank you for your hard work. I’m looking forward to having you onboard next semester.”


    Liz smiled, her day brightening, and turned to exit her professor’s office. Standing in the doorway was the woman’s husband. He was holding a bouquet of sunflowers, with a giant smile plastered on his handsome face. Liz suddenly felt as if she was intruding on their moment and quickly ducked out of the office.


    Her brain was buzzing as she walked back to her car. She couldn’t believe that Professor Mires believed in her work enough to entrust her with her grant research. Not only that, but Liz would be included in work with papers and political journalism outlets all over the country. This felt way bigger than anything she could do on the university paper.


    She was so wired she almost missed her phone buzzing in her purse. She quickly answered the unknown number, noting that it had a North Carolina area code. “Hello?”


    “Liz,” Brady said.


    Liz stopped in her tracks in the middle of campus. Her mind quit working and she felt her heart skip. Damn, she had missed that voice.


    “Are you there?”


    “Yes, sorry,” she murmured. “I missed you.”


    She hadn’t even meant to say it. Of course she had missed him. But with everything that had happened since she had left his house, it wasn’t the first thing she had thought she would spit out.


    “I missed you, too.”


    Silence dragged on the line for a moment as Liz waited for him to say something else.


    “How was your trip?” he finally asked, breaking the silence.


    “Good,” she said. “I got to see a lot of monuments and museums.”


    “Sounds right,” he said. She heard shuffling on the other end of the line. “Hold on one second.”


    Liz waited as he spoke with someone else. She imagined him at his office in Raleigh, directing people and deciding on strategies for the campaign. He was probably wearing a standard black suit with his typical red-white-and-blue tie. She was sure he had his campaign mask on, all smiles and charm.


    Then she thought about that one night she had gotten to really see Brady, when they had gone over to Chris’s apartment. He had dressed comfortably, laughed, joked, and even made fun of himself. It had been relaxing to see him not on edge, as he was all the time. That was the Brady she wanted to be with.


    “Sorry about that,” Brady said, breaking her out of her thoughts. “I can’t talk long. I have a meeting in a couple minutes. I wanted to find out your plans for the remainder of the week.”


    “I don’t have plans until school starts again. Though I do have some exciting news!” she said, wanting to tell him about her professor.


    “I can’t wait to hear it. I wish I could talk now, but I can’t. I’m going to the coast for a few days, mixing business with pleasure a bit. My family is spending the week at the beach before Clay goes back to Yale and Savannah starts at UNC. I’m meeting them in Hilton Head for the weekend. I have a couple meetings and a dinner to attend.”


    “That sounds nice,” Liz said.


    “I know I’m going to be really busy up until the primary, but I thought you might come to the coast with me.”


    “Really?” she asked, surprised. She would have plenty of time to tell him about her job there.


    “I would get you a hotel room near my parents’ place. I’m going to try to slip this by Heather so we have to keep it on the down-low, but I’ll take any opportunity to see you,” Brady told her.


    “Oh,” she whispered, feeling the secrets pile up all over again.


    “Baby…come see me,” he said in that tone that made her squirm. How could she resist him?


    She needed to tell him about Hayden. She needed to figure out where this was going. She needed to tell him how she felt.


    Most of all, she just needed to see him.


    “All right. What do I have to do?”

  


  
    Chapter 27


    THE WAITING GAME


    Liz didn’t even want to know the cost of a last-minute flight from Raleigh to Hilton Head. She was sure it wasn’t something she would be able to afford, but luckily Brady had made all the arrangements.


    Now here she was about to board a flight to go see him at his parents’ beach house. Or at least, she was staying at a resort nearby. It felt surreal to be living this life. She had so much that she needed to discuss with Brady, but she would have to wait until they were together again to bring it up. Heather had been keeping him more than busy, and Liz hadn’t spoken with him except to finalize her travel plans.


    Liz was sure Heather was only keeping tabs on him because of their relationship…whatever it was. She didn’t think Heather needed to push him that hard. She was sure he was going to win. All he had to do was smile.


    She stood in line to board the plane and her mind raced back to that first conversation with Brady. Airplanes made him hyperventilate, and she had been the only other thing that had elicited that reaction from him. Liz knew that she still felt that way about him. Brady had changed her. He had made her bolder, freer, and she liked that he had given her that.


    Yet they were caught in this unhealthy limbo. Trapped in a place where they couldn’t express themselves and couldn’t move forward. They were forever boarding the plane, hyperventilating from the intensity and passion of their feelings, but never taking off and seeing where the plane might take them.


    With a heavy sigh, Liz walked onto the plane and took her seat in first class. She had only flown first class once, when her parents had sent her to Hawaii to spend a week with her grandparents. She snuggled into her cozy seat and let her eyes close. She pushed away all thoughts of Brady and the decisions that had to be made and fell into a light slumber.


    Liz jolted awake when the wheels touched ground at the small Hilton Head Island airport. She yawned and stretched as they rolled to a stop in front of the terminal. The jet bridge attached to the plane and she filed out, grabbing her carry-on luggage, which hadn’t fit overhead on the small regional plane.


    She made her way to the exit and found a man standing alone, wearing a suit, and holding a sign that read Carmichael. Liz smiled and walked over to him.


    “Miss Carmichael?” the man asked as she approached.


    “That’s me,” Liz said.


    “Let me help you with that,” he said, taking her bag and rolling it out to the awaiting town car.


    In that moment, Liz felt so out of her league. Someone had flown her to the beach, arranged for someone to pick her up at the airport in an expensive town car, and she was staying at a luxury beachside resort. She found all of this very hard to believe. But mostly, she wished she could be experiencing all of this with Brady.


    Trying her best to make light of the situation, she reminded herself over and over of all the good times they’d had together this summer. The sneaking around had been exhilarating, even if she now found it frustrating. Well, the sneaking around wasn’t the frustrating part; it was the fact that there was more to their relationship than that, and it was being stifled by their opposing careers.


    She ground her teeth. Even when she was trying to think of the positives, the negatives crept back in. She made a mental list of all the things she missed about her time with Brady. The lake, his little notes, the diner, when he dropped his campaign mask, the newspaper office, his intense dark eyes, his coming to see her after Justin’s DUI, the Fourth of July, his big gala event when he had given her his key, and then she heard him tell Heather and Elliott that he loved her…


    Liz swallowed back a lump in her throat. Her whole summer had been Brady. Sure, he was volatile, stubborn, and prone to jealousy, but she knew there was more to him than that, and he had shown her that this summer, whether he wanted to or not.


    The town car carried her across the island and pulled onto the grounds of the Sonesta Resort. Liz leaned into the window to look at the beautiful view before her. The hotel boasted more than three hundred luxury rooms with an enormous pool, on-site spa, twenty-four-hole golf course, and beachside access with cabanas and bottle service. It was a dream resort.


    As soon as they parked, the driver assisted Liz with her luggage and handed her an envelope. “Here you are, Miss Carmichael. Enjoy your stay.”


    “Thank you,” she said absentmindedly.


    She strolled into the air-conditioned hotel lobby, anxious to open the envelope, but all she could do was stop and stare at her surroundings. The lobby was modern chic, with enough of a cozy atmosphere to make it feel like home. Large couches and overstuffed chairs were artfully placed around the room, and couples lounged amid the furniture, reading newspapers and talking to friends. The ceiling rose higher and higher, with gorgeous windows on one side, an impressive mural on another, and a seashell chandelier.


    Liz took a seat in one of the chairs and opened the envelope. A plastic keycard, a resort packet with her room number, and a trifolded sheet of paper fell out into her hand. The front of the letter was sealed with a short note on it.


    Do not read until you are in your room.


    —B


    All right, she thought, a big smile spreading on her face. She really freaking liked his little notes.


    Liz took the envelope and headed to the elevators, ready to be up in her room to find out what was inside the letter. She pressed the button for the top floor and waited as the elevator took its time. It finally deposited her on her floor, and she found her room near the end of the hallway. She slid her keycard into the slot and opened the door into a beautiful suite twice the size of the one she’d had with Brady in Charlotte after the Jefferson-Jackson gala.


    She dropped her bags in the entranceway and closed the door. She couldn’t believe that Brady had gotten her this room for two nights in Hilton Head. She was having a hard time believing any of it.


    The resort hotel room had a full living room with couch and chairs matching those in the lobby, a dark wooden dining room table set, and a beach-inspired kitchen with light wood cabinetry, granite countertops, and brand-new sleek black appliances. An open door led to a large master bedroom with a king-sized bed, and the master bath came complete with standing glass shower and Jacuzzi tub. But the best part about the whole suite was the exquisite balcony view of the ocean.


    Taking the envelope with her, Liz sat down on one of the chairs outside and tore open the letter.


    I hope you like your suite. I wanted you to have an ocean view. I’ve added the spa package to the room, so treat yourself. My schedule for the weekend is attached.


    Liz glanced at the second page and saw a list of events that Brady had to attend. Dinner that night with the family and meetings for the campaign after. The next day, he had time blocked off for the family for most of the day, which was disappointing. She would have liked to spend some beach time with him, but of course, that was impossible. That night was dinner and drinks with potential donors. Neither night had an end time, just a start time.


    I’ll give you a call when I’m on my way, from a private number that isn’t being traced. I’d advise you to stay on resort properties at all times. The last thing we want is for you to be seen. Can’t wait to get my hands on you.


    —B


    Her core heated at the thought of him. Brady Maxwell had gone to all of this trouble for her. She hoped she would see him sooner rather than later. Until that moment, she hadn’t realized quite how much she had missed him…just him, exactly how they were when they were together.


    Though she had to admit she wasn’t sure what to think about the part about not being allowed to leave. Not that she’d had any plans to go anywhere else, but she did kind of want to see the island. She had never been to Hilton Head, and it seemed silly to stay at the hotel the whole time. Well, she would figure it out.


    Not wanting to waste any more time considering it, she called down to the spa to schedule her appointment. By the time Brady came to see her that night, she wanted to look amazing.


    Liz spent the afternoon at the beach soaking up the summer sun. It made her miss her parents’ house in Tampa, and she wished that she had taken time out of her busy schedule to see them. She still had a couple weeks left before school started. Maybe it would do her some good to go visit her family. Though she found it hard to think about leaving Brady again after what happened last time she did.


    As the sun started hanging low on the horizon, Liz returned to the resort and spent her time at the spa. A few hours later, she had been massaged, pampered, waxed, had her fingernails and toes painted, and her blond hair straightened so smoothly that she was afraid to go outside. She walked back to her room feeling unbelievably relaxed.


    Brady hadn’t called or texted from the private number, but she figured dinner was winding down now, so she would hear from him soon. She ordered room service for a quick meal, and then applied soft makeup. Liz dug into her suitcase and pulled out a black lace babydoll and matching thong. She had packed them last-minute, wondering whether she would ever strike up the nerve to wear them, but after her time in the spa, she couldn’t think of a better occasion.


    After she was all dolled up, she wasn’t really sure what to do from there. She still hadn’t heard from Brady, and truth be told, she felt a bit ridiculous sitting around in lingerie. But it hadn’t been that long, and she could wait for him.


    Liz flipped open her laptop and started surfing through her favorite newspapers. She read the headlines and hooks to see if anything caught her eye, but she was too anxious to be interested. She had an email from Professor Mires regarding her research assistant position for the fall, but even that didn’t hold the same excitement it had when she had first spoken to her professor.


    A few more hours rolled by and Liz’s anxiety had morphed into full-on frustration. Where the hell was he? More than that…why hadn’t he even called her to let her know that he wasn’t going to be here until later?


    She felt ridiculous waiting up like this. Here she was dressed in full lingerie, she had taken the time to get her hair and nails done, she was wearing makeup…and hell, she had heels waiting by the bedroom door. And still no Brady.


    Her gentle yawns turned into full-blown yawns at about two in the morning. Her eyes were fluttering closed, and she felt herself drifting off. By three o’clock, she had almost crashed into her computer a few times, and when she actually did, that was the final straw. She couldn’t wait up any longer.


    Liz pulled her babydoll over her head and threw it into a corner in anger. She was such an idiot. Why had she gone through the trouble at all of getting dressed up and then waiting for him? She yanked an oversize T-shirt over her head and went into the bathroom to remove her makeup.


    By the time she had finished scrubbing her face and crawled into bed, she was wide-awake. At that moment, she hated adrenaline. She just wanted to go to sleep and forget that she had been that girl—the kind of girl to stay up all night waiting uselessly for a guy who hadn’t even bothered to call. How could he have planned this whole thing, gotten her to a freaking island, and then not called to let her know he wasn’t coming to see her?


    She ground her teeth, wondering whether she could feel any more ridiculous. Then she turned the volume all the way up on her phone and stuffed it under the pillow next to her.


    That made her feel more ridiculous.
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    Liz awoke the next morning feeling as if she hadn’t slept all night. He eyes were swollen with bags underneath, hair a rat’s nest from tossing and turning, and she had a crick in her neck.


    She grabbed her phone, hoping to see something from Brady, an apology preferably, but really anything to explain why he hadn’t called or texted or anything last night. When she turned on the screen, she found what she already knew she was going to find: Brady hadn’t tried to get hold of her.


    Liz knew that Brady had plans all afternoon today as well, and she wasn’t supposed to see him until after dinner with his donors. That meant he had blown an entire night together, and they had only one more left. Whatever happened had better have been important.


    Changing back into a bathing suit, Liz trekked down to the pool. She grabbed a secluded spot, ordered a daiquiri, and tried to forget about last night. There was almost no use trying, but she thought it would be worth a shot.


    After her third daiquiri, she wasn’t sure if she was more or less angry with Brady for standing her up last night. Seriously, how difficult was it for him to make one little phone call?


    Liz had spent all of that time at the spa, and here she was adding tension to her shoulders. She knew she should just be grateful that she was at the beach, in a suite, and getting a full spa treatment, but that wasn’t the reason that she had flown down.


    She wanted to see Brady. She missed him. Plus, they had a lot to talk about.


    By the time the sun had moved directly overhead, Liz could feel herself beginning to burn. She hadn’t spent enough time poolside this summer, and she wasn’t going to be a lobster tonight. Granted, at this point, she didn’t even know if she would get to see Brady.


    Liz returned to her room a bit tipsier than she left. She took a quick shower and changed into a baby blue backless tank top, a pair of cuffed khaki shorts, and gold sandals. She slung her purse over her head and decided that if Brady couldn’t even bother to follow his own written instructions, then why should she?


    She ventured back downstairs and walked up to the concierge’s desk.


    “Excuse me,” Liz said with a smile.


    “Hello! How can I help you?” a perky brunette asked, leaning forward as if to be more inviting.


    “I wanted to see if you had some information on places to eat in town. I’m not too picky, but I wanted something authentic.”


    The woman smiled brightly and proceeded to overload Liz with choices. By the time she walked away to catch a cab into town, she had a handful of packets, a map with a dozen or more restaurants circled for her to choose from, and no better understanding of where she was going to get lunch.


    She hopped into the first cab that pulled up, and was whisked away into the center of downtown Hilton Head. The island retained an old-timey feel, complete with uniform signage. It also had a certain affluent flair, with the high-class golf courses, impressive boutiques, and all of the women coated in diamonds. Hilton Head had been touted as the Hamptons of the South…and as Liz looked around, she could see why.


    The cabdriver dropped her off in front of the downtown area, Coligny Plaza and Beach Market. Liz wore her dark, thick-rimmed sunglasses through the beachside shopping center. Now that she was actually out and about in Hilton Head, she was feeling more and more self-conscious. She didn’t think anyone would recognize her, but she didn’t have a legitimate story if anyone did.


    Maybe she should have listened to Brady to begin with. Too late now.


    Liz wandered around the shops until she found a restaurant that was located on her map. She was too hungry to search out any of the others.


    She ate her meal alone and tried to remember why she had left the resort at all. Well, she knew. She was pissed at Brady. Pissed that he would stand her up. Pissed that he hadn’t called. Pissed that he loved her and couldn’t…wouldn’t act on it.


    She shook her head, tossed the remainder of the meal, and turned to walk out of the restaurant with the intention of spending the rest of the afternoon wandering the shops before heading back to the hotel. Then she heard a voice that was completely recognizable, even though she couldn’t see the person who was speaking.


    Clay Maxwell.


    Liz froze in her tracks just outside of the restaurant, her chest rising and falling rapidly, as she tried to figure out where the voice was coming from. She stuffed her glasses back on her face and swallowed hard. She absolutely could not be seen by anyone, especially not Clay. If Clay found out that she was here, she was sure he would start putting the pieces together. After all, why else would she always turn up everywhere Brady happened to be?


    Liz was clearly too young to be a big donor, unless she had a trust, and she didn’t act as though she did. And people tended to jump to conclusions. Liz would have if she had been reporting, and then she would have dug until she found her evidence. Her gut instincts were normally right.


    Like the one telling her to run, run far away at that moment.


    The voices stopped, and Liz, thinking she was finally in the clear, turned the corner toward the shops. Her stomach dropped when she saw Clay standing directly in front of her.


    A dimpled smirk crossed his face when he noticed her, and the only thing Liz could do in that moment was shake her head and smile.


    “Clay Maxwell!” she cried. “I did not expect to find you here.”


    Clay’s grin grew when she acknowledged him, and he pulled away from the woman he was standing with. He was in short khaki shorts, a blue Brooks Brothers polo, and boat shoes. His Ray-Bans hung from his neck by a pair of Croakies, making him look unbelievably preppy.


    “Liz,” he said, obviously trying to hide his own surprise. “It’s great to see you.”


    “You know, for a guy who begs a girl for her number, you really should have considered using it,” Liz scolded.


    Shit! Where had that come from? she wondered. She just needed to play a part and then leave. She couldn’t have Clay telling Brady he had seen her. That would be the end of the world.


    Clay chuckled. The girl he was with raised her eyebrows at the comment. She was pretty, by all means gorgeous, but she clearly had a stick up her ass. If she could look any more snobby in her designer sundress, Chanel earrings, and Tiffany necklace, Liz would have been very surprised.


    “Good to see you, too, Liz. Let me introduce you to my girlfriend, Andrea,” he said, drawling out her name and pronouncing it Ahn-dreya.


    Girlfriend. Liz came up short at that word. The man who had begged her to go home with him and practically shoved his phone down her throat to get her number…had a girlfriend. That was rich…


    “So nice to meet you,” Liz said, wishing that she didn’t feel like such an idiot.


    “Clay, who is this?” Andrea asked. She turned to him pointedly.


    “This is my friend Liz. We met on the Fourth of July at Brady’s rally.”


    “Borrring,” Andrea said, rolling her eyes.


    “She’s a big supporter of Brady. I think I’ve convinced her to run against him,” Clay said.


    “Ugh…whatever,” Andrea said. “I’m going to get a drink. God knows I need one. Don’t fuck her, okay?” She glared at him and stomped away.


    Liz’s eyes bulged as she stared back and forth between the couple. What had just happened?


    Clay shrugged as if his girlfriend hadn’t just told him not to sleep with someone else in public…right in front of Liz. “Sorry about that.”


    “You have a girlfriend,” she observed lamely.


    “Most of the time,” he said nonchalantly. “And you have a boyfriend, I assume.”


    “I don’t actually,” Liz said.


    “Oh, come on, no single girl refuses that vehemently unless they’re dating someone.”


    “Why are we having this conversation?” she asked, narrowing her eyes.


    “Because now I’m confused. You don’t have a boyfriend and you didn’t go home with me even though you wanted to fuck me,” Clay said, as if this were the most confusing thing he’d had to deal with in a while.


    Liz shook her head. Arrogant son of a bitch. She couldn’t stop thinking that when she was around him.


    “I didn’t want to sleep with you.”


    “Right,” he said, ignoring her statement. “Are you here for that thing Brady’s hosting tonight?”


    “No, I wasn’t aware Senator Maxwell had an event on Hilton Head this weekend,” she lied fluidly. Liz knew that it sounded odd that she would be here and not know about the event, but she couldn’t tell him she had flown down to be here for it. That would be even more suspicious. “I’m staying with some friends at a resort for the weekend. Good timing, I guess.”


    “Well, you should crash the party. Brady has a hot date. You could be mine,” Clay said with a shrug.


    All of the wind rushed out of her lungs at once. Brady had a hot date. She knew he had dinner and drinks tonight, but he hadn’t mentioned a date. Had he flown her all this way just to go out with someone else again? She felt hypocritical getting worked up over this after Hayden had kissed her, but she hadn’t gone into that situation thinking anything would happen. Could Brady be thinking the same thing?


    She tried to compose herself, but it was not without difficulty.


    “You’re not bringing your girlfriend?” Liz asked, her voice tight with emotion.


    “She’ll be there.”


    “I think I’m going to have to pass,” she said, realizing how close she was to accepting the invitation just to see whom Brady would show up with.


    His blond hair blew across his forehead in the breeze, and his blue eyes looked down into hers as if he were trying to persuade her with one look.


    Liz shook her head, her heart beating fiercely in her chest. Brady had a date and his brother was trying to seduce her. Why wasn’t Brady the one after her? Where the hell was he anyway? And why had he stood her up last night?


    “I appreciate the offer, but you have explicit instructions from your girlfriend not to sleep with me. I think that’s probably a good idea. Good-bye, Clay,” Liz said, moving to the right to walk around him.


    His hand reached out and touched her wrist. “You know, I did listen to Brady’s speech after we talked.” He stared at her very intently, all of the humor and joking leaving his eyes. “And I still think you’re wrong. He only cares about the campaign and he only cares about winning. I know that he’ll do whatever it takes to get there, and I’m sorry he’s convinced you so thoroughly otherwise…”

  


  
    Chapter 28


    WHETHER OR NOT


    Liz hurried back to the Sonesta Resort, eager to be away from her eventful afternoon. Brady had said the last thing he wanted was for her to be seen, and she’d ended up running into his brother. She didn’t know whether Clay would divulge that he had seen her after she had turned him down again, but she wouldn’t put it past him.


    And now all she had left to do was sit and stew over the fact that Clay had told her that Brady had a date for the dinner tonight. He had a date, and he had invited Liz all the way out here. She knew that she couldn’t go to the event with him, not after the blowup with Heather, but still it hurt.


    Would there always be someone else whom they could be more public with than each other? Would there always be another person putting a wedge between them because they couldn’t be together…and couldn’t even tell anyone that they were seeing each other?


    Her hands were shaking when she slid the keycard into the lock. The door swung open and she stumbled forward into the room.


    She wished that these emotions weren’t roiling through her body. She wished that she could turn it all off and forget how much he meant to her. But she couldn’t.


    Her actions may have been reckless in D.C., but it was hardly different from him bringing woman after woman to these events. She wasn’t accusing him of doing anything with them, but she couldn’t keep having people stand in her place. It felt wrong.


    They needed to figure this out. And having Clay’s words echoing in her ears wasn’t helping matters. I’m sorry he’s convinced you so thoroughly otherwise. Had Brady just convinced her to do what he wanted?


    Clay sure seemed to think so. She had changed so much this summer. She hardly even remembered what she had written in her article that was so vile. She didn’t remember how it felt not to like Brady or understand his reasoning for running for office. Had he warped her viewpoint so much?


    Liz reached for her laptop and pulled up the first article she had written about Brady. Her head pounded as she read her rather cruel recount of Brady’s announcement for Congress. She understood why Professor Mires had given Liz the grade she did. The paper had been popular for Brady’s picture. Her article was less than stellar, and actually rather mean. She couldn’t believe that she had written that Brady was power hungry, with money as his only interest.


    She shook her head and flipped to the next article about Brady just as her phone blasted loudly through the room. Liz jumped and hurtled toward her purse.


    Please be Brady!


    Liz flipped on her phone and answered. “Hello?”


    “Hey, Liz,” Hayden said.


    She bit her lip and all the adrenaline released from her body. Not Brady.


    “Hayden, how are you?” she asked.


    “Good. Though I’ve been missing you.”


    “Oh,” she said, biting back a smile. “How do you have the time at that busy job of yours?”


    “I always seem to find time.”


    Liz laughed lightly despite herself. She didn’t know when Brady was going to come by, and he hadn’t called. She was feeling pretty down on herself and the whole stupid trip, and here Hayden was calling when she needed someone to boost her the most.


    “Well, mostly I was calling with good news.”


    “Yeah? What happened?” Liz asked, wandering into the bedroom, pulling back the sheets, and snuggling into the comforter.


    “Jamie was exhibiting this weekend. She told you about that, right?”


    “Yeah, she did.”


    “Well, a curator from a museum picked up her work for a slot in their rising stars showcase. Her paintings will be up in the museum starting in August.”


    “Oh my God, that’s so exciting for her! She must be freaking out.”


    Hayden chuckled. “You have no idea what I’m going through over here. I wish you were here to diffuse the insanity. She likes you.”


    “Are you calling me to escape Jamie?” Liz asked accusingly.


    “That doesn’t sound like me at all. Seriously, though, drive back up to D.C. and save me from her constant frolicking around the apartment.”


    Liz snickered and covered her mouth. “Frolicking?”


    “I’m not kidding. She is skipping around and singing Céline Dion at the top of her lungs. I think she might have legitimately lost it this time,” he said with an undertone of humor.


    “Sorry, no can do. Sounds like you will just have to stick this one out on your own. What would you do if you landed your dream job? I bet you would frolic around the living room,” Liz teased.


    “I don’t frolic,” he told her.


    “You’re no fun.”


    “Oh please, I can think of much better ways to celebrate.”


    Liz knew she should have responded with something snarky right away, but the way he said that made her stop her normal retort. He was teasing her. She couldn’t grasp that.


    He had kissed her in D.C., and still she had a hard time believing that he was interested in her. Maybe she just didn’t want to believe it; if she did, then she would have to face too many other complications.


    But then he went and said things like that…like finding other ways to celebrate. Maybe she just had a dirty mind…


    He coughed, clearing his throat. “I mean, you know, other than frolicking in the living room.”


    By the way he said that last part she was pretty sure she wasn’t the only one with her mind in the gutter.


    “Right,” she said, searching for a way to change the subject. This was dangerous territory. “Um…when do you come back to Chapel Hill?”


    “The Friday before school starts. I have to move into my new place and I’m not looking forward to it. You don’t happen to like manual labor, do you?”


    “Are you asking me to help you move?” Liz asked.


    “Nah, just seeing if you wanted to watch a bunch of runners with their shirts off moving heavy objects,” he said sarcastically.


    “Well, in that case, sign me up.”


    “Cool. I’ll send you the address.”


    They continued talking on through the night, until Liz felt herself falling asleep on the line. She’d had a stressful day even though she was supposed to be on vacation, and it was nice to unwind. Her conversation with Hayden remained tame as they discussed the paper and his job. She told him the good news from Professor Mires, and he was happy for her, albeit a bit jealous of the awesome opportunity. It kept her mind off of the fact that Brady still hadn’t called, and she had spent the majority of her trip to Hilton Head alone.


    “I think I need to get some sleep,” she whispered drowsily.


    “Yeah. I didn’t mean to keep you up so late.”


    “It’s okay. Just tired,” she managed through a yawn.


    “I’ll see you in a couple weeks. Talk to you soon.”


    Liz got off the phone with Hayden, and she found herself falling into an easy slumber. Her anger from earlier had dissipated. She just wanted to sleep away the rest of the night and forget that once again she had waited up for Brady to no avail.
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    A crash in the living room awoke Liz from her light slumber. Her eyes darted open and she sat straight up in bed. She was still wearing a T-shirt and shorts from earlier that evening, but she didn’t want some random stranger to come into her bedroom.


    Liz hopped out of bed and scurried to the open doorway. She pressed herself against the wall, let out of a low soft breath to calm herself, and then she peered around the corner.


    Her heart stopped when she saw Brady standing in the doorway. He was in a pair of khaki shorts and an untucked button-down as he all but stumbled forward in the living room area. Was he drunk?


    “Brady Maxwell,” Liz said sharply, unable to believe that after everything that had happened he would show up at the hotel like this. He hadn’t called or messaged her all weekend, and then he had the audacity to walk in drunk in the middle of the night?


    Brady stopped walking and turned to face her silhouetted in the bedroom door. “Hey, baby,” he said with an easygoing smile.


    “What the hell happened to you?” Liz demanded, crossing her arms. She hated acting the part of the bitch, but she couldn’t pretend to be okay with this. If he wanted to treat her as if she was a mistress he could toss to the side when he felt like it, then he shouldn’t have fallen in love with her.


    “It’s a long story,” he said, collapsing onto the couch. “Why don’t you come sit by me?” Brady leaned back and stretched his arms over his head. He sent her the most adorable smile, and she just sighed.


    “I think I’d rather hear your story first. I mean, you fly me all the way here, put me up in a hotel, get me the spa treatment, and then don’t even bother to come see me. Do you know how long I waited up for you last night? How hard is it to make one little phone call, let alone send one text message?”


    She shook her head, feeling all the pent-up anger wash over her.


    “Look, I get that we’re not together, because it’s impossible.” She had to fight not to roll her eyes. “But if I’m going to sacrifice my time to come see you, couldn’t you at least have the decency to follow through?”


    “Liz, stop pacing and come sit down,” he said, patting the seat next to him. “You’re angry and I want to get my hands on you.”


    She stopped pacing, not realizing she had been doing it to begin with. “I hate this,” she said, shaking her head. “I hate that I’m angry with you. I hate that you’re drunk and not taking me seriously. Why didn’t you call, Brady?” Her voice was thick with emotion.


    He sighed, seeing there was no fighting her. “I couldn’t. Heather hasn’t let me out of her sight since I got here. She doesn’t trust me not to mess up again. Those are her own words. It’s like she thinks that I’m going to get something else by her.”


    “And you’re still hiding me,” Liz said wistfully.


    “Yeah, she stayed by my side all last night while I was out, and told me that my new number had been tapped too, so she would screen my calls. She’s just looking out for me, but I couldn’t very well tell her that you were the person I wanted to call.”


    “And when you got back to your place?”


    Brady shrugged. “My parents don’t have a landline. Everyone has a cell phone, and they were all asleep when I got in. I had to ditch Heather to even get away tonight to come see you. I didn’t think she would be quite so clingy after what happened.”


    “So all of that, and you still can’t call today or anything. I’m just so confused, Brady. What are we?” Liz asked, finally sitting down next to him.


    “What do you mean?” He wrapped his arm across her shoulders and drew her into him.


    Here it was. Here was her moment. She could look up into his dark, intimidating eyes, and tell him exactly how she felt and what she wanted to do. She could let him know that she was tired of hiding, and she wanted to be out in the open. That was what she needed to do.


    But it was so close to the primary. Would he even listen to her? Let alone that he was drunk and could hardly take her seriously. It sounded like a recipe for disaster.


    Liz held the words on the tip of her tongue, desperate to let him know. She couldn’t go on with this torn division in her chest. But she felt as if the words weren’t enough. Her simple words wouldn’t change anything in the long run. Maybe Clay was right…and Brady would do whatever it took to win. Then she would just be collateral damage, and the things she wanted to tell him would be dust in the wind.


    She took a deep breath. “Why do you do all of this, Brady? You could have found a marginal amount of time to come see me in Chapel Hill, or I could have driven into Raleigh. Why go to this extent when it’s not even necessary?”


    “I wanted to see you,” Brady said, pulling her onto his lap and nuzzling her neck. His hands slid down her back, drawing her into him. “I’ve missed this.”


    Liz shivered at his touch. They were so right for each other, yet he was denying them so much by hiding.


    His hands moved to her ass, and he picked her up and moved her so that she was straddling him. He pulled her hips into him and shot her that devilish smirk.


    “Especially this,” he said, his voice heated.


    Liz shook her head, pushed off of him, and stood. “You can’t even take this seriously. Why does it always have to be sex first and talk later? Why can’t you just answer my questions? Why am I here, Brady?”


    “Because I wanted you here.”


    “That simple, huh?”


    “Yes, why do you have to insist on complicating things? Do you not like what we have going on?” Brady asked, standing and towering over her. “Do you not want me to fuck you?”


    “You know what, Brady? Sometimes I don’t like what we have going on, and sometimes I don’t want you to fuck me,” Liz told him, turning and walking away from him.


    She was so red-hot with anger. Her skin was superheating, and she felt tears prick her eyes.


    “Don’t you see how much hiding this sucks? Don’t you even care that it’s hurting me? That I was so desperate to have someone acknowledge me in public, I had to go away for a weekend while you were getting bitched at for ever seeing me? Doesn’t that feel wrong to you? I just can’t keep feeling second best to everything else in your life.”


    “What do you want from me, Liz? I have feelings for you. I wouldn’t have had you come here if that wasn’t true. But I told you from the very beginning that I wanted you and the campaign. Those two things don’t always coincide, and you said you were okay with that.”


    Brady crossed the room, spun Liz around, and stared intently down into her eyes.


    “Those things don’t change whether I love you or not.”


    Liz’s breath caught at that word. She was sure he would never use that word to her. It didn’t matter if it was in the most roundabout way imaginable. Brady Maxwell had told her that he loved her.


    Sure, he had prefaced that with things don’t change, but she was having a hard time not swooning. He loved her.


    It wasn’t enough. It could never be enough to make it all better. But it was something to hold on to…something that she had.


    As her mind replayed Brady’s words over and over again, her anger about him standing her up and going to dinner with someone else was slowly evaporating. She hadn’t expected him to ever tell her. Not that he had come right out and said it by all means, but it was still nice to hear that word off of his lips.


    “Liz,” he whispered, sliding his hand around to the small of her back and pulling her in close, “forgive me for not calling. I know this must be hard on you, but I do try to do right by you as best I can.” His head dropped down low, and he planted a soft kiss on her lips, before resting his forehead against hers.


    “I’m just…having a hard time,” she admitted, threading a hand up into his dark brown hair and trying to hold on to her fight even though he was draining it all out of her.


    “I know, baby,” he murmured, pulling her hair lightly to tilt her head to one side.


    “I want us to be public,” Liz finally told him.


    Brady stiffened only marginally before licking and kissing down her earlobe and to her neck. “You know we can’t do that. I have the primary in two weeks, and the general election in November. You know that.”


    “I know,” she murmured, goose bumps breaking out on her skin.


    His free hand slid up her loose shirt and teasingly traced along her ribs. “We can’t be like that, baby.”


    “Brady,” she said, pushing him away, “don’t think that all of your sweet words and tempting touches are going to make this better!”


    Brady shook his head, grasped her shirt in his hands, and pulled her forcefully toward him. “Listen, I apologized for what happened, but I can’t make it up to you if you won’t let me. So let me.”


    She sighed, wanting to stay angry with him. She just wanted to make him see what the hell he was doing to her. “How are you going to make it up to me?”


    He smirked. “I didn’t fly you all the way out here so I could fuck you in a hotel room. I can do that at home, baby.”


    Liz’s mouth popped open at his words, wondering where else he would have sex with her if not in the gorgeous suite he had rented for her.


    “Come with me. I have something to show you.”


    Liz contemplated continuing their conversation, but knew that it was over. She had told him how she felt about the situation, and he had told her that he loved her…kind of. That was going to be as much as she could get…for now.


    She followed him out of the room and into the elevator. “Brady,” she muttered as the elevator carried them down, “who did you go to dinner with tonight?”


    “Some college buddies I played basketball with,” he told her. “They were giving a donation to the campaign.”


    “All guys?” she prodded.


    He smirked at her as if he knew where she was going with this. “No. I had a date. She was a girl I went to college with who is now an environmental lobbyist. Not much of a date.”


    “I’d sure hope not,” Liz said, feeling the knot begin to untwist in her stomach.


    Brady laughed at her words. “I thought you might think that.”


    “Anything going on between the two of you?” she whispered.


    “Baby,” he chided, shaking his head.


    “Well?”


    “You should know there’s not.”


    “How would I know that when you don’t even tell me about these people until after?”


    “Because you’re all I need, Liz,” he said sincerely.


    They turned away from the main lobby and exited the building through the back entrance, skirted the pool area, and walked the path that Liz knew led to the beach. She sure hoped he had something better than the beach in mind, because sand was not a good idea.


    They kicked off their sandals when they reached the beach entrance and carried them as they walked through the sand. Brady’s hand found hers, and he threaded their fingers together. Liz froze, surprised that he would hold her hand in public, even if it was two or three in the morning and no one else was awake.


    Either way, it felt really nice. He had huge hands, and hers felt dainty in comparison, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. They still fit together perfectly.


    The waves crashing against the surf were the music as they walked along the beach. As frustrated as Liz was with their situation, she couldn’t help but feel at peace out on the beach with Brady. It was as close to public as he allowed, and so she wanted to treasure it for what it was.


    Brady stopped them in front of a big cabana. Liz had seen these on the beach when she had been out there yesterday, but unless a person paid for them ahead of time they remained closed and locked. Seemed like such a waste.


    “Come here,” Brady said, drawing her in closer.


    “What are we doing?” she asked anxiously.


    Brady threw open the cabana curtains to reveal a plush seaside bed complete with a soft, fluffy comforter and giant pillows. Liz stared forward at the bed, a smile spreading on her face.


    He took her sandals out of her hand and tossed them off to the side before picking her up in his arms and laying her down on the bed.


    “I’ve missed you,” he told her, running his hand down her body.


    “I missed you, too,” Liz responded, wondering whether she would always feel the pain of missing him and the heartache of waiting.


    Brady didn’t leave any more room for conversation as he wound his hand into her hair and tugged on it forcefully. She lay flat against the bed, his body moving to cover her. Her hands fumbled for his button-down. She gave up on the buttons after two and yanked the thing over his head.


    She didn’t even care that they were in an open cabana on the beach. Anyone could see in and know what they were doing. But Brady had brought her here, and she wasn’t going to stop him.


    His lips found her demandingly, forcing her mouth open and volleying with her tongue. The urgency in his kisses was contagious and soon she was feverish. She couldn’t get enough of him. His hands were everywhere, their bodies grinding against each other. Her legs wrapped around his hips, pulling him harder against her. Their breathing mingled, hot and enticing.


    Brady pulled back and stepped out of his shorts while she tugged off her clothes. She just wanted to feel him and know that she had him completely to herself. She wanted to forget the rest of the world, the waiting, the hiding, the need to be with other people for public appearances. With him settling down in front of her, she let her mind fade away and reveled in his touch.


    Liz slid her arms around his neck and he pressed his lips down against hers. Brady slid forward into her and she groaned into his mouth. He pushed back and let their bodies meet together over and over again.


    She didn’t care how angry she had been with him before this. Their attraction when they were together was undeniable. If either of them tried to ignore it, they would only be lying to themselves. They just couldn’t get enough. It was why they were risking the world to see each other. It was why, when he was moving inside of her, pushing her toward the edge of climax, she couldn’t think of anything else but her utter, unquestionable feelings for this man.


    “Brady,” she groaned, gripping his shoulders and digging her nails in.


    He slammed into her faster and faster, sending her to the brink of release. Liz cried out Brady’s name as her body surrendered to him. The intensity of her orgasm hit him and he lost control, thrusting once more, and burying himself deep within her.


    He wrapped his arms around her and they lay there, sweat beading between them, waiting for their chests to stop heaving, and their breathing to even out.


    “Oh, Brady,” Liz whispered, “I love you.”


    She knew it was true. That against all odds, she had fallen for this man. The one man she couldn’t have.


    “Baby,” he groaned, his voice strained, “I know you do.”


    Liz remained on her back as Brady dropped his head to her shoulder and kissed a soft trail along her collarbone. She had said it. She had told him. She already knew he loved her, and he had sort of told her, but she would have liked to just hear it.


    When their breathing evened out, Brady rolled over to his back, with a heavy sigh. His hand found hers and laced their fingers together once more. The moment was so peaceful. Maybe in the end, just knowing how he felt was good enough. And what really showed the way they felt was this…in this moment.


    Liz turned back over and rested her head on his chest with a sigh, thinking about how easy it would be to fall asleep like this with him next to her.


    “No sleeping yet,” he whispered, kissing the top of her head. “I got you something.”


    “You didn’t have to get me anything. You already did all of this,” Liz said softly.


    “Well, it’s not all that much…compared to this, I suppose. I still wanted you to have it.”


    He adjusted her so that she was lying on the pillows instead of his chest before finding and sifting through his shorts. He returned a second later, looking a little…embarrassed. After everything that had happened between them, she didn’t know why he would be embarrassed. Actually, Liz had never seen him like that.


    “Here you go,” Brady said, handing her a small box.


    Liz sat up and took the box from him, narrowing her eyes. “What’s this?”


    “Just open it.”


    Liz bit her lip, wondering what she would find inside. She opened the box and stared down at the small necklace. Her heart sped up. Brady had gotten her jewelry. No one had ever bought her jewelry.


    She pulled it out of the box, the long chain falling and pooling against the cabana sheets, and brought the face of the necklace closer to her.


    “It’s, uh…called a memory locket,” he whispered, running his hand through his hair. “It made me think of you.”


    Liz was stunned. The necklace itself was a small, circular, see-through locket with a silver border that could be opened, and even smaller charms were placed inside. Her stomach twisted when she saw what charms were in her necklace—an airplane, a key, the number four, and a yellow gemstone.


    “I love it,” she whispered. How could he be so completely sweet like this…knock her right off her feet?


    “Good. I was worried…well, I don’t know if you wear stuff like that,” he said with a shrug.


    “No, I do,” she told him, staring up into his deep dark eyes. “But why the number and the gemstone?”


    The other two were obvious.


    “I got the four for the Fourth of July, when I won your vote,” Brady said, his eyes showing what that day had meant to him. “And the yellow stone is the birthstone for November.”


    “I don’t have a November birthday,” Liz said. It didn’t even matter to her that he had gotten her birthday wrong; she loved it.


    “That’s when the election is over,” he said quietly.

  


  
    Chapter 29


    PROMISES WORTH KEEPING


    Liz didn’t see Brady again before school started. The primary was now a week away, and he barely had time to breathe, let alone sneak away to see her. She expected nothing less, though she did find herself wishing more and more that she could be there for him.


    The primary made it hard to concentrate on anything else…like school starting, or her new research job, or the paper. Knowing that so much was on the line for Brady made her nervous and irritable.


    Liz had tried de-stressing by hanging out with Victoria, but by the end of the day Victoria had claimed to need a Xanax to deal with the stress rolling off of Liz in waves. Even though Liz wouldn’t tell Victoria what was going on, Victoria still loved her.


    By the time the Friday before school got there, Liz had totally forgotten that she had agreed to help Hayden move. He had called her that morning and asked if she had still planned to help. Hoping that it would get her mind off of everything, Liz had agreed and headed over to his old place.


    The moving process had certainly been a distraction, as it was physically demanding, but it did nothing to clear things up with Hayden. They had hung out and joked together along with his track friends. When they finished the move, the group got lunch and Hayden drove her back to her car.


    “I really appreciated your help today,” Hayden said, hopping out of his car and walking with her over to where hers was parked.


    “I don’t know how helpful I was,” Liz joked.


    “You were great. Everyone thought so.” He smiled his charming smile and moved closer to her.


    “Well, I’m glad I could help. Thankfully I don’t have to move or else I’d be calling up you and all your friends to help me.”


    “You know I’d help,” Hayden said.


    He moved forward to wrap his arms around her, and Liz backed up quickly. “I’m in desperate need of a shower,” she said, embarrassed.


    She just couldn’t have him touch her. She felt bad enough about D.C. She couldn’t lead him on to believe this was going anywhere as long as she was still trying to figure things out with Brady.


    “Oh, me too,” Hayden said, as if he hadn’t been trying to get closer to her.


    “I’ll, uh…see you around,” she said, unlocking the door. “We start on Monday?”


    Hayden nodded. “I’ll be in Sunday to finalize the first run, but I’ll see you on Monday, unless you wanted to get together sometime this weekend.”


    Damn he was good. He made it seem so offhand…almost as if he wasn’t asking her out. Almost.


    “I think Monday is probably best. I have to get ready for school and my new job, but thanks…”


    “Well, Monday then,” Hayden said, tucking a lock of her hair behind her ear, with a smile before walking to his car.


    Liz opened her door and sank into the car with a huff. She had just turned down Hayden Lane.


    She had never guessed she would be in this position. And she had the strange realization that he probably would ask her out again. Maybe he even thought she was playing hard to get or something after D.C. She needed to figure out what she was going to do about that, because she couldn’t keep obsessing so much over what she would do if he came on to her again.


    The weekend rolled by undeterred by any other mishaps, and soon Liz was back on campus, walking among the familiar brick buildings with Victoria. She had missed the madness of the beginning of the school year. Students were wandering all over campus. Freshmen were holding out maps, trying to find where their classrooms were, and looking winded from walking up the massive hill on Stadium Drive from the dorms. Upperclassmen milled around the Pit, handing out fliers and trying to cajole freshmen into joining their student organization. It was a madhouse, but with an energy and brilliance that few other places rivaled.


    Still, she found that what she had missed most of all was walking over to a newspaper bin, picking up a fresh paper, and seeing all of the hard work her friends had put into the first issue. Liz had written her article for that first week a long time ago…the same paper she had received an A+ on from Professor Mires…the same article Brady had given her the idea for. Hayden had said that he was going to run it the first day, since that had the most traffic, and Liz was eager to see her name in print once more.


    “You are much too happy that school has started again,” Victoria said as they walked through the crowd in the Pit.


    Liz shrugged. It was probably true. She’d had too much time to herself recently to think, and she was glad to have something to do to get her mind off Brady.


    “Aren’t you glad to be in the lab?” Liz asked. “Plus, there are so many more TAs now.”


    “That’s a fair point, but not good enough. I’d rather be out at the pool than in a classroom.”


    Liz rolled her eyes. “Says the woman who is taking eighteen hours, and four of those classes are sciences.”


    “I like science. Nothing wrong with that, Miss Journalism,” Victoria said in a high snooty voice.


    “Vic, you’re brilliant,” Liz said, throwing her arm over Victoria’s shoulders.


    “Of course I am,” she responded, raising her eyebrows.


    Liz shook her head, laughing lightly. It felt good to be carefree…to feel as if she was in college again.


    Victoria snagged them an empty table while Liz fetched the first paper of the semester. She stuffed it under her arm and zigzagged back to her friend. Sinking into a chair, Liz pushed her blond hair off of her neck and laid the paper flat in front of her.


    She froze when she saw the front page. Her vision blurred and she felt her body sway.


    There on the front page was a picture of her and Hayden in D.C. It was the one that they had gotten a stranger to take for them so they could both be in the shot. She remembered vaguely an email going out asking about what people had done over the summer. Liz had brushed it off, since she couldn’t tell anyone about her summer. She hadn’t thought twice about it.


    She couldn’t believe this was happening. Brady had told her to be anonymous. He had told her not to get her picture in the paper. And now here she was with a job lined up to work with reporters all over the country, and her picture with another guy front and center. Liz knew she was probably overreacting, but she hadn’t told Brady whom she had visited in D.C., and she certainly hadn’t expected for that picture to surface.


    “Earth to Liz,” Victoria said, waving her hand in front of her face.


    “What?” she asked, coming out of her trance.


    “Is something wrong? You’re white as a ghost.”


    “I, uh…made the front page,” Liz said, turning to face the paper to Victoria.


    “That’s fucking awesome. So cool.” She bent over the picture and read the little caption. “You and Hayden look great together.”


    Victoria glanced back up at Liz with a big smile still on her face. She dropped her smile and narrowed her eyes.


    “Is this bad?” Victoria asked.


    Liz nodded. “Not good.”


    “Can you tell me why, at least?”


    “I’ve been trying to stay anonymous…”


    Liz knew as soon as it was out of her mouth how weird that would sound to someone like Victoria, who always craved the spotlight.


    “Are you fucking serious? This guy doesn’t want you to be known? Does he even know you’re a reporter? Does he know that reporters are in the paper? I would come over there and shake some sense into you, if there weren’t so many people around!” Victoria cried heatedly.


    “Victoria, back off!” Liz snapped, unable to hold her anger in. “He knows who I am. He knows what I do. He knows practically everything about me! There are reasons for the things he’s asked me to do, and I would do them a hundred times over.”


    Silence stretched between them. Liz always had a cool temperament. Victoria was the firecracker who would explode at the drop of a hat.


    “Fine,” Victoria said after a couple minutes. She didn’t look too happy about it. “What are you going to do?”


    “I don’t know,” Liz answered truthfully. She should call him and talk to him about it before he found out some other way. She probably should have told him she had visited Hayden a long time ago. After everything, she couldn’t seem to find the courage.


    Liz fingered the long chain locket at her neck and sighed. She had taken to wearing the necklace Brady had given her every day. She always argued with herself that it went with every outfit…that it didn’t have anything to do with him…that it was just pretty. But she couldn’t lie to herself, and she couldn’t keep from remembering that she had told Brady that she loved him. Now that the haze of that weekend had gone by, she realized more and more that he had never actually told her…


    “I don’t know either. What do you want me to tell you, since you won’t listen to the truth?” Victoria grumbled.


    Liz tried to ignore her friend’s frustration. The underlying tone said that Victoria wanted to help. She had to hold on to that. “I want you to tell me that it’s all going to be all right. That I haven’t made a huge mistake. That things will all work out in the end.”


    She could see what Victoria was poised to say. She could read it on her face clear as day. You want me to lie.


    But then she didn’t. “Everything is going to be all right, Liz…somehow.”


    Hearing Victoria say that only made it worse.


    “I’m, uh…going to go to class,” Liz said, collecting all of her belongings, folding the paper, and shoving it back under her arm. “I’ll talk to you later.”


    “Please be careful,” Victoria said anxiously. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”


    “I’ll be fine.” Fine. Ugh!


    Liz hurried out of the Pit and away from the ever-watchful eyes. She needed to find somewhere quiet…somewhere she could be alone before her class. She knew she would be hard-pressed to find that right now. Students were crawling all over campus like ants after someone stepped on an anthill.


    She wanted to go to the newspaper office, but she dreaded seeing and confronting Hayden about the picture. He had no idea what he had done by putting it there. And she couldn’t face him without demanding to know why he had put the picture on the front cover without her permission.


    It was better that she avoided him entirely.


    Liz just started walking. It was better to keep moving than to stop and contemplate everything piling up around her.


    Secrets were going to be her downfall. Her secrets now had secrets. She couldn’t tell anyone about Brady. She couldn’t tell Brady about Hayden. She couldn’t tell Hayden about her anger about the paper. And all of it together felt as if it wasn’t just caving in on top of her, but it was crushing her.


    Worst of all…it felt as if by holding on to all of her secrets, she was losing a part of herself.


    Liz found a seat on a bench on one of the trails on campus. It was as secluded as she was going to get at this time of day.


    She fiddled with her necklace, admiring the mix of charms Brady had picked out for her. The yellow gemstone always caught her eye. It signified the end of the campaign, but did that mean they could be together? She hadn’t thought to ask him in the moment, and now she thought about it all the time. If he won, could they move on from the place they were in?


    It felt like such a small chance…such a small sliver of hope. An unrealistic, tiny sliver of hope.


    And she hated having it as much as she reveled in the thought that it could mean something. That maybe a part of him somewhere…wanted them to be together.


    She dropped the locket and reached for her phone. She knew what she needed to do. She couldn’t keep sitting here like this waiting for Brady to call her, because she knew inevitably he would. Too long she had let life lead her around, and she couldn’t keep sitting back and waiting to see where she was going to end up. Facing Brady wasn’t going to be easy, but it was the right thing to do, and in the end, they had too much to talk about.


    “Senator Maxwell’s office,” a woman chirped into the phone.


    “Hello, Sandy Carmichael for the Senator, please,” Liz responded curtly.


    Pause. “One moment please.”


    Liz tried not to roll her eyes. The secretary knew the name was a fake one, and kept reminding Liz by pausing dramatically after she used it. Brady needed to get a new secretary.


    “Senator Maxwell is currently unavailable. Can I take a message?” the secretary asked when she came back on the line.


    Liz sat there frozen for a couple seconds. She hadn’t expected Brady to be busy.


    “Uh…just let him know that I called,” Liz said.


    “I’ll make a note of it,” she said before hanging up.


    Well, then!


    Liz didn’t know what else to do. She would just stress over it all day…until he called her back…if he called her back.


    Liz rose from her seat and let her feet carry her to class. She sat through three lectures that day, and by the time she left she felt even more restless than before.


    Brady still hadn’t called. He was sending a message. One she didn’t particularly care for.


    Liz made her way to the newspaper for their first meeting of the semester. She knew there was plenty to discuss, but she was sure that she wouldn’t be able to focus.


    Hayden greeted her at the door with a smile, one she was hard-pressed to return. But the heat in his gaze, the pleasure in his smile, and his overall demeanor upon seeing her forced a smile out of her.


    “Hey,” he said as she approached. “It’s good to see you. How was the first day back?”


    Liz shrugged noncommittally. “Not bad. Not great.”


    “Mine was about the same. It does seem to be brightening, though,” he said, looking directly at her.


    Liz cleared her throat and averted her gaze. She teetered around Hayden as more people filed into the room. Hastily avoiding Meagan, the gossip columnist, Liz took a seat near the back. Hayden stood in the front of the room and greeted the paper’s staff. There was a series of cheers for the start of the new school year before he launched into all of the plans he had.


    Hayden held a room captivated in a way that was entirely different from Brady. Hayden had a charisma and enthusiasm that seemed to radiate out of him, and he led by example, shouldering as much of the work as he requested out of everyone else.


    It made the meeting exciting and full of energy, and reminded Liz why she loved all of this so much. She hadn’t even realized how much she had missed it. Working at the paper over the summer felt like isolation compared to the camaraderie that Hayden brought to the table.


    Slowly, as time wore on, the tension began to leave her shoulders. She stared off, absentmindedly listening to Hayden’s description of all the divisions and heralding in the new prospects.


    “And with the campaign in full swing, Liz Dougherty is going to continue to head that division under my supervision. Is anyone else interested in working for her?”


    Liz’s head snapped up at that. She knew that she was working on the campaign, but she hadn’t thought that she would be working with anyone. In fact, she hadn’t even really planned to consult Hayden on it. She liked the niche she had carved out for herself.


    Two hands went up, and Hayden asked the students to stand and give their names and year so he could add them to the notes his assistant, Casey, was taking.


    “Tristan King, freshman,” one boy said, standing near her.


    She would have to figure out what to make of these new recruits. How best to use them. This was now her new task.


    “Savannah Maxwell, freshman,” another voice said across the room from her.


    Liz froze, her heart in her throat. No. She hadn’t even seen Savannah in the room. Had she been that out of it that she hadn’t even paid attention?


    Her eyes slowly drifted to Savannah, who looked so much like her brother. Dark hair and eyes, strong features, confident, thin, beautiful…intimidatingly so. She stared back at Liz with an unreadable expression, and Liz wondered whether Savannah could see right through her.


    She couldn’t work with Savannah. Liz couldn’t spend time with her. Would Savannah recognize her? Would she know that she had followed her brother, been to his galas, written nasty articles about him…and more, much more?


    “Perfect,” Hayden said with a smile that said that he, for one, knew Liz’s feelings about Brady Maxwell. Or at least, he thought he did. “Welcome to the team.”


    Hayden continued on with the remaining divisions and talked briefly about things she had heard year after year—conduct, journalism practices, ethics, plagiarism, etc. They were all necessary, but she didn’t need to hear them again.


    “Thank you all so much for coming to our first meeting. Please meet with your division leaders briefly before departing. If anyone hasn’t been assigned a division or wishes to change, please come up to the front and see Casey. I can’t wait for another great year,” Hayden said, closing the meeting.


    Her new team members, Tristan and Savannah, picked their way across the room to stand in front of Liz. Tristan shifted uncomfortably. He was a gangly guy in pressed khakis and a polo, with short, meticulously combed dark hair and pasty skin. Savannah looked unfazed as she stood awaiting instructions. Knowing her brother, Liz expected nothing else.


    “Well, welcome to the team,” Liz said awkwardly, since she hadn’t been aware she would have her own team. “I have a schedule laid out for the semester. I’m working with a professor in the journalism department on a research project with other newspapers, and she is allowing me to publish in the school paper some of the work I’m doing with her.”


    Liz went on to highlight what she had already been covering and what she wanted to continue to work on. She broke some of the research down for them and assigned them both tasks.


    Tristan took feverish notes and Savannah just stood there and smiled, absorbing the conversation. As soon as she was finished, Tristan zipped off to begin his project, leaving her all alone with Savannah, who had barely said anything.


    “Thank you for allowing me to work in campaigns,” Savannah said finally.


    “We’re always very welcoming to students’ interests,” Liz replied plainly.


    “I just hope that your feelings toward my brother don’t interfere in our work relationship.” Her voice was calm and controlled, but something about her tone spoke volumes. She was much too like her brothers.


    Liz didn’t know how much Savannah knew, but whatever it was, was probably more than Liz would have liked.


    “Personal feelings toward politicians have no place in journalism,” Liz heard herself responding dryly. “I’ve been learning that lesson all summer.”


    It might not have been the smartest thing to say, considering all she had gone through with Brady this summer, but she didn’t know what else to say. If Savannah knew only about the articles, then the comment would work as well as if she knew about anything else.


    “I agree. I’m sure I’ll be learning that lesson in the next several months,” Savannah said, a smile finally touching her features. “I just wanted to clear the air between us before we started working closely.”


    “Don’t worry about it,” Liz said awkwardly, wanting to end this conversation. “We’ll keep personal matters out of it. You’re just Savannah and I’m just Liz.” She stuck her hand out and Savannah took it. “Pleasure to meet you.”


    “So nice to meet you too. I’ll get started on my assignments right away,” Savannah said, withdrawing her hand. “See you tomorrow, Liz.”


    And every day after that.


    Liz grabbed her bag off of the ground and hurriedly exited the newspaper before Hayden could find her. She couldn’t deal right now. She was going to have to work with Savannah Maxwell all semester. An ever-present reminder of the secrets she had to hold.


    She felt her phone vibrate as she passed through the doors to the Union and out into the oppressive August heat.


    Private number.


    Great. Of course, Brady would call now.


    “Hey,” she answered with a sigh.


    “Hey. I’ve been in meetings all morning that I couldn’t get out of,” Brady said.


    It wasn’t an apology. Just a reason for not answering. Probably a good one, but she hardly had the energy for it.


    “I just got out of a meeting too. In fact, your sister is now working for me.”


    “What?” he asked sharply. She had clearly thrown him.


    “Yep. She showed up at the newspaper meeting and said she wanted to work on campaigns. So, guess what? She now works for me.” Liz couldn’t keep the frustration and pent-up anger out of her voice.


    “Fuck,” he growled low.


    “Yeah! And imagine my surprise when she asks me not to let my feelings toward her brother cloud my opinion of her! Could you imagine if my feelings toward her brother could do that?”


    “She said that?”


    “Yes!” Liz snapped. “I don’t know how much she knows. She doesn’t give anything away, just like you!”


    She hadn’t even meant to say that. Where was her anger coming from?


    “Are you still at the paper?” Brady asked.


    “I just left. I’m walking home.” She hated that he didn’t respond to her outburst. She just wanted to rile him up, make him get as emotional as he did that time he told Heather and Elliott he loved her, force him to do something about those feelings.


    “I’m in Durham and have an hour.”


    He said it so matter-of-factly, as if he had already decided that she was going to see him. Well, of course she was. It was always better to talk about this stuff in person. But she was almost irritated enough to call him out on it.


    “Are you going to come get me?” she finally asked when he didn’t continue.


    “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”


    The line went dead.


    Liz ground her teeth and thought about chucking her phone into the side of the building. Goddamn man!
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    When Brady picked her up, she didn’t know where they were going. It had to be somewhere close and private, because he didn’t have much time to talk. She knew Victoria was supposed to be at the lab, but they couldn’t risk her coming home and finding a politician in her bedroom. That would mean a whole slew of new questions.


    “Where are we going?” Liz muttered.


    “I don’t know. I’m just going to drive.”


    “Okay.” Liz shrugged and looked out the window.


    “Do you know what I woke up to this morning?” Brady asked after a pause.


    “An alarm clock?” Liz asked.


    Brady’s eyes darted over to her side of the car, proclaiming rather loudly that her sarcasm wasn’t welcome.


    “Fine. No.”


    “I woke up this morning to Heather thanking me.”


    “What?” Liz asked cautiously. “Why?”


    “For you dating someone else.”


    Liz swallowed hard, but kept her eyes locked on him even as he drove them aimlessly around Chapel Hill. “I’m not dating him, Brady,” she said finally.


    “Yes, well, I assumed that,” he said sharply. “However, that doesn’t explain why your face is on the front cover of the paper with this person…another guy.”


    “I visited him in D.C.,” she answered truthfully.


    Brady breathed in slowly. It was clear that he was trying to control himself. “I thought you were visiting a friend in D.C.”


    “Hayden is my friend.” She hadn’t meant for her voice to come like a whisper, but the coldness to his tone scared her.


    “Hayden,” Brady repeated the name.


    “He’s the, uh…editor of the paper.”


    The silence was more painful than his anger. She wanted him to yell at her, scream, tell her how pissed he was, but he didn’t. He just sat there his hand lightly clenched on the steering wheel as he drove through town.


    “And how do you feel about him?” Brady finally asked.


    Ironic, coming from him. Liz clenched her fists at her sides and felt the heat rise in her face. Brady wouldn’t even tell her how he felt, and yet he demanded she tell him about Hayden.


    “He’s not you.” She turned her head away from Brady. She had already told Brady she loved him. That had to be clear.


    “He likes you,” Brady said simply.


    “It doesn’t really matter! Didn’t you hear me? He’s not you. This isn’t a competition, Brady. There’s no room for jealousy. Look, I liked Hayden for a long time, and he kissed me in D.C., and I can’t even look at him right now. Why? Why can’t I look at someone who I liked for two years before I even met you?” she demanded, turning in her seat to face him once again. “Because the only thing I felt when he kissed me was that I was glad it was out in public. It wasn’t Hayden I wanted. It was you. And if it’s not you, then it doesn’t matter.”


    “You think this is a competition? That I’m jealous? I made it very clear that I didn’t want anyone else near you,” Brady said, his knuckles white on the steering wheel.


    “It’s like you’re not even hearing me!” Liz cried. “I love you. I told you that I love you. Don’t you hear me? Don’t you understand what that means? Just tell me that you love me.”


    “I don’t make promises I can’t keep. And I won’t hurt you with this one.”


    Too late.


    Liz recoiled as if he had slapped her across the face. His words hurt worse than she even thought they could. Her cheeks heated and her stomach twisted at his refusal…his rejection.


    “Did you just come here to hurt me?” Liz asked softly.


    Brady sighed and pulled over into an empty parking lot. They were on the north side of town and there wasn’t much traffic. He slammed the car into park and turned to face her for the first time.


    “I came here to find out why you allowed your picture in the paper when you know it’s better for you to be anonymous. I came to find out who this Hayden person is when I’ve never even once heard you mention him all summer…though we’ve been together the entire time. And it seems I was right to come here and get my answers.”


    “You were right to come and get your answers. I much prefer to see how angry you are at the thought of me being with someone else,” Liz spat in frustration. “At least it shows you care under that hard exterior.”


    “Are you out of your mind?” Brady asked.


    She could see his walls crumbling. His anger bubbling over. The emotions he so tightly controlled on a daily basis fragmenting and coming apart at the seams.


    Brady shook his head before he spoke. “You’re the only person I’ve ever met who so completely disarms me. I feel like sometimes you aren’t looking at me; you’re looking through me. Like you know every single secret in my existence…like you know exactly what I’m thinking. That was exactly what I meant that very first day we met, when I told you that you were my airplane. You totally fuck me up, Liz!”


    He pounded his fist on the steering wheel and stared out across the blacktop parking lot.


    “I shouldn’t have pursued this. I shouldn’t have kept you around all summer. I shouldn’t have focused so much damn attention into this pseudo-relationship that we have. I’ve heard it every single day from Heather and nearly as much from Elliott since they found out. But I didn’t listen to them or myself. I said I could control this. I could have what I wanted and see where this went. And it only got worse.”


    “Well, I’m so sorry,” Liz bit back.


    “I’m not sorry. I’m furious with myself and you and timing and the campaign. Because the two things I want don’t coincide, and I’ve been groomed my entire life for the one thing that is so close at hand.” He turned to look into her eyes again. “I can win this campaign, Liz. I can make a difference.”


    Brady took a deep breath, steadying himself, and then reached out and laced their fingers together.


    “I know,” she whispered, her throat tight. “I know you can. I knew all along.”


    “I have one week before I find out about the primary results. I’m working my ass off, working like I’ve never worked before. I can’t ruin that.”


    His thumb circled against hers, and Liz’s shoulders gradually slumped. She realized what he was saying. He was saying what he had said all along. That when it came down to a choice it was the campaign. And it would always be the campaign.


    “So…that’s it then?” she whispered. “You’re choosing the campaign.”


    “It’s never been a choice,” he said, reaching across the car for her other hand and looking straight into her blue eyes. She saw all the love in the world reflected back in that gaze. She wished she could see it every day. “I’m stubborn. I want both.”


    “Both,” Liz murmured. His hand cupped her chin and she leaned into his touch. She never wanted to let go, even when she was frustrated with him. “You want us to stay hidden. For how much longer? When does it end? I still have two years of school left. I’m still on the paper. You’re still in Congress. You run for office every two years. What happens when the campaign ends?”


    Her hand instinctively went to the necklace dangling from her neck. The yellow gemstone mocked her from its place in the locket.


    “Let’s make it through the primary first. If I win, then we’ll figure out November. If I don’t…”


    Liz shook her head and placed her fingers to his lips. “Don’t jinx yourself.”


    Brady’s lips kissed her fingers and then he pulled her forward toward him. Her heart was in her throat and she just wanted it all to be right. His lips found hers and she sighed into the gentlest of embraces.


    “Let’s see how I do in the primary then,” he murmured against her lips before pulling away.


    Liz nodded reluctantly as Brady maneuvered the car back on the road. The primary and November…back to the same place they were before they started this conversation.


    Sometimes the decision about whether or not to stay with Brady felt easy, and sometimes it didn’t feel like a decision at all. And all she really knew was that every time she pushed Brady to make a decision…forced an ultimatum…his walls slammed down and his answer was written on his face like a judge giving the guilty verdict to a death sentence. And she was the defendant witnessing her judgment.

  


  
    Chapter 30


    RESULTS ARE IN


    Liz stared at her reflection in the mirror. She was all jittery and couldn’t stop fidgeting. Today was the day. She had walked into the polling booth this morning and cast her vote for State Senator Brady Maxwell III for the House of Representatives in the primary.


    Three months ago she wouldn’t have believed she would do that. But standing there with the ballot in hand in a small cubicle surrounded by mostly elderly women, Liz knew there was no other option. Brady Maxwell had won her vote over the course of the summer even before he had unequivocally won her heart.


    Then came the unbearable waiting period. Sitting through classes, working at the paper, watching students go about their business without the slightest idea of how important today was. She had spent all week with her new assistants, Tristan and Savannah, encouraging the student body to go out and vote. They all knew the consequences, but conveying that to the student body proved tiresome. And there wasn’t much she could do besides use her voice to coax people into going to the polls.


    It was finally that time. Hayden would be there any minute to pick her up and take her to the results party for Brady. She had tried to get out of going with him; she would have rather gone alone, but Hayden thought she was going for work. Once again, she couldn’t explain her way out of the situation without giving away secrets she meant to hold on to.


    With her jitters came an uncontrollable need to do something while she waited. She had changed outfits three times before settling on a charcoal pantsuit with a blue blouse and black platforms. She had slid her locket over her head and then back off more than a dozen times before leaving it on. Her hair was flat ironed to perfection, and she had never applied her makeup so thoroughly.


    A text appeared on her phone from Hayden, telling her it was time to head out. They still had a full forty minutes before they made it to Raleigh.


    Liz exited her house, walked to Hayden’s Audi, and sat down in the passenger seat. She tried not to think about the last time she had been a passenger in a car.


    “Hey,” Hayden said. His smile was full-on charm. “You look great.”


    “Thanks,” Liz said. She appreciated his compliment in spite of her nerves as he pulled out of her driveway.


    He looked good too. He wore a fitted black suit with a white button-down and a blue tie that matched her blouse. Brady would surely look better, though. Liz gritted her teeth at the thought. She hated comparing, so she racked her brain to find something else to talk to Hayden about.


    “How do you think the paper is doing so far?” she managed to get out.


    “Good. We lost a lot of seniors at the end of the last year, but the incoming freshmen are really stepping up. I was surprised to see Savannah Maxwell in the room. Weren’t you?”


    “I was surprised.” Though for reasons he would have never guessed.


    “You would think with her family’s history she wouldn’t have chosen reporting,” Hayden continued. “I was worried she would be a liability.”


    “I think she doesn’t want to be under the shadow of her family. Big shoes to fill and all that,” Liz told him. It felt strange to have insight into Savannah’s head, but she was working closely with her now. Liz could kind of pick up on her vibe.


    “Well, as long as you two work well together, then I don’t see any problem with it. I know how you feel about our politician.”


    Liz tried not to cringe at the name Hayden still used for Brady. She needed to change the subject again, but worried that somehow it would always go back to Brady…especially today.


    Finally Liz relaxed enough to just shrug. She wasn’t going to talk about Brady. She was too nervous for him at present.


    “What do you think about the other freshmen?” Liz prompted.


    Thankfully that incited a long-winded discussion of every new person Hayden had come into contact with. Some Liz had seen or heard about already in the first week and others she hadn’t, but she fed him a few questions here and there so she didn’t have to give much input.


    Even though Hayden kept up a steady stream of conversation, Liz couldn’t keep from wringing her hands in her lap from nerves. When Hayden asked about it, she tried to brush it off. She was too invested in the race, since she had spent all summer on it. The outcome was really important and all that. But she was really just anxious for Brady…and for what it meant for them going forward.


    They followed the directions to the south side of Raleigh, where a ballroom was to be the spot for the Senator’s victory celebration and his acceptance speech to run for office. The press passes she had received had Senator Maxwell’s Victory Celebration written on them. Liz wondered how well Brady was taking it all. She knew he wasn’t as certain of the title as his own party.


    Hayden pulled up in front of the ballroom and then into the press parking lot. He flashed his press pass and then drove into their designated lot. The sun was sinking on the horizon when Hayden finally parked, which meant the polls would be closing, ballots counted, and results would be coming in soon.


    Liz stepped out of the car into the balmy afternoon heat. She grabbed her bag, complete with notepad and trusted recorder. Hayden carried the camera equipment. Then they walked up to the grand building together.


    They flashed their passes and were handed a press information packet, and then were directed to their section of the room. Liz smiled at the usher and followed Hayden into the ballroom.


    Her breath caught at the sight before her. The campaign had pulled out all the stops for this event. The room was decorated entirely in the festive red-white-and-blue, with VOTE FOR MAXWELL banners hanging all around the perimeter. A giant staircase opened up on the opposite end of the room from two tiered balconies and led to the ballroom floor below, as well as to a stage that had been erected. A podium rested on the stage with an American flag across it, and another enormous Maxwell sign hung up behind it. A projection screen took up part of one wall and was broadcasting the news as they waited for election results to come in.


    A crowd had already formed and people milled around the room, anxiously awaiting the results. Some of the press were interviewing partygoers and speaking excitedly into their microphones, but most were just enjoying the company as they waited to hear the fate of the man they had put their trust in.


    She wished in that moment as she surveyed the room that she weren’t wearing a press badge, that she weren’t dressed in a pantsuit, that she weren’t here to work. She wanted to be in an elegant modest cocktail dress backstage waiting and stressing over the results with Brady. She wanted to be something that everyone said was impossible.


    “Come on. This way,” Hayden said, touching the small of her back and guiding her into the ballroom.


    Liz remembered the first press conference she went to with Hayden and what it felt like when he had touched her then. She had been exhilarated and excited, but now all she felt were her nerves threatening to bubble over. She needed to calm down.


    Taking a deep breath, she lifted her chin and walked confidently over to the press section, which had a raised platform for the photographers to capture the speeches. Hayden pulled out the tripod stand and began setting up the camera as she dropped her bag on the ground next to his stuff. They would use some of the footage tomorrow in their post-primary reel online. It made her think of Justin…and how everything had changed after this summer.


    A hush fell over the crowd just as Hayden got the equipment secured into place, and Liz bit down on her lip hard in anticipation. Were they already announcing results? Had the ballots already been counted? Could it possibly be that quick? It didn’t seem plausible.


    The news commentator straightened his tie and spoke confidently into the camera. “Thank you so much for your patience in these matters. We’re all waiting to hear the primary results, and we’ll update you as soon as they start rolling in. We already have some winners popping up on the screen now. Follow below to see the list while the rest of us wait for the toss-ups that we have been tracking—the Hardy-Maxwell race over there in North Carolina in particular along with…”


    Liz tuned out the rest of the commentator’s speech. They were still waiting. Toss-up race. She had used the phrase herself in her journalism in the past week while encouraging people to vote, but hearing it on the news made it even worse.


    She didn’t realize that she had been staring at the screen until Hayden waved his hand in front of her face.


    “We’re not getting to the results any faster. Are you all right?” he asked, arching an eyebrow.


    “Just zoned out, I guess.”


    “Do you want a drink or anything? I was going to go snag a water,” he offered.


    “Sure. Water sounds great.”


    Liz watched Hayden leave the press area and then lost him in the crowd as he went off in search of refreshments. She took that moment to bend down and dig in her bag to see whether she had any text messages. Make sure Brady hadn’t messaged her while she was waiting.


    “Oh, look,” a familiar voice sounded behind her, “you’re at another Maxwell event.”


    Liz stood and turned swiftly, her blond hair flying out around her. She saw the flash of signature dark red hair before her eyes met bright green ones. Calleigh Hollingsworth. Liz dropped the questioning look on her face as soon as she saw who had uttered the accusatory sentence.


    “Oh, look, you are too,” Liz said with a smile and a tilt of her head. To think she had once idolized this woman. But her naïve blinders were gone and she knew better than to trust Calleigh.


    Calleigh smiled, showing her brilliant white teeth. She really was too beautiful for her own good. A skinny little thing with sleek hair and perfectly fitted clothing that accentuated her body in all the right places. Liz would never look like Calleigh, but really, Brady had wanted Liz for exactly who she was. So it didn’t matter.


    “Are you excited about the results?” Calleigh asked, sidling up close to Liz. Closer than she would have wanted.


    “Should be an interesting race,” Liz said diplomatically. “Everyone is calling it a toss-up.”


    “And what do you think?” Calleigh asked, eyeing her coolly. She looked rapt with attention, which made Liz cautious.


    “I think it’s anyone’s game, and the general election is going to be even tougher. So whoever comes out on top had better be ready to show deep pockets. I have a feeling this will be an expensive race.”


    In fact, she already knew that it was an expensive race. That was why Brady spent so much time with donors and fund-raisers. Why he had gone all the way to Hilton Head to meet with people for a weekend.


    “Oh, come on,” Calleigh said, nudging her. “Maxwell has it in the bag. You and I both know he does. We were there on the Fourth of July. His speech was very…moving.”


    Liz smiled and nodded, all the while wondering where Calleigh was going with this. She was goading her. Liz knew that she needed to tread very, very carefully.


    “Fitting for a Senator’s son.” Liz hoped it was the right thing to say.


    Calleigh smiled wider and waved at someone over Liz’s shoulder. Liz took a breath and turned around, not knowing who to expect. With her luck it could be God knows anyone.


    “Hey!” Hayden said, hopping up the steps and smiling at Liz and Calleigh. “Here’s your water.”


    Liz took the water bottle out of his hand and tried to remain calm. Calleigh was hinting at something, but Liz didn’t know if she actually knew anything. And would she press further in front of Hayden? Liz couldn’t judge her next move.


    “Hey, Hayden,” Calleigh said, lowering her eyelashes and staring up at him. “Liz and I were just talking about Senator Maxwell. We think he’s a sure winner. What about you?”


    “Oh, I think he wins easy,” Hayden said with a lazy smile, turning to look at Liz instead of Calleigh.


    If he had paid any attention, he would have seen the irritation flash on Calleigh’s face.


    “That’s what you said all along, right, Lizzie?”


    Liz inhaled sharply at that name. That was what Hayden had called her right before kissing her in D.C. The memory of his lips washed over her so suddenly she barely had time to recover.


    “Uh, yeah. I think he’ll win,” she muttered.


    “Even with the rumors?” Calleigh asked, her green eyes going wide.


    “What rumors?” Hayden asked for her.


    “Haven’t you guys been following all of the coverage?”


    Liz had mostly been freaking out and refusing to watch or read anything. She’d had all her articles already written, and with Tristan and Savannah’s help she had been able to obsess all alone. She didn’t want to hear about a poll that had Charles Hardy ahead of Brady, back and forth, back and forth.


    “Oh, the stuff about his girlfriends?” Hayden asked. “Do you think that’s all true, Calleigh? You don’t think the guy can be a bachelor politician without sleeping with every girl who walks past him?”


    “Really, Hayden? How many women does he need to be photographed with for you to believe that the guy is dating multiple women while running for office?”


    “The campaign came right out and said that he had no personal relationships with those women, and they were just friends,” Hayden reminded her.


    “Convenient,” Calleigh said dismissively. “The campaign will make a statement in whatever way is most favorable to them. Whether the campaign wants to admit it or not, it just makes him look like a player.”


    Hayden shrugged. “Probably. What do you think, Liz?” he asked, trying to include her.


    Liz’s mouth had gone dry. Of all the days for that shit to surface, it had to be the couple days before the primary that she had refused to watch the news. The only thing she didn’t know was whether or not her involvement had surfaced. Someone surely would have said something if it had, right?


    “Brady’s bachelor status is known, as well as the various dates he brings to functions. I don’t know why it’s being brought up now except as a desperate attempt by his opponent to throw off those who favor more traditional family values,” Liz told them, speaking more confidently than she felt.


    “Maybe,” Calleigh said nonchalantly. “I don’t know how they explain away the woman he’s secretly seeing.”


    “What woman?” Liz asked, sure that her voice gave her away. Her hands were shaking and she clenched them into fists at her sides so they weren’t visible. She could feel her heart rate picking up. No. They couldn’t know.


    “There are claims that he’s having a secret affair,” Calleigh nearly whispered, as if she were telling them a secret, but her eyes stared straight through Liz. Could she possibly know?


    “Isn’t that all speculation?” Hayden asked. “There really isn’t any proof. Or at least, if the competition has it, it hasn’t surfaced yet.”


    Calleigh shrugged. “We’ll see. I bet if he wins, it will surface.”


    Liz found herself nodding, because Calleigh was right. If the competition had any proof of this “anonymous” woman, then it would surely come to light in the coming months. How many times had she been with Brady in a public place where people could have photographed them…videotaped them together? She listed them off in her head—gala event, lake house, Fourth of July, second gala event, his house, the cabana, not to mention the time she ran into Clay at Hilton Head, after Brady had told her not to be seen in public…


    Fuck. Too many places. She had thought they had been so careful, but now looking back on it, it all seemed so reckless. Anything unexpected in politics could hurt a career, especially with a race as close as Brady’s. They had been sleeping together in private for months. It all came back to what Victoria had said, “A guy who wants to keep secrets from other people…is going to be okay keeping secrets from you.” Brady’s opponents could paint this so easily as deception, and people would be asking what else he was hiding for the rest of the election. Not to mention that her hard-earned objectivity would go down the drain. She and Brady had been gambling their careers, and now it could all blow up in their faces.


    The room fell silent again, and Liz was sure people could hear her thoughts. She forced herself to look away from Calleigh’s questioning stare. She didn’t know how much Calleigh knew or if, as Hayden had said, it was all speculation. Either way it wasn’t comforting.


    “We heard that we should be having the final results for the Fourth District over there in the Triangle area of North Carolina any minute now. What do you think about this race, Stacy?” the commentator asked his female coanchor.


    “Well, it’s really a toss-up, Ryan,” Stacy said, furrowing her brow. “There’s been so much speculation going around about State Senator Maxwell’s bachelor status and the number of women he has been seen with. The question people are asking is ‘Who is Senator Maxwell dating?’ We’ve seen him with a North Carolina state beauty queen, an environmental lobbyist, and a swimsuit model. How many women is this politician dating at once? The campaign has come out and officially made a statement. You can see it here on the left.”


    A clip of a campaign’s statement appeared on the screen, and Liz skimmed it quickly as the woman read over it aloud.


    “‘State Senator Maxwell has had no official relationships with any of the women that he has been photographed with. They are simply friends who agreed to accompany him to events. He is, as ever, focused on the election.’ Now, that seems pretty straightforward to me, but I wonder how many more women will surface if he wins this primary. There has already been some talk about him having relations with yet another woman.”


    “That’s right, Stacy,” Ryan cut in. “Who is this mystery woman? And will more evidence turn up regarding this situation? If it does, this could look bad for Senator Maxwell if he wins the primary today and moves on to the general election.”


    Liz felt as if all of the color had drained out of her face. It was all hearsay. Someone had started a rumor that had bloomed into something with the potential to cause chaos. But still, she hadn’t heard about any swimsuit model from Brady. Was that just gossip as well? And why was the news even reporting on this?


    She knew why even if it was infuriating at the moment. The race was as much selling a person as it was selling a platform…maybe more so. People could rally behind a compelling candidate like Brady, but with a potential mishap like this, how far would it set him back?


    “Oh, it looks like the results are finally in,” Stacy said with a smile.


    Liz watched the screen along with the rest of the crowd. She was solely focused on what was about to happen. Brady was going to win. He had to win. This was his dream.


    “And it looks like in an incredibly close race with a win by only a thousand votes,” Stacy cheered, “State Senator Brady Maxwell has won the primary. Congratulations, Senator.”


    The room erupted into applause. People were screaming, clapping, hugging one another, dancing with strangers—Liz could even see one lady crying on her friend’s shoulder. And all she did was stand there and stare.


    Brady won. He had actually won. He had beaten a very qualified candidate, someone who had been working in politics two or three times longer than him. Yet, he had come out on top.


    Liz had known deep down that he would win, but still the magnitude of what had just happened washed over her all at once. He had two and a half more months of the campaign to find out whether he won his seat in Congress, but at this point, he had surpassed expectations. If he won his seat in November, he would be the youngest sitting representative. She was so proud of him.


    Actually standing there, knowing that Brady was the nominee for the House of Representatives, changed everything. Everything.


    He wasn’t just a chance. A hope. He was a sure thing.


    And it was in that moment Liz knew that Brady had been wrong the other day. He had been wrong to say that there was never a choice. No matter how stubborn he was in wanting both the campaign and her, there was always a choice. Always.


    But the choice wasn’t his. It was hers.


    The whole time Liz had been acting as if she didn’t have a choice in what happened between her and Brady. That things would work out or they wouldn’t. That he was the one who would make the ultimate decision to pull the plug. He had set the rules from the beginning in that little diner, and he had been setting them ever since. Brady decided when and where and even who could know that they had a relationship at all. Brady had decided the risks they would take.


    Liz had simply acted like a passenger, letting him guide the car wherever it might go. She had been active and even demanding at times, but she never really pushed the limits. She never did anything drastic enough to make him say enough was enough.


    But she knew now that she had to make the choice; otherwise Brady was going to keep making it for her. He had been making decisions for her long enough.


    What it came down to was that she loved him and he loved her. It was an inevitable, impossible existence where they stood currently. Their feelings bore down on them with a hopeless, crushing desire, with a need that bordered on addiction. It would forever be that need that she felt, that craving to be with him, to be around him because they were never allowed the opportunity to let their feelings bloom and grow. At this standstill, they couldn’t truly develop their relationship.


    And the biggest problem. The one above all else was that Brady wouldn’t let her love him.


    Plain and simple.


    So the choice wasn’t her or the campaign. The choice was whether or not he would let her love him.


    And that answer scared her, terrified her.


    Because Liz knew that if it was her decision, she would choose his happiness over hers any day.

  


  
    Chapter 31


    BRADY


    Brady stared out across the sea of people. The ballroom was full to the brim with his supporters chanting his name, cheering his victory, and waiting for him to give his acceptance speech. He had won the nomination to run for the House of Representatives in his party. He had won.


    All of the time, energy, planning, strategizing…everything he had given up had been worth it. The people in his district had voted, and here he was preparing to step up to the podium to accept the nomination. It was surreal to finally have within arm’s reach what he had been working toward all this time.


    Yates’s dropping out of the race had helped the situation. He had been a more formidable contender than Hardy, though still Brady had beaten him by only a thousand votes. He wished he knew how much of his success rested on the name his father had given him compared to the amount of effort he had put in himself.


    In the end, it didn’t matter. He was still here, exactly where he wanted to be.


    “Congratulations!” Heather cried, rushing toward him with a giant smile plastered on her face. It was the first real smile he had seen from her in a while. She had been even more stressed than he was these last couple weeks.


    She wrapped her arms around his waist and pulled him into a hug, the way she used to when they had been running in smaller races. She didn’t even touch him anymore; she was too worried about appearances.


    Brady patted her on the back and Heather released him, looking a bit flustered.


    “I knew you could do it,” she said, straightening diplomatically. Even here, right after they had won their greatest feat to date, she still couldn’t be herself. Sometimes he missed the old Heather.


    “Thanks,” Brady said, for once not knowing what else to say.


    “How does it feel?” she asked. Her delight was written all over her body. Most other people might not have noticed, since she wasn’t skipping around the room and bouncing up and down, but Brady noticed the little things—like the way she gripped her hands together, the set of her shoulders, and her easy breaths. They had been in this business together too long already.


    “It feels damn good.”


    “Don’t go saying that to the press,” Heather said cheekily.


    “Would I ever?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.


    Heather leaned in closer and checked to make sure no one was listening. Everyone was milling around them, but they all seemed too engrossed in their own excitement to pay him too much attention. It was a bit ironic.


    “Fuck, Brady. We actually did it. We beat the odds. We beat Yates and Hardy. Despite you messing around with that reporter, and the press having a field day, we still made it through. We can win.” Her voice was tight with emotion. “We can win.”


    And there it was. It always came back to Liz. All of the dates that Heather had put on his arm had shown up in the news in a negative light, but it didn’t matter. Because to Heather, he had slipped up, he had fucked Liz, and he had carried on an illicit relationship behind Heather’s back. Even though he wasn’t dating someone else, or married, or had kids…it still always came back to that.


    Brady wondered whether Heather even noticed how irritated that made him.


    “Yes, I believe we can win,” he said curtly. “Excuse me, Heather, I need a minute alone before I go onstage.”


    “Of course,” she said. “Congratulations again. Alex said for you to take two days off, and then we were going to sit down and plot strategy. I know that we already have the skeleton in place, but now that we have the nomination, he wants it all finalized.”


    “Sounds perfect. Friday it is,” Brady said. Heather turned to leave, but Brady stopped her. “And hey, Heather…”


    “Yes?”


    “Thanks for all of your hard work.”


    “Wouldn’t have done it for anyone else,” she said sincerely before departing.


    Brady sighed and walked away from the crowd, hoping to find a moment of peace. He pulled out his phone, glad that he had a new number that wasn’t tapped…yet. He understood that people wanted to get dirt on him, but the never-ending cycle of new numbers was exhausting.


    Not that he could ever let on that anything exhausted him. Some days everything did. He had followed in his father’s footsteps, and they were big shoes to fill. At least Brady believed that he could do it. He had been one of those kids who, when asked what he wanted to be when he grew up, had answered without pause, “The President of the United States.” That dream had never faded, and luck seemed to be on his side.


    He was counting on that luck to get him through this election. He just hadn’t anticipated Liz. She was the one game piece that didn’t fall into place. Yet for some goddamn reason he couldn’t get her out of his head.


    Brady entered the empty lounge and took a seat on a brown cushioned chair. He leaned forward with his arms resting on his legs. He had about fifteen minutes until he got up onstage before all of his supporters, staff, and press. He wanted those fifteen minutes to be peaceful, because he knew the rest of the night…the rest of the campaign would be without a moment of peace.


    He typed in Liz’s number by heart; he’d had too many phone changes not to know it.


    Hey, are you in the crowd?


    Liz’s response was almost immediate. Yes, I’m here with my boss.


    Brady frowned. Her boss. He was sure she didn’t mean the professor who had given her the research assistant position, which meant she was here…at his event…with that douche bag.


    Brady clenched and unclenched his fists a few times, trying not to let his anger overpower him. He knew he wasn’t giving her what she wanted, but he couldn’t do anything about it right now.


    And then the fact that she had run to someone else…just infuriated him. She said that it wasn’t like that, but still. Despite it all, he still wanted to be with her. He still really wanted to give her what she asked of him.


    I have some time and wanted to see you.


    Heather will flip her shit if she saw me. I don’t want to get you in any sort of trouble. This is a big day for you.


    He wished he could tell her what he was really thinking—that he wished she were the woman he was walking out on that podium with, that he wanted her to stand by his side, that he loved her. But he couldn’t promise her things that he couldn’t give her. He couldn’t give her false hope for a life he couldn’t offer her right now. He was a man of the state, and he couldn’t just…fall in love. Not like this. Not on the campaign, when every little thing that came out could damage his career.


    Relationships were about compromise, and he couldn’t do that. He couldn’t compromise his ideals, the campaign, or the country for anyone…not even Liz. Not even if he wanted to…


    At least you’ll be out in the crowd. I’ll find you from the stage.


    I think it’ll be really hard for you to find me. I’m with the press. You have your work cut out for you.


    Airplanes, baby. I’ll find you.


    Brady waited for her response, knowing that the time was ticking away faster than he would have liked. He was ready for his speech, ready to move forward. But sitting here chatting with Liz made him want time to stand still.


    That was how he always felt with her. Time couldn’t move slowly enough. She was always just out of his grasp.


    I have no doubts that you’ll find me. I’ll always be your airplane, but no hyperventilating onstage.


    Always. Brady shook his head at that word. Always was a long time. He couldn’t give her always yet.


    It’s going to be a busy campaign…


    He didn’t even know why he had sent her that. Did he just want to instigate this conversation? He couldn’t help pressing her buttons and seeing how far he could push her. She always rebounded, but how long could he keep it up? She wasn’t completely elastic. There was some part of her that would crack and break if he pushed too hard.


    So why was he even testing it? He needed her.


    I know, Brady. I’m well aware.


    You know this can’t be anything else right now. Just don’t forget, okay?


    God! Why was he torturing her? How many times had he repeated that they couldn’t be together? He couldn’t seem to convince himself, so he felt the need to beat the words into her instead. Whatever he might want, he couldn’t have it until he saw the campaign through to the end.


    Who are you trying to convince, Brady? You have a speech to give…I should probably let you go.


    Brady felt as if she had just hung up on him, yet they weren’t even on the phone. He slid his phone back in his pocket and ground his teeth in frustration. That goddamn woman!


    He wanted to make things right, but everything he did made it worse. Why had he fallen for her? Why couldn’t their relationship just have stayed exactly what it was when they started? Brady had met his match.


    He would have to tell her. Tonight. He would tell her that he loved her, that he should have told her a long time ago, that once the campaign was over, he would give her what she wanted. He had been denying himself that long enough. He needed her to know. Once this was all said and done, he wanted to give her the world and more. He would set it right.


    Yeah. It would have to be tonight after the primary. She would need to know. He would make her understand.


    The door to the room creaked open and Elliott’s head appeared in the doorway. “Brady, it’s about that time.”


    “Thanks.”


    “Are you going to be able to recover?” Elliott asked him, moving into the room and shutting the door.


    “Recover from what?” Brady asked, standing and straightening out his suit. He’d had someone pick him out a new one for the occasion, and after he had gotten it tailored, the thing fit perfectly. “I just won the primary.”


    “As your lawyer, I should tell you that ditching your reporter would be in your best interest.” Brady narrowed his eyes. “Yes, I know she’s in the crowd. Yes, I know that you’ve still been seeing and talking to her.”


    “What’s your point, Elliott?” he asked. His voice had a steely edge to it.


    “As your friend, I’m sorry that you have such poor timing. I know you wouldn’t put your career at risk for just anyone,” Elliott said, walking over to Brady. They had known each other a very long time. “What is it about her?”


    “I don’t want to have this conversation right now,” Brady said sternly. He couldn’t think about Liz after the abrupt end to their conversation. “I have a campaign to win.”


    Brady brushed past Elliott and walked to the door.


    “You really do love her, don’t you?” Elliott asked when Brady reached for the door handle.


    “Frankly, it doesn’t matter at this point,” Brady said, before swinging the door open and exiting.


    Brady walked back toward the stage, knowing his time was almost up. Campaign staffers and friends patted his shoulder and congratulated him as he walked by. He forced on what Liz called his campaign mask and accepted all of their praise with poise and charm.


    His family was waiting for him at the stage. His father looked happy. Brady knew that his father had always wanted him to enter politics. Brady had practically been bred for it. He was achieving what his father had always hoped for his son.


    His father’s arm was sitting loosely around his mother’s waist. She had short blond hair styled into a bob. She had frequently been compared to Jackie O for her style, beauty, and intelligence. She smiled warmly at her son, a proud gleam in her eye.


    Clay and Savannah stood side by side wearing drastically different expressions. Clay, as usual, looked bored and as if he would prefer to be anywhere else. Brady didn’t even know why Clay even still showed up to events for him. The longer Clay was around Brady, the less pleasant he became. Savannah, however, was bursting with energy. He and Savannah had always gotten along better than he did with Clay. She was excited for him, and Brady could tell she wanted to crush him with hugs, but she was restraining herself.


    That was all any of this was. It was one big game of restraint. No one could be too happy or too sad or too mad. Any of that could be caught on camera and look negative on the campaign. He would play the game and get what he wanted. He knew the costs.


    “We’re so proud of you, honey,” Brady’s mother said, walking out of his father’s arms and moving forward to straighten his suit.


    “Thanks, Mom,” he said, looking down at her petite form. She had on a navy-blue skirt suit with a white blouse underneath her blazer. She had on makeup ready enough for the camera crew and bright stage lights, but Brady knew that his mother was beautiful without any of it.


    “Not to jinx you, but you’re going to win this race,” she said with a wink before stepping back.


    “Are you ready, son?” Brady’s father asked.


    “Yes, sir,” he responded immediately.


    “Then I think it’s time.”


    Brady nodded before turning around and walking to the entrance to the stage. He watched Heather walk up to the podium. She was a natural in front of an audience, and he knew that no matter where he went in his career she would follow him.


    “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you so much for attending this party for State Senator Brady Maxwell III,” Heather began her speech.


    The crowd boomed.


    “He’s very pleased to be here with you all tonight. We’re all very happy to announce that Senator Maxwell has won your nomination to the House of Representatives and will be fighting for your vote at the general election in November.”


    Brady smiled at her enthusiasm. She had this audience so easily. They were here for him. These were the people who believed in him. It was going to be a close race on Election Day, but the people surrounding him were going to help him get there.


    “Without further ado, I would like to introduce you to the man who won your vote, State Senator Brady Maxwell.”


    That was his cue.


    Brady took a deep breath and steeled himself for what he was about to do. He had made hundreds of speeches and he would do thousands more before he was done with his career. The stage was his battleground, and he was ready to fight to win this election.


    He stepped out on the stage, into the blaring lights and flashing cameras. The crowd of supporters cheered, and he could hear his name rising from all sides.


    Max-well. Max-well. Max-well.


    The room was a collage of red, white, and blue. People were holding VOTE FOR MAXWELL signs and waving the signature Stars and Stripes. His logo was plastered everywhere on banners, balloons, T-shirts, and the projection screen on the wall.


    Brady’s heart contracted as he realized that all of this was because people believed in his plans. He let himself feel that for a second before resuming his confident stride to the podium. He smiled at the crowd, knowing that hundreds of pictures were capturing his every move.


    As he stood and waited for the crowd to quiet down, his eyes searched out Liz. He wanted to find her and somehow convey to her across this distance everything he was feeling. She read him so easily, but he wasn’t sure whether she would understand when he gave his next speech.


    Brady searched through the reporters at the center of the room, and his smile widened when he found Liz. She looked gorgeous in a dark pantsuit and heels with her blond hair hanging long over her shoulders. His eyes shifted to the person next to her, and it took everything Brady had not glare. The guy, Hayden, was talking directly into Liz’s ear over the deafening noise while his hand rested on her arm. And Brady couldn’t. even. react.


    Liz shifted marginally away from Hayden and smiled up at Brady. Her hands moved to a long necklace dangling down past her breasts. His locket.


    What is she thinking? Brady wondered.


    “Thank you. Thank you,” Brady said, raising his hands and attempting to quiet down the crowd. After another minute, the noise had died down enough for him to begin.


    “Thank you all so much for coming out to my nomination party. Who would have guessed four years ago that I would be up for nomination for the House of Representatives? I’m humbled and honored that so many people believe in the vision I set forth when I started campaigning for office. It’s been a tough road already on the campaign trail, but I never once doubted that y’all would get me here.”


    Brady focused in on Liz in the crowd. He couldn’t read her face from that distance. She was standing very still and seemed to be soaking in what he said.


    “I’ve made sacrifices to get here, and I’m going to keep making them. Everything that I’ve done to get where I am was worth it to better represent the people of North Carolina.”


    Liz bristled at those sentences just like he knew she probably would. She crossed her arms and stared straight ahead. He knew he was hurting her.


    “When I was growing up, I watched my father working for the people as a Congressman, and I always said that was what I wanted to do as well. I want to work for you. I’m listening to your concerns and taking those concerns with me to Congress.”


    Brady paused to catch the effect his words had on the crowd. He could still feel Liz staring at him, but he had to scan the room. When he met her gaze once more, he felt his heart rate pick up. His hands were clammy, his cheeks heating, and he found it hard to swallow. He felt his focus shifting away from what he knew he needed to say, but she paralyzed him in that moment. He felt like he was hyperventilating all over again, like he was about to board an airplane. How did she have such power?


    Brady swallowed back the panic threatening his body. It was like deep down he knew that by standing in this place, he was sacrificing more than he could ever admit. He wanted Liz to understand. He wanted her to see what she was capable of doing to him.


    “I’ve met a few people on the road to this election who have shown me the example to follow. A man I met in Hillsborough, with more determination than anyone I’ve ever known, told me that he was going to organize a party with his friends to get the word out. An elderly woman I met while I was in Charlotte made phone calls in my district because she wanted to do her part to help in the process. A young woman I met in Raleigh on the Fourth of July taught me a vital lesson: People can surprise you. They can make you believe in them more than you ever thought they would believe in you. And that’s precisely what happened. I believe in you, all of you. I believe in the man talking to his friends to get the word out, the elderly woman helping out the best way she knows how, and the woman who made me understand that no matter what, I could do this.”


    Liz brushed under her eyes and shook her head. Brady could tell she was torn and emotional from his speech. He was talking about her. Of course he was talking about her. Liz was the one to show him that he could make someone truly believe in what he wanted for the state and in turn, that forced him to believe in her…to fall for her.


    “And it’s those three individuals, every single one of you here, and the rest of the state who make me proud to accept the nomination from the party to run for the House of Representatives in the Fourth District of North Carolina.”


    The room exploded with excitement. Everyone was cheering and screaming all at once. A huge round of congratulations would follow and then he would go to the celebratory party thrown in his honor with all of his friends and family.


    But in that moment, the only person he saw in the room was Liz Dougherty. They stared across the room at each other. He didn’t know what she was thinking or feeling. She looked like she was trying to wear her own campaign mask. Not let him in, not let him see what she was feeling.


    Then all at once he saw something shift in her. Liz dropped her arms, shrugged like she couldn’t explain what she was feeling, then sighed heavily. She didn’t look sad or even mad at him…she looked resolute. Like she had been on the edge of a precipice deciding whether or not to jump and he had made up her mind.


    Grasping the chain around her neck, the necklace he had gotten her, she dropped it down under her shirt and out of sight. She placed her hand over the spot where it was hidden away and gave him the faintest of smiles.


    Liz broke his gaze and turned to face Hayden. They exchanged a few brief words, and then she turned and walked toward the double doors at the back of the ballroom. Brady watched her meander through the crowd still cheering his victory. When she made it to the doors, she glanced over her shoulder, met his gaze one last time, and then she was gone.
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    Chapter 1


    ELECTION DAY


    I can’t believe you dragged me to this party,” Victoria said.


    Liz’s best friend was standing against the bar with a drink in her hot-pink-manicured hand. She looked as gorgeous as ever in a skintight black dress covering her voluptuous body, and bright red heels to match her cherry red lips.


    “You’re the one who said that you wanted to go out with me tonight,” Liz reminded her.


    “I didn’t know it was to a newspaper party ... on election night.” Victoria tossed her dark brown hair off her shoulder and looked at Liz beneath thick black lashes coated in mascara.


    “I’ve only been working toward this, oh, I don’t know, all year.”


    Victoria shrugged. “Some things are important to you and some things are important to me. At least we both agree on alcohol,” she said, holding up her glass.


    Liz giggled and took a sip of her drink. “Liking the effects of alcohol and liking alcohol are two different things.”


    “That’s like saying liking the way Hayden kissed you and liking Hayden are two different things.”


    “Coming from the girl who will kiss anyone!” Liz cried. Gah! Did Victoria have to bring this up again? How often had they had this conversation since she and her editor at the paper had shared that heated kiss over the summer?


    Giving up Brady had been bad enough.


    Her affair with the State Senator Brady Maxwell had lasted the length of the summer, and in that span of time she had fallen unequivocally in love with him. In love with a man whom she couldn’t be with because she was a reporter, a liability to the campaign, a liability to everything he had worked for. And then on the night of his primary victory Brady had given his acceptance speech, proclaiming her, in all but name, as the person who had made him believe completely in this journey he was on. It was in that moment of clarity that she had known what she had to do.


    If she forced Brady to decide between her and the campaign, it would have hurt him; and if he chose her and lost the campaign, he would resent her. She hadn’t been okay with either of those scenarios. So Liz had taken the choice into her own hands and walked out on him, and she hadn’t heard from Brady in the two and half months since she had left. Two and a half agonizing months.


    “I can kiss whoever I want, Liz,” Victoria said.


    “Like the Duke Fan?” Liz chided, shuddering.


    “Yes, I can’t believe you are so freaked out that I went on a date with someone who goes to Duke.” Liz just shrugged. “And anyway, you’re the one swooning over your Hayden Lane.”


    Liz’s eyes shifted from Victoria to Hayden, standing only a few feet away lost in conversation. If he heard a whisper of this, Liz would kill Victoria.


    She wasn’t ready for a relationship or really anything else with Hayden—or anyone. Victoria didn’t understand why, but then again, she didn’t know that the guy Liz had been seeing over the summer had been Brady Maxwell. No one did. Certainly not Hayden. He didn’t even know she’d been seeing someone.


    That had made it difficult to explain why she wouldn’t go out with him. It wasn’t like she could just come out and say she was too emotionally bruised by a certain sitting State Senator and was stupidly hoping that he might come find her. She had tried sidestepping Hayden when he had asked her out, but then she’d had to tell him something, and none of her excuses seemed to be good enough. How long could she keep a guy at bay after kissing him the way she had in front of the Lincoln Memorial in D.C.?


    “Swooning?” Liz shook her head, trying to keep her voice down. “Are you serious?”


    “He’s been flirting with you all night, Lizzie.” Victoria batted her eyes at Liz.


    “Oh, stop calling me that.”


    “He won’t.”


    That was the truth. Hayden hadn’t stopped calling her Lizzie since that night they’d kissed over the summer. Victoria found it hilarious and always poked fun at Hayden whenever she could.


    “You’re insufferable. You know that, right?”


    Victoria smiled in a way that said more than even her perfectly arched eyebrow. Liz didn’t know why she let her best friend get to her so easily. She wasn’t ready to move on. She wasn’t over Brady Maxwell ... as much as she wanted to let go. Their relationship had been too important for her to just easily move on to someone else. Perhaps that was silly.


    “Well, if you won’t make a move, then maybe I should,” Victoria suggested, like she had just thought of it.


    “Hayden’s not even your type.”


    “Type?” Victoria asked. “What is this thing you speak of?”


    “He’s not currently working toward or already has a PhD.”


    “Well, yeah, he’s not smart enough for me. That’s obvious,” Victoria said.


    Liz rolled her eyes.


    “But I think I wouldn’t mind a piece of a tall, fit runner for a change,” Victoria said, taking a step forward.


    “Victoria!” Liz snapped, blocking her path. “Cut it out.”


    “Oh, come on, Liz. Have some fun.”


    “Not that kind of fun.” The last thing she wanted was for Victoria to embarrass her in front of all of her colleagues. And, well, even if she wasn’t sure she was ready to move past what had happened with Brady, that certainly didn’t mean she wanted Victoria to make a pass at Hayden.


    “Why not? Just go home with him. Have a good fuck and move on from the summer. The summer is over. You can’t change anything that happened, but you don’t have to let it make your decisions for you.”


    “I’m not,” Liz said, but there was no conviction in her voice. How could she ever explain? Letting Brady go felt like a bigger loss than just walking out of the primary party. But she had walked out. She had made her own decision, and it didn’t sit well with her that Victoria implied that she was still allowing Brady to control her.


    Tristan, one of her freshman helpers at the college paper, came running into the room and broke through her thoughts. He craned his neck around, and Liz waved her hand in the air to signal him. He darted over and stood before her in perfectly pressed khaki pants, a navy polo, and a black jacket. The only thing giving away that he had been in a rush was the wave at the crest of his typically flawless hair, and the bead of sweat forming at his temple.


    “Dougherty,” Tristan said to Liz in greeting. She had been able to break him of the formal Miss that had gone before that for the first month or more of his working for her. But now, even when they were just out with friends, she couldn’t break him of the habit of addressing her simply by her last name.


    “What did you find?” Liz asked.


    “I have the results for the precincts you requested.”


    Liz looked over Tristan’s shoulder to find Hayden only a few feet away from her. “Hayden!” she called. Their eyes locked and he smiled that heart-stopping smile before hurrying over to stand just a bit closer.


    “Does he have the results?” he asked Liz. He was all business too. It was why they worked well together. It was why they had always worked well together. And it was one of the reasons she had liked him the past two years. She would have given anything for Hayden to make a move before Brady.


    Before Brady.


    It was like a constant mantra. She forced those thoughts out of her mind and focused on the business at hand.


    Tristan nodded, pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket, and handed it to his bosses.


    Liz scanned the list, her stomach somersaulting. She couldn’t believe what she saw. “All but one precinct,” she whispered.


    Hayden flashed her a smile. “Just like you predicted.”


    “Not Meriweather precinct, because they always run opposite the Maxwells,” she murmured.


    “You said that too,” Hayden encouraged.


    It wasn’t the entire fourth district by a long shot, but the few precincts that they had been watching in Chapel Hill had swung for Brady. Maybe that would swing the whole district, if the boost in student voting on campus was any indication.


    She would find out soon enough.


    “This is great, Tristan,” Liz said. She was close to shaking, she was so emotional and conflicted. She wanted Brady to win. She didn’t want it to all be for naught. It just felt like this day had taken forever to get to ... and they still had to wait for the official announcement.


    “You said from day one that our politician would win,” Hayden said.


    “Well, he hasn’t won yet. Tristan, will you write up something short for tomorrow with this information, along with the official results?”


    “Of course, Dougherty. On it.” With that Tristan turned and started for the door.


    Liz sighed and ran after him. “Hey, you don’t have to go now,” she said, modulating her no-nonsense tone. Sometimes she forgot that Tristan was just a freshman, the paper wasn’t his real job, and she wasn’t his real boss. He wasn’t getting paid for this, and he probably wanted to celebrate too.


    “Don’t you want that article?” Tristan asked.


    “Why don’t you stay and wait for the election results to come in? You can party with the rest of us.”


    He looked at her in wonder, like Liz had just given him a huge privilege. She really must have been working her staff hard if he was this appreciative. “That sounds great, Dougherty. I’ll still be sure to get that article to you. I could run out and get my computer while we’re waiting, if you think that will help.”


    “Maybe you should just get a drink,” Liz suggested.


    He laughed and shook his head. “I don’t drink, but thanks for the offer. I think I’ll grab my computer anyway.”


    Liz watched him depart, wondering if she had been that determined and strong-willed as a freshman. She didn’t remember it quite like that, but she probably had been.


    “Hey,” Hayden said, coming up behind Liz.


    “Hey.” She swiveled in place and came face-to-face with his intriguing hazel eyes. They were leaning more toward green rather than brown tonight. He looked good in gray slacks and a green button-down, loose at the neck. Dressy but casual.


    “You’ve done a great job with your team.”


    “Thanks,” Liz said, flushing.


    “Do you know what you want to do next semester?”


    Liz scuffed her foot on the floor. She hadn’t wanted to think about that yet. The campaign would be over and she would have to fall into place somewhere else on the paper.


    She shrugged. “I’m not sure. Where do you want me?”


    His answering smile made her flush even further, but she didn’t dare break eye contact.


    “On the paper ... that is,” she muttered. Way to make it even more embarrassing.


    “I was thinking of moving you and your team over to Massey’s Washington division. I’d still like some focus on whoever wins these races, and your team already knows them.”


    He wanted her to continue to follow Brady ...


    Hayden must have seen something on her face, because he started backpedaling. “Unless you don’t want to work with Massey ...”


    “The Washington division sounds great,” she quickly corrected. She didn’t want him to think that she didn’t like Massey or that she wasn’t serious about her role at the paper.


    “I had thought ... that you might work with me some too,” Hayden said.


    Liz arched an eyebrow.


    “I still think you could be editor after I leave.”


    Liz’s breath caught in her throat. Editor. It was her dream, what she had been working toward. But was he giving it to her because he liked her or because she deserved it? “Are you sure you want me for the job?”


    “Yes, I’m sure I want you,” he answered quickly. “For the job.”


    “All right. Well, I could work with you then,” she said, her head buzzing.


    Liz couldn’t believe how much a few months had changed everything. She remembered her first press conference. The anticipation had killed her as she waited for State Senator Brady Maxwell III to walk out onto the stage. She’d had no thought that she would get to ask a question, or that that very moment would change her life. She had just been an untested reporter hoping to catch a break.


    Now Hayden was pushing for her to be editor after he graduated. She knew that he had said she was capable of it that same day after the conference, but it was different hearing that he wanted to start preparing her to take the job. The very notion sent a shiver down her spine.


    Liz caught Victoria eyeing her from the bar. She was sure she knew what Victoria was thinking ... that Liz was taking her advice. It would be easy to return Hayden’s flirtatious smiles and cute comments. It wasn’t like she didn’t like Hayden ... hadn’t always liked Hayden. But still, she stepped away from him instead of into him when he moved toward her.


    Hayden’s smile didn’t falter, but she could see him straining to keep it on his face. Liz didn’t know why he hadn’t given up on her yet. One kiss wasn’t enough to keep a guy’s interest for this long. The way he looked at her, though ...


    Liz shifted her attention back to the television screens just as the announcers started broadcasting the latest results. She held her breath as she waited for them to show North Carolina.


    “The Cunningham-Maxwell race that we’ve been following still doesn’t have full results in just yet,” the news broadcaster reported. “From the looks of what we do have it’s a pretty tight race down there. The front-runner, Cunningham, appears to have the lead by a small margin, but it’s a toss-up if I’ve ever seen one. We’ll keep our eye on that one, but in the meantime, let’s take a look at the open seat race in Pennsylvania.”


    Liz breathed out heavily. She wanted the results, and the waiting game was frustrating.


    “Going to be close,” Hayden said, walking with her back to the bar.


    “We always knew that.”


    “Those results Tristan had make me think Maxwell’s going to pull it out. You said it from the beginning, but it’s different having the proof in my hands.”


    “Yeah,” she whispered. The culmination of a lot of hard work and ambition on Brady’s part. He’d been born and bred for this role ... born and bred to be president. He had convinced her of that. Liz shook her head. She needed to get Brady Maxwell out of her thoughts. After tonight that would be her mission. After he won ... He had to win!


    “Are you two going to have a shot with me or what?” Victoria yelled. She reached out and latched on to Liz’s arm and dragged her back to the bar. “Come on, Lane. Hurry up!”


    Hayden shuffled forward with a barely suppressed eye roll. “Whatever you say, Vickie.”


    “Liz, make him stop,” Victoria whined just before shoving a shot into both of their hands.


    Liz turned her back to the bar, cocking her head to the side as she stared at him. God, he looked good tonight! “Hayden, play nice.”


    “I always play nice, Liz.”


    Victoria thrust her shot glass up into the air between them and they both followed suit. “I’ll toast this one to Liz.”


    “Me?” Liz asked, widening her eyes.


    “To the chick who worked her ass off for this moment. May the best man win,” Victoria said with a flourish.


    Liz cringed at the ill-timed toast. Victoria was talking about the congressional race, but to Liz it was more between Brady and Hayden. Brady had been her world, but then her world came crashing down. Now she had to keep moving, keep living despite the destruction. It was self-inflicted ... after all, she and Brady couldn’t be together. She had written negative articles about him before she had gotten to know him, and anything that could hurt Brady’s chance of winning was a danger to the campaign. Brady hadn’t left her mind a single day since she had walked away.


    As she tipped the shot back into her mouth, the burn down her throat reminded her of exactly how she had felt every day since she had left him. It might have been the right decision, but it wasn’t easy, and it constantly left her with a bad taste in her mouth ... and feeling a little sick.


    But Hayden was always there too. Slowly but surely trying to pick the pieces back up ... pieces he didn’t know existed. Liz had just refused to let it go further than that. The last thing she wanted was to start something with Hayden and look back and see that it had been a rebound.


    “Looks like the results are in on that Cunningham-Maxwell race down in North Carolina,” the anchor said, slashing through all Liz’s coherent thought.


    She froze with her eyes glued to the television. It was finally time. The next moment felt like an eternity, as if Liz were watching the whole thing in slow motion. The crowd quieted all around her as heads turned to the screen to hear what had happened. Victoria collected shot glasses from Liz and Hayden and slammed them down on the counter, then turned to listen to the reporter. Even she was interested ...


    Hayden’s hand landed on the small of Liz’s back and he drew closer to her. She felt his breath hot on her ear as he whispered softly, “Go out with me.”


    It wasn’t a request, but not quite a command. And he said it so faintly, so decidedly, and at just the right time that she didn’t even have time to process what was going on. In a split second she was going to find out if Brady had won. But now her mind was lost in Hayden’s comment.


    “And it looks like State Senator Brady Maxwell has pulled it off by an even slimmer margin than his primary race, with just over seven hundred and fifty votes over that threshold. Truly amazing. Congratulations, Senator Maxwell. We’ll be analyzing this victory more thoroughly later on tonight ...”


    Liz couldn’t hear anything else as the bar erupted. People all around her were screaming and cheering for their hometown hero. And she just stood there gaping.


    He had done it! He had pulled it off. Seven hundred and fifty votes had pushed him to victory. That was such a small margin. Any precinct could have tipped the balance.


    Then Hayden had his arms around her middle and was spinning her in circles. Liz giggled, threw her arms around his neck, and pressed her thin frame against his chest. He slowed to a stop and then lowered his mouth down to her lips. Without even a second thought, Liz let herself get caught up in the moment—get caught up in Hayden.


    Her eyes closed and electricity shot between them as they melded together. The more she had pushed him away, the more the heat built between them. And now it had all released into one celebratory kiss. She hadn’t even known that she wanted this until it happened, and her heart fluttered.


    Hayden pulled away first, and she knew her breathing was uneven as his hazel eyes looked deep into hers. “Go out with me,” Hayden repeated with that same smile that had won her over from day one.


    Liz bit her lip. Brady was going to D.C. to be a congressman in the House of Representatives. He had just won everything he wanted and was likely celebrating that victory. He wasn’t celebrating with her, and he wouldn’t be. November didn’t mean anything to her anymore, and she had to move on. She had to forget Brady Maxwell. She would never regret what had happened between them, but she couldn’t keep obsessing.


    Maybe if she just let herself like Hayden again instead of putting all of her energy into pushing him away, that would make it all that much easier.


    She wanted this. She was ready to start over, and Hayden was giving her that opportunity. A smile broke out onto her face to match Hayden’s.


    This was good. This was the right direction.


    “I’d love to,” she murmured before finding his lips again.


    

  


  
    Chapter 2


    CHRISTMAS BOMB


    Liz had skipped the newspaper holiday party the past two years. Walking into the upstairs of a downtown bar that the paper had rented out for the night with Hayden, she realized she hadn’t missed much. Cheap Christmas decorations filled the room, and a tiny tree was set up in the corner. A table was filled with platters of holiday treats and punch. Most people, not surprisingly, weren’t dressed up for the occasion. Some had on tacky sweaters, but Liz had clearly outdone them all.


    She had on an oversize sweater that looked like it had stepped out of the back of a grandma’s closet, complete with a Christmas tree with working lights and hand-painted ornaments and presents. She had paired that with tight black leggings and Rudolph tennis shoes she had snagged from the kids’ section. A strand of jingle bells was wrapped around her neck, and she even had a couple red and green plastic bows stuck in her hair. Victoria had jokingly told her that it looked like a bomb went off in the Walmart Christmas aisle.


    People mingled around the food table and the bar on the adjacent wall, or danced awkwardly to the Christmas music playing through the speakers. Liz picked out Massey talking to the rest of the Washington division. She was gesturing profusely to her captivated audience. Tristan was tucked into a corner working on his laptop. That kid seriously needed to take a break or have a drink. Liz noted that Brady’s sister, Savannah, wasn’t in attendance yet, and breathed a slow sigh of relief. She didn’t mind that she and Savannah worked together on the paper, but the reminders of her brother Brady were bad enough when it wasn’t the first time Liz was out in public with Hayden.


    “Hayden! Liz!” Meagan said, rushing up to greet them. She was wearing a tacky sweater that Liz couldn’t even begin to explain. It was like an explosion of red, green, and white glitter in random designs that was both terrifying and hard to look at without squinting.


    “Hey, Meagan,” Hayden responded amiably. “Great job with the party this year. I think this is way better than last year.”


    Liz was sure he was just being nice. Typical Hayden.


    “Liz, you look so cute. I’m glad you really dressed up! I was worried I was going to be the only one,” Meagan said cheerfully.


    “Thanks. I thought more people would be dressed up than this,” Liz said.


    “At least some people did it this time. Last year it was only me and a couple other people. I guess Calleigh told everyone else she wasn’t dressing up ... so no one else did,” Meagan said with a shrug. Then she seemed to quickly correct herself. “Nothing against Calleigh, of course. She looked fabulous as always! Love her!”


    “Well, thanks for putting this all together,” Hayden said. Liz glanced up into his face when she heard the strain in his voice.


    Huh. Seriously, what was the deal with Calleigh and Hayden? He had said that he and the beautiful reporter had dated briefly and that it was over. Liz had never pushed further than that. Whatever they had been had clearly never been something public, because she was sure she would have noticed that, at least. Maybe she would find a time to ask him that didn’t make her sound jealous. So ... never.


    Hayden wrapped an arm around her shoulders and directed her away from Meagan. They didn’t take more than a couple steps before Massey darted into their path. She was on the shorter side with shoulder-length blond hair. A die-hard sorority girl who even wore her letters to a Christmas party.


    “Oh my God! Look at you two! So flipping cute. I can’t even handle the cuteness. So glad you’re not like hiding your relationship anymore,” Massey said, linking her arm with Liz’s and dragging them into the center of the group.


    Massey had told Liz earlier that week that she wasn’t going to dress up, because she didn’t want to wear the tacky sweater she had gotten for her sorority date night more than once. She couldn’t be photographed in it or she might die. Liz had just laughed. Oh, the woes of having an active social life.


    “Y’all, aren’t Hayden and Liz like the cutest couple ever?” Massey asked as introduction.


    Liz smiled, fighting the blush of embarrassment that was surely creeping up her cheeks. Hayden just drew her in closer. Though she didn’t look up at him, she was sure he was smiling. He might have been nervous earlier about how people would react, but not now. Right now he was in his element. This was his paper. These were the people he worked with, the people who worked for him. He was going on four years of their camaraderie and respect. Hayden owned this group with nothing more than a smile.


    The total control pouring out of him pulled the tension right out of her shoulders. Why was she worried about what these people thought? It was her relationship, not theirs. She and Hayden had kept the past month of their relationship private. Even though they had snuck glances across the office and left the newspaper at the same time, this was their first official appearance out together. Liz just had to remind herself that it didn’t interfere with work in the slightest, and apparently everyone already knew. She needed to get ahold of herself.


    She wasn’t some cowering girl hiding behind a man. She wanted to be editor next year, and then she would be commanding the same respect Hayden had currently. Liz visibly straightened, ignoring the jingles that came from her necklace.


    “Thanks for that, Massey,” Liz said.


    “It’s just good to see you guys out,” Massey said.


    “It’s not like you all didn’t already know,” Hayden said.


    The group shrugged and hid their smiles behind their drinks.


    “Well, y’all were not subtle,” Massey responded.


    Hayden laughed and brushed his hand back through his blond hair. “Why would I ever want to hide Liz in the first place? Just look at her.”


    She glanced up at him and swallowed. That was all she had ever been with Brady—hidden—and it had ripped her heart open and scattered it into a million little pieces. But the adoring look on Hayden’s face at least momentarily stopped the destruction and seemed to bandage the wound.


    “Okay. Oh my God, we get it. You don’t have to be so flippin’ disgusting,” Massey drawled. “Like, get a room or something.”


    “Don’t be jealous, Massey,” Liz said.


    “I’m so not jealous, but can we talk about this adorable outfit for a second?” Massey asked. And with that the tension about Liz and Hayden being together dissipated.


    Nothing to see here, people. Move along.


    Liz sidled up closer to Massey, who apparently was super jealous about Liz’s jingle bell necklace. She promptly handed it over for Massey to wear and insisted she keep it for her date night. Then Liz made her way to Tristan’s table to try to coax him to come out of his corner. He stared up at her doe-eyed and shared a few words with her about the party, informing her he was having a great time. She couldn’t get him to leave the table, though, and as soon as she walked away, he started in on his laptop again.


    Time seemed to fly, and Liz realized with a start that she was having a really good time. Her anxiety had been for nothing. She kind of wished that she had come to the event the previous two years. Either way, it was nice to mill around with her friends and colleagues and just relax a little instead of being constantly on deadline.


    Hayden was also nearby, never too far away but certainly not hovering. And ... it felt right.


    The room quieted as Hayden called everyone’s attention to where he was standing. Without even thinking she moved to stand next to him, and he squeezed her hand.


    “Hey, y’all! Thanks so much for coming out to the annual holiday party. I don’t have a long speech or anything, but I just wanted to thank everyone for your hard work and dedication this semester. You’ve all really put in the time and effort it takes to propel this paper into the forefront of college journalism,” Hayden said to a chorus of applause.


    Liz smiled up at him. She felt a familiar excitement spread through her body at the words. She was proud. Proud of Hayden, proud of the paper, proud of everything they had accomplished. She was part of something worthwhile.


    “I know I would never be able to stand here today and talk about so many achievements without every single person here right now. From our three-person campaign division, taking on the midterm elections, to our kvetching column, keeping the student body entertained, to the photojournalists, chronicling the activities around campus, we are the heartbeat of the university. We only have one week left this semester, and I know it will live up to my high expectations for this paper. I can’t even wait for next semester, which always brings in new people, new challenges, and new chances to shine. So thanks for coming out tonight, and happy holidays!”


    Hayden held his glass up and everyone followed his lead, yelling out happy holidays and merry Christmas, then tipping their drinks back.


    The chatter resumed as soon as Hayden finished his drink, and he turned to face Liz, pulling her into him. She slid her arms around his middle and leaned her head against his chest. It felt totally normal, as if she had been doing it for much longer than she actually had.


    “That was a good speech,” she told him thoughtfully.


    “Thanks. Made it up on the spot.”


    “I could tell,” she joked.


    Hayden poked her side playfully until she giggled and tried to pull away. She looked up at him to tell him to stop, and his lips found hers. The kiss was brief, but heated, and when he released her, she seemed to have forgotten what she was going to yell at him about.


    “Are you ready to get out of here?” he asked.


    “Where are we going?” She wasn’t sure why it mattered, with the way he was looking at her.


    “Well, we could go back to my place,” he said softly. “Or we could go to that party with my friends.”


    Hmm. Going back to his place sounded like a good time. A really good time. But was she ready for that?


    “Party? I’m not tired yet,” Liz said quickly. As if he wanted to take her back to his house to sleep.


    They had been dating a month, and still she changed the subject whenever the subject of sex came up. God, she loved sex, but a small part ... okay, a large part of her screamed that she wasn’t ready for that.


    She still associated Brady with so many of the emotions and feelings that came with sex. It wasn’t fair to jump right into bed with Hayden when she couldn’t even tease apart her own thoughts on the subject. Sometimes she thought that she wanted to, and she knew Hayden wanted to—what guy didn’t?—but she wouldn’t until she was sure she was ready, and Hayden didn’t push her. Ever the upstanding gentleman.


    “All right. Your call. I’ll let the guys know,” Hayden said, reaching for his phone and hiding the slight look of disappointment that crossed his face.


    When Hayden got on the phone, they moved over toward the entrance so he could hear the phone conversation. Liz took out her own phone to see if she had heard from Victoria. The screen came up blank just as Savannah Maxwell walked into the party.


    As usual, she looked gorgeous, tonight in a red sweater dress, thick black tights, and black heels. Gold jewelry dangled from her ears, and a long chain hung around her neck. Her dark brown hair was sleek and straight well past her shoulders. And still ... she reminded Liz of Brady. They had the same shape eyes, the same overconfidence, and the same poised stride.


    Liz had fought with herself every day this semester while working with Savannah. She liked the girl, and Savannah wasn’t her brother. That was for damn sure. But sometimes it was all wrong, and Liz just wished over and over that things could be right again.


    “Liz,” Savannah said with her effortless politician’s smile. She really should consider running for office, though Liz knew she had no interest whatsoever. “Sorry I’m late. I got held up. What did I miss?”


    Liz had a moment where she wanted to ask her where she had been. It wasn’t that it was likely that she had been with Brady. And it wasn’t that it made a difference if she had been.


    Christ, Liz needed to get ahold of herself. Everything in her life did not revolve around Brady fucking Maxwell.


    “Not much. Hayden made a speech. We all just hung out,” Liz told her.


    “Cool. I’m going to go say hi quickly. I have a physics test in the morning,” she said, rolling her big brown eyes.


    Liz cringed. “That sucks. Good luck.”


    “Thanks. See you at the paper.”


    “Bye, Savannah.”


    Liz watched her walk away, a weight lifting off her chest. Her relief at the other girl’s departure was totally irrational, but it happened all the time.


    “You ready?” Hayden asked, slinging his arm over her shoulders again.


    She diverted her attention back to Hayden. “Yep.”


    They walked down the street briskly to try to keep back the biting cold. The first week of December was usually pretty chilly, but this was too much. A cold front had just run its course through Chapel Hill. With North Carolina’s mercurial weather it would be in the eighties tomorrow or something equally ridiculous. She seriously missed her parents’ house in Tampa right now.


    When they reached the bar where Hayden’s other friends were gathered, Hayden held the door for Liz and she quickly passed through. Rubbing her hands together to try to bring life back into them, she waited for Hayden to follow her. He planted a kiss on her forehead and then took up warming her hands for her. Then he laced their fingers together and pulled her through the crowd.


    His track friends were clustered around the back end of the counter with beers in hand. She had met most of them at the beginning of the semester when she had helped Hayden move, and had gotten to know them a little better over the last month.


    When she got close enough, Hannity greeted her with a hug and pulled her into the center of their group. Three of the guys on the team were named Andrew, so they all went by their last names: Bynum, Cush, and Lightsey. The other guys in attendance were Jake Morgan and Henry Evans, who also went by their last names. It was confusing and had taken her a while to get used to.


    “Glad you showed up, Lane,” Bynum said, as they clapped each other on the back.


    “Yeah, how was your cute holiday party?” Hannity asked. He poked at the bows still in Liz’s hair and she rolled her eyes. She had completely forgotten those were there.


    “It was great. Free food. Cheap drinks. About what you can expect,” Hayden told them.


    “I like your outfit, Liz,” Lightsey said with a wink. He was the youngest of the bunch and a known flirt, but with little success.


    “Thanks. If you’ll all excuse me, I’m going to go find the restroom,” Liz said. The guys parted to allow her to pass and pointed down the dark hallway nearly right behind them. She darted away from them and found the women’s restroom at the end of the hall.


    After relieving herself, Liz pried the Christmas bows out of her hair and finger-combed the waves into submission. She didn’t think it really did the trick, but she didn’t have another option. At least Massey had taken her jingle bell necklace, and Liz had switched off the lights on her sweater. There was nothing she could do about the tennis shoes. Why hadn’t she thought of a change of clothes?


    Deciding that was as good as it was going to get, Liz walked out of the restroom and back down the hallway. She stopped short of the exit when she heard her name from one of the guys.


    “No, seriously, she’s really fucking hot,” Hannity said.


    Liz peered around the corner and saw all of the guys nodding, agreeing. Hayden just shrugged. They hadn’t seen her, and while it felt wrong to eavesdrop, she was curious.


    “Are you telling me you still haven’t slept with her?” Bynum asked, gesturing with his hands.


    “It’s not a big deal,” Hayden told them.


    Liz’s cheeks burned even as Hayden defended her. She knew guys talked about this shit. She and Victoria were ten times as vulgar, but somehow it embarrassed her in this context. They didn’t know that she was merely steps from them, but how long did they think she took in the bathroom?


    “I mean, we thought you were gay when you claimed you were hung up on this girl all year,” Lightsey said with a shrug.


    “You’re one to talk, Lightsey,” Cush yelled, punching him in the arm.


    “Back the fuck off, Cush.”


    “Fucking make me!”


    “Christ,” Hannity cried, knocking Cush back. “You sprinters need to get off the juice.”


    The guys all laughed. Steroids were banned even for the club team, but everyone joked that the sprinters used it to take seconds off of their time.


    “Is she a virgin or something? What’s the hang-up?” Hannity asked. “You guys have been hanging out for weeks and you haven’t even tried anything? She doesn’t seem like a prude to me. So, what’s wrong with her?”


    “There’s nothing wrong with her, you asshole,” Hayden said, shaking his head. Whatever else he said was lost to her as she took a few steps back toward the bathroom and leaned her head against the wall.


    It didn’t matter. It didn’t matter. It didn’t matter.


    It had only been a month. Why were guys such dicks about that shit? She and Hayden didn’t have to sleep together in the first month. It was a perfectly reasonable amount of time. Hayden wouldn’t push. He respected her and her decisions. Plus, he had defended her to his friends.


    They were just being dudes. They never would have said that shit if they knew she had been listening. She just needed to calm down, laugh it off. There was nothing wrong with her.


    Liz took a deep breath and walked out into the bar with her head held high.


    “Lizzie,” Hayden said, reaching out for her. She let him draw her into him. “You took out your bows.”


    “I figured I didn’t need to look as much like a Christmas bomb away from the party.”


    “I thought you looked cute.”


    “Thanks,” she murmured, unsuccessfully stifling a yawn. She hadn’t even thought that she was tired, but all of the energy had drained right out of her at those comments.


    “Hey, do you want to get out of here?” Hayden asked.


    Liz nodded. She really did want to get far, far away from this moment. “Are you okay to drive?” She hadn’t paid attention to how much he had been drinking, but after her friend Justin’s DUI, she wasn’t going to make the mistake of getting in the car with someone who had been drinking ever again.


    “Yeah. I only had one at the other party,” he told her as he placed his mostly full beer back on the bar.


    “Y’all aren’t leaving, are you?” Bynum asked.


    “Yeah, man, we’re going to head out. Liz has class early on Fridays.”


    “All right. Y’all take care.”


    Hayden shook hands with all of the guys. A glint of mischief was evident in Hannity’s eyes as he stared between them. He gave her another hug that she tried to escape, making him laugh. And then they were free and walking back toward Hayden’s car, getting inside, then driving to her house.


    Liz let Hayden open the door for her, and she trudged inside, exhaustion taking over. She grabbed a pair of yoga pants and a sweater from a drawer and walked into the bathroom to change out of her silly Christmas attire. She returned a minute later to find Hayden looking at the pictures on her dresser.


    He turned around when she walked back into the room and shot her a dazzling smile. “Hey, gorgeous.”


    She bit her lip and walked over to him. Hayden wound his finger through her hair and her eyes closed of their own accord. He ran his hands along her scalp and over the tense muscles in her neck. She couldn’t help it when a moan escaped her lips.


    God, she just wanted to let herself get lost in this moment. She wanted to feel his lips against hers, have him press her back into the bed, to just give in to the emotions warring through her. But thoughts of Brady crept in, coupled with the words of Hayden’s friends, and it all just felt so wrong. She had never had this happen before. She usually just let romance run its own course, but every time it seemed to begin with Hayden, she felt a Brady stumbling block cross her path. Her body stiffened and she couldn’t continue.


    Reading her body language, Hayden pulled back to look at her. “Are you all right?”


    Liz nodded and then after a second shook her head. No point in keeping it from him. That wouldn’t help anything, and she wasn’t ever going to go further with him if she kept this feeling bottled up inside of her. And she liked Hayden.


    “What’s going on?” he asked, drawing her toward her bed. It had a big comfy queen-size feather-top mattress that she sank into when she sat down. She scooted closer to the center.


    “I heard what your friends were saying at the bar,” she said in a rush.


    Color drained out of Hayden’s face. She had never seen him look so ashamed and uncomfortable.


    “I don’t know what you think about ... this relationship,” she said. “But I didn’t know that there was anything wrong with me for waiting.”


    “Liz, there’s nothing wrong with you.”


    “I know. And I feel stupid for even bringing this up or feeling bad about it ...”


    “Please don’t feel stupid,” he said, taking her hands in his. “The guys are the stupid ones. They don’t know anything about a real relationship, and they don’t know anything about our relationship.”


    “They seemed to know quite a bit about our relationship.” Liz arched an eyebrow.


    “I would never want you to feel bad for your choices, Liz.” He paused as if deciding what to say next, and then he moved closer to her on the bed and brought her hands to his lips and placed a kiss there. His hazel eyes, almost green in the dim light, stared back up at her then like he couldn’t ever convey enough with just words. “If you don’t want to have s ... go further with our relationship, then we can wait. I’m not in a rush.”


    “I’m not in a rush either,” she whispered, lost in his gaze, in his sincerity, in that smooth voice.


    “Good. Because I don’t plan on letting you go.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 3


    ALL THAT MATTERS


    Liz spent the long holiday lounging on the beach at her parents’ place in Tampa and catching up on reading. It was a nice break from reality. Normally she liked to stay in Chapel Hill for breaks, as she had over the summer. But by the end of winter break, she was more than ready to come home to see Hayden, who had been in D.C. with his family. He called every day and they chatted for hours, long into the night, but the phone calls weren’t enough. Liz had gotten used to him coming over to her apartment, seeing his smiling face at work, and spending time with him late into the evening.


    She missed him. A lot.


    The realization hit her all at once one afternoon right before Christmas. She had been home for two weeks and Hayden had called her like normal to wish her good night, which always resulted in a marathon phone conversation.


    “I miss you.” It was the first thing out of his mouth. Not hey, Liz or Lizzie, as he had grown accustomed to calling her. Simply I miss you.


    Liz knew that she hadn’t given her relationship with Hayden a hundred percent from the beginning. It was her own fault. She had let her own problems hold her back. She had clung so fiercely to her previous relationship with Brady—the late-night rendezvous, the intense passion, the adrenaline of the secret affair, falling blindly in love—that she hadn’t been able to see what was right in front of her. But in that moment, it didn’t matter what had happened before. She knew that if she wanted this to work—and she did—she needed to actually try to put some emotional distance between her and Brady and concentrate on the person who was putting in the effort.


    Which was how she ended up convincing her parents to move her plane ticket to D.C. so she could spend New Year’s with Hayden. Better yet, the very next day his sister, Jamie, had the grand opening of her new art collection. After selling out of every single painting in her fall show, she had been commissioned for another, more prestigious exhibition.


    Hayden picked her up at baggage claim at Reagan National Airport on New Year’s Eve. Liz dropped her heavy carry-on bag on the ground at his feet when she reached him and threw her arms around his neck.


    “Hey, gorgeous.” He pulled her tight against him and she stood like that for a minute, just breathing him in.


    “You smell so good,” she whispered.


    Hayden chuckled. “Thanks. It’s good to have you back. Don’t go so far away again, okay?”


    “Okay,” Liz murmured, surprised at how easily she agreed with him.


    They picked up her oversize suitcase from baggage claim and Hayden wheeled it out to his car. They drove the short distance into the city, and Liz smiled as she started recognizing the familiar brownstones near where Jamie lived. It seemed so long ago that she had come up to D.C. for a weekend to see Hayden practically on a whim. And yet ... so much of what had happened last summer always seemed to be fresh in her mind.


    The last time she had been here, Brady had just confessed to loving her. Not to her, of course. He could never let himself slip like that. He had told his press secretary, Heather, and his attorney, Elliott. Liz shook her head. She didn’t really want to think about it, but memories of Brady never seemed to care. They just cropped up unbidden.


    Maybe it would be okay to remember them once they didn’t do so much damage to her heart. Until then she would continue to wrestle them down.


    Once they were parked, inside the brownstone, and up the three impossibly steep flights of stairs, the door practically burst open. Jamie grabbed Liz and yanked her into the apartment with way more force than someone with such a small frame should possess. Jamie immediately launched into a full-on excited question-and-answer session about Liz’s trip, flight, ride over, and more.


    Hayden walked into the back and deposited her bag in the spare bedroom, leaving her alone to Jamie’s barrage. Liz tried to keep up with all of the questions, but Jamie was so enthusiastic, her black bob bouncing as she seemed to dance in place, that sometimes she would start asking another question before even letting Liz answer the previous one.


    “Geez, Jamie, lay off,” Hayden said, appearing in the doorway again. “She just got here. Take a breath.”


    Jamie shot him a death glare, but when she looked back at Liz, her giddy smile was back. “It’s so good to have you here again. I was so happy when Hayden told me you would be here for the opening of my exhibition!”


    “I’m glad it worked out too,” Liz told her.


    Liz greeted Jamie’s boyfriend, James, who was never too far away from the brilliant artist, and her roommate, Meredith, who was a Pilates instructor and had a killer body because of it. Apparently James had moved into Jamie’s room during the fall, so they wouldn’t have to fill the spare bedroom with another unfamiliar body. Liz was sure that Jamie just liked having James close all the time. Liz had had the same feeling at the airport when she saw Hayden.


    Her flight had gotten in relatively late, and they didn’t have much time to get ready. Jamie had scored them some comped tickets from one of her art buyers to a private party downtown. Her paintings were picking up steam among high-end clientele and politicians, and these perks seemed to keep dropping into her lap. The event was a black-and-white affair, but not black tie, which meant that the guys didn’t have to wear tuxes and the girls didn’t have to go for formal wear. That was lucky for Liz, who certainly hadn’t packed a floor-length dress.


    Instead, she changed into a long-sleeved black sequined dress, thick black patterned tights, and shiny black heels. She wrapped a white infinity scarf around her neck and paired it with matching white gloves and her trusty black peacoat. The temperature difference was stark compared to the balmy seventy-five degrees she had been relaxing in in Tampa.


    The five of them piled into James’s Expedition and drove into town. They normally would have taken the Metro, but Jamie had been given a parking pass too.


    James pulled up in front of the Gaylord Hotel at Washington National Harbor about thirty minutes later. When Liz laid eyes on the building, she was blown away. It was a colossal structure that looked more like a compound than a hotel, with a glass greenhouse and full Bellagio-style water display inside the waterfront structure.


    A valet handed James a ticket and then they were whisked away into the giant hotel. An attendant checked their tickets and directed them through the red-carpeted lobby to a massive ballroom. Hayden wrapped an arm around Liz's waist to hold her close to him as they stepped over the threshold together.


    The room was already packed nearly wall-to-wall with people dancing to the DJ’s beats. She could see that the space had been divided into different areas depending on whether you wanted a DJ, live entertainment, or a slightly quieter environment. A set of stairs led up to a secluded VIP area that had her mind drifting off and away to a time when she had walked up similar stairs in Charlotte the very first time she had ever met Brady.


    After depositing their jackets at the coat check, Jamie led the way through the crowd, bouncing along like no one was elbowing or running into one another. Finally they found a slightly quieter area and sent the guys to go get drinks.


    Jamie spotted an available table near the corner and skipped over to grab it before someone else did; then she waved Liz and Meredith down as if they hadn’t been following her. Free spirit simply did not do Jamie justice. Sometimes Liz wondered how she and Hayden were related.


    “Oh my God, Liz, I am so happy that you’re here. Aren’t we, Meredith?” Jamie asked without waiting for Meredith to respond. “I just knew that you and Hayden would start dating. He’s so much cooler when he’s with you. Do you think I could have dragged him to this without you? No way. He’s too uptight.”


    Liz laughed softly and took a seat at the table. “Well, I’m glad I could oblige you.”


    “Plus, I totally love you as a person. Doesn’t she have such a great presence, Mere?” she asked. Meredith opened her mouth to say something, but Jamie just kept right along. “I’m just so glad that he brought you for New Year’s this year. The snobby bitch he brought last year drove me nuts.”


    “What?” Liz asked, before she could think better of it.


    “I mean, we weren’t even going to the same party, and I was ready to ditch her before dinner ended. Do you remember her, Mere?”


    “Wait, what girl?”


    “I remember her,” Meredith said, getting a chance to speak up. “Redhead, right?”


    “Yes! That’s her. I don’t remember her name, but I’m glad she’s gone. And I’m glad you’re here!” Jamie cried with a practically buoyant smile.


    “Her name wouldn’t happen to be Calleigh, would it?” Liz asked. She heard her heartbeat in her ears when she asked the question. It had to be Calleigh. Who else was a redhead that Hayden had been involved with? But Liz hadn’t thought it was serious. Certainly not enough to bring Calleigh to D.C. with him for New Year’s Eve.


    “Calleigh! Yeah, that was it. Do you know her?” Jamie asked.


    “She was editor of the paper last year.”


    “Oh, yeah, I remember her going on and on and on about that. When Hayden made editor, I was hard-pressed to be happy for him, because she was so annoying about it.”


    Liz shrugged, trying for nonchalance. “I didn’t know they were serious.”


    Jamie paused as if realizing for the first time what she had just walked into. “Oh, I don’t know if they were. And anyway, that was a long time ago. They broke up when she moved.”


    “To Charlotte?” Liz offered.


    “Yep. That sounds right. It’s been long, long, long over,” Jamie said with a reassuring squeeze to Liz’s arm.


    Liz wasn’t sure why she even let this bother her. She was certain it had something to do with the fact that she just did not like Calleigh anymore. She had once idolized her, but now she realized how misguided that had been. Why had she thought it was ever genius that made the other woman turn down her job offer in New York for the paper in Charlotte? Maybe she had simply wanted to stay closer to Hayden.


    The thought struck Liz so clearly that she almost knew it for a fact.


    Hayden and James reappeared just then, drinks in hand. Liz couldn’t keep her brain from working overtime, and Hayden gave her a quizzical look. It was as if he could see the wheels turning.


    Liz snatched her drink up and grabbed Hayden’s hand. “Come on. Let’s go dance,” she said, drawing him away from the group.


    Jamie bit her lip in concern, but Liz turned her back on her. She knew that she should probably talk to Hayden about Calleigh. She had been curious about it since May, when Calleigh had confronted the two of them outside of a club in Raleigh, and it had only intensified since they had started dating. Sure, it was old news. Calleigh and Hayden were over and done with, but the thought of them together made her sick. The thought of Calleigh staying close by because she wanted to be near Hayden made it even worse.


    “This way,” Hayden said, moving ahead of her. She followed him and they walked into another room. A band was playing and people were dancing around, but it wasn’t as packed as the dance floor she had been heading for. Liz started to veer toward the center of the room, but Hayden tucked her arm into his and walked her to a far wall. He circled her and pushed her back against the wall softly.


    “What did Jamie say?” he asked with a sigh.


    “What?” Liz asked, playing dumb. She didn’t want to talk about this. She just wanted to go dance and forget.


    “I seriously hate leaving her alone with people. Her big mouth always manages to say the exact wrong thing. And she said something to you, didn’t she?”


    “Hayden, it doesn’t matter.” She tried to put a smile back on her face and push away from the wall, but he stopped her with a sharp kiss on the mouth.


    “It matters,” he breathed when he pulled back. “I haven’t seen your gorgeous self in three weeks. I couldn’t care less about the party. I don’t like to see you unhappy. And I can’t make it better if you don’t talk to me.”


    Liz swallowed. “You brought Calleigh here last year.”


    Hayden’s brow furrowed. “So?”


    “You told me it wasn’t serious. And yet she keeps coming back up.”


    “It wasn’t serious,” he said calmly, brushing a hand back through his hair.


    “Okay,” Liz said with a shrug.


    “Is something else wrong?”


    “I just ... I must have been oblivious last year when she was at school. I didn’t even know you guys were involved. And now I feel like I’m blindsided by her memory at every corner,” she told him honestly. “And then you said it wasn’t serious, but you brought her here and it makes me think maybe ... we’re not that serious.”


    Since when had she pushed for it to become more serious?


    “Hey,” he said, placing his hand under her chin and tilting her head up to look at him. “It wasn’t serious with Calleigh. She wanted more than I did. It is serious with you and that’s what matters. That’s all that matters.”


    Liz stared up into those compelling hazel eyes in the darkness. They were almost brown with intensity. He meant every single word. She didn’t know why she had gotten so flustered about the whole thing. Calleigh got under her skin; that was for sure. But Hayden ... the thought of this relationship with Hayden being a sham was even worse. It made her heart constrict to realize how much he really meant to her. They had been dating for nearly two months now, and while she had liked him for much longer, she hadn’t even realized that she had given away so much of her heart.


    Calleigh was still in Hayden’s life as little as Brady was in hers. And it wouldn’t be fair to hold it against him when she was still trying to get her own feelings under control.


    “I like that we can talk about these things, Liz,” he told her. “I don’t like to bottle up my feelings, and I don’t want you to feel like I’m ever hiding anything from you. I’ll always tell you everything.”


    “I know,” she said, pushing his words away. There were too many things in her past that she couldn’t tell him about. She had been hiding from Brady and she wasn’t about to share that secret. Not now ... maybe not ever.


    Hayden’s hands found the curve of her waist and slid down to her hips. He gripped her through the thin material of her dress, and Liz leaned forward into him. His mouth came down on hers softly at first, gaining momentum as he rested her back against the wall again. Her hands dug into his black dress shirt, willing him to keep going.


    Their tongues volleyed and she could feel her own breathing quicken. It had been so long since she had gotten completely wrapped up in a kiss. This new level of passion seemed to encase them like a cocoon.


    Their bodies were pressed flush together, and she released a moan when he took a breath. She could feel the outline of him through his pants, and she pushed her pelvis up against him. His eyes shut and he groaned deep in his throat.


    “Lizzie,” he said, fighting for words. “We’re in public.”


    A thrill shot through her spine at the possibilities. The thought of people watching them should have made her stiff and uncomfortable, but it didn’t. It made her want to keep going. When her last relationship had been completely predicated on secrecy, it was exhilarating to have these moments.


    “So?” she whispered.


    She dropped her hands to the waistline of his pants and teased her fingertips along the material. His quick intake of breath told her more than his words ever could. She didn’t know how ready she was to push the limits, but the look of lust on his face sure made her want to continue.


    “I’m not ... inclined to ...” He stopped speaking when her hand moved a little farther south. “Lizzie.”


    The way he said it was an encouragement rather than a reprimand. But when her hand slipped farther down the front of his pants and skimmed the outline of his dick, he grabbed her wrist and pulled her away. His breathing was uneven.


    “I want you,” he told her simply. “But not here ... not like this.”


    She sighed, disappointment hitting her. She quickly covered it up. He was right. They shouldn’t do this here anyway. “Okay,” she said. He released her hand and she dropped both of them to her sides.


    He kissed her once more on her lips before moving out onto the dance floor to find their friends. Meredith was grinding on a guy hot enough to be a model, and it looked a bit like she might not be returning with them. Jamie squealed when she saw them, and tried to yell over the music, but Liz couldn’t hear anything. They all danced until sweat dotted their foreheads, alcohol coursed through their veins, and their legs and lungs burned.


    As the evening came to the apex, champagne began to be passed out among the attendees and everyone cheered the countdown to midnight as they watched the ball drop in Times Square.


    10, 9, 8 ...


    Hayden grabbed Liz around her waist and they raised their champagne flutes high.


    7, 6, 5 ...


    Jamie sloshed half of her glass on the floor, but just laughed hysterically and leaned into James. He was sober and practically holding her upright.


    4, 3, 2 ...


    Meredith was already making out with her model guy, their champagne nowhere in sight.


    1 ...


    The entire ballroom erupted with applause, and balloons rained down on them from all directions. Liz released the laugh that bubbled up inside of her as the ball hit the bottom, ringing in the New Year. Hayden bent down and lowered his lips to hers. Their earlier discussion lost from her mind, she reveled in the feel of his lips on hers, knowing it was the very first thing she would remember about this year.


    “Happy New Year, Lizzie,” he whispered, resting his forehead against hers.


    “Happy New Year, Hayden.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 4


    VISION


    Everyone except James awoke with a hangover from hell. Apparently mixing champagne, vodka, and tequila was not a good idea. Ever.


    Liz was glad that she didn’t have to do anything but lounge around in the spare bedroom with Hayden until the art opening. Jamie was running around the house like a chicken with her head cut off, despite the constant expletives about how terrible she felt. James just followed behind her, helping where he could, and chuckling softly under his breath, reminding her that he had told her not to drink so much.


    Hayden channel surfed, stopping every few stations to see what was playing. His other arm was wrapped around Liz’s waist, and she leaned into his chest, watching the shows flash by. It was nice to just nurse her headache with his body pressed against hers.


    He finally stopped on a news network and tossed the remote onto the nightstand. Liz stared forward indifferently. She hadn’t been paying attention to the news since she was on break. It had been a reprieve from her day job. She loved journalism and couldn’t wait to start her career as a reporter, but sometimes it was nice to forget that anything else existed in the world.


    Hayden kissed the top of her hair and stroked it back with his hand. She sighed, wishing she could have done this all break, minus the hangover, of course.


    As the media recapped some of the biggest New Year’s Eve parties and the gorgeous gowns, images of politicians and their dates flashed before her on the television screen. Most of the men were in plain black tuxes, but the women’s gowns definitely stole the show. Some of the older wives were drab and boring, but others looked runway ready.


    And then he appeared on the screen. Her heart plummeted. She didn’t care how ridiculous it was, but she couldn’t seem to avoid Brady Maxwell. Even here, when she was safely wrapped up in Hayden’s arms, Brady was showcased on the news. Standing next to him was a diminutive brunette sheathed in layers of emerald-green silk that only accented her tan skin. They said the creation was a three-thousand-dollar Oscar de la Renta dress—one of the best they had seen all night.


    As quickly as Brady was there, he was gone. The girl hardly mattered. Liz was sure it was just another one of the women Heather used for his public appearances. But he’d looked so ... happy. It was wrong for her to be sad about that. She was dating Hayden, and they’d had a good time last night, but still she couldn’t shake the feeling.


    Liz rolled away from Hayden and off the bed. “I’ll be right back.”


    “Hey,” he said, reaching out and grabbing her hand. She turned back to face him. “Hurry back.”


    She smiled softly and nodded. “Just using the restroom.”


    He released her reluctantly, and she scurried down the hall and into the bathroom. She shut the door and locked it before sinking helplessly to the floor. Tears sprang to her eyes fast and hot. A sob racked her chest and she slapped her hand over her mouth.


    No.


    No. No. No. No. No.


    She would not cry over Brady. She would not.


    No matter how many times she had told herself all semester that she wouldn’t cry over Brady Maxwell, the man still brought her to tears.


    It had been months. They were long over. Brady probably didn’t even think about her anymore. And yet the thought of walking away from him still made her feel like someone was repeatedly beating the shit out of her.


    She had made the right choice. Brady hadn’t been willing to give her what she needed, because she couldn’t continue with their relationship as a secret and he wouldn’t budge on that. So she refused to let him choose between her and the campaign, and made the choice for him. Now she knew that Hayden was the right choice. He was sensible, attentive, handsome, caring, and he would never hide her. He was as fucking perfect as Victoria described him.


    But still ... he wasn’t Brady.


    Liz cringed just thinking that thought, but it was the truth. In some ways that was a good thing. She couldn’t ever see Hayden bringing her to gut-wrenching tears, but Brady was only capable of that because he elicited such strong emotions from her.


    That only made the tears come harder.


    Why couldn’t she just be rid of Brady? Why did he have to keep popping up everywhere? She wanted him to plague someone else’s life, because she couldn’t keep going with her heart perpetually shredded.


    She knew that she had been in the bathroom too long, but she couldn’t leave without composing herself. Taking a deep breath, she flushed the toilet even though she hadn’t used it and then turned the faucet on. She splashed her face a couple times and hoped the red splotches disappeared before Hayden saw her. There wasn’t much more she could do without makeup.


    Praying that Hayden wouldn’t say anything, but knowing he likely would, Liz left the bathroom and returned to the bedroom. As she expected, he arched an eyebrow when she entered the room and he saw her puffy face, eyes red-rimmed from tears.


    “Are you okay?” he asked, pushing himself out of bed and standing hastily.


    “Yeah. I’m okay.” She didn’t want to lie to him, but she couldn’t tell him the truth. Not yet. He couldn’t know about Brady. What would he think about her? What would he think about both of them?


    She already knew that he didn’t like Brady. He had confessed that he had voted for his opponent in both the primary and the election. Their joke about Brady being “our politician” was only because that had been her first press conference.


    No, she couldn’t tell him. It was still too fresh. Plus, Brady had just won. He wasn’t even inducted into Congress yet. She couldn’t risk news of their relationship getting out. Any scandal was a problem for a politician, but one with a reporter seven years younger who wrote negative articles about him ...? She could just see their relationship plastered on headlines and following him around the rest of his career. Not to mention it killed her credibility as a journalist, risking her job as much as his.


    “You look like you’ve been crying,” Hayden said.


    “I just don’t feel well.” There. That was the truth. “Hangover.”


    Hayden’s lips tugged down at the corner. “Do you need me to get you some medicine?”


    “Nah. I think I’m just going to lie back down,” she said, walking to the bed. “Come lie with me?”


    Maybe it was wrong to take comfort in Hayden’s arms, but she wouldn’t find comfort anywhere else.


    [image: ]


    A couple hours later, Liz walked into Jamie’s art expo. Her hangover had finally subsided and she had changed into a burgundy strapless dress that hugged her curves, paired with a black cardigan and the same heels from last night.


    Liz had never been to an art exhibition before, so she only had a vague idea of what to expect. She assumed the gallery would look sort of like a museum, with high ceilings and winding hallways that led to different exhibits. She didn’t think she would quite get what the artist was trying to convey. But then again, she didn’t always get Jamie either.


    Her vision wasn’t too far off. The room was stark white, with three walls dividing the paintings into the different types of work Jamie was showcasing. Refreshments were set up next to a bar, and a small line had already formed. Everyone was drinking wine or champagne, nothing hard, and certainly not beer. Most of the people in attendance were in suits and nice dresses. Liz was glad she had gone with her burgundy dress.


    “Let’s tell Jamie we’re here,” Hayden whispered.


    Jamie had left for the showcase over an hour before them to prepare. Liz wondered if it was just jitters.


    “Liz! Hayden!” Jamie cried as soon as they made it through her welcome line. “It’s so good to see you!”


    The best part about Hayden’s sister was that she was completely and entirely genuine. It didn’t matter that they were staying at her apartment and she had seen them an hour ago, Jamie was just as excited to have them here. Maybe even more excited, since this really meant something to her.


    “I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Liz told her.


    “Feel free to mingle around. I have so many new pieces that you haven’t seen,” Jamie told them.


    “My sister, the artist,” Hayden said with a shake of his head.


    “Don’t listen to Hayden when you go through the displays,” Jamie said, smacking him on the arm. “He doesn’t appreciate art. He once told me it all looked the same. How exactly can a portrait and a landscape look the same?”


    Liz chuckled softy. That sounded like the Hayden she knew. He was so ... square. Everything had a place and an order. His world was ruled by that. Art was ruled by no one, and it explained why he didn’t understand it.


    “I’ll just get us some alcohol to dull the pain of staring at Jamie’s vision of the world on every wall,” Hayden joked. “Go ahead and look around.” He kissed her cheek before giving his sister a bemused look and walking over to the bar.


    “Don’t listen to his condescension any more than I do,” Jamie said in an incredibly upbeat tone. “We’ve been having these discussions since we were kids and he preferred to count blocks while I liked to finger paint the ones he was using and call it art.”


    “I can totally see that happening,” Liz said, covering her mouth with her hand to try to hold back the laughter bubbling up in her.


    “Now go! Go have a good time. I’ll see you later,” Jamie said, ushering her into the exhibit.


    Liz followed the crowd into the first room and a huge smile broke out on her face. In a way, Hayden was right: Jamie’s vision of the world was artfully reflected back to them in every single picture. She was such an exhilarating person to be around. So different from her brother, yet they were more similar than either would admit. Both could hold an audience with just a smile, and wow a crowd with their unique abilities.


    She wanted to see the other two rooms before taking a closer look, so she squeezed past the crowd and into the next section. Liz couldn’t pretend to know much about art, but she did know that these paintings were beautiful.


    Jamie used color and light to create the tone and mood in her paintings. Some were landscapes, others portraits; but each one of them was more awe-inspiring than the next, until Liz found that she couldn’t even compare the splendor of one to another. Liz could write, and the written word could move people to tears or cause them to go to war. But if a picture was worth a thousand words, than Jamie’s were worth ten times that. No wonder she was being thrust into such prominent circles.


    As she walked into the last room, what struck Liz wasn’t the brilliant paintings, though they certainly were incredible, but rather the person standing at the center of the room. She had met the woman only once, but she had made an impression that Liz would surely never forget. From her perfectly coifed platinum-blond hair, to the diamonds in her ears and around her throat, to the excessively expensive dress on her fragile frame, there was no doubt in Liz’s mind that she was staring at Clay Maxwell’s girlfriend, Andrea.


    Liz had met her briefly at Hilton Head while staying at a resort on the coast right before Brady’s primary victory. She had left the resort only long enough to get lunch and had run smack-dab into Brady’s younger brother.


    If Andrea was here, did that mean that Clay would be here? They had first met over the Fourth of July weekend, when he had helped her during her panic attack over Brady—though he hadn’t known the cause—and then he had tried to take her home at Brady’s gala event later that same summer. His charming cocky personality and incredible good looks made him both appealing and irritating. Liz’s heart fluttered, and she wasn’t sure if it was his connection to Brady or fear of him being in the same vicinity as Hayden, who knew nothing about Brady.


    But when she turned to flee, because the thought of encountering Andrea ever again made her a bit nauseous, she ran right into Clay. And Christ, he looked handsome. She was sure her imagination had contrived how attractive he was, but no, definitely not. If anything, she hadn’t done him justice. He wore a navy-blue suit coat, khaki pants, and a blue button-down that made his baby blues pop. His blond hair was styled, and man, those dimples when he smiled. The waves of arrogance that radiated off of him sure knocked him down a few pegs, though.


    “Liz Carmichael,” Clay drawled.


    Oh, shit! Sandy Carmichael had been the fake name that she had used with Brady when they had been hiding their relationship, and Clay was the only person who knew that Carmichael was associated with her, even if he had no idea what it referred to.


    Liz sighed heavily, not even able to hold it in. “Clay Maxwell.”


    His smile only brightened. Was she smiling? No way. She wasn’t happy to see him. He was just another reminder—


    Liz stopped herself and focused on the present ... like how to get far away from this situation.


    “I haven’t seen you in a long time,” he said.


    “If you missed me, Clay, you could have just called,” she said with a nonchalant shrug. Clay had never used the number he had begged her for back at Brady’s fund-raising gala late last summer. For some reason, besides the blonde bimbo he called his girlfriend standing behind her, it wasn’t a surprise.


    Clay chuckled at her comment, and opened his mouth to say something, but she cut him off. Her last thought had made her painfully aware of exactly where she was. Andrea could come over any second, and Liz didn’t want to deal with her. Not to mention Hayden could walk up. How was she supposed to explain all of this?


    “We’re in the way,” Liz said, walking into a corner on the other side of a wall from Andrea. She didn’t know what to do about Hayden, but she had to eliminate her problems one at a time.


    “Already hauling me off to a corner alone.”


    Liz shook her head. “What are you doing here? I wouldn’t have guessed that you were into art.”


    “Andrea’s a big fan of the artist. She keeps buying her work,” Clay said with a shrug. “What are you doing here? I haven’t seen you since Hilton Head. I thought you were going to be my date for the primary after-party, but you never showed.”


    Liz swallowed hard. Shit. She could not handle this right now. Not after just seeing Brady on TV and having a mental breakdown in the bathroom. She needed to keep the banter light and move away from the topic of Brady. But then again, all they had ever talked about was Brady.


    “You were probably there with your girlfriend anyway. Hardly matters.” Clay opened his mouth for what Liz assumed was going to be another arrogant remark, but she kept going. “Anyway, I happen to know the artist. She’s my boyfriend’s sister.”


    “Ohhh,” Clay said with that same knowing smirk. “Is that why I haven’t seen you at any of Brady’s events?”


    “Something like that,” she said noncommittally.


    “Is the boyfriend here now?” he asked, his eyes searching the room for the prime suspect. “I’d love to meet the guy who is going to be knocking down my door after I take you home with me.”


    Liz bit her lip and laughed softly at Clay. It was strange to feel as if she had missed him and his antics, when she hadn’t ever really spent all that much time with him. But staring into his handsome face, she realized that she definitely had missed him. It made her stomach clench and roll at the life she had given up.


    “So full of yourself,” she murmured.


    “Oh, come on. You’ve been dying to get in my bed since the first time we met.”


    “The first time I met you I was having a panic attack.”


    Brady had just given a speech at a Fourth of July festival and Liz had suddenly realized how much he meant to her, how much the campaign meant to Brady, and that he had won her vote. The feeling had overwhelmed her and Clay had found her, though she hadn’t known he was Brady’s brother at the time.


    “I did say you were dying,” Clay said, reaching out for her hand. She took a step back, letting his hand just barely graze her before retreating out of arm’s distance.


    “You never cease to amaze me.” Her tone was light. It wasn’t as if she was actually angry that he was here. She just needed to get away before Hayden came looking for her.


    “I’ve heard that before.”


    Liz rolled her eyes. As cocky as they came, and yet she still hadn’t walked away.


    “Well, I’ll let you get back to your girlfriend,” Liz said, the emphasis on girlfriend.


    “Are you really going to turn me down again?” he asked, stepping closer to her once more.


    “One day you’ll get the hint.”


    “But not today,” Clay said with a smirk.


    “There you are, Lizzie,” Hayden said from behind her.


    Her face fell. She had been so close to leaving, but not close enough.


    And the way Clay was looking at her just then spoke volumes. He knew that something was up, or at the very least that she didn’t want to be seen with him. She could punch him for that smug look, and she just hoped he kept his goddamn mouth closed.


    Hayden wrapped an arm around her shoulders and planted a kiss on her lips. Huh. Was he showing signs of jealousy? Oh, it was so cute on him.


    “Who’s your friend?” Hayden asked.


    “This is Clay,” Liz said.


    Hayden stuck his hand out in introduction. “Nice to meet you. I’m Hayden Lane.”


    “Clay Maxwell,” Clay said, shaking Hayden’s hand firmly.


    Hayden looked back and forth between Clay and Liz in surprise at the name. Liz bit her tongue. She would let him figure it out, and hope he didn’t ask her questions later about how she personally knew Clay Maxwell.


    “Maxwell. Like Senator Brady Maxwell’s brother?”


    “Ah. Representative Maxwell,” Clay corrected.


    Oh, so now he was going to defend his brother?


    “Well, it’s great to have you here,” Hayden said, producing that smile that always won everyone over.


    “Thanks. You’re the brother of the artist, correct?”


    “Yes, that’s right. Jamie is wandering about here somewhere,” Hayden said. He glanced around the room as if thinking about her would make her materialize before his eyes. And that was when it hit her: Hayden had stopped the jealous-boyfriend act as soon as he realized that Clay was potentially influential.


    “I’m sure my girlfriend would love to meet her,” Clay said.


    “I’d be happy to introduce the two,” Hayden responded.


    And that was how Liz’s night turned torturous. She could see written all over Clay’s devious face that he was going to use the opportunity to stick close by.


    They located Andrea, who didn’t seem to remember Liz from that chance encounter on Hilton Head back in August. That was lucky. Then they went to find Jamie, who was incredibly excited to finally meet her favorite fan. Apparently they had been chatting back and forth between the curator of the gallery who had procured Jamie’s artwork for Andrea.


    Liz followed them around for another hour as Andrea gushed over Jamie’s talent. Clay and Hayden spoke cordially about everything from the newspaper to Brady’s election to Clay’s experience at Yale to the weather. Liz interjected only when she thought that it was veering too close to talk of Brady, but Clay didn’t know that she had been with Brady over the summer, so it wasn’t like that could come up. It turned out by the end of the conversation that she had freaked out for nothing.


    Andrea purchased ten of Jamie’s paintings out of a single collection, and told Jamie that she would be a collector for life. Liz couldn’t even think of ten walls in her house where she could hang artwork. Then again, Andrea had a trust fund, and was dating a man who would most certainly move on to become a very prominent attorney ... she probably had a bigger house than the one Liz lived in.


    Clay shook Hayden’s hand as Andrea started for the door. Liz moved forward to say good-bye, but Clay pulled her aside. Hayden moved to talk to Jamie and didn’t even object to his girlfriend being taken away. She figured Clay must have charmed him in a way that only the Maxwell men were capable of.


    “So,” Clay said as they walked slowly toward the exit.


    “So,” she repeated.


    “He’s in love with you.”


    “What?” Liz snapped. She hadn’t been expecting that at all. Which was likely why he had said it.


    “Yeah. I’ll be in town the next two days. We should find time to meet up again.”


    Liz shook her head, still dazed from his assumption. “I’m not going to meet up with you. I know what that entails.”


    “But you don’t love him,” Clay said, turning to face Liz.


    “We haven’t been dating that long. Ugh! Why am I even justifying any of this to you?” she asked, turning to go.


    “Hey. Don’t be angry.” He grabbed her elbow. “It really is good to see you.”


    “Still not going home with you, Clay.”


    He smiled in that way that made his dimples appear. “Next time then.”


    Liz rolled her eyes. “Good luck.”


    “I don’t need luck,” he said with a wink as he walked back toward Andrea.


    Liz watched him walk out of the art exhibition. Her whole body trembled with the exertion of keeping herself together. Clay riled her up so easily, but she wouldn’t let him get to her.


    So she didn’t love Hayden. She didn’t have to love someone she had only been dating for two months. It didn’t matter that she had fallen for Brady in a similar amount of time. She couldn’t compare the two men. She needed to stop doing it. Right. Now.


    “Hey,” Hayden said, walking up behind her and whispering into her ear. She nearly jumped out of her skin and he just laughed. “Come with me.”


    “All right,” she said, taking a deep breath and turning away from the exit.


    “Thanks for introducing me to Clay. He seems like a good guy.”


    Liz held in her hmph.


    “Jamie is freaking out about his girlfriend’s purchase.”


    “That’s good,” she said. At least someone had gotten something out of the day’s events.


    “Will you just stand over here with Jamie for a minute?” Hayden asked.


    “Why?”


    Hayden smiled and wrapped his arms around her waist, drawing her into a hug. She breathed into him, feeling every ounce of what Clay had said washing over her.


    Christ, he loves me.


    “Just trust me,” Hayden said softly. “I’ll be back in a minute.”


    “Okay,” she agreed.


    Liz walked over and stood next to Jamie, who was chatting enthusiastically with Meredith about the event. Liz heard Andrea’s name come up at least five times while she was waiting.


    The room had cleared out already. Liz hadn’t realized it was going to be such a short event, but apparently the exhibition stayed open for a couple months. The grand opening was just the initial preview. Jamie said that she had never sold more than one piece opening night. And besides Andrea’s purchases, two other couples had each bought a painting from the collection. Jamie was stunned and excited that her work was finally gaining momentum, and she couldn’t stop bouncing from foot to foot like a little fairy.


    Hayden reappeared a couple minutes later with James, holding on to a nice bottle of champagne and some glasses. He popped it open and handed out the glasses. Jamie giggled the entire time, glowing radiantly from the celebration and forgetting how badly champagne had treated her the night before.


    “I would like to propose a toast,” James said, his hand shaking lightly as he held his flute out. Everyone followed his lead and raised their glasses into the air. “To my beautiful girlfriend ... and her successful art exhibition. Just the start ... to a long-lasting career for the ... brilliant artist I have come to love.”


    Liz smiled at the glowing couple. James had had trouble getting some of the words out; he was practically stammering. It was the most adorable thing she had ever seen. He was so proud of her that he could barely even speak. Jamie let out an aww at his speech.


    “To Jamie!” the group chorused, and they all tipped their champagne glasses in a toast.


    “Y’all are too sweet,” Jamie crooned.


    James handed Hayden his glass of champagne and then sank to his knee right in the middle of the art exhibition. Jamie stared at him, shocked, and then looked around as if she couldn’t believe what was going on.


    “Jamie,” James began softly, “I’ve loved you since the first day I met you. I have loved you every day since. And I want to love you every single day after that. Would you do me the honor of marrying me?” he asked, producing a black box from his pocket.


    Jamie screamed at the top of her lungs and launched herself at him. Her glass toppled to the ground, discarded in her haste. It landed on the wood and shattered, but Jamie didn’t give it a second glance. Her arms were wrapped around James’s neck and he was struggling to stand as he laughed at her enthusiasm. Liz could see that through her excitement, Jamie’s body was shaking with tears.


    “Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God,” Jamie said over and over again. “I can’t believe this. Yes! I want to marry you. Yes!”


    He laughed and kissed her full on the mouth.


    Without even knowing it, Liz had moved closer to Hayden. He was looking straight at her and Liz just smiled. “You knew,” she whispered.


    He nodded. “Of course.”


    Liz watched as James plucked the ring out of the box and slid it onto Jamie’s finger. Jamie jumped around in circles before thrusting her hand out to Meredith and then Liz in between squeals.


    Liz couldn’t think of a couple that she thought should be married more than Jamie and James. They just worked. They weren’t rushing into things, and they weren’t doing it for the wrong reasons. Liz could tell that it was going to really last. And she was so happy to have witnessed their moment, even if she had this strange feeling creeping through her ... as if she couldn’t imagine herself going through that anytime soon.


    She shook that thought away. It was probably just residual jitters from Clay’s comments. Who really knew whether they wanted to marry someone after only two months anyway?


    

  


  
    Chapter 5


    ALL THE WRONG REASONS


    Thank you all so much! Next week we will be discussing the new digital age, so please be sure to read chapters six and seven in the textbook and the three articles assigned on the syllabus,” Professor Mires yelled over the shuffling of students stuffing everything into their backpacks at the end of class. “Please remember to turn in your assignment here on my desk. I’ve graded last week’s papers and they are sitting in alphabetical order over here.” She placed a stack of papers, likely bleeding red ink, on the other side of the desk. School had started three weeks ago and this was already their third round of papers.


    Liz closed her computer with a sigh. Professor Mires had recommended that she take her upper-level political journalism class in the spring after Liz had excelled in the news writing and editing prerequisites and then the special topics class she had taken over the summer. She had wanted to take the professor’s class anyway, so it was an easy yes, but she wasn’t quite prepared for how much extra time she would be spending.


    Professor Mires had also engineered an extra three-hour course as a field credit to prepare for the political journalism colloquium that she and Liz were orchestrating at the university for the end of the semester. Plus Liz had research hours assisting the professor with the papers she was sending out for publication. Add aiding Massey with running the Washington division of the newspaper and Hayden’s insistence on pushing for her to be editor, and it was no surprise that Liz was a bit overwhelmed.


    The only thing that really bothered her was her slacking on tennis practice, but school and her career came first.


    Liz pulled her paper out of her backpack and placed everything else back inside. She walked down to the front of the classroom and waited as everyone rifled through the stack of papers to claim theirs. She smiled at Professor Mires and handed in her draft.


    The benefit of seeing her professor all the time was that sometimes she gave Liz ideas for what to write about or looked over the copy before she turned it in. A lot had changed since last summer, when Liz had been terrified of getting a C in her class.


    “Thank you, Liz,” Professor Mires said, taking the paper out of her hand. Her professor had dropped the formality of calling her Miss Dougherty once Liz started working for her, but Liz still couldn’t get used to calling her Lynda. “Will you stay after so we can review the incoming submissions for the colloquium together?”


    “Sure.” She had been expecting that. Last semester they had put together panels, and the call for papers had gone out near the end of the semester. Professor Mires had also sent some personal invitations to prominent professors in the field, journalists at top newspapers and news broadcast venues, as well as some politicians. Since then they had been flooded with inquiries and responses to their call, and Liz had been tasked with sifting through the mountain of messages.


    The rest of the class slowly filtered out, leaving only the papers of students who hadn’t shown up. Liz’s was sitting at the top, and she grabbed it, reading through the notes. She had received an A. From the looks of the students who had left before her, not many others had. Another benefit of taking Professor Mires’s summer course.


    Once everyone left, Liz followed the other woman back to her office. She took a seat across from the professor and waited as the computer booted up.


    “That was great work this week,” Professor Mires said.


    “Thank you,” Liz said cautiously. Those words normally came with a but.


    “Do you feel challenged in my class?”


    Oh boy! It wasn’t that she didn’t feel challenged, but she enjoyed the subject so much that it didn’t feel so much like work.


    “Um ... yes?” she said, it coming out more like a question. “This is the subject I want to move into. I find it very interesting and valuable for my future.”


    “Good. Good,” Professor Mires said absentmindedly as the computer brightened before her eyes. She took the distraction to filter through her emails and Liz just waited. “This colloquium is very important to me and to the university. It is truly part of my life’s greatest work to be able to bring together my colleagues along with prominent journalists and politicians to foster more research and development, as well as the potential for great educational and networking opportunities for everyone involved. I want everyone to benefit from this, and I want you to participate.”


    Liz sat frozen. How could she participate more than she already was?


    “I would love for you to present some of your own research at a special topics in undergraduate research in political journalism on Friday afternoon.”


    “Me?” Liz asked, excitement bubbling up in her chest.


    Professor Mires looked back at her from behind her horn-rimmed librarian glasses with a smile. “Yes. I thought I would include your final research paper for the semester. Of course, that would mean it would be due a couple weeks early, but we could work with the preliminary drafts, if that suits you.”


    “That would be ... wow,” Liz said, speechless.


    “I’ll take that as a yes?”


    “Yes! Absolutely.”


    Professor Mires’s face brightened further. “Are you sure you’re set on becoming a reporter? You would do wonderfully in graduate school.”


    Liz’s head buzzed with the compliment. “I’m open to different options, but I’ve always wanted to be a journalist.”


    “Well, don’t rule grad school out,” she said with a nod of her head. “Now go on. That’s all I wanted to talk about. You can respond to these emails tomorrow during your research hours.”


    Liz blew out a sigh of relief. She really just wanted to get home and see Hayden. Massey was covering the paper this afternoon, so Liz had the night off.


    “Thank you again,” Liz said, before darting out of the room.


    When she left, she was walking on cloud nine, with a bounce in her step and everything. Liz took the stairs two at a time and pulled out her phone to text Victoria. She was supposed to meet with her after class to walk home, but she had forgotten to let her know she would be late. She jotted out the message to ask her to wait.


    As she hit Send, her phone started ringing. Shit! Had she had that on loud all class?


    Then Liz noticed the name flashing on the screen. Justin. That wasn’t a name she had seen in a while. After he had gotten a DUI last summer, lost his scholarship, and left the school, no one had really heard much from him except to know that he was taking a semester off to “get his life back together.” Sometimes he didn’t even return the messages she left for him, which was why she wasn’t expecting him to call back now.


    “Justin, hey! How have you been?” Liz asked.


    “Hey, Liz. Not too bad actually. Yourself?”


    “Good. Professor Mires is working me into the ground and Hayden wants me to be editor-in-chief next year, but you know, nothing big.”


    Justin laughed. “You still dating Lane?”


    She hadn’t heard from Justin in weeks. “Yeah. We’re still together. What’s up?”


    “I’m coming into town for work in a couple weeks. Do you want to catch lunch next Friday?”


    “Sure,” she said immediately.


    Liz’s classes were over early on Friday, but she usually had plans with Hayden. No biggie. He wouldn’t care if she rescheduled. She almost laughed at the thought. Only a couple months ago she had gotten out of a similar lunch with Justin at the thought that she might see Brady, and now she was dropping her lunch with Hayden with equal ease.


    “Sounds good. Aren’t you back in school? What has you traveling to Chapel Hill for work?”


    “Yeah. So about that,” Justin said. She could practically see him shrugging through the phone. “I got a job with a software company. I’ll tell you all about it when I come into town.”


    “Just text me when you get here and we can figure out where to meet.”


    “Sounds good, Liz. Catch ya on the flip side.”


    “Bye, Justin,” she said, trying to hold back an eye roll.


    Liz dropped her phone into her purse and rounded the corner. Victoria was standing under the tree in the middle of the Pit, talking on her cell phone. She hadn’t even noticed Liz walking directly toward her.


    “No, seriously, you’re ridiculous,” Victoria said into her phone. “I am never going to do that.”


    “Hey,” Liz said, waving at Victoria as she approached. Victoria still ignored her.


    “You can try if you want.” Victoria tapped her foot impatiently. “Yes, I might be amenable to that, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to let you bring one of your friends in on this. If I’m having a threesome, I want some double penetration.” Victoria glanced up then, smiled and waved. “Hey, Liz is finally here. I’ll call you later.” Victoria snapped her phone shut. “Ready to go? I’ve been waiting all fucking day for you.”


    “Trouble in paradise?” Liz asked.


    Victoria shrugged. “I’m giving Daniel a hard time. He wants to threesome with some other chick, which I’m down for, but not one of his friends. Ew. Gross. Let me find the chick if it has to be a chick. You know?”


    “I just can’t believe you are still dating the Duke Fan,” Liz said the name with disdain, “let alone sleeping with him.”


    “Oh, lay off. He’s not that bad. And anyway, at least I’m sleeping with someone. How come you haven’t fucked Mr. Perfect yet?”


    Liz shrugged. “Not ready.” How many times had they had this conversation? Victoria didn’t want details if she did sleep with Hayden. She just wanted it to happen already so that she could tease Liz.


    “It’s been a couple months. It’s kind of weird. You’re not going to fucking save yourself for marriage or anything, are you? I might disown you.”


    “Oh my God, no. I’m not saving myself. I just ... I don’t know. I’m not ready.”


    “How are you going to know when you’re ready? When he puts his dick inside of you and you don’t tell him no?” Victoria asked. “I think you should just let him fuck you and then you’ll know if you were ready or not.”


    “That does not make any sense. At all, Vic.”


    “Try it out and then it’ll make sense.” She stopped midstride and gasped. “Oh my God, is he impotent?”


    Liz rolled her eyes and picked up her pace. “I’m never talking to you again. We’ve ceased being friends.”


    Victoria laughed boisterously and jogged to catch up in her mile-high heels. “I’m fucking with you. Slow down. Slow down.”


    “You’re a real bitch. You know that, right?”


    “Class A act. The one and only.”


    “Class A tramp.”


    “I love you, Lizzie,” Victoria said, trilling the name affectionately.


    “I love you too, Vickie,” she said, in the most annoying singsong voice she could muster.


    They turned the corner onto their street with a relieved sigh from both of them. It wasn’t a far walk, but in chilling temperatures and high heels, it sucked. Liz changed the topic and told Victoria about her conversation with Professor Mires. Victoria was happy for her, and even managed to hold in her sarcastic comments until the very end. Victoria knew how important this was to Liz, because Victoria’s success was just as important to her in her genetic research laboratory. Both girls were on the right track to getting any job they wanted after graduation.


    Once they finally made it to the house, Liz dropped her backpack in her room and quickly changed into a pair of jeans, a black tank top, and black sweater with her black riding boots. She was glad she had the night off to hang out with Hayden. It had been a while since they had just relaxed together. School was sucking the life right out of her, and he was loaded down with coursework, the newspaper, and applying to jobs at the same time.


    “Heading over to Hayden’s,” Liz called out to Victoria.


    “Tell Mr. Perfect I said hello and to fuck your brains out,” Victoria yelled back.


    She cringed. Liz had used the phrase with Brady the first time they were together. She did not want to think about Brady. It felt wrong to even think about them in the same sentence. But Victoria was kind of right. It had been a long time since she and Hayden had started dating, and why was she holding back anyway? She should want to be with Hayden like that. Maybe if things felt right tonight ... maybe.


    Rushing out the front door, Liz hopped into her car and drove the short distance to Hayden’s house. His car was in the driveway, but his roommate, Kevin, was missing.


    Liz parked behind Hayden, and then walked up to the front door. She knocked and then walked inside without waiting for him to answer. He was halfway to the door when she stepped across the threshold.


    “Hey, gorgeous,” Hayden said with a bright smile plastered on his face.


    “Hey,” she said, closing the door behind her.


    She walked right up to him and wrapped her arms around his neck. He pulled her against him and dropped his lips to hers. Liz let him take over, feeling the energy of his kiss and losing herself in the electricity that passed between them. She let her mind wander to that moment at the Lincoln Memorial, how her body had reacted, how a part of her even then had wanted that kiss. She had wanted that kiss for a long time, and now that she had it, she let the tingles run up her spine and opened her mouth to him eagerly.


    Their tongues met and massaged each other. His hands gripped the thick material of her sweater and pulled it up so he could feel her skin. She clutched the longer strands of his medium brown hair, not even thinking for a second of letting him go.


    But slowly his kisses became pecks and he stepped back, laughing, as if he was surprised he had lost himself so completely in the moment. “I guess you missed me,” he said, keeping a hold of her hand and walking her toward his bedroom.


    “I think you missed me too.” Her eyes darted to the outline of him now visible through his jeans.


    He chuckled again and nodded. “I always miss you.”


    She walked into his room and kicked off her boots while he closed the door. “How was Professor Mires’s class?” he asked, as he flipped on a side lamp.


    Now was not the time for talking, but that was what made Hayden, Hayden. He was not an act-now-and-think-later, fly-by-the-seat-of-his-pants kind of guy. Normally she really liked that about him. It was definitely different from most guys, who thought with their dicks and wanted to talk only after they got it wet.


    “Good. I got an A on my paper. After class she told me that she wants me to participate in the political journalism colloquium and include my research paper in the undergraduate research panel,” she told him proudly.


    Hayden broke into another huge smile. “That’s awesome, Lizzie,” he said, wrapping her in a hug.


    Not an ounce of jealousy. If something similar had happened to him, Liz knew she would have been jealous. But Hayden wasn’t like anyone else. He was genuinely happy for her.


    “What a great opportunity for you.”


    “Yeah, she’s trying to get me to go to grad school, I think. She told me she thinks I’d conduct great research.”


    Something did flash in his eyes that time. Anger? Frustration? Liz wasn’t really sure.


    “You’d give up being a reporter after working on the paper all this time?”


    Oh. That.


    “No. I wasn’t planning to.”


    “I just ... well, I wouldn’t want to put in all of this time preparing you to be editor after I graduate if you’re going to drop out of the paper after I leave.”


    After he leaves. She hadn’t really thought about him leaving in a while. It didn’t sit well with her. She didn’t want him to leave.


    “I have no intention of going to grad school if I can get a job as a reporter,” she consoled him. “I just thought it was a nice compliment on my work.”


    “It is,” he agreed.


    She reached out and took his hand, stroking it gently with her thumb. “Don’t talk about you leaving.”


    “What?” he asked, staring down at her pressed into his bed. She saw his eyes take in the position of her body in a sweeping motion, and then he adjusted the way he was sitting.


    “I like you here,” she told him. She had never really said anything like that to him before, but as soon as it was out of her mouth she knew it was true. She certainly wasn’t ready for Hayden to get a job and move away.


    “Well, I’m here right now,” he said, leaning into the bed and letting their lips meet again.


    She groaned deep in her throat as need took her where she hadn’t been before. Hayden’s weight shifted, and his body pressed down on top of her. Liz’s hips swayed side to side enticingly. Her hands found his belt and tugged on it to bring him closer to her.


    Her breathing grew ragged as their bodies moved in time together. Between her circle eights and his thrusts up toward her, Liz felt like her clothes were going to melt off with the heat they built between them. His body kept up the rhythm in a way that made her eyes roll back at the thought of what he could do to her without the clothes on.


    And in the dim lighting he seemed to be exploring her everywhere at once. His lips urged her to continue and his tongue made her body tighten in all the right places. His hand jerked in her hair and she felt her legs spread open to accommodate him further. She could feel his thickness pushing against her. His other hand had found the seam of her sweater and was pushing it out of the way. He unclasped her bra and immediately grabbed her breast, kneading it and then pinching her already hard nipples.


    Fuck. She was fully clothed and so fucking turned on.


    He released her for just a moment before stripping the sweater over her head. The tank top came next, and she didn’t even let him bother with the bra; she just tossed it onto the ground. His head dropped down and he sucked on her nipples.


    Liz felt her body coming undone at the seams. How had she ever thought she didn’t want this? She had been building everything up in her mind for weeks and weeks: How could she give her body completely to someone she hadn’t given everything else to? How could she move on?


    But as her heart thudded in her heaving chest and her body arched toward Hayden’s lips, her nipples demanding his attention, she couldn’t imagine not wanting this with him. She was denying herself for what?


    She couldn’t comprehend the reasoning as waves crashed over her body.


    She didn’t want to think about anything but Hayden’s lips moving farther south. The sound of a zipper made her clench involuntarily. She wanted him to touch her so badly. Her body was practically demanding it, aching for him. He dragged her jeans down her lean legs and pushed her thong aside as his thumb rubbed against her already sensitive clit.


    Her body bucked under him, but he took the moan that left her lips as encouragement and licked against her slick folds.


    “Oh fuck,” Liz cried, her body already pulsing.


    He slid a finger into her experimentally, and then another when she allowed it. She tightened all around him, imagining how good it would be in that moment to have his cock fill her. God, she was going to come already.


    He started to move in and out of her while he licked and bit and sucked her clit until she was visibly shaking underneath him. She couldn’t hold on. She was seeing spots in her vision. Her toes were curling and she was going from the tingly feeling to utter numbness as her whole body tried to take in the enormity of the orgasm pressing in on her on all sides.


    Hayden forced her legs open wider with one hand as he continued to work. Gasps left her mouth in between the moans. Oh God, she couldn’t hold on any longer. Whatever he was doing right there. Just like that. With his tongue.


    Liz’s head snapped back and her body pulsed wonderfully as a climax shot through her. Her body moved against his fingers, trying to keep them inside of her even as he slid out. And she just lay there breathing, exhausted and satisfied.


    With a deep breath, Hayden rolled off of her before lying back down next to her. He kissed her forehead and pulled her into his bare chest. When had he lost his shirt? She didn’t even care right then; she just wanted to curl up against him and pass out.


    “Lizzie,” he groaned, his breathing still uneven. “I don’t want to push you ...”


    He was so used to her saying no that even though she had looked and acted completely willing to move forward, he was hesitant. He didn’t want to push her away by pushing too hard. But he wanted her. It was all over his face.


    And yet as dirty as she felt thinking about Brady in that moment, it all came back to her: the reason she hadn’t moved forward. Brady. She was still hung up on Brady. She couldn’t get him out of her head. She ducked into Hayden’s chest and tried not to think about Brady, but the image of him only came to her stronger.


    She wasn’t ready.


    

  


  
    Chapter 6


    TRUST FOSTERS TRUST


    Hey, gorgeous, are you out of class yet?


    The text from Hayden flashed on her phone just as Liz was packing up. She shouldered her backpack and turned to leave. She was glad that she only had early classes on Friday.


    Just got out.


    Lunch? I’m starving, and I miss you.


    Liz’s smile quirked on her face. Ever since that night when she had lost herself in him, she had found something in her changing. Even though they had been dating for nearly four months now, she felt what she could only associate with honeymoon butterflies: when in that initial stage of a relationship, all you wanted to do was spend all your time with the other person, and the mere thought of them made you break into a smile ... yeah, that was where she was at.


    If Hayden noticed the subtle changes in her behavior, he didn’t say anything, but he sure responded well to it. They still hadn’t had sex, but she didn’t have the same reluctance anymore. Now she had waited long enough that she just wanted the moment to be right. She didn’t want to walk into his bedroom and be like, Fuck me. Though she couldn’t see Hayden complaining about that either.


    Yes. I need food. Where do you want to go?


    Home ...


    Liz cracked a smile. Geez. She was giggly. She needed to work on that, but she knew she couldn’t control it.


    As she was typing out a response, another message came in, this one from Justin.


    Hey, I just got into town. Sorry I’m late. Are we still meeting up today?


    She had totally forgotten that Justin was coming in today. She had even forgotten to tell Hayden. She should probably call him to let him know.


    Yeah. Top O?


    Definitely.


    Liz found Hayden’s number in her phone and clicked Send. He answered immediately, “Hey. I’m just leaving the paper now. Where should I meet you?”


    “Hey. About that ...” she said awkwardly. She didn’t know why she would even let this make her uncomfortable. It was just Justin. There had never been anything romantic between them. And it certainly wasn’t like that now. Yet telling Hayden was making her a bit nervous.


    She remembered telling Brady about Justin. He had gotten insanely jealous. Their relationship hadn’t even developed past sex at that point, but his jealousy had still struck her even then. It had resurfaced later after she had told him that she had gone out with Hayden in D.C. Liz closed her eyes to push out the memories, but the argument they’d had about Hayden washed over her all at once.


    It doesn’t really matter! Didn’t you hear me? He’s not you! This isn’t a competition, Brady. There’s no room for jealousy.


    No. She didn’t want him in her head. He hadn’t been there as much lately. She had buried him deep down inside of her where no one else could reach. It was the safest place for him. She hated the moments when life reminded her of him and fissures broke through her tough resolve.


    Because the only thing I felt when he kissed me was that I was glad it was out in public. It wasn’t Hayden I wanted. It was you. And if it’s not you, then it doesn’t matter.


    If it’s not you, then it doesn’t matter. God ... she forced her mind away from it. She thought about Hayden and filled the crack with memories of his smiling face, his gentle kisses, his attention and devotion and perfection.


    It all happened in a matter of seconds, but it felt like an eternity before she finally responded.


    “I, uh ... totally forgot that Justin was coming into town today and that I was meeting him for lunch,” Liz told Hayden. She waited for his judgment, his jealousy.


    “Oh nice! I hope he’s doing all right since the DUI incident last summer. God, that feels like forever ago, doesn’t it?” Hayden asked.


    Forever ago. Everything from the summer felt equally as if it had happened yesterday and a lifetime ago. But she could remember the whole summer in vivid detail that she was sure would never go away.


    “Yeah,” she agreed, because she didn’t know what else to say. “He’s doing a lot better. Working for a computer software company or something. I’m not really sure.”


    “Well, tell him I said hi. I don’t know if he ever really liked me, but I appreciated the work he did for the paper when he was here.”


    Oh, Hayden. How could she ever think that he would be jealous? He was perpetually good-natured and saw the best in everyone. She appreciated that quality in him more than ever in that moment.


    “I’ll let him know,” she said softly. She didn’t want to be sentimental right now, but it had a tendency to creep up on her. “I have to help Massey with some stuff at the paper before I can head home. Can I see you later?”


    “Of course. Come over when you leave the paper. We can hang out then,” he told her.


    “That sounds perfect. Is the day over yet?”


    Hayden laughed softly. “I wish.”


    “See you soon.”


    Liz hung up as she rounded the corner to the Top of the Hill, where she was meeting Justin for lunch. It was one of her favorite restaurants in town, with a large balcony overlooking the main city block downtown.


    She took the stairs up to the top floor of the building. It was still too cold to sit out on the balcony, so Liz allowed the waitress to direct her to a table. She sipped her water as she waited.


    It had been so long since she had seen Justin. She didn’t really know what to expect. They had been friends since freshman year, but sometimes it was hard to be friends with Justin. Half arrogant brainiac, half douche frat boy made for a hard combination. But he was fiercely loyal and had never blamed her for the incident last summer, even though she carried part of the responsibility. She had been wasted at one of Justin’s frat parties and he had offered to drive her home. Unfortunately he had been drunk himself, and after driving through a red light had been pulled over and given a DUI. It had lost him his scholarship and he’d had to leave school.


    When Justin walked into the bar and saw her, she broke into a smile. God, she had missed him being around, and she hadn’t really realized it until then. He had been a fixture in her life at UNC, working for the newspaper and taking classes with her since freshman year. She was glad to be reunited.


    “Justin!” she said, barreling into him when he got closer.


    He laughed and hugged her to him. “Good to see you, Liz.”


    “It’s really good to see you too,” she said, pulling away from him and regaining her seat.


    Justin looked professional in a way he never had in college in what looked like a brand-new suit and tie. His hair was cut shorter and brushed off of his face. She couldn’t see Justin wanting to be in a suit all the time. He was more of a khakis, polos, and boat shoes kind of guy.


    The waitress appeared immediately, they ordered food and drinks, and then she disappeared just as quickly.


    “You look great,” Justin said, a smug look on his face.


    Liz managed not to roll her eyes. What did he want? Justin didn’t dole out compliments lightly. “Thanks. How is the new job?”


    “A drag, but it pays well.”


    “Yeah?” She knew there was a hitch already. She just waited for him to let the other shoe drop. “What is the company exactly?”


    “It’s just a software company run by three guys. They wanted to make a program for students and teachers to install on their computers to live-stream from multiple locations on or off campus while still remaining interactive.”


    “Well, that sounds cool,” she admitted.


    “Yeah. I was selected online to do some testing for the program to make a few easy bucks. I took what they had redesigned and added a few key features of my own ...”


    “Wow. That’s fantastic. I bet professors like it.”


    “They love it. Or at least, the three universities that have already purchased the software to try in their classrooms love it,” Justin told her. “And I’m supposed to pitch it to UNC this afternoon. Kind of ironic, right? UNC dropout sells innovative software to university system.” He chuckled to himself. “Anyway, that’s not my endgame.”


    Their orders arrived, and Liz waited patiently for the waitress to leave again, digging her fork into her food. “So, what is your endgame?” she asked.


    “I want to own my own company.”


    “What do you want to do when you work for yourself?”


    “I’m working on creating some way to put in place a filtering mechanism on YouTube videos, so I could get past all of the stuff that people watch that isn’t actually good and get straight to the good stuff. I designed the reviewing process myself, primarily to see how easy it was to find my own videos through it. I want to take it a step further and give it a social media component, form a central rating system, and then connect that to people’s YouTube accounts.”


    “And you can do all of this? I seriously thought you were just a video expert,” she asked, surprised by his genius.


    Justin shook his head. “I was majoring in photojournalism because I was already a programmer. My dad’s a programmer and I grew up on a computer.”


    “Well, I think you should go for it.” She smiled back at him encouragingly.


    “Will you help me?”


    “Wh-what?” she stammered. What could he possibly want her help with? Sounded as if he had it all pretty much covered.


    “I want to include a blogging component to the site and I need a writer. You and I both know I’m not that good with writing. I can’t express my ideas like you can. I know how much influence your pieces have in the paper, and I know you get A’s in all of your writing classes. I need someone that I trust to help, to keep people interested, to feed the buzz.”


    He wanted her to help him with the start-up company he hadn’t even started? She didn’t know when she would ever find time for that amid her busy schedule.


    “I ... I don’t know,” she said.


    “Come on. You’re perfect. And I trust you,” he said earnestly.


    “Justin, I appreciate you considering me for this, but I’m swamped at school. There’s no way I could dedicate the amount of time you would need for this kind of project.”


    “It wouldn’t be that much to begin with.”


    “Next year I’ll be editor.” The words thrilled her when they left her mouth. She hadn’t said that out loud yet, and it felt right. “I’ll have my internship for the Morehead scholarship. It’s too much ...”


    “Just think about it. There’s plenty of time.”


    “All right, but I don’t think it’s going to happen.” She didn’t like turning him down when he seemed so set on the course of action, but she didn’t think she could make it work.


    The topic shifted away from Justin’s new projects as they finished their meal, but her mind was running a thousand miles a minute. She wished she had more time.


    Justin picked up the tab even when she insisted that they split it. He just laughed and paid with a business credit card. They walked out together and he offered to drop her off at the paper, which she declined. It was a short distance, and he had to prepare for his meeting with the university.


    She reached the newspaper without remembering anything about the walk. Massey had already left for the day, but Savannah was still milling around the office. Liz waved as she plopped down into the seat across from her.


    “Lost in thought?” Savannah mused, typing away at her computer.


    “Yeah. Just thinking about something I was talking to a friend about,” Liz told her. “Did Massey get through the reports for Monday?”


    Savannah laughed. “Hardly. I don’t even want to look at the in-box.”


    “Great,” Liz said, as she began working.


    People filtered in and out of the office throughout the remainder of the afternoon, but Savannah was a constant presence, sneaking downstairs to get coffee and commiserating about the amount of work left over. Someone turned the television on at some point, but Liz didn’t even bother to pay attention to it. She dissected news venues daily in her classes.


    But Brady Maxwell’s voice snapped her straight to attention. God, how long had it been since she had heard his voice? It had been blissfully quiet up until his induction into Congress at the end of January, and she had managed to avoid him entirely by keeping her TV turned off.


    Her eyes followed his chiseled features, those dark brown eyes, the curve of his smile, and the assurance in his black suit, crisp button-down, and blue tie. He was without a doubt the most attractive man she had ever laid eyes on, and she couldn’t stop staring. She swam in a mist of emotion that clouded her brain, keeping her rooted to the present, but still trapped in his penetrating stare ... as if he could see her right now.


    Then he was gone, his speech over, and the news outlet flashed a series of pictures of him with the same girl over and over and over. The same skinny brunette she had seen in the green gown on New Year’s Eve. He wasn’t pictured with anyone else.


    Her heart stopped beating. Who was this girl?


    Brady’s press secretary, Heather, appeared next, standing on a stage, answering questions to a press room in D.C. The clip only showed one question, though.


    “Ms. Ferrington, can you comment on Representative Maxwell’s bachelor status? He has appeared several times with the same woman, and as we all know, it’s not common for the Congressman to stick to just one.”


    The crowd laughed lightly, but Liz just cringed.


    Heather smiled. She had been prepped for the question, no doubt. “Representative Maxwell has no comment but to say that whatever relationship he has with Miss Erin Edwards is business of his own, and he would prefer to keep his personal life personal, ladies and gentlemen.”


    Liz felt as if her eyes might pop out of their sockets. That was perfectly planned—a stunt by the campaign to spotlight his new relationship. Was it just a ploy, though? It didn’t sound like Brady, but Christ, what did she know about Brady Maxwell?


    All she knew was the name that was going to be on everyone’s lips from here on out: Erin Edwards.


    

  


  
    Chapter 7


    CONFLICT OF INTEREST


    Earth to Liz. Earth to Liz,” Savannah said a moment later, waving her hand in front of Liz’s face. “Are you alive in there?”


    “What? Oh, yeah, sorry. Zoned out, I guess,” Liz muttered.


    “Happens. I was just about to get out of here. Are you finished?” Savannah walked back to her desk and grabbed her purse.


    Liz stared at her computer blankly. Well, she wasn’t going to get any work done now. “Yeah, I suppose I am.”


    She started packing her bag up while her mind worked overtime. Who the hell was Erin Edwards? The girl could be a stunt, but Brady had said that he wouldn’t ever let Heather go that far. She couldn’t pick someone for him to date ... for him to marry. He agreed to be set up for events out of convenience, but that was where he drew the line. How had they met? Did he still think about Liz?


    No, it clearly didn’t matter.


    “Is he dating that girl?” Liz blurted out before she could stop herself.


    Savannah turned back to face her. Her face was a mask in indifference, and if Liz hadn’t worked with her every day for the past seven months, she wouldn’t have known the other girl was uncomfortable with the question. Liz knew Savannah didn’t like to talk about her family, but she needed someone to tell her whether what they were showing on the news was a false trail ... or if Brady really had moved on.


    “Liz ... you know I can’t talk about it. It’s a conflict of interest if I tell you and then you write about it. Sorry.”


    “No, I know,” Liz said. She sighed and looked away, hoping Savannah didn’t notice the heat rising in her face. “I wasn’t planning to write about it. I mean, no offense, but right now he’s old news, with the campaign being over and him a freshman congressman. I was merely curious.”


    Damn. How had she kept her tone neutral? Brady Maxwell was never old news. He was so hot that she could put him in any paper and make people read about him, but she didn’t, because most of the time it just hurt too much. And really, he had just gotten into office, so there wasn’t much to cover. Either way, she just hoped she could convince Savannah.


    “None taken,” Savannah said with a laugh that told Liz she was relaxing. “I will tell you, though, it’s so weird having my dad and Brady in D.C. now. I always knew Brady would get there, but I’m not used to him being gone.”


    “Yeah, I bet that’s hard,” Liz said. Savannah’s father was a sitting Senator in the U.S. Congress, and Brady had followed in his footsteps right into the House of Representatives. She knew they were all close.


    “It is sometimes. I know you’ve heard some of his speeches about not wanting to leave North Carolina, and that’s not him spitting bullshit. He really did want to stick close. He made sure to still spend time with me, especially after Clay left,” Savannah told her.


    “That’s sweet of him,” Liz managed. She and Savannah had never talked directly about Brady since that first conversation, when Savannah had made it clear that she knew Liz did not agree with Brady’s politics. She hadn’t wanted to be judged on her brother or by Liz’s political beliefs.


    Little did she know.


    Savannah shrugged and then nodded. “That’s Brady.”


    Yes, it most certainly was.


    They both turned to exit the newspaper together, but just before they reached the double doors of the mostly empty office, Liz stopped Savannah short. “Savannah, I don’t want you to think that I was digging for material back there or anything. It was just my own curiosity.”


    Oh man, she was going to go all out, wasn’t she?


    “And I know what my articles said about him last summer,” Liz said. She couldn’t believe she was about to do this. “But I changed my mind.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I was wrong about him and his behavior, and I ended up voting for him in the election.”


    “You did?” Savannah asked, surprised. “I didn’t know that.”


    “I didn’t really talk about it with anyone. It’s kind of a personal thing.”


    “Wow. That’s ... unexpected.” She broke into a big smile. “I don’t know why, but I feel like a huge weight just lifted off my shoulders. Is that weird?”


    Liz laughed and shook her head. “No.”


    “It feels weird.”


    “Well, I’m still glad I told you.”


    “Me too.”


    “Just don’t tell anyone. I’d hate to ruin my reputation as a hard-ass,” Liz joked.


    “My lips are sealed,” Savannah told her, pushing through the double doors.


    They walked down the stairs and out to the main lobby. The building looked like a ghost town. Liz rarely saw the Union look so deserted. She knew there was an away basketball game just a town over today, and it was a Friday, but it seemed exceptionally quiet. She walked outside with Savannah and realized why.


    It was snowing.


    Walking back from her meeting with Justin, she certainly hadn’t thought it was cold enough for snow. It only snowed in Chapel Hill once or twice a year, and it was never anything dramatic. But for someone who grew up in Tampa and never saw snow, it looked like a blizzard.


    Savannah giggled next to her and held her hand out, catching a few flakes on her palm. They immediately dissolved into water droplets and her smile just grew.


    “Come on. Let’s go catch some!” she said, pulling Liz toward the Pit, where a cluster of other students were milling around and staring up at the sky.


    “Um ... snow and I do not get along,” Liz told her. She was already shivering with the cold sinking into her clothes. She hadn’t even brought a waterproof jacket and she was in heels, as usual. This was not going to be a fun walk home.


    “Why would you wear heels today?” Savannah asked.


    “I don’t know. I didn’t look at the weather.”


    “Well, we’re supposed to get six inches by tonight, and then it’s supposed to ice over. Of course, this only ever happens on the weekend.”


    Liz shuddered. Last winter there had been less than six inches of snow in Chapel Hill and they had closed school for three days, because the roads were impassable. It was a huge problem when the town only had a handful of snowplows.


    “Of course, and now I have to walk home in this,” Liz groaned.


    “Do you want me to give you a ride?” Savannah offered. “I have a parking spot on campus, and the roads won’t be bad for a couple hours.”


    “Oh my God, I would love you forever!”


    “It’s kind of a walk, but I was just happy I got one,” Savannah said, setting off across campus.


    Then the thought caught up with her. “Wait, you’re a freshman. How did you get a parking spot?”


    She wasn’t sure why she even asked. It was pretty obvious. Savannah had an influential family, so she probably got whatever she wanted. Just like Brady. Ugh! Liz didn’t even want to think about him or Erin Edwards right now.


    “Um ... the chancellor and my father are old friends.”


    “Ah ...”


    Liz wasn’t going to argue with their favoritism today. Today she was just glad that she didn’t have to walk home.


    They reached the parking deck and Savannah located her small black BMW. Liz tried not to sigh. She wasn’t surprised that Savannah had one. Brady had a brand-new Lexus. She assumed Clay drove a sports car; it just felt like Clay.


    God, why could she not escape Brady? She was surrounded by his family and he was constantly on the news. Just when she was moving past what had happened, he cropped right back up. And she just fucking wanted to know if he was dating that girl. She didn’t even care how stupid it was. It made her want to dial his number and demand to know ... even though she knew she never could.


    Liz didn’t live too far away. It would have been a bad walk, but it was an easy drive. The snow was coming down harder when Savannah pulled up in front of Liz’s house.


    “Thanks a lot,” Liz told her.


    “Anytime. Hopefully this sticks and we don’t have school next week, but otherwise I’ll see you on Monday.”


    Liz popped the door open and turned to go, but thought better of it. “I hope you don’t think that I’d actually publish anything you tell me, Savannah. I take my job seriously, and unless you’re telling me something because you want it in the paper, it would never end up there.”


    “Yeah. I know. I guess I just clam up when people ask me about my family. I’ve done it my whole life. It’s hard to rewire,” Savannah told her. “And it’s stupid, really, I mean, why should it matter who Brady is dating?”


    Liz could have hugged Savannah Maxwell, if she weren’t so pissed at Brady at the mention of the word dating. She just tried to keep that feeling under wraps. “He’s in the public eye. I think a lot of people feel like they have the right to know his business.”


    “Yeah, I think a lot more people want to know than really should know. It’ll all come out eventually. It always does, but it’s not even an interesting story. I mean, Brady was in the North Carolina legislature with her father. They met up at Christmas and started dating. Kind of boring, really.”


    Liz froze in place. She didn’t care that the car door was still open and her right side was freezing cold from the snow. And she didn’t care that she was staring at Savannah. She knew that she shouldn’t care that Brady was dating someone, or that Erin was from a political family and she would make Brady look good, or anything about it at all.


    She was happy with Hayden. Things were going well with their relationship. Brady shouldn’t have even been a thought.


    Liz took a deep breath, trying to recover. “I’m sure journalists will find a way to make it interesting.”


    Savannah laughed. “Yeah, that’s kind of our job, right?”


    “Yeah, it is,” Liz said.


    “I just feel a little bad for him. All the girls that the media claimed he was dating during the election being held over his head, and then starting his new job in Congress all at the same time as he starts a new relationship.”


    Relationship. That word felt like a knife wound.


    “That must be tough,” Liz said, not able to keep the bite out of her voice.


    Yes. It must be soooo difficult to have a new dream job and a new dream girlfriend. Liz couldn’t imagine how he would ever survive.


    “Thanks for the ride again, Savannah,” she said quickly. She could see Savannah trying to figure out why Liz was so pissy all of a sudden.


    “Sure,” Savannah said softly as Liz hopped out of the car. She hoisted her bag on her shoulder and waved at Savannah before rushing for the door. She could not believe that she had almost lost her cool like that. It was so unprofessional. She didn’t want anyone to know that she and Brady had been together, and then she had gone and snapped at Savannah when she had said he was dating someone else.


    Of course, he had every right. He deserved to move on and be blissfully happy. She had left him, after all.


    But it didn’t keep her from being angry.


    It certainly didn’t keep her from feeling like an idiot for holding on to those feelings, forestalling her relationship with Hayden, and putting up a barricade at the thought of sex. Brady had moved on, so why shouldn’t she? Why did she have to let him make her feel like this before she realized how stupid it was to hold on so fiercely to something that was long gone?


    That thought pushing her forward, she quickly changed into warmer clothes and dashed back out to her car. She wanted to get to Hayden’s before the snow closed in around her.


    Liz arrived at Hayden’s house fifteen minutes later. Traffic had been puttering along at twenty miles per hour, because Southern drivers were terrified of the snow. Someone had ended up in a ditch. She assumed that all of the grocery stores were out of water, bread, and milk, as if people thought they weren’t ever leaving their houses again. Did these people normally not have shit in their houses? Were they afraid that snow would bring the zombie apocalypse? What the hell was wrong with them?


    Suffice it to say, it did nothing for her bad mood.


    “Oh my God, people cannot drive!” Liz said as soon as she walked into Hayden’s house.


    “Hey, gorgeous!” Hayden rounded the corner with a big smile. “I made dinner.”


    Liz sighed in frustration. She shouldn’t have been irritated that Hayden made dinner; it was just another part of his perfection. And when she looked at him, it did loosen some of the tension in her shoulders, but only marginally.


    “Rough day?” he asked, seeing her frown.


    She let every comeback she had to that die on her tongue. She was tired of thinking and overanalyzing every moment. She just wanted to get lost in emotion and sensation. Maybe some other time she could let her heart feel what her mind was telling her was stupid, but right now she just wanted to tamp it down and beat it into submission.


    Without answering, she walked right up and pressed her lips to his. She wound her hands around his neck and reveled in the way their bodies melded together, the grip of his hands on her hips, the feel of his tongue massaging her own. It was too timid, too tentative. She wanted more, and she bit down on his bottom lip, sucking it between her teeth until she felt him urging her forward, asking for more.


    “Bedroom,” she growled in between kisses.


    Hayden pulled back and looked at her with newfound interest. His eyes roamed her body, hungry yet questioning. She was sure he was wondering where all of this was coming from, but if he was smart he wouldn’t open his mouth.


    “Lizzie ...”


    “Now,” she said. When he didn’t move fast enough, she took his hand and directed him to the bedroom. He chuckled but followed behind her.


    Hayden closed the door and she quickly started unbuttoning his shirt while she had him backed up against the wall. He let her slide the shirt to the ground and then she immediately reached for his belt buckle.


    “Hey,” he said, taking her hand. “Slow down a bit.”


    She shook her head and kissed him again, rocking him into the door. He grabbed her and pulled her backward. She practically launched herself at him, but he held her at arm’s length.


    “There’s no rush. Kevin went home for the weekend. We have the house to ourselves.” He turned her around and moved her toward the bed, which she promptly crawled on and pulled him toward her.


    She didn’t want to stop. She didn’t want him to keep holding them back as she had been holding them back. She didn’t want one more second to go by where she had to think about anything but him.


    “Hayden,” she groaned, when he sat down on the bed next to her. “Come here.”


    He leaned down and their lips locked all over again. Wrapping her arms around his shoulders, she tried to pull him down on top of her. She wanted to feel that passion and longing all over again ... get lost in it. Why wouldn’t he just let loose and give her what she wanted?


    His hand trailed down her side and pushed against the material of her sweater. She helped him, eagerly yanking the material over her head. God, she wanted this. But as soon as the shirt dropped to the floor, Hayden sat straight and just stared at her.


    “Hayden, please,” she whispered, feeling vulnerable and exposed. He looked at her as if he knew exactly what she was thinking. He looked at her as if he so desperately wanted to continue, but that he knew something was wrong.


    “Lizzie,” he said softly then, stroking her wavy blond hair off of her face, “are you all right?”


    “Yes, just kiss me,” she demanded, her chest rising and falling heavily.


    He placed a chaste kiss on her lips. “Are you sure you’re okay? Are you sure you’re ready?”


    Liz bit her lip and closed her eyes. No. She wasn’t sure of anything. Even her sanity was questionable at this point.


    Was it so wrong to want to forget? She didn’t understand why it all had to be so difficult. Brady had moved on. Why was she still struggling through this? It didn’t make sense and she wanted it to stop. She just wanted it all to stop.


    Tears streamed down her cheeks before she could keep them from coming. Her whole body shook uncontrollably. She crossed her arms over her chest, feeling even more exposed than ever before. Hayden shouldn’t have to see her like this. He shouldn’t have to see her break down over something she could never even tell him about. It wasn’t fair to him. He was a good man. Perfect.


    And she would never be perfect. She was just a woman still holding on to a man she had to give up, to a life she had to let go of, to a feeling that never seemed to leave her. Hayden deserved better than that. He deserved better than someone who had to hold back the truth just to keep going through her day. He deserved someone as perfect as himself.


    He would never find that in Liz. He would only find a hollow vessel that had once given everything she had and then was left empty. He could fill in the cracks when she broke apart, but now, when she was completely wrecked, there was nothing he could do to fill the hole.


    Then his arms came around her and pulled her sobbing body against his. He didn’t ask a single question. He didn’t try to tease out what was wrong with her. He just did the best possible thing he could do.


    Hayden held her until her tears ran their course, and she fell into an exhausted slumber wrapped in his arms.


    

  


  
    Chapter 8


    SNOW DAY


    Liz woke to an empty bed.


    She stretched her fingers in all directions, a groan sticking in her throat as her body came to life. She was stiff everywhere from her cramped position in the bed, and her eyes burned from her tears.


    But now that the tears were dried up, she felt ... alive. Not healed. No, it was too early for that, but better. More like the wound had scabbed over; it was still tender, but she could go about her daily life again.


    With a big sigh, she pushed the covers back and stepped out of the bed. Liz fumbled around in the dark for a lamp and then flicked it on. She dragged off her jeans from last night. When she found a pair of Hayden’s sweatpants, she quickly shimmied into them and then pulled a track hoodie over her head.


    She padded out of the bedroom, but stopped at the first window. Her jaw dropped open. It was a winter wonderland. The ground, the driveway, the trees, the bushes—everything in sight was covered in perfectly white snow. The sun was rising high on the horizon, making the world shine brightly before her eyes. Liz wondered if the temperatures would let the snow hang on or if it would melt away by the afternoon.


    She found Hayden stoking a fire to life in the living room fireplace. He had his back to her, so he couldn’t see the smile that appeared on her face when she found him still in track pants and a Dri-Fit long-sleeved T-shirt. His hair was damp, whether from the snow or from his early morning run, she wasn’t sure. But her heart contracted at the sight of him.


    How had she gotten so lucky? She had someone sitting right before her eyes who cared for her so deeply. He just wanted her to be happy, because she was the one who made him happy. It was as clear to her then as if a film had been removed from her vision.


    She was ashamed of her actions from last night. It was wrong for her to push Hayden into something based on her own fucked-up feelings. Last night had not been the right time, and she was glad Hayden had stopped her, because she knew that she would have regretted it.


    “Hey,” she whispered, her voice slightly hoarse.


    Hayden replaced the poker and closed the screen before turning around. “Hey. Are you feeling better?” He looked cautious and she hated that.


    “Much. Thank you for letting me sleep in.”


    “No problem. I needed to go for a run anyway.”


    To clear his head. That much was obvious.


    “About last night ...” she began awkwardly.


    She knew she needed to say something to clear the air. She didn’t want him to be angry or confused, but she wasn’t sure what she could say that would help besides the truth about Brady, and actually she was pretty sure that would make it worse. The joking about “their politician” aside, Hayden had never liked Brady. He had always agreed with her early assessment of him, even after she changed her mind.


    “It’s all right. You don’t have to say anything.”


    She didn’t? “Oh.”


    Hayden looked down at his hands and back up at her. “I’m not sure what happened last night. I wanted what you were offering ... I still do, but I don’t want you to do it because you felt pressured by anything. I’m happy just to hold you every night. All I know is that I never want to see you cry like that again over something like this.”


    He thought that she had been crying because she had felt pressured to move forward. Her mouth was hanging agape and she quickly closed it. Of course, the frustration of not having had sex with Hayden yet had been some of the drive, but most of it had been Brady fucking Maxwell. It was kind of ironic to think that thoughts of Brady had pressured her into sex with Hayden.


    “Hayden,” she said, shaking her head. God, it wasn’t his fault. He shouldn’t share the blame in this. “It’s really my fault. Absolutely nothing to do with you. I was emotional last night and thought that sex was the right answer. I ... God, I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.”


    She wanted to cry at the absurdity of the whole thing, but her tears had been used up last night. She needed to be strong for Hayden where she wasn’t before. She needed to realize how valuable he really was.


    “It was stupid. I was stupid,” Liz said, splaying her hands flat before her.


    She didn’t deserve him. It was something she knew in her gut, but she didn’t care. It might be selfish, but she wasn’t giving him up. This was the right relationship, the right direction for her life, and she had been so long looking over her shoulder that she hadn’t seen what was right in front of her.


    “You’re not stupid.” Hayden walked forward and placed his hands firmly on her arms. “Look at me.” She did. “I would never date someone who was stupid. You’re brilliant and funny and headstrong and unbelievably gorgeous. Certainly not stupid,” he said soothingly.


    Liz managed a smile as she stared up into his hazel eyes so filled with emotion. “You’re pretty wonderful. You know that, right?”


    “I guess that means you’ll keep me?”


    “I wasn’t planning on letting you go.”


    “Good.” Hayden’s lips landed lightly on hers and she smiled into the kiss. The simplicity of being with Hayden compared to the complication of Brady was so starkly contrasting. Liz knew relationships were never easy. They took work, but with so few barriers barring her and Hayden’s way, it didn’t seem like work at all. The work was keeping Brady out, but after last night, Liz had a feeling things were going to get easier. It was over, long gone, and now he had found someone else.


    The time had passed to get over it.


    So she would.


    They stayed like that until the chill started to seep into Liz and she forced Hayden to go take a shower. Then she curled up on the couch, snuggled in front of the fire, and promptly fell back asleep.
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    The smell of bacon woke Liz and she stared around groggily at the living room, forgetting for a moment how she had gotten there. When she reached the kitchen, Hayden greeted her with a kiss and a plate of food. Her stomach grumbled, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten dinner last night.


    Shit! And Hayden had cooked dinner. Bad girlfriend 101.


    She made up for it by devouring everything on her plate and downing a full glass of orange juice. It seemed she was dehydrated, and she poured herself another.


    “So, how much work do you have to do today?” Liz asked, sipping on her second glass.


    “No work today. I checked the weather. It’s supposed to snow again this afternoon and stick through Monday.”


    Liz’s eyes opened wide. “No school Monday?”


    Hayden laughed. “They won’t announce until Sunday night at the earliest, but we’re snowed in today. I think we should get dressed and go play.”


    “You want me to freeze my ass off in the snow?”


    “I like your ass. You’d better not do anything to it.”


    “You’re the one who wants me to risk it in the cold.”


    Hayden shook his head. “You really don’t do well with cold, do you?”


    “Not at all.”


    “We’ll layer you up. You can wear some of my ski gear.”


    The exuberance on his face at the prospect of playing outside in the snow won her over. She wasn’t a fan, but she was sure it would be better to be out there freezing with him than inside refusing him something he clearly enjoyed.


    So Liz threw on layer after layer of clothing, several pairs of socks under her boots, and then Hayden added gloves, a scarf, and an oversize beanie. She felt ridiculous, but she was practically sweating inside, so maybe it would do in the cold.


    They walked out the back door and were hit with a bitter wind. Liz shivered despite the layers.


    “My nose is cold,” she murmured under her breath.


    Hayden heard and just laughed as he stomped out through the snow.


    Liz surveyed Hayden’s backyard. It was small, since it was just a college house that dead-ended into a wooded lot. The surrounding houses had fences built around their backyards, so Hayden’s looked partially enclosed. Everything in sight had a layer of soft white snow on it. Hayden’s footprints were the only things that marred the picturesque view.


    “Hey,” Hayden called.


    When Liz turned toward him, she got a snowball right to her side. She grunted on impact and then gasped. “I can’t believe you. Jerk!”


    Another snowball hit her and she glared at him before reaching down to grab a fistful for herself. She chucked it his direction, missing him by a few feet, and he laughed at her.


    “Come on. You can do better than that,” he said, throwing another snowball at her.


    She lobbed another misguided snowball his way and growled in frustration. “If I had a tennis racket, I would kick your ass,” she yelled, stomping out through the snow toward him.


    Liz managed to duck his next throw and scooped up a heap of snow, ran, and tossed all of it into his face. Hayden cried out and feverishly tried to brush the snow off of his skin. Some of it was ducking under his shirt and he hopped up and down as the cold slithered down his chest.


    “You’re going to get it for that,” he said, wrapping his arms around her waist and pulling her in close.


    Liz stood on her tiptoes and kissed his cold lips. “I’m already freezing because of you,” she said softly.


    “No, you’re not. Forget about it. We still need to make a snowman and snow angels and build an igloo.”


    “I am not building an igloo,” she said with a shake of her head. “You’re nuts.” She turned to head back inside. No way could she stand the cold much longer. Her nose was already an ice cube and she hadn’t even been out that long.


    Hayden grabbed her arm and stopped her progression. “You can’t leave already. At least help me with the snowman,” he pleaded. His eyes were wide and almost green in the light. His cheeks and nose were flushed pink, and the corners of his mouth tugged up into a smile.


    “How do you do that?” she asked.


    “Do what?”


    “Win.”


    “I always win,” he said. “What did I win?”


    “Where do we start on the snowman?” she grumbled.


    The afternoon disappeared in the blink of an eye. One minute they were building a lopsided snowman with a pickle for a nose and Oreos for eyes, having a snowball fight, and finding enough extra space to create snow angels. The next minute Hayden was helping her peel off her wet outer layers of clothing while she desperately tried to bring feeling back into her fingers and toes.


    Snow started to fall again as Liz snuggled up next to Hayden on the couch. The fire was roaring before them and each had a mug of hot chocolate cooling on the coffee table. They popped in a movie and Liz nestled deeper under the mountain of blankets they had dragged from the closet. Hayden stroked her hair softly and Liz fought sleep.


    Despite what had happened last night and how awkward the morning had been, she felt content. She couldn’t remember the last time she had been so happy and satisfied. She didn’t need anything else in that moment but Hayden’s arm wrapped around her while she was lying back against his chest.


    She felt peaceful, as if all her concerns had momentarily vanished and she was awash with a newfound belief in her own relationship. She fit with Hayden as perfectly as she did in his arms. It all just made sense.


    Hayden’s lips found her ear and kissed softly down to her earlobe. He sucked it into his mouth and she breathed out heavily, her body instantly pushing back against his on the couch. His hand trailed lightly down her side as his mouth moved to kiss along the gentle curve of her neck.


    Liz’s heart picked up tempo quickly. The sleep she had been fighting to hold back disappeared entirely when his hand skimmed the front of her pants. Her body arched against him, urging him to continue. Taking her invitation, he delved beneath the material and slid his finger against the soft material of her thong. Liz swallowed hard, unable to keep her breathing under control. His finger brushed against her clit and she moaned in the back of her throat.


    Ignoring the desperate bucking of her hips to get him to return to that spot, he ran his hand slowly up her right thigh and then the left. Her body arched against him. She was already turned on from his teasing kisses against her neck and the way he was moving his hands just out of reach.


    Then he was there, slipping his finger under her thong and swiping it against her already wet lips. Fuck! How was she so turned on? She could feel the beginning of an orgasm already rippling through her body, but with those teasing touches, Hayden could hold her off as long as he kept it up.


    He circled her sensitive area with his thumb and she dropped her head back. Her eyes closed of their own accord. All she could think about was how close she was. She wouldn’t even need his tongue at this point. If he just put his fingers up in her, she would find the release she so desperately craved.


    “Hayden,” she murmured as he kept up the gentle swirling motion. “Fuck! I’m so close. Finger me.”


    He turned his head toward her and they started kissing just as he plunged two fingers deep inside of her. She gasped at the feel of him, and he used the opportunity to stick his tongue inside her mouth. They kissed as he started to move in and out while continuing to press her toward the edge. Her body shuddered from the pressure as a climax hit her and she clenched around his fingers.


    “You’re kind of hot when you tell me what to do,” he whispered against her neck.


    Liz smiled lazily and adjusted how she was sitting. Her ass rubbed against his dick and her breath caught. Shit! He wasn’t kidding. He was rock-hard through his pants.


    She rolled over to face him and started kissing him again. Her hand moved into his pants. She gripped his dick in her hand and he groaned her name. It was seductive—she really fucking liked the way he said Lizzie. She pumped her hand up and down a few times before brushing her thumb against the tip. He responded instantly, bucking against her hand.


    Bending down, Liz started pulling his pants off his hips and down his legs. Then her mouth found the tip and she swished her tongue along the sensitive skin. She brought him all the way into her mouth and then started up a rhythm—in then out, swish, in and out. His body responded wonderfully to the way she pulled all the way back and then wrapped her lips around him until they met the base. He must have been really fucking turned on, because his body was already telling her that he was close.


    “Lizzie,” he said, stilling her where she sat.


    She almost ignored him, but something in his voice made her pull back.


    When their eyes met, he smiled with a knowing glint in his eye. Then he rolled her over on the couch until her body was pressed underneath. He pulled her pants down her legs so she was lying before him in just her underwear, and then started grinding against her.


    Her legs came up immediately to wrap around his waist as he thrust forward against the thin material of her thong. She was soaking through from her earlier orgasm and all she could think about at this point was the way his dick was rubbing up against her.


    “Hayden,” she moaned, her eyes closing as the material shifted and he slid against bare skin. Oh God! She could not contain how badly she wanted him in that moment, and she didn’t want to. Her fingers brushed at the side of her underwear. He seemed to understand her meaning. He yanked them to the floor, found a condom, and rolled it on.


    She brought her hips back up to meet him, so ready to feel him. Her body was shaking with the anticipation.


    He moved his cock down before her opening and she whimpered. Four months. She had waited four months. An interminable period of time. She wanted him to take her. She wanted to be his, mind, body, and soul.


    His eyes met her for approval and she lifted her hips to meet him in response. Then he slid easily deep into her.


    Hayden felt amazing. Perfect. Just as she had always expected him to. And the moment was right. Perfect. Just as she had always wanted it to be with him.


    He started up a slow rhythm, feeling her walls expand to let him fill her and then pulling back out. Then he thrust back into her over and over and over again. She could feel her body crumbling, falling apart, giving in to Hayden’s every movement. Her breathing was uneven and her mind blissfully empty, save for the passion and energy radiating from her and the need she felt for this man.


    Liz met him for each stroke, but both of them were already so close. She could feel her body tightening around him each time, aching to let loose. She opened her mouth to tell him how close she was and then she exploded around him, her lower half pulsing around his cock. Hayden’s entire body shuddered and then he came deep inside of her.


    He dropped forward and rested his head on her shoulder. Neither one could even begin to try for coherent speech. All Liz could think about was how incredible that had felt.


    She knew this changed everything.


    But she was glad for the change. Finally glad for the change.


    

  


  
    Chapter 9


    Q&A


    A month after the snow day, Liz sat in front of a crowded auditorium for the first-ever colloquium on political journalism at UNC. Today was the big day that she and Professor Mires had been working toward all year. A year of work culminated in one day of activity, and all Liz could think about was the fact that she had to give a speech. Her palms were sweating, her throat felt as if she had swallowed a bottle of cotton balls¸ and her wavy blond hair was sticking to the back of her neck. She hated public speaking. Hated it. She always had.


    That was part of the reason she wanted to be a reporter. She was fantastic one-on-one or even in a crowd of reporters, and even better on paper. But she hadn’t signed up to speak in front of a large group of people and have them all stare at her. She had purposely avoided broadcast journalism, because she would rather be behind the camera than in front of it. How did people become so comfortable doing this?


    She was about to present her research with Professor Mires to a roomful of distinguished professors in their fields, some prominent reporters for big newspapers, and who knew who else could be in attendance. She thought she might be sick.


    Sure, she knew the education policy material like no other, and she had worked her ass off to make everything perfect, but she still felt like a really small fish here. It was a feeling that she didn’t like.


    “Okay. Let’s get started,” Professor Mires said, quieting the room. “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you so much for attending this panel in undergraduate research. I would like to start off this session with one of my own students, Miss Liz Dougherty. She will be presenting her paper, ‘Education Policy and New Media in Political Journalism,’ to you today. Take the floor, Liz.”


    “Thank you, Dr. Mires,” Liz said. She stood demurely and smoothed out her knee-length cream pencil dress, which belted around the middle with a black buckle. She had taken off her matching black blazer, because the room was warm enough without her freaking out. Her black heels clicked across the hardwood floor as she took the stage. Her eyes roamed the room, but she took it all in in a haze.


    Somehow she started speaking. The words tumbled out of her mouth in coherent sentences that made the people sitting in the room nod their heads along with her. A few older gentlemen in the middle stared stonily up at her and she quickly averted her gaze. She hoped they always looked pissed off and weren’t angry about her presentation.


    She had a fifteen-minute time slot, and when she reached the halfway point, Dr. Mires gave her a reassuring smile. It eased more of the tension off of her shoulders and she barreled forward. She could do this. She didn’t want to do it every day or anything, but she was doing all right so far.


    The door at the back of the room opened and Liz’s eyes flicked up to the interruption in her speech.


    Brady Maxwell walked into the room.


    Her tongue tied, her face flushed, and she stood in front of everyone like a blubbering idiot. He closed the door quietly and stood in the back of the auditorium, his arms crossed, leaning against the back wall.


    She couldn’t believe he had come to her panel. She knew that he was going to be at the colloquium for a politicians’ roundtable this afternoon, but she had expected him to attend his event and then be gone.


    But no. Brady was currently in the room for her presentation.


    Fuck.


    Her memory did not do justice to the man. Even at this distance she could see the contours of his face, the sleek three-piece suit, the confident attitude, those dark brown eyes. Okay ... maybe she couldn’t see those, but her imagination sure filled in the details.


    What the hell had she been talking about before this?


    Education policy. Right.


    Liz broke eye contact with Brady across the room and looked down at the paper she was clutching in her hands with a death grip. She took a moment to collect herself. She knew Brady was watching her. She could feel his eyes all over her, and she felt vulnerable and exposed. How long in her dark times after walking away had she imagined him coming to find her and begging for her to come back? How many times had she thought about that beautiful face, reconstructing it in her mind? How many times had she wanted those eyes on her, assessing her, judging her, loving her?


    No. Christ, she couldn’t go there today. She couldn’t love Brady today. She couldn’t love him ever again. She had buried those feelings, buried them in that dark, dank place that she would never be able to access. A drum beat a fast rhythm in her chest as she tried to regain her bearings.


    She just had to get through this presentation. Then she could freak out. She could hold it together until then.


    Liz cleared her throat and looked back up at her audience. “As I was saying, our education policy as it stands needs to be revamped. Students are skimming by, learning only to take a test, not to think for themselves. Several studies have shown that previous generations performed better in college when the emphasis was on forward thinking and not test taking.”


    She went through the next few slides, detailing the work of political scientists and journalists who had looked at education policy more closely. Then she outlined her own findings and conclusions about the role of social media and how journalism could improve and refocus the political agenda.


    “These changes, with the aid of political journalists in the field as well as the support of politicians, could create major improvements not just in secondary education, but on up through the university system.”


    Liz concluded her presentation and then took a seat. She felt like a towel that had just been wrung out.


    Besides her mishap when Brady had walked into the room, she didn’t think the presentation had gone poorly. But Brady hadn’t taken his eyes off of her the entire time. In fact, she had felt like those chocolate-brown eyes that had once made her entire body warm with desire were drilling a hole straight through her body. And she was talking about education policy, of all things. She had always been passionate about it.


    How many times had she argued with Brady about pushing aside education policies that could have benefited the university for some budgetary measure? And she had thought for a long time that he was favoring the donors he so heavily relied on ... that he was doing this for money ... that he just wanted to be in the spotlight. It was a sentiment she had never been able to understand, because she had never wanted those things for herself. But then over time she had realized how wrong she was about Brady.


    Too late now. She had left. He was with someone else. She was with Hayden.


    She didn’t hear the next three presenters as each took up his or her own fifteen-minute slot. She knew what they were discussing because of her assistant work for the colloquium, but the words coming out of their mouths might as well have been gibberish. The only thing she could concentrate on was the person standing stoically in the back of the room.


    “Thank you so much to all of the presenters,” Professor Mires said as the last person finished. The crowd applauded and she waited for the room to quiet down before speaking again. “All the students have worked tremendously hard, and we appreciate the effort. Since we have a little extra time, I’d like to open up the floor for questions.”


    A few hands were raised and Dr. Mires called on people. Liz answered one or two questions, as did everyone else. Answering questions definitely wasn’t as hard as giving her speech, though as a reporter she was used to firing them off.


    Then she saw a hand rise in the back of the room and her heart stopped beating. What could Brady possibly have to ask? Was it even kosher for him to ask a question?


    “Congressman Maxwell,” Professor Mires called. She sounded surprised. Liz doubted she had been expecting a politician to ask a question.


    All eyes turned to stare at him. If they were all as surprised as Dr. Mires was then they didn’t show it.


    “Yes, I have a question for Miss Dougherty,” Brady said formally.


    “By all means.”


    “As I’m a current member of the Education Committee in Congress,” Brady began, his voice smooth and strong, “what would you personally say from your research is the most important factor for me to take back to D.C. regarding education?”


    Liz’s stomach dropped out. He was on the education committee? She hadn’t been following his progression in Congress at all. She had been purposely avoiding it at all costs. She didn’t want to know what he was up to and torture herself any more than she already was.


    But what would a man who had balanced the budget in the North Carolina State Legislature, whose father was head of the budget committee in the Senate, be doing sitting on an education board? She knew that freshman Congressmen were placed wherever more senior members chose, but this was Brady. His father’s name alone would have moved him up the ranks.


    And it certainly wasn’t his specialty. He hadn’t even run on education reform. He worked in real estate, ran his family business, budgeted properties. He wasn’t an educator in the slightest. So then ... why was he working in education?


    It made her want to run back to her computer and look up every single bill that he had been working on to find out what the hell he was up to.


    But first she had to get through his scrutiny.


    What would she tell Brady to take back to D.C.? Christ, what a question!


    Oh, how a part of her wanted to spit back at him not to favor big donor money for budget reforms in place of education policy. Education was a positive speaking point, but it wasn’t something a politician could run on. It didn’t distinguish them. It didn’t make them stand out ... not like balancing a budget in the current fiduciary climate.


    If only Congress would make education a priority instead of a backdrop, then they could begin to see improvements to the system. But she couldn’t say that to him. She couldn’t throw words she had spoken to him last summer back in his face like this in public. She couldn’t let her answer to the question be personal. Wasn’t that what Dr. Mires had been trying to instill into Liz’s work all last summer?


    “Thank you for that question, Congressman Maxwell,” Liz said formally.


    They were staring at each other across the room, and she felt her cheeks heating. His face was a mask of indifference, and she was dying to know what he was thinking right now.


    “I believe there are probably several answers to this question. Education policy, as you know, is multifaceted and should be addressed as such. So I believe that the strongest thing you should take back to D.C. would be to focus on policy that treats students as individuals. So often they are lost in the standardized tests and labeled as a number, a score; you lose the individual. Finding a way to treat education reform both systematically as well as on an individual level would be a step in the right direction, in my opinion.”


    Her voice wasn’t even shaky when she finished. Because by the end it felt as if it were only she and Brady in the room and she was telling him all over again why this was important to her. The faintest of smiles crossed his gorgeous face before it fell away.


    “Thank you, Miss Dougherty. I’ll take that into consideration,” he said formally.


    And then as easily as he had walked into the room, he slipped back out. Liz was left reeling.


    The panel concluded without fanfare and everyone filed out. Dr. Mires pulled Liz aside with a congratulatory pat on the back. She knew how much Liz disliked public speaking.


    “I have some people I want you to meet,” she said, directing her to the back of the room.


    Two women and a man stood in a cluster with their heads ducked together, and Dr. Mires guided Liz straight to them.


    “Lynda,” a woman greeted Dr. Mires. She was a few inches shorter than Liz, with hair graying at the temples even though she didn’t look that old. She had keen eyes and a sharp smile. She was someone who wasn’t imposing until you caught a glimpse of those eyes, and then they cut you straight through.


    “Nancy. It’s so good to see you.”


    The two women greeted each other with a warm handshake.


    “Bob. Susan,” Professor Mires said, acknowledging the other two people. Bob was tall and lanky, with an air of importance to him that matched his black suit. Susan was the youngest of the bunch, no more than ten years older than Liz. She had short straight hair cut with sharp bangs and she tapped her foot incessantly. “This is my student Liz Dougherty. She’s the one I’ve been telling you about.”


    Liz turned to look at Dr. Mires, slightly slack-jawed. She had been talking to people about her?


    “Pleasure to meet you,” Nancy said first, shaking hands just as warmly. “It’s always good to meet one of Lynda’s students.”


    “Pleasure is all mine,” Liz said automatically, shaking hands with the others as well.


    “Liz, Nancy is a senior editor for the New York Times. We went to college together at Columbia. Bob works for the Washington Post. You’ve spent, what, fifteen years reporting there?” Dr. Mires asked.


    He nodded and shrugged. “Twelve.”


    “And Susan here works for USA Today. Before that she was several years at the Chicago Tribune. She was also one of my students,” Dr. Mires explained cordially.


    Liz smiled on the outside while on the inside she was freaking out. First Brady. Now this. Holy shit! She was meeting people who worked her dream jobs. She would kill to get a job at the Times or the Washington Post. And Dr. Mires was introducing her to these people as if it were no big deal. In fact, as she looked at Professor Mires, she realized it was no big deal to her. These were her colleagues, her friends, her students. These were the people she was introducing to Liz because Liz was also all of those things.


    Liz wanted to be a reporter, and as her advisor, Dr. Mires was ensuring that she didn’t just become a reporter, but a damn good one.


    “Liz, why don’t you come to lunch with us and discuss your work and future aspirations? I’m sure my colleagues would be able to point you in the right direction for your scholarship internship hours next year,” Professor Mires said.


    “Oh yes, we’re always happy to meet with Lynda’s students,” Nancy said.


    “I would love to join you. Thank you,” Liz responded. She felt as if all the pieces to her life were falling into place in this moment, and it felt incredible.
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    Liz knew that she shouldn’t go to the politicians’ panel. She should find something else to do with her time. She had just had lunch with Dr. Mires, Nancy, Bob, and Susan. They had all been interested in her work on the paper and her interests in political journalism. They had even given her their business cards and told her to keep in touch. It was definitely a step in the right direction. Walking into the politicians’ panel was the exact opposite of that.


    But she couldn’t stay away from Brady ... not when the opportunity to see him was staring her in the face.


    Extra credit was being offered to most of the journalism classes for attendance, and when Liz ducked into the back of the room, she picked out a ton of her classmates and a large chunk of the newspaper staff.


    Liz plopped down into the seat next to Massey with a sigh. She hadn’t seen Hayden all day and prayed that he wouldn’t show up to this. She knew that he had class most of the day and his electives wouldn’t let him out for the presentations. They didn’t care that he got extra credit that he in all honesty didn’t need in classes other than their own. He thought it was pretty ridiculous, considering he would be graduating in less than two months. Her heart stopped at the thought, and she pushed it away. She could clam up about graduation until it got closer.


    Her thoughts trailed off as a side door opened and Brady walked into the room. He took a seat and she couldn’t even remember what she had been thinking.


    Massey’s sharp intake of breath was enough for Liz to know that she had noticed how fucking attractive he was. “Holy shit!” she squealed in Liz’s ear. “He’s so hot.”


    Liz nodded.


    “Oh, please, just because you have Hayden doesn’t mean you can deny pure male attractiveness. You guys aren’t perfect enough for that.”


    Liz swallowed. “I didn’t deny anything.” And she couldn’t. She couldn’t even pull her eyes from his face.


    She had missed him.


    Christ, she wasn’t going to think about that.


    “Why is he a politician? He can just come right over to get work done in my bed,” Massey said with her sorority-girl giggle. “I promise we’ll be more effective than Congress, baby.”


    Her friends next to her snorted through their laughter, and professors turned around to give them nasty looks. It just made them laugh louder.


    “I’ll avoid a government shutdown, if you know what I mean,” she said, nudging Liz.


    “That doesn’t even make sense,” Liz said, allowing herself to laugh a little.


    “Whatever. I’d do it for that body.”


    “You’re ridiculous.”


    “I feel a little bad for Savannah. Having a brother that hot must suck,” Massey whispered, glancing around to see if Savannah was in attendance. Liz hadn’t seen her all day. Liz wondered if she was hiding out because her dad and brother were here.


    “I doubt she even notices.”


    Massey rolled her eyes. “Puh-lease.”


    The room quieted down as Dr. Mires stood to begin the roundtable. The main topic was the November election. Each politician gave their thoughts on what had happened, the role of the media in the election, and their early projections for the presidential election next November.


    As much as it pained her to think about Brady, she was glad that Hayden wasn’t here to witness it. He read her like an open book. She couldn’t hide what was warring inside of her. She couldn’t lie to him, and she wasn’t ready to tell him. She wasn’t sure she would ever be ready for that.


    It wasn’t as bad as Liz thought it was going to be. Brady didn’t look in her direction once ... if he even knew that she was there. It hurt, of course. But really it was for the best. She certainly wasn’t going to ask him a question during the Q&A.


    “What do you think about asking, boxers or briefs?” Massey leaned in and asked.


    Liz swallowed. She had some firsthand experience with the answer to that question. It made color rush to her cheeks.


    “Oh my God, Lizzie,” she joked. “I’m not actually going to ask him that. I’m not that embarrassing!”


    Liz just shook her head and tried to hide her own embarrassment. Somehow Massey managed to pull herself together to get a question out to Brady.


    “Congressman Maxwell,” she said.


    Brady looked over in their direction and Liz felt his eyes flicker over her face. Her heart stopped as her blue eyes met the dark depths of his chocolaty brown ones. She felt her world spin in that one look before he passed over her and turned to address Massey.


    Liz didn’t even hear the question. Massey had it written down, so Liz could grab it from her later ... and it probably wouldn’t be essential to include in her report anyway. But all she could see were memories flashing before her eyes. The lake house, Fourth of July, the moment he slid his key into her hand, the feel of his hands on her body, the sound of his voice when he said that he loved her. It all came rushing back so perfectly.


    She thought about the chain sitting in her jewelry box on her dresser and the meaning of each of those charms inside the locket: an airplane, the number four, a key, and the November birthstone. Brady had given it to her on the beach in Hilton Head as a gift, maybe even a promise of a future that they had never had. She had worn it every day for months. She never took the damn thing off except to shower. Even then she felt lost without it. But after the election she had forced herself to stop wearing it. It didn’t make any difference. In that moment, she wished desperately that she was wearing it. Her eyes stung as she fought to hold back her tears.


    She hadn’t felt like this in months. The last time had been when she found out about Brady’s new girlfriend, and before that New Year’s. She had moved on. But then why did she feel as if she was being torn to pieces with just one lingering look?


    The panel concluded and Liz numbly followed Massey out of the auditorium. She was hanging with a group of sorority girls Liz didn’t really fit in with, but the benefit of that was that she didn’t have to say anything. They carried on the conversation just fine without any input.


    The lobby of the campus conference center was full of people milling around after that last panel. There were two more panels after it, but Liz had assumed they would be smaller. A lot of the students wouldn’t be attending them. Liz was only going because she had helped Dr. Mires put the entire thing on, so she didn’t think she would be able to sneak away.


    Liz caught sight of a head of long dark hair and smiled. Savannah. So she was here. Ever since the day that Liz had told her that she had actually voted for Brady, things had been different between them. Both girls had relaxed around each other at work and the few occasions when they hung out. Liz found that she actually liked Savannah best of anyone else at the paper. They had similar work ethics, and each was more determined than the other to prove herself.


    Liz waved to her as she walked over to where Savannah was standing. “Hey, I didn’t see you in there.”


    Savannah shrugged. “I’ve heard them speak a million times. I didn’t need to hear this one.”


    “You didn’t miss much. It was pretty boring,” she said softly.


    “Oh, I figured. Brady said at lunch that it was going to be.”


    Liz breathed in and out as slowly as possible. Of course Savannah had lunch with her brother while he was in town. Nothing to freak out about.


    “Well, he was right.” As always.


    “Hey, I’m glad I ran into you. What are you doing for dinner tonight?” Savannah asked.


    “Um ... I don’t know. Why?”


    “Want to come with me? I’ll pick you up and everything.”


    “Are you asking me on a date, Savannah?” Liz asked with a half laugh. “You’re not really my type.”


    “Okay, it’s super secret. Like, don’t even tell Hayden about it. Just tell him you’re going out with me, but we’ll have a good time, okay?”


    “I haven’t even agreed,” Liz said, her interest piqued.


    “Oh, did you not? I didn’t notice. I’ll come get you around eight,” Savannah told her.


    “All right,” Liz said with a shrug.


    “Brady’s going to be out in a second. Want me to introduce you two?” she asked. “I know you guys met on campaign, but I’ll introduce you to the real Brady Maxwell. He’s actually not as stuck up as he looks.” Savannah giggled and started dragging her across the room.


    “Oh, no, Savannah ... that’s okay. We’ve ... we’ve already met. It’s, um ... really not necessary,” Liz stammered out.


    “Come on. It’s just my brother. He doesn’t bite.”


    Liz disagreed. He most certainly did bite ...


    “Oh, there he is,” Savannah said, just as Brady walked out of a back door from the auditorium. “I had a feeling he’d come this way.”


    “Oh,” was all Liz managed to get out as she stared at Brady standing there talking to his father. She felt as if her legs were made of lead and she wasn’t sure how she was dragging them along.


    “Brady!” Savannah called as they approached.


    His eyes snapped up to Savannah and he smiled. She knew that smile. God, how many times had she seen him look that happy? He loved his sister. They were really two peas in a pod. And then he saw Liz walking next to her and the smile dropped off of his face. Her legs didn’t just feel like lead then; her whole body felt like lead, sinking straight to the bottom of the ocean.


    Savannah pulled Liz along behind her and kept that smile on her face. “Brady, this is my friend Liz. I work with her on the paper. She was my boss during the campaign. I don’t know if I mentioned her.”


    Brady swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “I don’t think you did.” He seemed to have composed himself, but his eyes were still hard. She felt two feet tall in the shadow of that gaze. Then he stuck his hand out. “Brady Maxwell. I believe we met on campaign. Yes?”


    “We did,” she whispered, nodding. She took his hand in hers. Sparks flew as if someone had struck a match between them. It jolted her, and she actually jumped a little on contact. He took in a deep, even breath and then quickly dropped her hand.


    “How nice to meet you again,” he said, that campaign mask firmly in place. She wouldn’t be seeing her Brady the rest of the conversation. Not that anything about him was hers anymore. “How was the rest of the campaign?”


    Liz felt the weight of that question to her very core. “Same old, same old. It took forever to get to November,” she all but whispered. “Congratulations on your victory.”


    “Thank you. I had a great team behind me. They really believed in me and my vision,” he said, each word stabbing her like a knife wound.


    “That’s very ... fortunate,” she said, not knowing what else to say.


    Savannah smiled, oblivious to the underlying conversation going on between them. “I’m glad I could reintroduce you,” she said brightly. “I know Liz voted for you in the election and spent a lot of time ensuring students on campus voted.”


    “Is that right?” Brady asked, his gaze shifting to Savannah.


    “I know how you like to talk to your constituents,” Savannah said with a pat on his arm, as if he weren’t some big politician. To Savannah he was just her brother. “I’m going to go find Dad. Find me after, Liz, okay?”


    Savannah traipsed away to find her father before Liz could say anything. And then she was left alone with Brady.


    They stood there together awkwardly. How many times had she envisioned what she would say when she finally saw him? How many times had she thought that she would beg his forgiveness, yell at him for never coming after her, throw herself at him? But none of those things happened. They just stared at each other.


    Liz knew that she should say something. She even opened her mouth. But what could she say? They were so far removed from where they had been last August. She just wanted to apologize, to explain, but she couldn’t. Not here. Not like this.


    “There you are,” Liz heard from behind her. Her stomach sank. Shit.


    She broke Brady’s gaze and turned to see Hayden walking toward her. He was in a navy sport jacket and khakis with a striped shirt underneath. His hair was perfectly tousled and his hazel eyes were almost green as he smiled at her.


    He walked right up to her and kissed her softly on the lips. She didn’t think she even responded.


    “Hey, Lizzie,” he said when he pulled back.


    Liz stepped away from him, feeling terrible at the realization that Brady was watching. Fuck.


    “Um, hey,” she said awkwardly.


    Hayden noticed who she was standing by and straightened up immediately. “Oh, you must be Brady Maxwell,” Hayden said, having the sense to look slightly embarrassed. Though she wondered if he had kissed her on purpose. No. This was Hayden. He didn’t have a bone in his body that wasn’t good and decent.


    “That’s right,” Brady said.


    Hayden thrust his hand out. “Hayden Lane. I’m the editor at the college newspaper.”


    Brady took it, keeping his campaign mask firmly in place, but Liz could see the fire brimming in his eyes as he stared at Hayden. His gaze shifted to Liz and she could see precisely what he was thinking in that moment. You’re with this guy now?


    Brady knew exactly who Hayden was. She had kissed Hayden in D.C. while she had been seeing Brady. Their picture had shown up in the newspaper when school started.


    “Nice to meet you,” Brady responded. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a meeting to get to.”


    And without another second’s pause, Brady turned and walked in the opposite direction. She was left alone with Hayden, but she might as well have been all by herself all over again ... because her heart had been ripped out of her chest with Brady’s departure.


    

  


  
    Chapter 10


    BIN 54


    The rest of the day passed in a blur of Brady Maxwell. It was like the seven months that she had gone without him had just been a haze and those precious moments with him were her clarity. She remembered all too clearly what it felt like to walk through the world feeling as if she had walked out of Technicolor into black and white. That was life with and without Brady.


    By the time she was supposed to meet with Savannah for dinner, Liz was just happy to have an excuse not to have to be around Hayden. He knew she was off. Her focus was shot, and half of the time it felt as if she were listening to him underwater. She told him that she was having dinner with Savannah, which got her raised eyebrows from Hayden.


    “Where are you going?” Hayden asked curiously.


    Liz shrugged. “I don’t know. She just asked if I wanted to go.”


    “Strange.”


    “Is it?” Liz asked, wrapping her arms around her middle. She couldn’t seem to get herself straight.


    “I mean, I know y’all are friends, but I didn’t think you guys really hung out like that.”


    Liz shrugged again. She didn’t know what else to do. “She asked me. I said I’d go.”


    “Are y’all meeting anyone else?” he asked. He seemed to be trying for casual, but they had been together too long for her not to get what he was asking.


    “I don’t think so.” She really had no idea.


    “Not her brother?”


    Liz’s eyes bulged. There was no fucking way that was happening. “No. Why would you think that?” she sputtered.


    “He was just ... looking at you is all.”


    “People tend to do that when they’re introduced,” Liz said, trying to brush it off.


    “I don’t know,” Hayden said, taking her nonchalance for it not meaning anything. But of course it meant everything. “I’m probably crazy and way off base, but I didn’t really like the way our politician was looking at my girlfriend.” He pulled her into him and kissed the tip of her nose.


    She laughed lightly, hoping that she sounded disbelieving. She was sure she failed, but he couldn’t see her face, so maybe she pulled it off. “We’re talking about a congressman. A man who works for the House of Representatives. I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t look twice at a college reporter. You, Hayden Lane, are just imagining things.”


    There. It was her first direct lie. How had she managed it so flawlessly?


    “Well, you do look pretty gorgeous today.”


    “Thank you,” she said, nuzzling into his chest to hide her face.


    She felt like a total shit. She didn’t deserve him.


    Liz ended the conversation as quickly as she could and hurried back to her house. She had no idea what to wear to dinner tonight. It felt weird obsessing over clothing options just to hang out with Savannah, but she had a pretty kickass style and it made Liz want to dress nice. She decided on a high-waist navy-and-white striped skirt with a navy tank top tucked into it. She paired it with a pair of brown sling-back platforms that made her calves look killer.


    For a second she thought about pulling out Brady’s necklace and wearing it, but it felt too strange. She had put it away for a reason. One afternoon in his presence wasn’t going to change that reason.


    Savannah showed up just after eight o’clock in her shiny BMW. Liz was out the door before her friend even got out of her car. Victoria was on a date with Duke Fan and she wouldn’t be home until later, so Liz locked the house up tight. She teetered to the car in her heels and then sat down in the passenger seat.


    Liz felt better about her choices after assessing Savannah’s outfit. She was in a knee-length black dress with several strands of pearls and oversize Ray-Bans. Her long dark hair was pulled off of her face into a loose bun at the base of her neck.


    “Are you sure you’re not going into politics?” Liz joked in greeting.


    “Don’t even get me started,” Savannah said, pulling away from the house and off onto Rosemary Street.


    “Where are we going anyway?”


    “Have you ever been to Bin 54?”


    Liz shook her head. “No.”


    “It’s a steakhouse just off of Raleigh Road before Meadowmont.” Meadowmont was a community where groceries, shopping, and fine dining were walkable from the apartments. It was too far away from campus for Liz’s taste, but it was still a nice concept.


    “All right,” Liz said. She wondered what the pricing was going to be on a place like that.


    They drove the ten minutes to the restaurant and Savannah pulled into the parking lot. She took a spot and cut the engine.


    “Okay. So, before we go inside I thought I’d just fill you in on why I’m being so weird and secretive.” Liz arched an eyebrow. “You know I don’t really talk about my family.”


    “Yeah ...”


    “Well, I love them. They’re pretty awesome. But I don’t get to share them with many people because they’re in the spotlight. Since you and I kind of ... I don’t know ... bonded over that fact, I feel like I can trust you.”


    Oh, no.


    “So, don’t take this weird, because my fam is cool, but we’re having dinner with them,” Savannah said quickly.


    Dinner with the Maxwells? Liz was pretty sure that was the worst idea she had ever heard. If it had been awkward to have those few minutes with Brady ... what would a whole dinner be like? And with his parents!


    “You can’t report about it or anything, obviously,” Savannah went on, oblivious. “I just thought it might be cool to have someone else get to know the real me. I kind of feel like you’re the only one who is even close.”


    Liz didn’t know what to say. On one hand she was happy that Savannah trusted her enough to do something like this. On the other hand ... she was freaking the fuck out.


    Did that mean Brady was here? Would she have to sit through dinner with him? Could she pretend not to know him?


    Shit! What if Clay was there? That might be even worse. Not to mention the fact that he knew her as Liz Carmichael. How exactly would she begin to explain that?


    Not good.


    “Liz,” Savannah said, twisting at her ring as she did when she was concerned. “I didn’t mean to freak you out. I can take you back if you want. I just thought ...”


    “It’s okay. Sorry, just had to wrap my mind around meeting someone’s parents,” she said with a laugh that sounded more like a cough. She didn’t want Savannah not to trust her. But she wasn’t sure how to keep that acceptance and still get through the evening.


    “They’re totally chill. I promise,” Savannah said, popping open the driver’s-side door as if that were all settled.


    Well ... great.


    Not seeing another alternative, Liz got out of the car. She smoothed out her skirt and adjusted the shirt she had tucked into the waistband. At least she knew that she looked pretty hot. There was that. She would have probably died if she had shown up wearing jeans to meet Brady’s parents ... to see Brady.


    At least she knew that there was no way in hell that she was going to break Savannah’s confidence, because she most certainly was not going to tell Hayden about this. Especially not after he had sounded kind of jealous about the way Brady had looked at her at the colloquium. She hoped it wasn’t as obvious to everyone else tonight.


    They walked in through the front entrance of Bin 54. The entire restaurant was gorgeous, with elegant circular tables, low lighting with candles, and mood-setting red walls. Savannah gave her name to the hostess and she directed them down to a private dining room in the wine cellar. The walls were lined with bottles and bottles of expensive wine, and in the heart of the room was a long rustic wooden table set for ten with large black chairs. Candles littered the cellar, casting a soft glow around the room.


    Everyone else was already seated when Liz and Savannah entered. Liz braced herself for the look that Brady was about to send her way, but he didn’t glance at her when she walked into the room. He was deeply engrossed in conversation with the person sitting next to him, and Liz was glad that he didn’t see her when she got a glimpse of the people in attendance.


    Despite the fact that she knew that it wasn’t just some big publicity stunt and Heather had all but confirmed that Brady was in fact dating the girl he kept popping up in pictures with, she hadn’t truly believed it until the moment that she saw Brady sitting next to her, chatting with her, laughing with his parents.


    Liz felt her already fragile heart drop out of her chest and watched as Brady stomped on it. She knew it was ridiculous to feel like that, but she couldn’t help it. She had walked out. She was the one who had let him go. But she truthfully hadn’t believed their relationship would go anywhere past that summer. She hadn’t wanted him to have to choose between her and the campaign. He couldn’t give up his career for her, and she couldn’t let him be the one to choose his career instead.


    But she hadn’t ever wanted to be in this position. To meet the new girlfriend.


    Her throat was dry. Her fingers felt tingly. She wasn’t going to cry. No, this wasn’t that kind of moment. This moment wasn’t one to be mad or sad or pitch a fit. She couldn’t even muster those emotions. The only thing she felt was the one thing that she had never wanted to feel: regret.


    “Hey, y’all,” Savannah called, drawing everyone’s attention to her with a wave.


    Here goes nothing.


    “This is my friend Liz Dougherty. She works with me at the paper,” Savannah said as an introduction.


    Brady turned around so slowly that if she didn’t know better she would have thought he was uninterested. But instead she could just tell he was struggling for control. His eyes met hers across the room and she managed a smile without thinking about it. He looked so fucking gorgeous. It seriously was heart-stopping ... if she’d still had a heart.


    He didn’t smile back. He looked at her as if he was asking, What the fuck are you doing here?


    “Come on; you can sit by me,” Savannah said, taking a seat.


    Liz followed behind her and sat down in the last open spot ... directly across from Brady. The only positive to this entire thing was that Clay wasn’t here. Only good thing she could think of at the moment.


    Besides the Maxwells and Erin, there were four people she didn’t recognize at all. Family friends, or maybe another politician or something if she had to guess.


    “Liz, these are my parents,” Savannah said, pointing them out. “And I already introduced you to Brady earlier.” Liz didn’t even glance over at him. She couldn’t. “This is his girlfriend, Erin.”


    She did assess his girlfriend, though. Judged her was more like it. Liz couldn’t tell how tall she was, but she guessed a bit taller than her by the pictures she had seen. She looked classy in a red dress with gold buttons up the front and a gold belt at her waist. Her hair looked like a freaking Disney princess—long, dark, curling at the ends, shiny, silky smooth, with all sorts of luscious body. She had almond-shaped dark brown eyes lined in onyx, and perfectly curled black eyelashes. Her lips were on the thin side, but whatever dark pink lipstick she was wearing didn’t make them stand out as much. Her skin was tan as if she lived at the beach, but Liz knew that she didn’t ... so it must be fake. Unless Brady was taking her to the lake house ... or the beach.


    Whoa. She needed to stop that train of thought right now.


    Liz tore her eyes away from Erin.


    “These are the Atwoods. Close family friends,” Savannah explained, gesturing to the couple seated at the opposite end of the table. Liz couldn’t figure out why Atwood sounded familiar. “Matthew and Lisa.” Savannah pointed out the parents, then gestured at the brother and sister. “Lucas and Alice.”


    Lucas was seated next to Savannah and looked about Savannah’s age. He was handsome in an unconventional way: tall with a kind of lanky frame and overgrown hair. He looked as if he would be more comfortable in athletic gear than the sport coat he was wearing. His sister, Alice, looked as if she was in middle school or at the oldest a freshman in high school. She seemed lost in her own world and twirled her honey-blond curls around her finger the whole time.


    “I thought Chris was coming,” Savannah said, addressing Matthew and Lisa.


    But Brady answered. “He’s still in New York. Couldn’t get away from work for the weekend.”


    Click. Chris was Brady’s best friend. He was the only other person who knew that Liz and Brady had been together last summer. She had gone with him to one of Brady’s galas and he had engineered for her and Brady to be alone together afterward. These were Chris’s parents, his brother and sister. It made sense why they were best friends—the two men had grown up together.


    “That sucks,” Savannah said sullenly. She really looked like the baby of the family in that moment. As if with her family she could ease into the person she always had been instead of the person she pretended to be in public. She clearly did trust Liz to see the real her if she had half as many of the precautions built up around herself that Brady had.


    Personally, Liz was glad that Chris wasn’t there. She didn’t want to deal with his knowing looks any more than Clay’s.


    The waitress appeared shortly after introductions. Liz ordered a glass of water. There was no way she was going to drink in front of Brady’s parents. She was sitting directly across from him and she couldn’t even look at him. She didn’t trust herself to drink.


    Brady’s father ordered red wine for the table anyway. Liz almost groaned, but instead she just smiled like a gracious guest. One glass. No more than one glass.


    “So, Liz,” Brady’s father addressed her, “Savannah says you work with her on the paper. How did you get into that?”


    Now she wished that she had the wine in front of her so that she had something for her hands to do. Instead she put on an easy smile and tried to remain casual. “Well, I decided a long time ago I wanted to be a reporter. My mom works for the state of Florida and my father is a professor at South Florida, and they always had an interest in politics. So I guess I got that from them,” she said. She knew she was rambling about a simple question, but she didn’t know where to stop. “I joined the paper when I got to school.”


    “Are you a senior?” Brady’s mother asked.


    “Junior. I graduate next year,” she said softly. Her eyes drifted up to Brady’s for the first time since she started talking. Separated by another year of school.


    “Don’t let Liz fool you into thinking she’s just someone at the paper. She ran the campaign division and is going to be editor next year,” Savannah explained. “She organized the colloquium y’all were at this afternoon.”


    “Really?” Brady asked. Neither of them had pulled their eyes from each other, and Liz knew it was dangerous to address him directly.


    “Yeah ... I did.”


    “That’s a major accomplishment,” Erin said cheerfully. Liz glanced over at her to see if there was any malice on her face, but of course there wasn’t. Erin didn’t know who she was.


    “Thank you.”


    “How did you get a job like that?” Erin asked.


    Liz cleared her throat. “Last summer when I was following the campaign, I worked with my major professor to improve my writing. She liked the transformation I made over the summer so much that she offered me the job.”


    A muscle in Brady’s jaw tensed at the mention of last summer. She didn’t blame him. She hadn’t even meant to bring it up, but it had just slipped out.


    “What do you do, Erin?” Liz asked quickly as the rest of the table broke into their own side conversations. She would do anything not to directly address Brady again.


    “I’m a morning anchor for Baltimore Mornings on channel 11,” Erin said with a smile that showed exactly why she was an anchor at such a young age.


    Broadcast news. Not something Liz had ever been interested in. Of course, Baltimore Mornings sounded more like a morning talk show than a news program.


    “That’s how we met, actually,” Erin said, placing her hand on top of Brady’s and lacing their fingers together.


    Liz sat ramrod straight as she watched Brady turn to look at Erin and smile. Liz didn’t know how to deal with all of this. She was just ready to leave. Her wine couldn’t have come at a better time. She took a long gulp to avoid speaking further.


    Erin seemed to want to tell the story anyway. “Brady worked with my father in the North Carolina state legislature, which is how I got the contact to interview him over Christmas on my morning talk show.” Erin’s smile brightened as she talked. Liz’s diminished.


    “Didn’t I tell you it wasn’t a newsworthy story?” Savannah said, nudging Liz. Liz hadn’t even realized that Savannah had been paying attention. She had been talking to Lucas nonstop.


    Brady arched an eyebrow, and Liz just opened and closed her mouth like a fish flopping around out of the water.


    “Definitely a story we don’t want in the news!” Erin said with a giggle. “It seems everything is in the news. I feel like relationships should kind of be off-limits. I don’t see why it matters that Brady and I are together. But I don’t think it’s been too bad. Do you?”


    “No,” Brady said. His voice came out easy and confident. Another mask. “I don’t think it’s been too bad being out in the open like this. I’d never want to hide a relationship anyway.”


    Liz’s blood boiled at the blatant lie. She wanted to stab him with her fork. He was the one who had wanted to hide their fucking relationship in the first place.


    He could probably see her seething at the comment, because he sent her the first fucking gorgeous smirk since they had seen each other this afternoon. It only made her want to lunge across the table more. She would throttle him before the end of the night. She was sure of it.


    “Erin handles the spotlight like a pro. Don’t you, baby?”


    Oh, fuck, no! Was he using the name that he used for Liz on purpose? Two could play at this game.


    “I love the spotlight,” Erin said again with a smile. “I think I always wanted to be an anchor, just like you always wanted to be a reporter, Liz.”


    “That’s wonderful,” Liz said, finishing off her first glass of wine. “Did you two fly here?”


    “Oh, yeah. Into Raleigh,” Erin confirmed.


    “How was the flight? I know there’s been some nasty weather lately. I sometimes get freaked out flying into that,” Liz said boldly.


    Savannah giggled. “Brady has the worst time flying. So I hope that there weren’t any storms.”


    “You have a hard time flying?” Erin asked. Her eyebrows crinkled together in confusion. “I didn’t know that.”


    “I used to have trouble,” Brady corrected quickly. “I don’t have trouble with airplanes anymore. That time in my life has passed.”


    That time in his life had passed. Meaning Liz was out of his life. She understood. She wished it were all that easy. It had taken her forever just to feel as if she could move on to dating ... let alone to anything else with Hayden. God, she hadn’t thought of Hayden since she had walked into the building.


    As frustrated as she was with Brady for goading her, she didn’t want to continue to have painful conversations with him. She would rather pretend he didn’t exist again than to have this pain rush through her body.


    Liz let Savannah and Erin guide the conversation from there. Both she and Brady were relatively quiet, answering questions only when they were asked them. He seemed to have the same idea as Liz. They always had been in tune.


    As much as Liz wanted to hate Erin, the other woman did seem genuinely nice. Besides her work as a morning anchor, she also helped run a charity that benefited inner-city schools in the Baltimore and D.C. area. She had claimed to be a philanthropist at heart, something she said she had cultivated at her time at Brown.


    For all intents and purposes, Erin was exactly the kind of person a young up-and-coming politician should be dating. She was smart, outgoing, successful, charitable, beautiful.


    Dinner was expensive and rather extravagant for a small location in Chapel Hill, but the Maxwells insisted on picking up the entire tab. They ordered another round of wine for the table before finishing up, but Liz declined the drink. She had promised herself only one. Brady still had a glass sitting in front of him untouched, and Erin was on her third or fourth.


    “Savannah,” Liz said, tapping her friend on the shoulder. She was talking to Lucas again feverishly.


    “Yeah?”


    “I have to get home.”


    “Oh, damn, really?” she asked, glancing back at Lucas and biting her lip.


    Shit. How hadn’t Liz noticed before? Savannah liked Chris’s brother. That was what that look meant. Of course, Liz had been a little hung up on Brady, so she hadn’t been paying all that much attention.


    “Yeah. Sorry.”


    “Do you think you could call Hayden to get you?” Savannah asked. “Oh, wait—damn, he’s not supposed to know you’re here.”


    Liz’s eyes found Brady at Savannah’s comment. She could see his ears had perked up at the comment, but he just stared forward as if it didn’t matter to him.


    “I guess we could call a cab or something. I’m not ready to go just yet,” Savannah said, her eyes pleading for understanding.


    “No problem. I’ll just take a cab.”


    “Maybe Brady could take you,” Savannah said, sending her brown eyes over to Brady’s direction.


    Liz’s head snapped to the side. Brady could not drive her home. This was a terrible idea. She couldn’t be alone with him.


    Brady raised his eyebrows at his sister. “Me?”


    “Well, you’re the only one who hasn’t been drinking, and I feel bad making her take a cab,” Savannah said, adding a pouty lip for good measure.


    Brady cleared his throat and turned his attention to Liz. “How far do you live from here?” He already knew the answer.


    Liz bit her lip. What the hell was he thinking? Why would he even act as if he was going to agree? The worst part was she couldn’t even object to him driving her without looking suspicious. “Ten minutes. But really, it’s not necessary. I don’t mind taking a cab.”


    Brady shrugged nonchalantly. “It’s not a problem. I could take you home if you want and then swing back by the restaurant.”


    “Yes!” Savannah rushed out. “That would be perfect. You’re the best older brother ever!”


    Liz opened her mouth to say something and then closed it. Alone with Brady. This could be interesting.


    “Um ... thank you,” she said.


    Brady kissed Erin on the top of her head, and then walked right out of the restaurant with Liz. In public. Together.


    But not together.


    Liz should have picked out his Lexus in the parking lot on the way in, but she hadn’t been paying attention. She walked over to it without his directing her. Her heart was thudding in her chest, and she wasn’t sure what the fuck she was supposed to do. Today was the first day in seven months that she had seen Brady and now she was going to be completely alone with him. Her hands shook as she reached for the door handle. She needed to get herself together if she wanted to get through this car ride.


    After they piled into the car, Brady peeled out of the parking lot. He sat ramrod straight as he turned back toward campus. He didn’t glance in her direction once, but it was clear that there was something on his mind. He hadn’t agreed to drive her home for no reason. She was terrified to know where this was going.


    Liz shifted her gaze to Brady’s face, trying to read him. He was completely stoic and blatantly ignoring her. She opened her mouth to say something and then closed it. She didn’t know what to say. Before today, they hadn’t spoken or seen each other since the day that she had walked out of his primary victory party. Her body was itching to be closer to him, to run her fingers through his hair and feel his lips against her skin. But she knew she couldn’t have any of those things and that she shouldn’t want them.


    And even though they had only the ten minutes alone ... the first ten minutes they’d had alone since August ... neither of them spoke. Liz remembered the time he had come and picked her up to talk about finding her and Hayden on the cover of the newspaper. And if it’s not you, then it doesn’t matter. That was the last time they had been in a car together. Her heart ached just thinking about it. No matter what she did, thinking about Brady and their time together always hurt.


    Brady pulled up in front of her house and put the car into park. The car idled quietly beneath them and still Liz didn’t get out. She knew she needed to say something. Anything. She took a deep breath and drummed up the courage to speak.


    “Brady ... ,” she whispered, finding her voice.


    “I don’t know what you’re trying to accomplish by coming here tonight,” Brady said gruffly, not looking at her across the car.


    “I wasn’t trying to accomplish anything. Savannah just invited me.”


    “Look.” He finally turned and faced her. His eyes were hard, his campaign mask firmly in place. “I don’t know what you thought you could get out of seeing me today, but please don’t come back. You already walked out once. It shouldn’t be hard to do it again.”


    Liz felt the knife twist in her chest as his words issued a death strike. She put her hand over her heart as she felt her body collapse in on itself. Walking out on Brady had been the absolute hardest thing she had ever done in her life. She still couldn’t believe that she had actually done it. But she had. It killed her to hear him say things like that to her.


    It also pissed her off. Those words combined with everything that he had said at dinner tonight just made all of the pent-up anger burst out.


    “I didn’t even fucking know that you were going to be here tonight. If I’d known, I wouldn’t have come at all,” Liz snapped. “Okay? Does that make you feel better?”


    “Much,” he growled.


    “Good. Because the bullshit comments about being happy with having a public relationship and being over airplanes were really just unnecessary.”


    “Oh, and kissing your boyfriend in front of me and bringing up airplanes in the first place wasn’t unnecessary, Liz?” he demanded.


    “You called her baby!”


    “You’re dating the guy you left me for!” he said, reaching out and grasping her shoulders roughly between his hands. Her mouth popped open. She stared up into his big brown eyes and felt her whole world narrow down to this one second. That face, those eyes, those lips. Only inches separating them. It would be so easy to just get swept away by their mounting anger.


    And then the second passed.


    “You should go,” he said, dropping his hands.


    “You’re right.” Her breathing was uneven and her whole body was warm. The places where he had touched her were on fire.


    Liz cracked the door open, stepped out, and turned to go. But then she thought better of it. She turned back around to face Brady.


    “I didn’t leave you for him,” she said softly. “The moment Heather and Elliott told you that you had to ditch me, you left me for the campaign.”


    Brady opened his mouth to contradict her, but she shook her head.


    “Because while you might have told them that you loved me, you never actually told me.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 11


    INTERVIEW


    The weeks following the conversation with Brady outside of her house almost made Liz feel as if it were August again. Her heartbreak was still prominent all these months later, and she had only spent a few hours with Brady. Only fifteen precious minutes alone. Seeing him, talking to him, having him touch her, she felt the rush of lingering emotions once more. And everything was just as fresh as if she had just walked out of that primary all over again.


    Hayden didn’t say anything. But Victoria told her that she was acting weird frequently enough that Liz knew he would have to be an idiot not to notice. And Hayden was anything but an idiot. He had been the one to spot his girlfriend being looked at by Brady in a way that he didn’t particularly like in the first place.


    At least he didn’t ask about her change in behavior. It was the only good thing coming out of the situation. Because if he had asked, she didn’t know what she would do. She didn’t want to have to lie to him. She didn’t like lying to him. It made her feel dirty ... dirtier than she was already feeling about how easily she had allowed Brady to seep back in.


    And it was hard enough keeping Savannah’s secret about dinner; it felt like a lie of omission. A part of her just wanted to tell Hayden everything that had happened. She didn’t know how he would react. She knew how she had reacted to his dating Calleigh, and those two had broken up because Hayden wasn’t interested anymore. That most certainly was not the reason she and Brady had stopped seeing each other.


    “Hey, gorgeous, are you even listening?” Hayden asked, waving his hand in front of her face from his seat next to her on his couch.


    “Oh, no, I’m sorry,” Liz said. She shook her head and tried to bring herself back to reality. She had been lost in Brady Maxwell once again. She wished it wasn’t so difficult to get him out of her head. She hadn’t seen Brady in weeks, and it wasn’t as if she was going to run back to him or anything. He had made himself perfectly clear: he didn’t want her to come back.


    “I was just asking what you had planned for your birthday this weekend,” Hayden said.


    Her birthday. Was it April already? When had that happened? School was almost over. Hayden would be graduating soon. She didn’t want to think about that either.


    “Oh, um ... no plans. I’d forgotten.”


    “Your twenty-first birthday?”


    Liz shrugged and forced a smile on her face. Shit! Had she actually forgotten her own twenty-first birthday? She had been so looking forward to it before Brady had strolled back into her life. She needed to get her shit together. “I guess I’ve been busy. I haven’t had a chance to plan anything. I’m sure Victoria will want to take me out and get me trashed.”


    “When doesn’t she want to go out?” Hayden asked, slinging an arm over her shoulders and pulling her into him on his couch.


    “The girl doesn’t need an excuse to celebrate. That’s for sure.”


    “So, I was thinking,” Hayden began, planting a kiss on her cheek softly.


    “Dangerous habit.”


    He laughed and tickled her side. She jumped and giggled, pulling away from him as she straightened. She might be torn up about what had happened with Brady, but Hayden seemed to be able to put the smile back on her face.


    “I thought we could go to Charlotte on Thursday.”


    Liz tilted her head and narrowed her eyes. What did Hayden have up his sleeve? “I have class Friday morning.”


    “I know. I thought you could skip.”


    She gasped and reached her hand out to his forehead to feel his temperature. “Are you sick? You’re telling me to skip school?”


    “It’s just one class, and it’s near the end of the semester,” he said, rattling off excuses. “It won’t be a big deal.”


    Liz laughed, placing her hand over his lips. It was nice to forget about Brady and just get caught up in being around Hayden. “I’ll skip school for you.”


    He kissed her hand before taking it into his own and lacing their fingers together. “Good. I have a surprise for you.”


    “Oh?” Liz asked, raising her eyebrows. “What is it?”


    “Not much of a surprise if I tell you, silly.”


    “So.”


    “I’m not telling.”


    “What are we doing in Charlotte? Is that part of the surprise? We could always go to the coast instead,” Liz suggested. Not that she wanted to think about the time she had flown to Hilton Head to see Brady, but she preferred the ocean to, well ... everything. Maybe if she went to the beach with Hayden, she could make new memories that didn’t hurt as much as the ones about Brady.


    “Well ... it’s part of the surprise, but I’ll tell you now,” he said, beaming at her. “I have a final interview at Charlotte Times for an entry-level reporting position.”


    “Oh my God, that’s great!” Liz said, bouncing up and down with excitement.


    Hayden had applied to positions at newspapers all over the country. She knew that he wanted to be at a top paper, but those positions were few and far between. He’d had a phone interview with the Washington Post, but he had heard earlier this week that he hadn’t gotten the job. He had received an offer to work in the press office where he had interned over the summer, but it wasn’t exactly what he wanted to do. So he was keeping his options open until then. He would always prefer a reporting job, and as he told her over and over again, he wasn’t moving that far away from her for anything less.


    “When is the interview?” Liz asked.


    “It’s Friday morning. I thought we could drive down Thursday afternoon and get a hotel in the city. I’ll have my interview and then we can go out after for dinner for your birthday.”


    And that was how she ended up in Charlotte that Thursday. Her birthday was technically Saturday, but she liked that they were going to go out in Charlotte, far removed from all of her memories in Chapel Hill. Maybe she would actually jolt herself out of her Brady Maxwell stupor.


    Plus this gave Victoria the opportunity to throw her a birthday party Saturday on Franklin Street and get her fucking wasted for her twenty-first. If Liz knew Victoria, she was going to want to steal Liz and take her to every bar for a birthday shot. It wasn’t going to be pretty.
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    Hayden pulled off of I-85 and into the heart of downtown Charlotte. Liz hadn’t been here since the Jefferson-Jackson gala, when she had left with Brady. She hadn’t known how much her life would change that night. Now she was on her way back to make new memories.


    He followed his GPS instructions and veered down the street. Liz was getting more excited; she had never stayed in a hotel with Hayden. It wasn’t that it would be any different from staying at her place or his place, but there was just something to the exclusivity of it that heightened her excitement.


    But that was only until they pulled up in front of their hotel.


    Liz’s stomach dropped to her feet. Of all the places for him to choose to celebrate her birthday, he had to choose this hotel.


    She stared up at the hotel that she had stayed in that first night she had agreed to go home with Brady after the Jefferson-Jackson gala. Her mind just couldn’t grasp the fact that she was here again ... with Hayden.


    How could he choose this place?


    “Wow,” she whispered, just to break the silence. “This looks fancy. How did you find out about it?”


    Hayden chuckled softly. She wished she found it half as amusing. “I’d heard all of the rooms were named for various political positions. Considering our profession, it seemed fitting. I read that the rooms range from a representative suite all the way up to presidential.”


    Liz’s face colored as she remembered what exactly had gone on in the presidential suite. “What kind of room do we have?” she asked, not sure she could handle the answer.


    It was Hayden’s turn to look a bit sheepish. “Well, I didn’t get us a suite, but I think it will be nice to have our own room with a king-size bed and everything. Don’t you think?”


    Phew! That made sense if Hayden was covering the costs.


    “Yes,” she admitted, pushing Brady to the back of her mind as best she could. “I think that sounds really nice.”


    Hayden looked so happy to be doing this for her. There was absolutely no way she could ask him to move hotels. She didn’t have a good enough explanation as to why without spilling everything about Brady. Plus, he had clearly put in some time scouting out the right hotel. She couldn’t possibly take that away from him.


    They parked the car and then walked into the very familiar hotel. Hayden got a key from the front desk and then took them up to their room. It was nothing fancy in comparison to the presidential suite; actually, it looked like every other hotel. A king-size bed took up the majority of the space, and there was a large armoire with a flat-screen TV inside. The bathroom was small, but had a decent size walk-in shower. It was a nice change of pace from Chapel Hill.


    She should be happy that she was here with Hayden, that he had taken the time to be with her on her birthday, to plan something like this. It was clearly very thoughtful. Perfect. Classic Hayden.


    No matter what had happened with Brady, that door was closed. It didn’t do anything for her to live in the past and dwell on what could have been when she had something incredible right in front of her.


    They spent the night wrapped in each other’s arms and tangled in the hotel sheets. She fell asleep tucked into Hayden’s chest, lost in the steady rhythm of his breathing.


    The next morning, Hayden fretted over the suit that he was wearing to the interview. He ironed the already flawless white button-down until it was crisp, and the lines down the front of his black pants were stark. He tied and retied his green tie a dozen times until the topknot was perfect. It made his hazel eyes stand out sharply, and when he smiled at her through the mirror as she was fixing her makeup, she remembered exactly why she had fallen for Hayden in the first place.


    He was confident, but not arrogant. He was charming, but not conceited. He was intelligent, but not egotistical. He wanted to be there, to be with her, to take care of her, but he didn’t have to be overbearing to do it. He respected her decision to not be with him immediately, not to have sex with him immediately ... to communicate and trust her and believe in her. It was almost too much to feel all at once.


    Hayden slid into his black suit coat and buttoned the top button. “How do I look?” he asked, turning in a slow circle.


    “Can you lift that jacket up in the back?” she asked with a giggle, tilting her head to the side to check out his ass.


    “I doubt I’m going to get judged on that.”


    “You never know.”


    He shook his head, then grabbed her around the middle and pulled her against him. “I think you’ve been spending too much time with Victoria.”


    “I’m going to tell her that you’re not calling her Vickie anymore.”


    “Don’t you dare,” he murmured, before bringing his lips down to hers.


    She laughed lightly as she moved her arms around his neck and intensified the kiss. He groaned into her mouth and it just made her smile more.


    This. This was exactly what it was supposed to be like.


    “You’re going to do great today,” she whispered, opening her eyes and staring up at him.


    “I could conquer the world with you at my side.”


    And in that moment, she believed him.
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    It was only a short drive to the Charlotte Times office from their hotel. The building itself was kind of stark, boxy and boring. It was a basic square warehouse-type building with the words Charlotte Times written in scrawling font that mirrored that of the New York Times. The parking lot was massive, and they managed to find an open spot at the back.


    Liz didn’t have anywhere to be, so she figured that as long as they had somewhere for her to relax while Hayden was upstairs she could catch up on work or read a book. Otherwise, Hayden had given her the keys to his precious Audi and told her to be careful with his baby. She kind of wanted to take it out for a spin, because he got so flustered at the thought of her driving it.


    The interior of the building was a thousand times better than the bland exterior. The lobby was a soft powder blue with white tile floors that clicked under her heels. A prominently featured staircase led all the way to the top. A large black desk took up space and three women sat behind it. Two of them were on the phones, answering, asking people to hold, and transferring them over to other lines. The other lady looked up when they entered.


    She smiled brightly. “Welcome to the Charlotte Times. How can I help you?”


    Liz held back as Hayden moved forward. “Hi. I’m Hayden Lane. I have an interview with Ted Moore at eleven.”


    “Ah! Mr. Lane. Right on time. If you’ll take a seat, I’ll let Mr. Moore know that you are here.”


    “Thank you,” Hayden said, before turning back to Liz and gesturing for her to follow.


    They took seats in the waiting area across from the front desk. Liz tapped her feet anxiously. This wasn’t even her job interview, and she was so worried for him. She knew Hayden had an impeccable résumé, and that the Charlotte Times was a step down from where he wanted to work. But it was better to have a job and get some experience than to graduate without anything.


    Hayden’s hand landed on her knee. “Hey. You’re going to start making me nervous.”


    “Sorry,” she whispered, trying to keep from bouncing her leg.


    A man appeared out of the back room. He was balding and it made his ears appear to stick out from his head. But he seemed jovial enough and even had a spring in his step. “Mr. Lane?”


    Hayden smiled that heart-stopping smile and stood. “That’s me, sir.”


    “Nice to meet you. I’m Ted Moore.” He walked over and extended his hand to Hayden.


    “Great to meet you too, sir.”


    “Please call me Ted,” he said casually. “If you’ll follow me back, we’ll get started with your interview. I do have to say it’s good to have you here. Your file has come highly recommended.”


    Hayden beamed. His recommendations were beyond solid after working four years on the paper, with a year and a half as editor. All of his professors liked him. Who was she kidding? Everyone liked Hayden Lane.


    Hayden turned back and picked up his messenger bag that he had dropped on the ground. He gave her a confident wink, and she smiled up at him through her nerves. “I’ll see you after, gorgeous. Wish me luck.”


    “You don’t need it,” she murmured.


    “You’re right. I’m already the luckiest guy in the world. I have you.”


    Liz bit down on her bottom lip and held in her sigh as Hayden walked down the hallway. How was she supposed to respond to that? He was too perfect. There was no way that she could ever compare.


    She pulled out her tablet from her purse and started messing around on the Internet, checking emails and responding to messages about the upcoming articles she and Massey were focusing on for the paper.


    About forty minutes into Hayden’s interview, when Liz was finally wrapping up her G-chat conversation with Tristan about next week, she heard footsteps coming in her direction.


    Liz glanced up at the interruption and then immediately wished that she hadn’t.


    Calleigh Hollingsworth walked toward Liz. Her red hair hung loose in big waves, and she looked every bit the exotically beautiful queen bee she was, with dark makeup and a skirt suit with a plum top underneath that showed off her cleavage. Liz had a visceral reaction to her appearance: she kind of wanted to claw her eyes out.


    Calleigh had briefly dated her boyfriend, and acted like a Class A bitch ever since Hayden had shown an ounce of interest in Liz. But Liz was pretty sure her aversion to the other woman went deeper than that. It was the innuendo that Calleigh made about Liz and Brady at the primary that really irked her.


    Why hadn’t Liz put two and two together before? Calleigh had said from the beginning that she could get Hayden a job at her paper if he wanted. Now he was here.


    “Liz! I didn’t know you were going to be here today,” Calleigh said in greeting.


    “Oh, Calleigh, hey. I forgot that you work here.”


    “Did Hayden not tell you that I helped him get the interview?” she asked, batting her eyelashes.


    No. In fact, he hadn’t. She didn’t even know that they were still talking. Of course, Hayden had made it blatantly clear that he had no interest in Calleigh, but Liz still didn’t like it.


    “Oh, yeah, he did mention it. I guess we were just so lost in our own world that it slipped my mind,” Liz said with an equally pointed smile. She didn’t even care that it wasn’t true.


    “I just know that he’ll be a valuable asset to the team.”


    “Hayden would be a pretty valuable employee anywhere,” Liz agreed.


    “I think Ted will like him.” Calleigh’s eyes flashed with mischief. “How are y’all going to do when he moves here?”


    When. Not if. Liz tried not to cringe. “We’ll be fine.”


    “I just ...” Calleigh began, taking a seat next to Liz. “Well, I’m sure you already know that Hayden and I were involved.”


    Liz narrowed her eyes. Where was she going with this?


    “Well, the man isn’t good with distance. He just couldn’t handle me being far away. It’s why we broke up in the first place.”


    Uh-huh. Not the story she had heard at all. But who was she to contradict Calleigh? It was clear what her game plan was. The fact that she was airing it like this was pretty dumb on her part. Liz wasn’t going to be scared off like the frightened sheep she had been a year ago. She had fucking brought a Senator to his knees ... she could handle Calleigh Hollingsworth.


    “Well, thanks for the advice. I guess. But we’ll be fine. You don’t have to worry about us, Calleigh,” Liz said, reaching out and patting the woman’s hand. “We have a really strong relationship. No worries.”


    Anger flashed in Calleigh’s green eyes for a brief moment before it disappeared. “Oh, I’m sure you do. Of course you do. I just wish someone had warned me is all.”


    “I’m sure it wouldn’t have made a difference,” Liz said offhandedly.


    “What does that mean?” Calleigh snapped, rearing back.


    “Things happen for a reason. You guys broke up so long ago and never got back together, so it must have been for the better. Hayden told me all about it actually,” Liz said, batting her eyelashes right back at her. “I’ll learn from your past mistakes.”


    Calleigh stood abruptly. “We’ll see.”


    Not until the woman stormed back down the hallway did Liz realize her mistake. While it had felt amazing to tell Calleigh off, she had just sent that loose cannon out into the world with something to prove. And if Hayden got the job here, then who would she be trying to prove it with ...?


    Liz didn’t have much time to think about it before Hayden returned. He looked as if he was walking on cloud nine. The interview must have gone well. Not that Liz had expected anything else.


    He shook Ted’s hand once more and they exchanged a few words before Hayden returned to her side. Liz stood hastily as he approached.


    “Ready to go?” he asked, tossing an arm across her shoulders and directing her to the door.


    “Yep. How did it go?”


    “Amazing.” Hayden opened the door for her when they reached it and she walked through it. “I got a job offer!”


    “That’s great,” she said softly.


    “I just told you I had an amazing interview and was offered a job and you sound sad,” Hayden said, stopping her in the parking lot.


    “I’m really excited for you!” she said, but the enthusiasm wasn’t there. She had been so excited and proud and nervous for him before Calleigh had gone and ruined everything.


    “Yeah. Liz, you’re kind of an open book when you’re unhappy,” Hayden said. “I was only gone for an hour. What could happen in an hour?”


    “Nothing. It really doesn’t matter,” she said, brushing her hand aside. “Tell me about the interview.”


    Hayden took her hand and without a word walked her back to the car. Even when she probed him to talk about it he didn’t say anything. When they reached the car, she walked with him to the passenger side to let him open the door for her as usual. Instead, Hayden pushed her back against the car door and leaned forward into her.


    “Wha ...”


    “I don’t know how I can make this clearer to you, Lizzie,” he said, brushing her hair off of her face. “What is going on with you matters to me. What you are feeling—happy, sad, exhausted, emotional, frustrated—it matters to me. I know you’ve been kind of out of it recently, and I know that you know that I’ve noticed. But I’ve let you have your space, because it seemed like that was what you wanted. The very last thing I want is for you to try to tell me that something you are feeling doesn’t matter, that it isn’t important. Because it’s important to me.”


    “You’re too good to me, Hayden,” she said.


    He smiled at that and kissed the tip of her nose. “Well, you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. You know that, right?”


    She bit her lip and then nodded. She didn’t feel like the best thing that had ever happened to anyone, but she couldn’t argue with him.


    “So, what happened?”


    Liz shrugged and glanced away. She couldn’t meet his eyes. “Calleigh.”


    Hayden blew out his breath quickly. “What did she say?”


    “I’d just forgotten that she worked here.”


    “Lizzie,” he said, turning her face toward him, “what did she say?”


    “She still wants you, Hayden.”


    His eyebrows rose. “She said that?”


    “Not directly, but she didn’t have to. She started talking to me about your relationship and saying that you just broke up because of the distance.”


    “That’s not true!”


    “I know,” she said conciliatorily. “She just ... I don’t know. I worry that she’s going to try something with you ...”


    Hayden laughed and shook his head. “She can try, but she’s not getting anywhere. Not with me. That’s for sure.”


    “I know that. I do. She just gets under my skin. It’s like this weird girl competition challenge thing,” Liz said with a shrug.


    “Well, I got the job and I’ll be working here. But it’s you I’ll be thinking about every day. It’s you I’m going to be traveling back to Chapel Hill to see. It’s you who makes working this hard worth it.” His lips found hers once more. “Just you.”


    She smiled and leaned into the kiss. She wanted to believe him. She did believe him. If he wanted to be with Calleigh, he could. Calleigh was just trying to get to her.


    “I was going to do this over dinner,” Hayden said softly, reaching into his coat pocket.


    “Do what?” she asked, eyeing him cautiously.


    He extracted a small black pouch from his pocket and handed it to her. “Happy birthday, gorgeous.”


    Liz tilted her head to the side and eyed him curiously. What the hell had he gotten her? “You didn’t have to get me anything.”


    “I wanted to.”


    She took the pouch and weighed it in her hand. It was really light. It didn’t actually feel like there was anything in it.


    She pulled open the small pouch and tipped it upside down into her cupped hand. A small clear packet dropped out. Liz just stared at what rested inside with a numb realization settling over her.


    Charms.


    Four tiny charms. A snowflake, tennis racket, the letter L, and a diamond.


    She could determine the meaning behind each charm clearly. The snowflake for the first time they had been together during their snow day. The tennis racket and L were all too obvious. And then a diamond for her April birthstone.


    “I didn’t get the locket part, because I knew you already had one. You used to wear it all the time. I thought you would start wearing it again if you had new charms,” he said with a big cheesy smile. “It looked good on you.”


    She swallowed. Shit. No. This was ... she couldn’t even ... she didn’t know what to do. This was too much. Too soon. Brady. No, she didn’t want to think about him, but of course she couldn’t stop. She couldn’t wear Hayden’s charms. He was so thoughtful, but no.


    Liz cleared her throat and tried to remember what she was supposed to say when she received gifts. “Thank you,” she managed to get out.


    “Lizzie,” he whispered, staring into her unfocused eyes, “I love you.”


    Her mind froze on those three words. The three words she had wanted Brady to say to her so badly. The three words that she had told Brady that she knew about in the car a couple weeks ago. Words she had spoken to Brady.


    But Hayden?


    Clay’s words rang in her ear from the art gallery. But you don’t love him. It hurt to think about. Brady. Clay. Hayden. They all clouded in her vision and she had to remember to speak ... to say anything in that moment. She just couldn’t say what Hayden wanted to hear.


    “I know,” she whispered back.


    

  


  
    Chapter 12


    TWENTY-FIRST


    Liz placed another bobby pin in her uncooperative honey-blond hair. She had been putting her hair up and pulling it down for the last thirty minutes, trying to make it look good enough to go out for her twenty-first birthday. Victoria had told her that a ton of people were meeting them. Liz was already tipsy from the Jell-O shots Victoria had made to pregame with, and she was kind of worried about her liver making it through the night.


    The weekend with Hayden had gone by so fast, despite the mess-ups. It was as if every time he did something good and cute and wonderful ... it reminded her of Brady. And then there was Calleigh. Still, Hayden had tried to end their time in Charlotte as best he could. He had taken them to a little Italian restaurant called Villa Antonio’s that had spectacular food and a warm, inviting atmosphere. Then they had retreated back to the hotel for another night of fun.


    What Liz couldn’t understand was how Hayden wasn’t upset at all that she hadn’t told him that she loved him. She just couldn’t seem to get the words out. And as with everything else, he hadn’t pressured her or made her feel bad. He had just smiled and kissed her.


    She wondered how long that would be good enough.


    With Hayden she just didn’t know. He always surprised her with the depth of his understanding.


    At least for now he wasn’t pushing her. In fact, he was playing the designated driver for her and Victoria for the night. He had been planning to go out with them, but Victoria had put her foot down.


    “You stole her all weekend!” Victoria said, shaking her head. “I didn’t even get a shot with her at midnight.”


    Hayden shrugged and kissed Liz’s forehead. “She’s my girlfriend. I can’t help that I want to spoil her.”


    “Spoil her. Steal her. Same thing,” Victoria said. “I’m going to spoil her tonight. And by spoil her ... I mean steal her.”


    Hayden raised his eyebrows. “You’re saying I can’t be with my girlfriend on her birthday?”


    Liz rolled her eyes. Oh brother ... this was going to go downhill quickly.


    “I’m saying that you already spent time with you girlfriend for three whole days. I want to spend time with my best friend, and I don’t need some uptight guy cramping my style. This is about Liz and needing some quality girl time. With me! Don’t worry, Lane,” Victoria said, patting his shoulder. “I’ll take real good care of your girl. I’m super responsible.”


    “Oh dear Lord, you’re going to end up in jail!”


    Liz laughed and shook her head. “Ye of little faith! Vickie doesn’t get caught.”


    “Stop calling me that!” she snapped.


    They laughed then, but Hayden had eventually agreed to sit this one out. As much as they bantered, Liz didn’t think Hayden actually wanted Victoria to dislike him.


    “Are you ready, bitch?” Victoria called from the end of the hall. Liz blew her hair out of her face and shrugged. It wasn’t getting any better than this.


    “I love when you dress like a slut,” Liz said when she walked out to see Victoria in a red dress that sheathed her voluptuous frame and mile-high spiked heels. She was busting out of her top and her already thick makeup was darkened and heavy, with bright red lipstick to match.


    “What? This is like every day,” Victoria said with a wink.


    “Uh-huh.”


    “At least you look fabulous on your birthday.”


    “Is that a compliment?” Liz asked, glancing down at her outfit. She had chosen a short lace dress in white with skinny straps that cut down into an eye-catching square neck courtesy of her balconet bra. She knew she had a nice rack, but she didn’t normally show it off. Tonight was not one of those nights. Vibrant blue heels gave her an additional four and a half inches on her frame and accentuated her already toned legs.


    “Don’t get used to it.”


    Liz laughed just as they heard a knock on the front door. Hayden walked in without waiting for someone to answer, and Liz smiled brighter when she caught a glimpse of him. Clay had told her Hayden loved her over New Year’s, but it was different hearing him say it and knowing that he meant it. Whatever she was feeling ... while it might not be love ... it was definitely something strong.


    “Ready to go, gorgeous?” he asked, pulling her into his arms and kissing her on the lips.


    “All ready.”


    “I’m not sure I should let you go out like this alone. You’re going to have people fighting for your attention.”


    “You’re ridiculous. No one is going to be fighting for anything except Victoria and the shots she’s going to be buying,” Liz said with a bemused look in Victoria’s direction.


    “Yeah, shots. Let’s go so we can have some,” Victoria said, shouldering past Hayden. “And I already told you, Lane. She’ll be fine in my capable hands.”


    Hayden glanced over at Liz as Victoria sauntered out the door. “Are you sure I can’t convince you to let me stay?”


    “You don’t have to convince me. You have to convince her,” Liz said, pointing at Victoria’s retreating back.


    He groaned and nodded. “Come on. There’s no hope for her.”


    They all piled into Hayden’s Audi and he drove them the short distance to Franklin Street. They lived only about three streets from where the bar was, but in heels it wasn’t a super fun walk.


    Victoria jumped out of the car as soon as Hayden pulled over to let them out. Liz leaned over and kissed Hayden softly on the lips.


    “Have a fun time,” he said.


    “We will.”


    “Call me if you need me.”


    “I will.”


    “I’ll come pick you up at bar close, all right?” Hayden said, his voice earnest. She could see the worry line forming between his eyebrows; the war going on in his head was written all over his face: he was clearly not comfortable letting her go off with Victoria, but he trusted Liz.


    “Sure. Try not to worry,” she whispered, dropping a hand on his sleeve. “We’ll be fine.”


    Hayden grabbed the back of her head and pulled her in for one last kiss. “I know you will, but I’ll be here in case you aren’t.”


    “Thanks,” she said softly, before popping her door open and moving to leave. “I’ll see you later.”


    “About time,” Victoria said, tapping her foot. “Let’s get drunk.”


    Liz laughed and followed her friend into the first bar. She couldn’t even remember the last time it had just been the two of them out. Hayden was usually with them, and she didn’t usually drink much when he was around. Before she had started dating Hayden she hadn’t gone out at all. She just hadn’t been into it. The last time might have been when Victoria came back from London last summer. Brady had picked her up that night and they had met his best friend, Chris. That felt so long ago.


    It was so long ago.


    Victoria strutted straight up to the bar. “Kyle! It’s my best friend’s twenty-first birthday and she needs to get so fucked up that she doesn’t remember anything!” she announced to the bartender loudly enough for anyone else to hear.


    Liz groaned. This was going to be a long night.


    Kyle looked up at Liz, who took a place next to Victoria. His eyes lowered to her chest and then back up to her face. Liz felt the color rushing to her cheeks, but he just smiled and winked at her. “Shots coming right up.”


    That was the beginning of the end.


    Liz wasn’t exactly a lightweight. But by the time Massey showed up at the bar, Liz had had enough drinks in that short time frame that whatever concoction she was drinking tasted like fruit punch.


    Victoria just laughed at her. “It’s not Kool-Aid, I swear.”


    “What is she even drinking?” Massey asked with a giggle as she fluttered her fingers in Kyle’s direction.


    “I don’t know.” Victoria shrugged. “Kyle, what is she drinking?”


    “Kool-Aid,” Liz answered immediately.


    “It’s a 3AM and vodka mixture with cranberry,” he called back to Victoria.


    “See, not Kool-Aid.”


    Liz thought she shrugged, but her eyes felt heavy and she wasn’t sure what her body actually did. “What’s 3AM?”


    “Oh my God, who let you drink this much?” Massey said, covering her mouth and almost shaking with laughter.


    “3AM is caffeinated vodka,” Victoria explained.


    “Yeah, it’s what the bartenders drink to stay awake,” Massey followed up.


    “It tastes like Kool-Aid.”


    “No it doesn’t! It tastes like shit!” Massey cried.


    “Here, try it. It’s so good,” Liz said, shoving it into Massey’s hand.


    “Um no ... I’m more of a Maker’s Mark kind of girl. You should probably slow down if you want to be coherent. Where is Lane? Shouldn’t he be taking care of you?”


    Liz rolled her eyes. “I don’t need anyone to take care of me. I’m totally fine,” she slurred, and hugged the glass back to her chest.


    “And the point is that she shouldn’t be coherent on her twenty-first,” Victoria corrected her.


    “You know he would freak if he found you like this.”


    “He’ll get over it. I’m barely even drunk,” Liz said.


    Massey snorted and laughed. “Yeah. Okayyy.”


    Liz moved forward and put her drink on the bar. “I’m going to the bathroom. Watch that.”


    “One, don’t put your drink down. Someone could roofie it. Two, you shouldn’t go anywhere alone. Hello, have you heard of rape?” Massey asked, rolling her eyes. “I’ll come with.”


    “Oh my God, you baby her,” Victoria said, rolling her eyes.


    “I’m fine, Massey. Just stay here and keep someone from fucking Victoria!”


    Victoria burst out laughing. “Why are we keeping someone from doing that?”


    “Because you’re drunk,” Liz said as she started laughing for no reason at all.


    “What the fuck have I gotten myself into?” Victoria groaned.


    “Come on. Bathroom,” Massey said, directing Liz in the opposite direction. “Watch her drink!”


    “Fine!” Victoria said.


    Liz stumbled to the back of the bar with Massey assisting her. The more she walked the sicker she felt. She really needed to sit down. Maybe she was a little drunk.


    “Please do not throw up,” Massey grumbled when they walked into the bathroom.


    “I’m not going to!” Liz replied defensively.


    Well ... she wasn’t going to now.


    She fumbled with the door and walked into the bathroom stall. Once she locked the door, she pulled out her cell phone. She had three texts from Hayden.


    Liz shrugged and scrolled through them. Be safe. Blah, blah, blah. Same stuff. She would answer him later. Maybe.


    That made her giggle.


    She clicked over to Facebook and scrolled through her newsfeed, commenting randomly on different statuses. Not anyone she really wanted to talk to. No. The person she wanted to talk to probably didn’t even have a Facebook. Or at least, he probably only had an official page.


    That made Liz laugh again. She had never checked whether Brady had an official page. She had always gone to his website instead. But he had to have one. Only made sense.


    She typed his name incorrectly three times into the box before getting it right. There it was. Yep. Nothing interesting. Same as his website. It’s not like he was going to be posting pictures of him and his girlfriend. She rolled her eyes.


    Whatever. Girlfriend.


    Stupid word.


    She could probably still get ahold of him if she wanted. Girlfriend be damned.


    Liz searched her phone for the various numbers programmed into it. She didn’t know if the line he had used on campaign for his office was still active, and he changed his work number frequently enough because of people tapping into his line that there was no way that one still worked. Plus, he didn’t take work calls this late.


    That left his personal number. The one he reserved strictly for family.


    It was amazing that even through her addled mind the details of his personal schedule from the summer came back to her clear as day. She didn’t think she would ever forget that time of her life. Even if it only hit her in moments now.


    Liz bit her lip and clicked the number. She started typing out a message before she even had a chance to think about it.


    It’s my birthday and I want to cash in my congressional favor.


    She giggled and placed her phone back into her purse. After relieving herself she hurried out of the stall.


    “Jesus, what took you so long?” Massey asked, typing away on her own phone.


    “I think I’m drunk,” Liz said while washing her hands.


    “Um ... yeah.”


    The girls walked out of the restroom and back to Victoria, who was standing and talking to Savannah.


    “Savannah!” Liz cried, giving her a big hug.


    Savannah raised her eyebrows at her. “Um ... hey. Happy birthday.”


    “Thank you.”


    “Let’s do shots and then head to a bar we can dance in,” Victoria announced.


    Kyle poured five shots full of something that smelled like lemons. He passed them across the bar and kept one for himself.


    “Just close me out.”


    “Anything for you, V.”


    Victoria pushed one over to Savannah, who shook her head. “Oh no, sorry. I’m not drinking.”


    “Um ... I just bought you a shot. So you’re drinking.”


    “Come on!” Liz called. “It’s my birthday.”


    “Um ... maybe just one. But nothing after this.”


    “Don’t be so uptight, Maxwell,” Massey said, nudging her in the ribs. “It’s okay to have a good time in college. You’ll still get into Congress even if you drank underage once.”


    Savannah’s cheeks heated as she took the glass in her hand.


    Liz reached out and shoved Massey. “Don’t be a bitch. She doesn’t even want to go into politics. Don’t you know your newspaper staff?” Liz asked through her drunken haze. She didn’t like anyone messing with her friends, especially after Savannah trusted her. All the alcohol kept her inhibitions down. “Don’t be rude!”


    Massey’s eyes practically popped out of her head. “Feisty much, Liz?”


    “Well, I wouldn’t have to be if you weren’t being an asshole.”


    “Whoa!” Victoria said, raising her glass up to silence them. “Drunk Liz wants to get into a fight.”


    Massey shrugged. “I was only joking,” she said to Savannah.


    “It’s fine,” she said tightly. “Let’s just do the shot.”


    “Agreed,” Victoria said.


    Liz felt her phone vibrate in her purse and butterflies flew around her stomach. Had Brady actually responded? What had she even said to him? It hadn’t been that long ago, had it? God, she didn’t even remember.


    “Happy Birthday, Liz,” Victoria called.


    Everyone raised their shot glasses and cheered her. Liz realized what was happening and held her shot glass up too. She tipped the glass back and let the liquid slide down her throat.


    Whoa! That was strong.


    They set the glasses back down on the bar and as they waited for Victoria to close her tab, Liz pulled her phone back out to check her messages.


    One new message.


    Carmichael Personal read on the screen.


    Brady. Her stomach flipped. He had responded. She couldn’t believe it.


    And what favor could a congressman offer to a girl on her birthday?


    Liz’s heart stopped. Was he ... teasing her? Shit! What had she said to get Brady to tease her? Liz reread her other messages and then Brady’s once more. Yeah ... he was totally teasing her. She jotted back another drunken message immediately.


    I can think of a few things.


    I can think of more than a few. Perhaps you could be more specific.


    “Are you drunk texting Lane?” Massey asked, coming up next to her as they walked in the street.


    “What? Oh no,” she said quickly.


    “Oh my God, you so are. What is he saying?”


    “Nothing!”


    “Is he sexting you? Because you are totally blushing.”


    Liz’s face colored deeper at the accusation. “You think Hayden sexts?”


    Massey wrinkled her nose. “No. You’re right. He probably doesn’t.”


    “Are y’all talking about Hayden?” Savannah asked, listening in on the conversation. “Because that’s gross.”


    “He’s not gross!” Liz defended him.


    “No, he’s not! I didn’t mean it like that,” Savannah said automatically. “I just don’t see him like that. To me he’s like the boss.”


    “Liz is fucking the boss,” Massey said giggling.


    Liz rolled her eyes and hid her phone as she responded to Brady.


    Things your sister wouldn’t approve of me discussing with you right now.


    I bet she wouldn’t be the only one.


    She bit her lip at the message. Somewhere in the dark recesses of her mind, something was telling her to stop talking and not continue on this conversation. There was a reason that she shouldn’t be saying these things. Both of them shouldn’t. It wasn’t a good idea, and it wasn’t going anywhere. But she’d had too much alcohol to care at the moment. So she jotted out a text.


    Please tell me you’re in Raleigh without the uppity nuisance.


    She giggled to herself about her jab on Erin as Victoria directed them into a bar on the corner. Liz followed at the back of the pack, waiting for Brady’s response to her jab about Erin.


    Uppity nuisance, huh? I’m in D.C. Don’t make me fly down there and remind you why he’s just a boring fill-in. I do believe we own his desk, after all.


    Oh shit! She gasped loud enough that Savannah turned around and looked at her. Liz stuffed her phone back into her purse and tried not to look scandalized at the thought of she and Brady sleeping together on Hayden’s desk. Then she quickly pulled it out again and typed out a reply.


    You wouldn’t.


    Baby, are you asking me to prove it?


    “Who are you texting anyway?” Savannah asked as they walked into the club Victoria and Massey had selected. Savannah looked concerned, but Liz couldn’t figure out why. Did she look that drunk?


    “No one,” Liz said.


    “We’re going to go dance,” Victoria called back to them as she and Massey threaded through the crowd.


    “Someone should take your phone away from you,” Savannah said. “You can’t be forming coherent sentences with anyone at your level of inebriation.”


    Liz glared at her. She didn’t want anyone to take her phone from her. Brady was talking to her. But as drunk as she was, she still didn’t say anything about that.


    “I’m so totally fine.”


    Savannah rolled her eyes. “Why don’t we just go dance with Victoria and Massey? It might do you some good to sweat out some of that alcohol.”


    “Seriously, Savannah. I’m fine,” Liz said as she stumbled forward and nearly tripped over her own feet.


    Savannah grabbed her arm. “I know it’s your twenty-first, and I mean this with love, Liz, but please don’t do anything stupid. I really, really don’t want to have to call Hayden for you.”


    “Um ... yeah. No.”


    “I mean, he can probably already tell how drunk you are from your texts.”


    “Probs,” Liz said with a shrug as she pushed forward to the center of the dance floor to find Victoria. She didn’t want to continue that conversation. The alcohol felt as if it was sloshing around inside her head, and everything was getting jumbled.


    Liz sent another quick message as she was walking.


    So what if I am?


    “Put that thing away,” Victoria cried over the music.


    “Fine,” Liz snapped, shoving it back into her purse. “You guys are no fun.”


    “The reason we left Lane at home is so that you’ll have fun with us. You can’t have fun with us while you’re messaging him,” Victoria told her.


    The girls spent the next couple hours loading Liz up with more booze and dancing the night away with each other and any available hot guys. As much as Liz was dying to check her phone, she had a sneaking suspicion that she wouldn’t get away with it again.


    And as the night grew longer, her head got heavier and heavier. She felt pretty sick, but the dancing seemed to be helping. Maybe there was something to Savannah’s comment about sweating out the booze.


    Savannah dipped out first. She claimed that she had a test to study for tomorrow and she would call to check on Liz after. She didn’t suspect Liz would be awake before then. Massey left about an hour before bar close. She found a hot fraternity guy that she knew and they disappeared with a hasty good-bye.


    Liz and Victoria danced until Liz felt as if her feet were going to fall off. And that was saying something through her buzz.


    “Let’s get out of here,” Liz yelled over the music.


    Victoria nodded and gestured to exit the dance floor. She was wobbling on her heels too. If they had drunk enough for Victoria to be unsteady, then Liz knew she was well past drunk. Luckily the sick feeling had passed and she just wanted to walk off the rest of the haze in her mind.


    “Close out?” Liz asked.


    “Yeah,” Victoria agreed. “Call Lane and tell him to come get us.”


    Liz shrugged and fished her phone back out of her purse. She hadn’t checked it in hours. There had been no room on the dance floor. Her fingers fumbled on the keys as she tried to figure out what the hell she was doing. What was she supposed to be doing anyway?


    Two new messages.


    As good a place to start as anywhere.


    Okay.


    Okay what? Liz scrolled up through the conversation. She had told him to prove it and he had said okay. Fuck. What was the next text?


    See you soon.


    Liz panicked. Fire alarms were going off in her head. God, she wanted to see him. She really, really wanted to see him. But seeing him was a bad idea. Hayden. She was supposed to be calling Hayden. She couldn’t call Hayden if Brady was coming to see her.


    She did the first thing that came to mind. She clicked the number to dial Brady’s phone and prayed that he wasn’t already on a plane ... or maybe that he already was. She didn’t know how she felt in that moment.


    Drunk. She felt drunk. And sick. The sickness was coming back.


    She started walking. Out of the bar and onto the sidewalk.


    The phone rang twice before the line picked up. She held her breath. She wasn’t sure what she had been expecting, but all along she hadn’t thought he would answer.


    “Hey,” he said, his voice as sexy as she remembered it.


    “Hey.”


    “You called me on my personal line.”


    “You were texting me,” she said, finding a bench and plopping down.


    “I’ve been drinking.”


    Oh.


    “How much?” she slurred.


    He laughed, and it was one of the best sounds she had ever heard. “Not as many as you, apparently.”


    “More than one, though.”


    “Many more than one,” he agreed.


    “I’m drunk.”


    “I can tell.”


    Victoria’s voice rang out behind her. “Liz, where the fuck did you go?”


    “Hold on,” she told Brady. She stood and waved at Victoria. “Over here.”


    “Jesus! Don’t do that!” Victoria said. “Are you talking to Lane? Is he picking us up?”


    “Let’s just walk home. I want to walk off all this booze,” she crooned, and started walking away without waiting to hear what Victoria had to say. “So ... what was I saying? Oh, you can’t come visit.”


    “I can’t or you don’t want me to?” That was the first line where she actually heard the alcohol in his voice.


    “Liz, are you kidding me right now?” Victoria yelled. “Who the hell are you talking to?”


    “Who is that?” Brady asked.


    “My roommate. She doesn’t want me to walk home.”


    “You shouldn’t walk home. I’ll come get you.”


    “You’re not here,” she said, drawing out the E dramatically as she wandered aimlessly down Franklin Street.


    Victoria grabbed her shoulder and halted her in place. “Who are you talking to? Give me the phone. We’re not fucking walking home!”


    “Chill out, Vickie,” Liz said, swatting her hand away.


    Victoria dodged her easily and nimbly grabbed her phone. Liz stumbled as she tried to reach for it. She couldn’t let Victoria talk to Brady!


    “Hey, who is this? You know what—it doesn’t matter. Liz is really drunk and she has to go now. She’ll call you back some other time,” Victoria said into the phone and then ended the call. Liz’s heart sank. She had just hung up on Brady in the middle of their call.


    “I’m calling Lane,” Victoria said, finding his number and dialing.


    Liz plopped back down on the bench and tried to keep her head from spinning. It wouldn’t stop. And she felt so out of control. All the booze seemed to be hitting her at one time and she thought that she might be sick.


    There was a trash can to the side of the bench, and Liz just made it as she unloaded the contents of her stomach into the bin. She retched repeatedly until it felt as if she had nothing left in her entire body. She felt the tears spring to her eyes and she tried to swipe them away, but it made her stomach clench. She hadn’t thought that she had anything left in her, but she doubled over and puked again.


    “Fuck!” she heard Victoria cry behind her.


    Her friend was at her side in an instant, holding her hair back, cleaning her up the best she could, and sitting her back down on the bench. Hayden arrived not long after that and drove them back to her house. Liz had enough sense to grab her phone back from Victoria before crawling into bed. But lying down was a bad move, and soon she had her face buried in the toilet.


    Hayden stayed up half the night with her as she got sick over and over until she passed out into a delirious, dehydrated, exhausted slumber.


    

  


  
    Chapter 13


    SLIP THROUGH THEIR FINGERTIPS


    Liz awoke the next afternoon with a headache from hell. Her eyes were puffy, her throat was swollen, and she felt as if someone had run her over with a Mack truck. She was equal parts starving and never wanting to eat again.


    Why oh why had she ever allowed herself to drink as much as she did?


    Rolling over slowly in bed, she peeled her eyes open and tried to let them adjust to the light in the room. Her head spun and she wondered briefly if she was actually still drunk from last night. Moving onto her other side, Liz stared at a little slice of heaven.


    A glass of water. A bottle of Gatorade. A thousand milligrams of Tylenol. And a note from Hayden letting her know that he was going to pick them up some lunch. Not that she had any intention of eating anything.


    After taking the medicine, she sipped on the Gatorade, trying to drink as much as she could without feeling sick. Last night had been a very bad idea. Fuzzy memories came back to her slowly. But she didn’t remember a lot of what had happened after Massey got there.


    Something.


    Savannah.


    Right. Savannah had shown up. That was so nice of her. She should text her a thank-you.


    Liz reached for her phone and stopped just before grabbing it. “Oh no,” she whispered.


    Now she remembered.


    Brady.


    She had texted Brady last night. And he had answered. They had talked back and forth. Had she even called him? Fuck, what had they talked about?


    She snatched the phone off the nightstand and pulled up her text messages. Scrolling through them made the sickness she’d had all last night come back full force. Had she actually said those things to Brady? Had she asked him to fly to Chapel Hill to see her? Had he encouraged her?


    Oh God. Oh God. Oh God. What the hell was she supposed to do?


    Liz dropped the phone into her lap on the bed and covered her eyes. She was a fucking idiot. A terrible fucking idiot. She had left Brady eight long months ago. So what was she still doing obsessing over this?


    Brady had been drunk and fucking with her last night. No matter what she felt or what she had felt last August ... that part of her life was over.


    And Hayden.


    Oh, Hayden ...


    What if he had read the messages? What if he had seen what she had insinuated? What if he had seen how stupid she had been? She didn’t think he had, based on the merry assortment of hangover fixers on the nightstand, but God, what if he had?


    Hayden was the nicest person she had ever met. He was a complete gentleman and treated her exactly the way she deserved to be treated. He loved her. And she didn’t deserve him. Not with the way she had acted last night. Not by a long shot. She knew that she had been drunk, beyond drunk, but it wasn’t an excuse. She couldn’t use that to excuse her behavior.


    The reality check slapped her in the face.


    She couldn’t do this to Hayden. She couldn’t allow herself to become that person. She had never in her life been that person ... the person she had been last night. It wasn’t an acceptable manner of behavior. She couldn’t live with herself.


    Hayden loved her, and maybe she didn’t love him right now, but how did she know that feeling would never flourish if she gave it a real chance? She wasn’t giving Hayden a chance, much like Brady had stifled theirs. It hadn’t been fair to her, and it certainly wasn’t fair to Hayden, who was a much better person than she was.


    She never wanted Hayden to have to make the choice that she had made with Brady. She needed to pull back, reevaluate herself.


    She owed Hayden a fresh start.


    Liz pulled up Brady’s numbers in her phone with trembling hands. She slowly went through each of them and deleted them. She knew his work number by heart, but she doubted that one even worked anymore, so it didn’t matter. She couldn’t have pieces of Brady floating around and reminding her.


    She could never take back the words she had shared with Brady last night, but she could learn from what happened. Live and learn from her mistakes.


    [image: ]


    Graduation came and went without big fanfare.


    Hayden’s parents came to town for the week to celebrate and attend the ceremony. Jamie and James flew down a couple days after Hayden’s parents just in time for graduation. Hayden dressed in Carolina-blue graduation robes, and Liz wore a blue dress to match. Hayden had frowned at her bare neck and asked if she was going to wear her birthday present. She had blushed and told him it didn’t go with the outfit. She didn’t want a reminder of Brady at Hayden’s graduation. Easily appeased, Hayden left to find the rest of his class, while Liz entered Kenan Stadium with his family to watch from the bleachers. She had a hard time believing that the time had already come for Hayden to graduate, and that she would be in the same place within a year.


    Liz had an amazing time with his family, who were unbelievably welcoming and accepting. She really felt at home with them, and that was encouraging all around.


    Jamie and James dropped on everyone that they planned to elope in Hawaii at the beginning of June. They kept insisting that no one else had to attend, but of course everyone told them that they would be there. Liz understood their wanting a small intimate get-together rather than a big affair. That seemed like Jamie.


    That left her and Hayden a whole month together where neither of them had school or the paper or anything at all to do besides relax and enjoy each other’s company. Hayden would officially start his job at the Charlotte Times the Monday after Jamie’s wedding, and as much as the two of them tried to hold on to time, it seemed to slip right through their fingertips.


    Soon enough their blissful month together came to a close and they were on a plane to Hawaii. Liz had never been before, and was excited to spend some time with Hayden on the beach as much as to see Jamie and James get married.


    They arrived in Honolulu late the night before the wedding just in time to see the sunset over the island. The sky lit up into the most gorgeous reds, yellows, pinks, and oranges that Liz had ever seen. She was sure that a sunset never looked more beautiful than in Hawaii, and was so thankful that she was able to experience it.


    Hayden grabbed her luggage out of the back of the taxi as soon as it pulled up in front of their resort. It was a gorgeous twenty-story construction on a secluded area off the north coast of Oahu and boasted private beaches, snorkeling excursions to nearby waterfalls, the luxury of a big resort, and the exclusivity and intimacy of a smaller one.


    Liz felt a little awkward sharing a room with Hayden, knowing that his parents were going to be in the same hotel. Not that they had connecting rooms or anything. As far as she knew they weren’t even on the same floor. Hayden thought she was being ridiculous. It wasn’t like his parents didn’t know that they were sleeping together. Which of course made sense ... because they were college students and all. Still it did nothing to alleviate her stress.


    The gorgeous view from the tenth floor overlooking the ocean helped make up for it.


    As soon as they arrived, though, they had to change and meet everyone in the lobby for an informal rehearsal dinner. The only other people who had flown all this way for the wedding were Meredith, Jamie’s maid of honor, and Nick, who was the best man. After they’d had a great time with friends, good food, and some choice wine, jet lag began to set in, and she and Hayden called it an early night.


    Because of the six-hour time difference, Jamie had planned an early-morning wedding on the beach. Liz woke up at the crack of dawn to get ready for the big day. She was practically bouncing up and down on her toes with excitement. She really liked Jamie, and she was so glad to be here for her.


    Liz had brought with her a plain coral sundress that flowed down to her ankles, and strappy gold sandals. It wasn’t extravagant, but then again none of this was. She left her hair down in natural beachy waves, pulling one section back with a bobby pin. Her face was sun-kissed from the extra hours she had put in playing tennis in her month break from school, so she only needed light makeup that highlighted her skin.


    When she caught a glimpse of Hayden as she exited the shower, she just smiled. He was in khakis and boat shoes with a green polo that accented his eyes. She couldn’t have picked out an outfit that suited him more.


    “You ready?” he asked, his eyes roaming her figure.


    “Yeah. I’m excited for Jamie. Do you think she’s nervous?”


    “She’s probably running around like a maniac, as usual,” Hayden said, shaking his head. “But I think my sister knows that James is the right decision.”


    “Oh, I know she does. I kind of love that she didn’t want to plan a wedding. It’s super romantic that they just jet off to a resort for this little private ceremony. Don’t you think?” Liz asked dreamily.


    Hayden shrugged, pulling her into him. “I don’t know. I’m a bit more traditional than my sister. I kind of like the idea of a big wedding. Have it all planned out and the anticipation of the event only bringing us closer.”


    Liz flushed under his scrutiny as the words washed over her. He was talking about them. Of course, he wasn’t talking about them getting married anytime soon, but she could see in his eyes that he was interested in that. That it was something he wanted.


    She hadn’t really thought about it until that moment. What would a lifetime with Hayden be like? She could just see how it would be. He would love her unconditionally, always put her first, plan out their lives. She could see the requisite two and a half kids with a house in the suburbs, a white picket fence, and everything. She could see Hayden’s smiling face greeting her day in and day out. She saw herself happy there.


    She had never had that thought with anyone before. At least, not like this. Not realistically.


    “What do you think? I would guess you have your dream wedding all planned out,” Hayden said.


    “I ... yeah. I mean, I’ve thought about it. I just thought it would be nice and stress free. Not that eloping is for me, necessarily,” Liz corrected. “I guess I always wanted a big wedding too, with all of my family and friends.”


    A broad smile grew on Hayden’s face the longer she spoke. When she finished he leaned forward and kissed her passionately. “You are perfect for me.”


    Liz laughed and tried to play it off as if it didn’t matter ... as if he hadn’t just said that they had the same dream wedding. “Come on. We don’t want to be late to your own sister’s wedding.”


    He kissed her once more lovingly. He leaned back and trailed his fingers along her collarbones. “Are you going to wear your necklace?”


    Liz bit her lip and tried not to look guilty. “I left it at home.”


    “Oh,” Hayden said, disappointed. “Maybe next time.”


    Liz swallowed and wished she had the strength to tell him she could never wear it again.


    They exited the hotel room and took the elevator downstairs. His parents were waiting for them in the lobby. His mom came forward and gave her a hug. “Thank you so much for being here with us today. It means so much to us.”


    Liz smiled and looked down at the ground. “I wouldn’t miss it. I’m so happy for Jamie.”


    “We’re so happy for her too, dear,” she said warmly. “Come on, y’all. Let’s go down to the beach to wait for the bridal party.”


    Liz and Hayden followed his parents out to the private beach where the ceremony was going to be held. The pastor was already in place. James’s mother had flown in on the red-eye that morning from New York City and was already standing on the beach in a black dress when they arrived. Liz had heard mention that his parents were divorced and neither James nor his mother spoke to his father anymore, and his mother had become somewhat of a recluse ever since. She had wondered last night if that had been part of the reason for the elopement, but considering Jamie, Liz kind of doubted it.


    There were no chairs, and Liz let her feet sink into the white sand as she waited. She wiggled her toes and watched her feet bury themselves. Hayden reached out for her hand and laced their fingers together just as the bridal party arrived.


    Jamie walked forward in a short, flowy white sundress that floated out behind her in the breeze. The dress cinched in at the waist with a multicolored sheer print sash that bowed in the back. Her black bob was straight almost to her shoulders, and she had a circle of small white flowers in her hair. She was barefoot with no jewelry aside from a slender gold bracelet on one hand that her parents had given her the night before. Her mother had worn it at her own wedding and passed it down to her daughter for her wedding day.


    James was dressed in khakis and a loose linen button-down. They couldn’t have been more perfect for each other if they tried.


    Meredith and Nick followed behind Jamie and James to the pastor standing in a suit in the hot sand. He smiled at them all and then began the service. It was short and to the point. They exchanged vows, slid simple bands on each other’s fingers, and then before Liz knew it the pastor was announcing that James could kiss his bride.


    Everyone cheered as they kissed and then the short ceremony was over. Jamie flitted from person to person, thanking everyone for coming even though there were only nine people in attendance including the bride and groom.


    Her arms wound around Liz’s neck and she pulled her into a hug. “I’m so glad you could be here.”


    “I wouldn’t miss it for the world, Jamie,” Liz replied.


    “I know it sounds crazy, but I already feel like you’re family.”


    Hayden rolled his eyes and sighed. “Jamie ...”


    “I love you too, little brother,” she said with a huge smile plastered on her face as she strangle-hugged him.


    Liz laughed at Jamie and Hayden acting like typical brother and sister. She didn’t even know why Hayden had sighed so heavily. She liked that she already felt like family to Jamie. She really loved her. She was so much fun and such a free spirit. It made Liz want to loosen up a bit herself. But to Jamie, Liz was fifty times less stressed than her uptight brother. Liz’s smile grew at the thought.


    After thirty minutes of pictures, the wedding party retreated to a small private dining room for the small reception brunch. Mimosas and Bloody Marys were served and the whole table toasted the young couple to many years of happiness. When the plates were cleared, the drinks gone, and conversations were dying down, Jamie and James said their good-byes and retreated to their hotel room. No one had any specific plans until tomorrow, so everyone went their separate ways to change and head out to enjoy the sunshine.


    When they made it back up to their room, Hayden slid his arm around her waist. “I have plans for us, gorgeous,” he murmured against her ear.


    Liz shivered at the soft touch of his lips against her ear. “Plans?”


    “I thought you would want to do something after the wedding, so I scheduled something for us.”


    “What is it?” she asked, biting down on her lip.


    He kissed the side of her neck. “Surprise. Get into your bathing suit. We have to head out soon.”


    Liz turned around and backed farther into the bedroom. She tugged the zipper down the back of the dress and slowly inched the straps down her shoulders. His eyes followed the loose material as it revealed more and more of her skin. “Should I bring anything else with me?”


    The dress dropped to the floor. Desire was evident in his eyes as she stepped out of the pool of material at her feet and reached back to unclasp her strapless bra.


    “I have everything else covered,” he said, taking a step toward her.


    She smirked at him and snapped the hook and eye open. His eyes fell to her breasts as they dropped full and perky out of the bra. His hands were on her in an instant, pulling her nearly naked body against him as his lips found her.


    “My girlfriend the tease,” he groaned.


    “I would never.” Her voice came out breathy, and she was pretty sure that if he kept that up they weren’t going to make any plans.


    “I like it.”


    His fingers hooked into her soft lacy underwear and slowly dragged them to the ground as he knelt before her. He leaned forward and placed earnest kisses down her stomach. Her breathing picked up as he drew nearer.


    His lips touched her most sensitive skin, and he chuckled at her sharp intake of breath. He brought his fingers up and ran them gently across her folds. She shuddered as he eased her open before quickly retreating.


    “Now who’s the tease?” she managed to get out.


    He smiled up at her and gave her another kiss before standing. “That would be me. Now go get dressed.”


    Liz stuck her bottom lip out. “Really? Now that I’m all riled up?”


    Hayden pulled her close again and melded their lips together. His tongue ran along her lip, entering her mouth when she moaned, and met hers. “I promise to make up for it when we get back.”


    “The anticipation is going to kill me.”


    “It will be worth it.”


    Liz sighed through her sexual frustration and turned to change. It wasn’t as if she and Hayden hadn’t had sex the night before ... or the night before that, but a part of her just wanted him to grab her, throw her over the bed, and take her. Not that she needed that by any means. They had amazing sex. It was just different, emotional rather than primal.


    She slid into a hot-pink bathing suit and threw an oversize white eyelet tank on top, and then followed Hayden out of their hotel room. They took the elevator to the bottom floor and veered through the lobby to the back entrance. They trekked through the sand to a small white catamaran docked near the resort. Six or seven other people were already on deck, beers in hand, music playing through the speakers.


    “Oh my God,” Liz whispered into the breeze.


    “Do you like it?”


    “It’s a great surprise!”


    “This is only part of it,” he said, taking her hand and helping her onto the boat. “Wait until you see what else I have in store.”


    Liz’s eyes lit up as she stared at the man before her. Damn, did he love her. And she could see reflected back in his eyes that the only thing he wanted in this moment was for her to be happy. He made her happy.


    Once Hayden hopped on board, they were promptly greeted by the catamaran tour captain. All food and beverages were included and they were strictly ordered to enjoy themselves.


    With drinks in hand, they found an open spot at the front of the catamaran just as they set sail. Their guide sailed them around the North Shore, which, unlike Honolulu, was mostly gorgeous natural habitat and known for bigger waves and isolated alcoves that had been featured in Hollywood films such as Blue Crush and the television show Lost. Liz stripped her tank off and let the rays sink into her skin. Hayden stretched out next to her and they spent the majority of the afternoon enjoying each other’s company and the beautiful natural seascape before them.


    “And this is where we’re going to be stopping for a couple hours,” the captain announced.


    He turned the boat into a small private lagoon obscured from the rest of the island by cliffs on one side. The water was crystal clear blue, and a white sandy beach was visible on the coast.


    “This area is only for tour participants, so you shouldn’t be bothered by a constant stream of tourists. If you got the snorkeling package, see me after we dock and I’ll explain everything you need to know.”


    The captain docked the boat and helped the passengers out, where they were immediately greeted by Hawaiian women in traditional grass skirts, bra tops, and multicolored leis. Liz moved to follow the rest of the partiers, but Hayden stopped her.


    “I got us snorkeling gear. I wasn’t sure if you would be into it, but I read about some amazing caverns and even a small waterfall in the area. I’d love to check it out with you,” he said.


    “I love snorkeling. You think there’s an actual waterfall nearby?” she asked excitedly.


    “In fact, there is,” the captain said when he walked up to them. “I can give you two directions to get there. Just off of one of these cliffs. Beautiful sight. Just let me get you through the safety guidelines and you’ll be free to go.”


    The captain instructed them on how to use the equipment, which was pretty self-explanatory, all things considered, and then explained where they could and couldn’t go.


    “Have a good time,” he said with a wave as he walked back over to his seat. “I have to pick up the next tour. I’ll be back to get you all in a few hours!”


    They grabbed their snorkeling equipment and exited the catamaran right before it set sail. After they found a place to leave their stuff, they headed back out into the warm water with their flippers and masks in place. Liz simply couldn’t get over how clear the water was and how much marine life was in the little lagoon. She had a mini panic attack thinking that she might see sharks, but Hayden just laughed at her and told her that he would protect her. Luckily, they didn’t see any.


    Hayden gestured for Liz to follow him as they swam in the direction that the captain had instructed to see the waterfall. They rounded a corner into a small closed cavern. After overcoming a momentary panic from closed-in spaces, Liz followed Hayden at an easy pace through the cavern until it opened up to an even smaller lagoon with a waterfall. It was surrounded on three sides by the cliff and then one side had a flat area, which it looked like people over the years had used to rest.


    They swam over there and Hayden helped Liz out of the water. She pulled off her flippers, tossed her mask to the side, and lay back in the most stunning natural environment she had ever encountered.


    “Now, this is a surprise,” she murmured.


    Her eyes drifted from the waterfall to her boyfriend standing shirtless over her. He ran his hand back through his wet hair. His biceps were defined as he held his arms over his head, and she could make out each line in his abdomen as the water ran down his body. His little tease from earlier came back to her in full force, and she felt her body warming just from looking at him.


    “I thought you would like it,” Hayden said, sinking into the space next to her.


    Liz nuzzled into his chest and slid her hand down the slick surface. “About you making it up to me,” she whispered huskily.


    Hayden laughed deep in his throat. “Is that where your mind is?” His hand trailed the length of her body.


    “Is that not where your mind is?”


    “Oh, it is,” he said, rolling over on top of her and pinning her back against the ground.


    As he pressed his body down against her, she felt him stiffen through the thin material of his swim trunks. His mouth crashed down on top of hers with none of the hesitancy that he usually exhibited. They were alone in their own world out here, and the exhilaration of being out in the open like this fueled their passion.


    His fingers wound into her hair and she exposed her neck to his mouth. Her hands found the waistline of his swim trunks and it took every ounce of effort not to just rip them off. She gripped on to them for dear life as he ravaged her neck, down to her collarbones, and found the strap of her bikini.


    “Hayden,” she groaned. “I want you.”


    Not having any more willpower, Liz started tugging on his trunks and dragging them down his thighs. Hayden sat up and pulled them off as she easily stripped out of her bikini, baring herself before him.


    “God, you’re gorgeous,” he said, leaning back over her.


    Their lips met hungrily as he pushed himself forward inside of her. Her eyes fluttered closed and she groaned at the feel of him filling her. It had only been a day and it felt like forever. She felt insatiable; she couldn’t figure out why she had waited so long initially, and now that she had tasted him she couldn’t get enough. She wanted to explore every inch of his skin. She wanted him to trace every curve.


    Her heart swelled as Hayden pulled back slowly and then lunged into her swiftly. She met his rhythm, always craving more, desiring more from him. And he gave it to her over and over again. She felt her body giving in to the intensity and elation of the moment.


    She didn’t even think about the rocks digging into her back or the grass scratching up her arms and legs. What mattered was this feeling, this right here. Knowing that Hayden had done all of this for her, and that he was going to keep doing things like this for her. Knowing that they created their own memories, they had control of the future, not the past, and they were doing that together. Knowing that in love, the strongest emotion of all was the connections ... in proving to someone day in and day out that this was what they deserved and accepting nothing less. That was what Hayden was giving to her.


    Liz’s back arched off of the hard ground as he drove forward into her forcefully enough to scoot her backward. All pretenses of taking her slowly were gone, and he was demanding all of her. And she was giving it back.


    Her body spasmed with climax as he pushed into her once more. He pumped a few more times before grunting and coming with her.


    “Fuck, Lizzie,” he murmured against her neck.


    “That was amazing.” The words were wispy and she suddenly felt as if she was floating on a cloud.


    Hayden collapsed on the earth next to her and she buried her head into his chest. Their breathing began to slow as they lay there recovering from the intensity of what had just occurred. Liz tried to wrap her mind around what she had just felt and experienced.


    She had been giving Hayden everything she had for a month now. She knew that wasn’t a very long time, but she was glad that at least she had figured it out. She had wasted too much time obsessing about something that was never going to happen, never going to go the way she wanted. When the thing she had wanted for two years, the person who had been giving her everything for months and months, was right in front of her. And to be honest, the last month had been better than all the others combined. She felt them grow and mature with each other in a relationship ... in a healthy and sane way.


    And she knew what this feeling meant that was bubbling up inside of her. She had known for a while, but it was never clearer than now, when she was lying in a secluded area in Hawaii, surrounded by nature, listening to the beat of Hayden’s heart and the sound of the waterfall splashing.


    “Hayden,” she breathed, sitting up on her elbow and staring down into his hazel eyes. They were practically gold in the sunlight, and it made her shiver at the sight.


    “Yeah, gorgeous?” he asked, pushing her hair off of her face for her.


    “You know I love you, right?”


    He smiled that brilliant smile up at her and nodded. “Yeah, I know. I’m glad you finally figured it out.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 14


    EDITOR


    Liz spent the majority of her summer in Hayden’s new one-bedroom apartment in Charlotte. She wasn’t taking any classes, and the paper practically ran itself; Hayden had been absent all last summer and it had still continued just fine. She knew that once school started she wouldn’t have as much free time to come see him, so she wanted to spend as much time as she could with him now.


    Right before the summer ended, Liz met with Professor Mires and her scholarship advisement committee to determine how she was going to spend her scholarship intern hours. Liz had been planning to work with the Raleigh News reporting staff that she had contacts with, but Dr. Mires had something else in mind. She had gotten in touch with her colleague Nancy from the New York Times and had secured Liz a spot working with their team on a political journalism reporting portfolio. It included some travel to and from New York City to meet with the team and perfect on-site reporting skills.


    Liz was floored that Dr. Mires had gone to that much trouble for her. Dr. Mires insisted that Liz had earned such a position. Nancy had been so impressed with her work on the colloquium in the spring that it had made it an easy choice. Liz would be flying up to New York at the beginning of September for her first meeting.


    Fall rolled around all too soon and she kissed Hayden good-bye and returned to Chapel Hill for her senior year of college. She had a busy year ahead of her. It made her a bit dizzy to think about it: editor, internship with the New York Times, research hours with Dr. Mires, not to mention that she was still taking a full load of classes, had a boyfriend, and had tried to keep up with regular tennis lessons. She wasn’t sure she was going to have any time to breathe, let alone think. Of course, she couldn’t complain; she had basically gotten everything that she wanted.


    Liz walked into the newspaper office on the second floor of the Union on campus. It felt a bit surreal to have spent so much time away from the place over the summer. She had practically lived there the three years prior.


    It was the first week back to school for her senior year. The paper had already gone out and only division leaders had to be in the office that afternoon. They had the full meeting for everyone interested in working on the paper that evening. Liz had prepared for it best she could. She just hoped she had half of Hayden’s charisma.


    She walked into her new editorial office and sighed. It was one of the few offices in the building that had a door and a lock that actually worked. It felt a bit surreal to be in here again; she had commandeered the office last summer while Hayden had been away.


    She ran her hands along the desk that she knew she would never be able to keep as clean and meticulous as Hayden did. She had helped him move his stuff out of the office this summer, and it had barely taken any time, even though he had occupied the space for a year and a half. By the end of the first week, she knew it would be a mess that she would never be able to get back under control.


    A knock on the door jolted her from her thoughts. “You’re early,” Savannah said with a smile.


    Liz checked her watch. Still thirty minutes before the meeting. “I’m editor. I’m supposed to be early. What are you doing here?”


    “I just got out of class. You’ve had Professor Mires before, right?”


    “She’s my advisor,” Liz told her.


    “Is she as difficult as everyone says she is? Her classes are always packed, but I know a bunch of people who want to drop because she grades unfairly.”


    Liz snorted. “She just makes you earn your grade. It’s worth it to be on her good side. She helped get me an internship with the New York Times for this year.”


    “Nice. It’s who you know, not what you know,” Savannah said with that knowing Maxwell glint in her eye.


    “Usually,” Liz confirmed with a shrug. If anyone had connections it was Savannah Maxwell. “How was your summer?”


    She shrugged, but had an unmistakable giddy smirk across her face. “Pretty good.”


    “And what’s his name?” Liz asked, leaning back against the desk.


    “I mean, I’m talking to this guy named Forrest,” she said, the look disappearing.


    Uh-huh. That clearly wasn’t who had caused her to get all flustered.


    “Forrest and Savannah. Not getting much more Southern than that,” Liz joked, wondering if she should push for the real story.


    “It’s not serious or anything. He’s just a guy I met at the gym.”


    “Did you see Lucas this summer?” Liz asked, diving in.


    Savannah’s cheeks colored, but she clearly tried to play it off. “Yeah. Some. Over the Fourth of July my family goes to Hilton Head, and his family came with us this year.”


    Liz already knew about the Fourth of July, of course. Brady had postponed going to Hilton Head last summer to stay with her an extra day. She was glad Savannah had had a good time.


    “Right. And you still like him?” she asked her friend.


    “I don’t really know. I’ve known him ... forever. I don’t think he feels the same way about me.”


    “Have you looked at you recently? He would have to be dumb or blind or both not to be interested in you, Savannah,” Liz said. She knew Lucas had to be into her. The guy was related to Chris, Brady’s best friend, so he couldn’t be stupid.


    Savannah laughed. “Thanks for the ego boost. He’s dating someone else, though.”


    Liz deflated. Damn. Savannah seemed so happy about him. “Really? That sucks.”


    “I mean ... don’t tell anyone,” Savannah said, biting her lip conspiratorially. “He kissed me on the beach.”


    “Oh my God, really? What happened? When did it happen? Did you kiss him back? Did it go further?” Liz asked, going into full-on girl mode in a matter of seconds.


    “We kissed in the sand for like two hours at sunset. It was incredibly ... insane. I don’t know how to explain it.”


    “So, why isn’t he interested in you? I’m so confused.”


    Savannah shrugged with a sigh. “He said that he didn’t think we should keep doing what we did that night. He goes to Vandy, so he probably wouldn’t want to do the distance thing. And the part where he has a girlfriend ...” She trailed off.


    “You’re Savannah Maxwell. Said girlfriend might as well not exist.”


    “Well, she exists, so it doesn’t matter. Let’s talk about something else. Lucas is like a distant summer memory,” she said entirely unconvincingly. “How about a big thank-you for putting me as the coleader for the Washington division!”


    Liz knew Lucas was far from a distant memory, but she knew that she wouldn’t get any more dirt now. She hoped that Savannah figured out what was best for her.


    “You totally deserve it,” she told her.


    “I’m excited to get started. I have some big shoes to fill.”


    “I don’t have that big of feet,” Liz said, glancing down at her high heels.


    “Knock-knock!”


    Liz groaned as Savannah turned to see who was entering the office. Meagan appeared around the corner with an oversize Vera Bradley bag on her shoulder and a big smile. She ran the kvetching column, which was essentially gossip and complaining, but the majority of the student body really loved it.


    And with Meagan’s introduction the fun girl time officially became the paper division meeting. Savannah gave Liz an amused look as they turned to listen to Meagan talk about her summer.


    [image: ]


    Nearly every day Liz and Hayden had left the paper and walked together to his car parked in the space reserved for the editor—which was now reserved for her. It felt so strange walking out of the newspaper building that evening having just completed her first-ever paper meeting and walking down to her car without Hayden.


    Victoria had planned a back-to-school party at their place that night, and Liz anticipated it being in full swing before she even got there. And in all honesty she just wanted to take her time getting home. Maybe she would call Hayden and see how he was doing.


    He seemed to like his new job. They didn’t push him enough, and she knew that he wanted to do more, but he always wanted to do more. He just wanted a break to prove himself, but as with most people in an entry-level job, Hayden was suffering from the problem of having to work his way up the company ladder.


    Hayden answered on the third ring. “Hey, gorgeous! How was your first meeting? Do they all love you as much as I do?”


    “I miss you,” she murmured softly into the phone.


    “I miss you too, Lizzie.”


    She sighed heavily and then tried to let the feeling pass. Long distance sucked. It was why she and her last boyfriend hadn’t worked out. Of course, her last boyfriend hadn’t really cared either. She didn’t think this was even close to the same situation, and she wasn’t worried about Hayden. But it still sucked.


    “The meeting went well,” she told him. “Everything is in place and now I just have to be there to make sure it runs smoothly.”


    “I’m sure it will. You had a pretty good mentor.”


    Liz reached her car and slipped inside. “I’m just glad I now have my mentor’s parking spot.”


    Hayden laughed through the line just as she turned on the car and backed out. “I wish I were there to drive you to and from school. I’m going to miss that.”


    “Me too.”


    “And our secretive smiles across the office.”


    “Mmm.”


    “And having you curled up against me when you sleep.”


    “Hayden ...”


    “And whispering your name when we make love.”


    “You’re not making this any easier,” she groaned.


    “Come visit.”


    Liz shook her head even though she knew he couldn’t see. “I just left.”


    “I’ll come visit you then.”


    Liz giggled. “You have to work tomorrow.”


    “I just want you in my arms. Is that too much to ask?” he asked.


    “Never,” she murmured as she pulled up in front of her house. The ride was too short. She barely got any time with him, and as she had suspected, Victoria already had the party going.


    “Wow, it’s loud wherever you are,” Hayden said.


    “Victoria is throwing a back-to-school party. I didn’t realize it had already started. She knew I wouldn’t be back until late.”


    “Well, have a good time and tell Vickie I said hi. I’m sure she’ll be thrilled.”


    “Will do. I’ll call you later. Love you,” Liz said, popping the door open and exiting the car.


    “Love you too.”


    Liz hung up the phone and sauntered into her house. The music was blasting and a crowd of people took up her living room. She was nearly tackle-hugged as soon as she walked in the door. She screamed as she was picked up and spun around.


    “What the fuck!” The guy who was holding her just laughed louder as she tried to get free. “Put me down!”


    “All right. All right,” he said, catching her and setting her down on her feet. She smacked him on the arm when she regained her balance.


    “Justin!” she yelled, throwing her arms around him. “What are you doing here?”


    “Such a kind welcome. I haven’t seen you in months and you’re already smacking me around,” he said, laughing at her still-shocked expression.


    “You deserved it. Picking me up like that! I had no idea who you were.” She just shook her head as Justin smiled down at her. “What are you doing here anyway?” Liz nodded toward her room, and Justin followed her back there as they continued talking.


    “Victoria invited me,” he told her.


    “She’s just full of surprises, isn’t she?”


    “Nice,” he said, sitting down on her bed and crossing his ankle over his knee. “So, how have you been? Are you still with Lane?”


    “Yeah, he’s in Charlotte working as a reporter. I’m editor now and working internship hours with the New York Times,” she said, slipping out of her heels.


    Justin whistled low. “Someone is fancy.”


    “What about you? Where are your big plans taking you?”


    As Justin filled her in on what was going on in his life, Liz retreated into her closet and picked out an acceptable outfit for the party tonight. He told her that the company he had been working for had gone under over the summer, and he had been out of work for a little while when he finally found an investor for the business he had been working on since they last talked. After he had a source of revenue again, the project had hit the ground running. He asked Liz again if she would be interested in working with him as a writer for the company, but she turned him down and, as other people showed up for the party, they left it at that.


    She sought out Victoria, who was regaling a small crowd with one of her ludicrous stories. Liz only caught the tail end of it.


    “So two Australian firefighters and a scuba instructor later and I had the perfect Aussie sandwich. I know that I’ll be going back to Australia. That place should not be a one and done kind of thing. There’s a reason their population started off as criminals,” Victoria said with a wink. She shifted into her right hip and took a drink out of her red Solo cup.


    Liz just shook her head. Victoria and her adventures in Australia this summer for study abroad had been a constant stream of conversation since she returned. Liz had heard about how Victoria had been triple-teamed by the three Aussies at least twice. She was most proud of that story.


    Why she insisted on telling it to complete strangers was beyond Liz’s mental capacity.


    “Hey, bitch!” Victoria said when she saw Liz. “About time you got here.”


    “I’ve been here for a while. I was talking to Justin. Thanks for inviting him.”


    Victoria twirled her finger in the air and took another sip from the cup. “You’re friends and all that. Plus, I’m secretly hoping you’ll find someone other than your Hayden Lane,” she said with that teasing lilt she always got to her voice when she got the opportunity to make fun of Hayden.


    “Oh, yes, so many better options at this party. I guess I should go back to Australia with you.”


    “Don’t be jealous of my abilities. I don’t know if you can handle three,” she said, patting Liz on the arm. “You have a hard enough time with one.”


    “Oh my God. Why am I friends with you?” Liz asked.


    “Because I’m awesome, obviously.”


    Liz couldn’t deny that her best friend was awesome, and she was happy that Justin was in attendance even if she was missing Hayden. She wandered into the kitchen and poured herself a glass of the red hunch punch sitting in a cooler. The party picked up pace as everyone fed off of the post-summer energy that took over the room.


    Massey showed up at some point with a bunch of her sorority friends. She and Justin seemed to know each other. Soon enough he had his arm around her and was regaling her friends with stories. Tristan appeared shortly after that. Liz wasn’t even sure how he had found out about it, but he only stayed for a grand total of fifteen minutes before making some excuse about homework and leaving. It was the first day of school. There was no way he had any homework.


    Savannah arrived late as usual. Liz was pretty sure she had never been to anything except the paper on time. She had a guy with her who couldn’t seem to stop touching her ass even when she swatted his hand away. He was pretty hot, super tall, with buzzed dark hair and a tattoo peeking out of the sleeve of his black T-shirt. He must be the aforementioned Forrest. All Liz saw when she looked at him was the exact opposite of Lucas. A very clear rebellious act.


    At the first opportunity, Savannah ditched the guy and veered over to Liz. She was standing off to the side debating on whether or not she wanted a second glass of the hunch punch.


    “Hey! Sorry I’m late,” Savannah said in greeting.


    Liz chuckled. “I wouldn’t expect anything less.”


    “Sorry—years of making fashionably late entrances never wore off, I guess. Also, my brother’s in town.”


    “Understandable,” Liz said, ignoring the part about her brother. “Is that your Forrest?”


    Savannah glanced back at the beefy guy she had walked inside with. She tilted her head and smiled. “Yeah. That’s him.”


    When Liz glanced past Forrest, she saw Justin had Massey’s back against the wall and his tongue down her throat. Liz laughed and pointed it out to Savannah. “Well, he certainly moves fast.”


    “So does she, apparently,” Savannah said.


    Liz shifted her gaze back to Savannah with a smile. She liked having her around. She was different from most of Liz’s other friends, and she appreciated how easily their friendship came to her.


    “What were you up to before this?”


    “Ugh! I had family shit after the newspaper meeting,” Savannah grumbled.


    “Did you take Forrest to your family stuff?” Liz asked with a giggle, imagining the large, tatted man in front of her in the Maxwell house. It pinched at her heart to think about Brady being in town, but she tried to dismiss it. It wasn’t as if she were going to see Brady, and anyway she had moved on to Hayden. That was what was important now.


    “No! Are you crazy? My family would take one look at him and tell me to stop acting like a teenager,” Savannah said indignantly. “And I was getting enough of that shit this summer from my brother’s stupid girlfriend.”


    The way she said that almost made Liz laugh. There was only one person that Savannah would think was the stupid girlfriend in the Maxwell family. “Andrea?” she asked without thinking.


    Savannah raised her eyebrows sharply and Liz realized her mistake. There was no way that Liz was supposed to know that name. No way she was supposed to know anything about Clay, let alone Clay’s girlfriend.


    Shit! Shit! Shit!


    How could she backpedal out of this one? Liz knew there wasn’t stuff about them in the papers. She had checked and rechecked all of her sources last summer. Clay Maxwell didn’t even have pictures appear online that weren’t from when he was a kid, and the man had sure grown since he was a boy.


    “How do you know Andrea?” Savannah asked curiously.


    “Um ...” Liz said, racking her brain. “I met her at an art gallery opening in D.C. over New Year’s,” she blurted out.


    “Really?” Savannah asked. “I remember her mentioning buying a bunch of artwork, but I normally tune everything she says out. Have you met Clay? They’re an odd pair, but normally together.”


    “He was there with her,” Liz confirmed. That was completely a true statement and yet didn’t answer Savannah’s question. How many times had she met Clay? How many times had he propositioned her to go home with him? Um ... yeah she had met Clay.


    “Huh,” Savannah murmured, clearly mulling it all over. “Well, anyway ... no, not Andrea. She’s a nut job, but she’s always been that way. You get used to it. It’s Erin ...”


    Liz swallowed and cleared her mind. Nothing to think about. Nothing at all.


    “What happened with Erin?”


    Savannah rolled her big brown eyes to the ceiling and pulled all of her hair over to one shoulder. “She just ... mothers me! Like I think she really, really wants to be my friend, because Brady and I are close. But she was at Hilton Head with us, and found out about the thing with Lucas. She wanted me to play buddy-buddy and have me confide in her. She kept saying things like, ‘I feel like we’re sisters.’ Um ... I’m sorry. I don’t know you like that. We’re not sisters. I don’t have any sisters, you know?”


    “Sure,” Liz said softly.


    “Anyway, once I told her what happened with Lucas, she started telling me how I was like a bad person for kissing him and that if he really liked me then he wouldn’t string me along and all this. Which, okay ... she’s right. Fine. It’s not exactly what she said, but how she said it. In this holier-than-thou voice with her finger sticking out and scolding me. And she has treated me like that every time I’ve seen her since. When I’m around her, I swear I’m about to go crazy.”


    Liz nodded, her mind drifting off. She felt bad for Savannah having to deal with someone like that. And she really wanted to think that it didn’t matter that Savannah didn’t like Brady’s girlfriend.


    But it made her smile devilishly anyway.


    

  


  
    Chapter 15


    DROPPING THE BALL


    Liz landed back in the Raleigh airport after three days spent in New York City working with Nancy at the New York Times over fall break. She had never worked so hard, but also had never had a better experience in journalism. Nancy had a knack for utilizing people’s strengths, and Liz had been knee-deep in the political reporting area at the paper. She had shadowed various people, assisted in research, writing, and editing, and had even gone out into the field with a seasoned reporter.


    The experience further solidified that she was really doing what she loved. She was so often locked away in the academic setting that she didn’t always see what it really felt like to be out there. The college newspaper, while an incredible publication, was nothing compared to starting a career at a professional newspaper.


    The only downside to her being in New York for her break meant that she didn’t get to see Hayden. They visited each other as frequently as they could, but as his job grew more demanding and midterms rolled around, they found less and less time together.


    It wasn’t the end of the world. A part of her just wanted to drive to Charlotte and shirk her responsibilities. But that wasn’t like her at all ... She hadn’t been able to do any work for the school newspaper while in New York, and she had homework on top of that. So at least she would be keeping herself busy.


    As soon as she got home, she changed into jeans, a three-quarter-sleeve blue button-down, and her knee-high brown boots. She twirled a pink chevron scarf around her neck and grabbed her North Face jacket and laptop before heading right back out the door to the paper.


    She parked in her normal parking spot reserved for the editor and trekked up the stairs and into the Union. Liz plopped down at her desk and fired up her computer. She had a million emails regarding editorial work, newspaper design, next week’s stories, and on down the line. She would be up all night sorting through the mess.


    A while into her email binge, Liz heard the office door opening. She checked her watch and saw that it was already eight thirty at night. She suspected she wouldn’t get out of here until well past midnight. She actually considered pulling an all-nighter. But she hadn’t thought anyone else would show up at the paper on their fall break.


    “Hello?” she called, standing and walking out of her office. A smile broke out on her face as she saw Hayden standing in front of her. “What are you doing here?”


    She rushed forward and wrapped her arms around his neck. He drew her into him and kissed her cheek. “I got two days off and knew you would be back from New York today.”


    “You could have called!”


    “Nah ... it’s better to see that beautiful face when I surprised you,” he said, cupping her cheek and kissing her lips.


    “I just can’t believe you’re here. I really didn’t think I’d get to see you until next weekend. How did you know I would be here, anyway?”


    Hayden shrugged and gestured for her to walk back into the office. “I called Victoria and she told me.”


    “Ah, makes sense,” Liz said, taking a seat her desk. “Well, if I’d known then I wouldn’t have started all this stuff.” She gestured toward the cluttered desk and her open laptop.


    “It’s all right. No rush. Do you want to just finish up and then we could head out? Maybe we could get dinner at Top O,” he suggested.


    “That sounds great. There’s no way I’m finishing all of this tonight anyway,” she said. The piles of emails would still be there tomorrow for her to take care of.


    “What do you have to do?” Hayden asked, walking over to her computer, reading over her shoulder.


    “Just some basic stuff. Layout, editing, new material. The usual.”


    Liz began to pack up her other stuff as Hayden scrolled through the mass of emails she had neglected while working in New York. She had so much other stuff to do on top of the newspaper that she probably should have just stayed, but how often did she get to see Hayden these days?


    “You have a lot here,” Hayden said.


    “Yeah. I’ve been pretty swamped the past two weeks, and then the New York Times on top of all of that,” Liz said, shrugging. “I’ll get through it all.”


    She heard Hayden sigh as she tidied up her desk and pretended to put it into some order. If she had known he was going to be here, she would have made some kind of effort to make it look presentable. Now she was just doing it out of habit because she knew that he liked things tidy.


    “Liz, you know I really don’t like that you’re dropping the ball with this kind of stuff,” he said, his voice carrying the edge of authority he used when he had been editor of the paper. She had always thought that voice was commanding in a gentle, nudging way. Right now ... it didn’t have that quality. It sounded a whole hell of a lot more like her boyfriend was about to reprimand her.


    “Dropping the ball on what?” she said, turning to stare at him, her hands on her hips. She didn’t know why the comment immediately made her defensive. She was editor of the paper now, not him, and she was doing just fine. In fact, sometimes she thought she was doing a better job than Hayden had, because she didn’t have to micromanage people.


    “You have about a hundred emails in here. Things that really need to get taken care of. I know you have this big internship lined up at the New York Times, but that doesn’t mean you can let my paper turn to shit.”


    Liz froze, her blue eyes narrowing. “Excuse me?”


    “Look, I picked you for this position because I thought you could handle juggling everything at once. If you can’t, then maybe you should think about how that affects the newspaper and not jeopardize its reputation for your other projects.”


    “You think I’m jeopardizing the reputation of the newspaper by having a few unread emails?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest.


    “Stop making this sound bad. I’m just saying that you should consider the impact of your carelessness. I would have never let this go on like this,” he told her.


    “Well, I’m not sure if you noticed, Hayden, but I’m not you,” she said, rounding on him. “And the only reason anything is being neglected is because my boyfriend took a job hours away. So sorry if you wanted to see me.”


    He quickly tried to backtrack. “This isn’t about us.”


    “No. I think this is very much about us and actually has little to do with the paper. So perhaps you could just spell out to me what’s going on.”


    Hayden shook his head in frustration. “See, this is it. I built this paper into a well-oiled machine. I took what a bunch of other editors had done and made it all run like it was on wheels. I laid the foundation and now you’re trying to dig away at what I created by being as selfish as all the other editors before you.”


    Liz’s eyebrows rose sharply. “Selfish?” she said in a strangled voice. “I’m being selfish by pursuing my career? I’m being selfish by visiting my boyfriend who wants me to see him? I’m being selfish by not being you?”


    “Lizzie ... , calm down, please. It has nothing to do with our relationship.”


    “You keep saying that, but it’s not what I hear. All I hear is someone who is pissed off and jealous because his girlfriend is interning at the New York Times when you stood no chance at the Washington Post, and reminiscing about the good old days in college. And now you’re being an asshole to me when I don’t deserve it,” she spat.


    “I’m not jealous. That’s fucking insane. I got internships in D.C. too; that doesn’t mean you’ll get a job at the New York Times out of college, especially not with the way you’re running this newspaper,” he retorted harshly.


    “Fine,” she snapped, shaking her head. “You know what? I’m going home.”


    She slammed her computer closed, stuffed it into her bag, then grabbed it and started walking out of the office.


    “Lizzie, come on. Why are you leaving?” Hayden asked, reaching for her.


    Liz wrenched her arm back. “Stop it.”


    “I came all this way to visit you,” he said earnestly.


    “Then you should have considered how you were going to treat me. I’m not a punching bag for your emotions.”


    She turned on her heel and stormed toward the exit. He didn’t even follow her this time, and that just fueled her anger.


    They had never had an argument in the almost year that they had been dating, and her whole body ached at the thought. She hated being angry with him, but he deserved it. Tears stung her eyes as she shouldered open the heavy double doors.


    Liz wasn’t sure why, but as the door slammed behind her, her thoughts strayed to Brady. He would have never belittled her career like that. In fact, he had always been interested in where her life was headed.


    She ground her teeth together to try to hold herself together. It didn’t matter what he thought. That ship had long since sailed.


    Liz wrapped her scarf around her neck and braced herself against the cold. Winter was rearing its ugly head a little too early for her Florida fancy. She didn’t like the cold, nor was she used to it, and she wished in that moment that she had remembered her gloves. They were stowed away in her glove compartment, little good that did her.


    Rubbing her hands together, she tried not to think of Hayden and his jealous, antagonistic attitude. Every time she tried not to think about her boyfriend, it brought her full circle to Brady, another person she didn’t want to think about. She had been doing so well on that front for so long that it was weird that her mind immediately drifted there. Why couldn’t she just forget about these boys and focus on her career?


    Yet, all she wanted to do was talk out her anger with someone. Victoria would lynch Hayden before the full story even left Liz’s mouth. Liz was close with Massey and Savannah, but it was break and she just couldn’t bring herself to ruin theirs after Hayden had just ruined the end of hers.


    Brady. She just kept coming back to Brady for some reason. Her stomach tugged and she felt a prickle travel through her lower half just at the thought. Groaning, she tried to forget his name, his presence, his damn smirk, and that insufferable way he had of never really leaving her life.


    Liz reached for her phone and ran her index finger across the touch screen. She had deleted all of his numbers from her phone in the spring after her twenty-first-birthday escapade. She didn’t have a way to get hold of him other than the office number she had used all last summer. She doubted it would work anyway.


    It had just been so long since they had talked ... really talked. What was the last thing he had even said to her? She couldn’t remember. She had been drunk on the phone. But she could remember clear as day the last thing he had texted to her before leaving the primary. You know this can’t be anything else right now. Just don’t forget, okay? He had been antagonizing her, just reminding her over and over that they could never really work out, never be more than a secret affair.


    But how could she forget? How could she forget anything when Brady always clouded her consciousness? How could she forget when he was still around, when she was always near his sister, when everything from the very desk that she sat in day in and day out at the paper reminded her of him and how they hadn’t worked out?


    Liz shook her head. She needed to get herself together, but she didn’t feel as if it was worth it tonight. Hayden’s harsh words had struck a chord with her, and she didn’t know how to stop playing to his tune. She was too emotional, and she just wanted to get away from it all—her “perfect” boyfriend, her perfect school, her perfect life. She wanted to go back to that summer when she hadn’t been Lizzie.


    Against her better judgment she typed in the number.


    Her heart hammered in her chest and her body warmed despite the ever-cooling temperatures. She walked briskly across the leaf-strewn sidewalk with her phone pressed tightly to her ear. She chanced a glance behind her to confirm that the door to the Union was still sealed shut. Hayden hadn’t left. He wasn’t going to follow her. He wasn’t running after her.


    “Congressman Maxwell’s office.”


    Liz felt a rush of adrenaline pump through her body as she remembered their summer exploits and the thrill of being someone else for a while. She hadn’t thought that this number would be working any longer. But he must have kept a local office open in the district for when he was here on business. Still, it shocked her a little.


    “Yes,” she said her voice shaky. “I’m trying to reach the Congressman. Is he in this evening?”


    Her hands trembled. It had been a while since she had done this. She knew it was a long shot, but maybe they could connect her with the D.C. office. It was invigorating and terrifying how much she reveled in the rebellion.


    “Yes, he’s in, but the Congressman is occupied. May I take a message?”


    Liz’s heart leaped. He was here ... in North Carolina. At least, that was what she assumed the lady meant.


    “Can you tell him Sandy Carmichael is on the line,” she murmured, the strength renewed in her voice.


    The woman paused. “Yes, Ms. Carmichael. Please hold.”


    Liz chewed on her lips as she waited. The wind picked up and tore through her hair, whipping it into her eyes. She tried to brush it out of her face, but the wind was relentless. She could empathize with its ferocity tonight.


    Jogging the last few feet in her knee-high brown boots, Liz made it to her car and quickly ducked inside out of the cold. She was still shivering as she waited ... and waited ... and waited. Would he answer? She hadn’t spoken to him since her birthday in April, and it was now the end of October. Had she made a mistake in calling?


    The clock told her it was only nine o’clock. Last summer felt like so long ago. Just as her mind drifted to nights at his lake house, stolen nights in hotel rooms, and fancy cocktail dinners, where mere looks across the room were enough to push them into deliriously dangerous circumstances, the line clicked over.


    “The Congressman will be right with you,” the woman said, pausing briefly, before adding, “Ms. Carmichael.”


    A second later, Liz heard a buzz on the line. Her heart leaped out of her chest with anticipation, and she felt a stirring between her thighs. She was already turned on, and she hadn’t even heard his voice. It was wrong, so wrong that just a buzz on the other line could make her throb. She didn’t want to admit that the waiting riled her up as much as he did. She had tried to forget all of these things.


    “Sandy?” Brady’s intoxicating voice murmured the name they had always used in public. She almost groaned aloud at the seductive quality it carried. He didn’t talk like this on the radio. She started to squirm and pressed her legs together.


    “Brady.” She sighed into the phone, forgetting all of her worries with the sound of his voice. She slumped back against the seat and closed her eyes, remembering easier times.


    “Are you okay?” he asked, his voice showing what she knew was a hint of desperation. She hadn’t called in months; of course he would be concerned.


    Or would he? God, she didn’t know right now. All she knew was that she wanted to forget her argument with Hayden. She wanted to get lost in Brady. If all she could have was his voice to soothe her aches, then she would take it.


    “Yeah ...” Tears fell down her cheeks unbidden. Where had they come from? How had just his voice opened the floodgates? She choked back a sob, bringing her knees up to her chest. She was overreacting. She knew it, but it all felt like too much with Hayden right then. She wanted something ... else.


    “Where are you?” he demanded.


    “At the newspaper,” she choked out.


    “I’m coming to get you.”


    “What?” she cried jumping out of her seat, her legs smacking the steering wheel.


    “You don’t call me crying in the middle of the night after not speaking with me for months, and then tell me I can’t see you. I can’t handle it, Liz,” he growled. She gasped lightly at the way he said her name. “I said I’m coming to get you.”


    The phone went dead in her hand.


    

  


  
    Chapter 16


    NOTHING ELSE EVER HAD


    Liz crashed back heavily into her seat.


    What had she done? Brady couldn’t come here. Over a year had passed since they had last been together like that. She felt as if she was losing her mind even considering it.


    Her head snapped to the still-closed newspaper door. Hayden was inside. He had acted like a total asshole and pushed her away. The way he had treated her was completely unacceptable and it just set her off. How could he act like that after the last year? She was clearly motivated, independent, hardworking, and a dozen or so other power adjectives. The thought of him saying otherwise to her just infuriated her further.


    She ground her teeth together. She had to make up her mind. If she decided to go with Brady, then she needed to move her car. Hayden would know something was wrong if it was still parked in the lot after she had told him she was leaving. And at the moment the last thing she wanted to do was talk to him.


    Liz turned over the engine without thinking more about the consequences of her actions and drove her car into the parking deck. It was located behind a row of dorms off the back of the Union, which was good, because Hayden would never think to check there. The only problem was that she couldn’t see the main newspaper parking lot from her new location.


    That was where she had told Brady she would be, so unfortunately it looked as if she would have to suffer through the cold again. Liz didn’t understand how it felt like a winter storm was about to rip through North Carolina any second when it was only October. It didn’t help that she had mistakenly left her jacket in the office. Rummaging through her backseat, she found a Patagonia pullover, threw that over her button-down, and added a pair of gloves out of the glove compartment.


    As she eased the door open, the wind whistled through the opening, stinging her eyes. It was too damn cold.


    Grunting, Liz shoved the door open all the way and locked her car up tight. She walked briskly across the pavement and took a seat on the damp hill that led to the Union. From her vantage point she could see everything—the main parking lot, the newspaper entrance, the entrance where she would anticipate Brady ... if he actually showed.


    Light streamed out of the back entrance to the Union and Liz’s eyes darted to the brick building partially obscured by century-old trees. Hayden walked out and into a circle of light from overhead. He ran his hands back through his hair and looked disgruntled ... maybe even pissed off. She had never quite seen him look like that. It was sexy, and that made her angry. They wouldn’t even be in this position if he wasn’t acting like such an idiot.


    She didn’t want to watch him, but at the same time she couldn’t tear her eyes away. It was like watching someone else. A stranger. Her Hayden was always calm and collected.


    He held the door propped open, clearly lost in deep thought. Liz narrowed her eyes as he reached into his pocket. She watched him pull something out, but he had turned partially away from her, so she couldn’t see what it was. As she tried to figure it out, her phone buzzed next to her. She jumped and grabbed at her cell phone, not wanting him to notice the light in the distance.


    Liz debated answering it, but after a second she silenced it. She didn’t really want to talk to Hayden right now.


    The call ended. She watched him hang up the phone and place it back into his pocket.


    After a second he dug something out of his other pocket. In shock, she watched the Zippo lighter from across the parking lot as the cigarette flared to life in his hand. Her mouth was hanging open as he took a long drag from the cigarette, breathing in deeply. His chest expanded and his head dipped back ever so slightly, as if he had just tasted a piece of heaven.


    Her mouth went dry. This wasn’t Hayden. He would never smoke. He abhorred the dirty habit. Christ, he was a runner! How the hell could he run for miles if he had cigarette smoke clogging his lungs?


    She watched, completely astonished, as he drew another long drag on the cigarette before almost viciously throwing it off to the side. His hands visibly shook before fisting angrily into his hair. She could have sworn he cursed, but she couldn’t hear him against the howling wind.


    His hands fell out of his hair, but stayed in fists and slammed uselessly against the metal door. Violent. Not a word that she would have ever used to describe Hayden. He shook out his fists, seeming only to grow angrier.


    Clearly debating with himself, he pushed the newspaper door closed before storming across the parking lot to his car. The lights to his Audi came to life right before he recklessly peeled out of the parking lot.


    His car disappeared, and she felt as numb as the cold surrounding her.


    Their argument was spiraling further and further out of control. She could see the pieces of the puzzle laid out before her as to how to fix this situation, but instead of moving them into place she tossed them off to the side. She stood up. Today she was bereft of the willingness to make it right.


    And she was strangely okay with it all. Of course, she was shaken by Hayden’s reaction. What was he doing with cigarettes in his pocket? That wasn’t some freak accident. He’d had them with him. How long had he been hiding it from her? It made her wonder what else he was lying about, and made her sick to think about what had transpired between them. Yet, despite that, she couldn’t help but want him to suffer for how he had treated her. Her heart contracted, but she couldn’t shake the feeling.


    Headlights blazed across the now empty parking lot, and Liz scrambled to her feet, brushing the crumpled leaves from the dark denim of her jeans. Her feet carried her down the hill, across the street, and out into the open lot. Her body was warming for a reason that had nothing to do with the cold and everything to do with the anticipation of seeing Brady, being alone with Brady.


    Brady. What the hell was she going to say when she saw him? So much time had passed. How would he even react? The last time she had seen him, he had told her to just stay out of his life. The last time they had talked, he had said that he would fly from D.C. to see her. She didn’t know which Brady she would see tonight. It made her stomach knot in anticipation.


    His black Lexus slid evenly across the black pavement straight toward her, the bright lights the indication of his approach. She didn’t even notice until it glided right up to her that her hands were shaking.


    The tinted window slowly rolled down, revealing the all-black leather interior that she had spent a good deal of time in. She glanced around anxiously even though she knew that the only other person nearby had left in a rage minutes beforehand.


    “Hey,” she murmured softly, leaning forward through the window and getting her first up-close look at Brady in what felt like a lifetime. He was flawless. It was undeniable. Whatever had gone on between them, whatever had ended it all—it didn’t change how attracted she was to him. How attracted she had always been to him.


    “Get in the car,” he said, unlocking the doors.


    “Brady ...” She trailed off. She couldn’t believe that he was here right now. She couldn’t believe she was staring at this beautiful face and that she was talking to him. She couldn’t believe she’d had the guts to call him and that he was here. She just wanted to stare at him, but instead she said the only thing that she could muster enough courage to say: “I don’t think we should do this.”


    “Get in the car.”


    “Look, it’s not a good idea. I’m really messed up. Calling you was impulsive and thoughtless of me. I shouldn’t have freaked you out. But driving away with you right now would be even worse,” she told him, hugging herself tightly. All she wanted to do was say the exact opposite of what was coming out of her mouth. She wanted to drive off into the sunset with him and never look back. She always had.


    “Get in the car, Liz.”


    “I’m still dating him, Brady. Think about what you would feel if you were him. Think about how much it would hurt if he knew about this—about what I’m thinking of doing,” she said even softer than before, her whole body nearly trembling with the anxiety.


    “Liz,” he growled. “Get. In. The. Car.”


    “I can’t. I just can’t get in the car with you,” she said. She made the mistake then of lifting her eyes to meet his deep chocolate orbs. Fuck! His eyes were so intense and commanding. She just wanted to get lost in those eyes forever. She swallowed hard and licked her bottom lip. “It’s not a good idea.”


    “Goddamn it, Liz. Get in the car!” he yelled. “I didn’t get out of my meetings for the night and drive thirty minutes out of the way for you to tell me to go home. Now get in the car.”


    “Seriously, shut up,” she cried, pushing off of the car door. “I made a mistake. People make mistakes.” The car jerked into park and he popped the driver’s-side door open. “What are you doing?”


    “I said get in the car, Liz, and you’re going to listen one way or another,” he said, walking around the front of the car.


    “What the fuck does that mean?” she asked, narrowing her eyes. “I’m trying to have a conversation with you. I’m not in the right frame of mind tonight, and being around you is a bad idea.”


    “I like bad ideas,” he said, standing before her.


    “Well, I don’t!”


    Brady shook his head, a gorgeous smile replacing the glare he had been shooting at her. Dear Lord, he was too attractive for his own good. She could hardly even concentrate when she looked up at that face. Liz tried to find her words again to tell him to leave, but in that moment, he moved forward and stood a mere inch away from her. She could feel his body heat radiating toward her. She stood ramrod still at his nearness. He moved forward as if he was going to touch her, and then at the last second he pivoted quickly and threw her easily over his shoulder.


    She screamed in protest, completely caught off guard. “What are you doing? Brady Maxwell, put me down. Put me down now!”


    “I told you to listen, and you didn’t.” His arm held the back of her legs easily in place to keep her from moving as he opened the back door of his Lexus.


    “I didn’t think you were going to act like a caveman,” she said, muffled in the back of his suit coat.


    “Well, now you know better, huh?” he asked, tossing her into the backseat and slamming the door shut in her face.


    Liz reached for the door, yanking the handle back and forth uselessly. “You have fucking child locks on these doors?” she screamed into the empty car as he slowly strolled back to the driver’s side.


    She shoved her entire body into the movement anyway, wrenching her shoulder with the extra effort. Releasing the handle, she fell backward, the cool leather cushioning her body upon impact. She quickly righted herself and climbed into the front just as Brady eased into his seat.


    “I can’t believe you!” she yelled, sliding her body into the passenger seat and reaching for the door. Pulling the handle several times in frustration, she discovered it too was locked. She moved to grab the lock and pull it up, but Brady’s hand caught her wrist and put it back at her side. “Seriously?”


    Brady smirked. “You should have gotten in the car from the beginning.”


    “You’re kidnapping me,” she growled, glaring at him.


    “Listen here,” he said, reaching across her body to grab her hands. She tried to pull away from him, but he held her hard and fast, pressing her back into the seat. “I want you to remember that you called me crying in the middle of the night,” he growled. “You were the one who used that line. You were the one who used that name. You were the one who fell back into old methods. So don’t you fucking pull this shit on me. Did you or did you not call as Sandy Carmichael?”


    He waited.


    “Yes,” she grumbled through gritted teeth.


    “Did you or did you not typically call that line for me to fuck you?”


    He waited again.


    She tilted her head up and refused to look at him. She was not going to have this conversation right now.


    “Liz,” he growled, tightening his grip on her hands.


    “Yes,” she yelped. Well, sort of.


    “Then stop acting crazy. I don’t have time for this. I’m going to let your hands go, and you are going to act like a normal person again. Are you ready?”


    She nodded her head with as much dignity as she could manage as he let her hands go and put the car into drive. Liz didn’t say anything as he pulled away from the newspaper. She was fuming. First Hayden’s accusations, and then when Brady showed up he acted like a maniac. She really should have just gone home and cried into her pillow.


    Except now that she was here ... with him, she didn’t actually want to be anywhere else.


    “Where are we going?” she asked.


    His brown eyes cut over to her momentarily and she had to keep from sighing. Christ, the man did things to her body she didn’t understand.


    “A condo.”


    “You have a new condo?” she asked.


    He smirked. “Something like that.”


    “Sounds ominous.”


    “You’ve always been safe with me.”


    “Yeah. Who’s going to mess with a congressman, right?” she asked with a soft chuckle.


    “Plenty of people, I’m sure, but I don’t think we’ll be bothered tonight.”


    Tonight. That word. As if he didn’t intend for her to leave.


    She didn’t even bother contradicting him. She didn’t trust herself alone with Brady for an entire night. Not in his condo, where there were probably beds and couches and doors ... and other things they’d had sex on last summer. But clearly telling him to take her home was out of the question. He had thrown her over his shoulder earlier just because she wouldn’t get into his car. She had a feeling tonight was on his terms ... as most things with Brady were.


    Ten minutes later, he pulled into the winding entrance to a new complex on the outskirts of town. The buildings were in various stages of construction. Some were only partially built, others just had the frames, and some were complete but missing windows. Only one building had the entire brick framing with all the other fixtures and landscaping complete. Liz thought that was odd.


    “Is this the right place? It doesn’t even look finished,” she said, peering out the windshield.


    “It’s not. It’s still in development. But it’s owned by a division of Maxwell Industries, and so I have access to it.”


    Huh. Liz knew how Brady’s family had earned their fortune over the generations. It started out with large tracts of land and had developed into an immense real estate venture coupled with the political side. She hadn’t known about this particular project, though. Granted, she hadn’t been following his career as closely as she had before.


    Brady parked the car in front of the one building that looked finished and killed the engine. “We have a fully furnished open house for potential buyers,” he explained when she just stared at him quizzically. “There aren’t any cameras on the premises.”


    “Oh,” she whispered. Brady, always thinking ahead about who could see them together. This felt all too familiar and made her voice come out harsher than she intended. “Why didn’t you just take me to a hotel?”


    He popped the door open and answered without a backward glance. “Because I like to fuck you in different places.”


    Liz’s mouth dropped open at the comment. He had to be joking. She sputtered and tried to collect herself, but it wasn’t working.


    He chuckled softly when he saw she was still staring up at him slack-jawed. “Come on, Liz. Don’t make me come get you.”


    She scrambled out of the car. Holy shit! This was not happening. She was not following him up the stairs and into a condo when she knew that he had every intention of fucking her. She wasn’t that person. No matter how angry she was ... she couldn’t go through with something like that.


    Brady slid a key into the door and turned the knob, letting it swing inward. His hand on the small of her back sent warmth radiating throughout her entire body and she wondered if she even stood a chance at resisting.


    She stumbled into the condo and Brady flicked the lights on. It was a nice-looking place, clearly decorated by someone with taste, but from a corporate angle. No imagination. There were stairs right off of the entrance and a kitchen hidden off of the living room. That was all she got to see of first floor before Brady shut the door and started up the stairs without a word.


    Here goes nothing.


    Even though Liz knew she shouldn’t follow him, she did. She was drawn to him. No matter how much she tried to convince herself, she always had been.


    There were two rooms, and Liz walked into the bigger of the two, where Brady was standing with his arms crossed, staring at the giant king-size bed that took up the majority of the room.


    At the sight of it, Liz deflated. Her emotions were all over the place tonight. She was a wreck. The ups and downs had taken a toll on her, and she kind of wished that she could just go to sleep. She couldn’t add another roller coaster to the equation.


    “Brady,” she whispered, her voice taking on an edge of desperation.


    He didn’t move for a solid minute. Just stood there and stared at the bed. She had no clue what he was thinking at that point.


    Finally, he turned around and stared at her. She could see that whatever mask he had been wearing before had completely dropped away. He looked like her Brady—in control, but somehow still vulnerable. She hadn’t really thought about it like that before, but when she looked at him now after all that time apart, she knew that that look of desire that so often crossed his face was a vulnerability to her. He still felt very strongly toward her. It was all over his face, and it made her heart melt.


    “Come here,” he said, crooking his finger.


    She licked her lips before walking over and standing in front of him. She didn’t even play around by standing at a distance. She knew that he was in control, and she knew what he wanted. She planted herself directly in front of him and tilted her chin up to look at him.


    Brady’s strong hands threaded back through her hair. Her eyes fluttered closed at the softest of touches. He ran his hands backward and swept it off of her shoulders. She nearly groaned as his fingers brushed against her ears, neck, and collarbones. But she didn’t move or say anything until he cupped her face in his hands, and then she opened her eyes to stare up into his handsome face.


    Her breathing was already ragged and irregular. How often had she fantasized about this moment—about him coming back for her?


    “What happened, Liz?” he whispered.


    His words seemed to break the floodgates again as they reminded her of her argument with Hayden tonight. Tears welled in her eyes as she started babbling. “Hayden surprised me at the newspaper. I’d been in New York for my internship and I hadn’t gotten through a lot of my work. He saw it and flipped his shit. He basically said I was irresponsible and should give up the paper because I was running it into the ground. Then I saw him smoking and ...”


    “Liz,” he said, cutting her off. A tear trickled down her cheek and he reached up and swiped it from her face. “No. What happened with us?”


    Liz opened and closed her mouth a few times as she tried to come up with the answer to that question. “You were going to choose the campaign,” she murmured.


    “You left before I had a chance to choose.”


    “I didn’t want you to have to make that choice. I didn’t want you to break up with me,” she said, another tear leaving her eye.


    “Why were you so sure I would?”


    Liz shook her head softly in his grasp. “You wouldn’t let me love you. It was like walking into a brick wall over and over again. I was the liability that you couldn’t figure out how to deal with.”


    “Liz ...”


    “And in the end, Brady ... I let you have the campaign and Congress. I couldn’t let you jeopardize any of that for me.”


    Brady released a stifled laugh. “You thought I was happy?”


    “I ...”


    “Heather basically talked me off of a ledge for the next three months.”


    Liz stood there as solid as stone. She couldn’t believe what he had just said. No way had it affected him that much. No way. She just couldn’t see that being the case. He was dating Erin ... and had been so happy ... and ... Shit!


    No. She couldn’t have walked away for nothing. He hadn’t come after her. He hadn’t tried to follow her. She couldn’t think about those months. She couldn’t think ...


    “I wish I’d had someone to talk me off of the ledge,” she whispered. She didn’t even know where it came from. But she’d had no one. She had been all alone with her misery.


    Brady’s eyes darkened when she said that. “You mean you didn’t have the boring fill-in to keep you company?”


    “We didn’t start dating until the election was over.”


    Brady cursed under his breath. “How could you date him?”


    “Me? How could you date her?”


    “You left me, remember?”


    “And you pushed me away,” she snapped.


    “Well, I’m not pushing you away now.” He grabbed her by her shoulders and pulled her body against his. Her hands jerked up against his chest just as his lips dropped down to cover hers.


    The world stopped. There was only Brady. Nothing else existed. Nothing else ever had. When their lips touched, it was like the fireworks on Fourth of July mixed with the ball dropping on New Year’s. She could feel her body wake up from head to toe. Her mind cleared until everything seemed perfectly crystallized. It was as if she had been wading through mud in a dense fog, and suddenly she walked onto solid ground and the sun was shining.


    

  


  
    Chapter 17


    REMEMBERING HISTORY


    She was kissing Brady.


    Her hands were gripping his suit coat. His were tangled in her hair. Their bodies were flush together. Somehow they had moved to where he was pressed back into the footboard of the bed. Their mouths were moving in time and tongues volleying for position. She could feel her heart practically leaping out of her throat and her chest rising and falling as the adrenaline coursed through her body.


    It had been months ... over a year since they had last been together. The built-up tension superheated the room until she felt as if she couldn’t breathe. It was too much all at once. And still she needed more. She wanted more. She could never get enough.


    “Liz,” he groaned against her mouth. He moved his hands down her sides and clutched her hips tightly, jerking her into him.


    And then her world came crashing down all around her.


    “Oh, no,” she whispered, shaking her head.


    “No. Don’t do that.” He brought her face back up to stare at him.


    “No. Brady, no,” she said, pushing his chest and walking across the room. “Oh, no. No. No. No.”


    “Liz,” he said breathlessly.


    “Stop.” She put her hand up hoping to keep him from saying anything.


    “Why are you pushing me away?”


    “I walked away for a reason Brady, and you didn’t come after me. That door closed a year ago,” she whispered. Her chest ached just speaking the words.


    “Are you serious? What did you expect me to do, run after a woman who didn’t want me? Who left me?”


    “I don’t know what I would have wanted you to do, but the fact of the matter is, neither of us did anything. Anything at all. The ifs, ands, or buts don’t matter, because I left and you didn’t follow me. And we did nothing for the next year.”


    Brady visibly straightened across the room. “So, I’m standing here a year later for nothing.”


    “Just like you were a year before this,” she whispered.


    She swallowed heavily and waited for him to contradict her, but he didn’t. How could he? They’d been at a standstill then, and they were driving backward currently. This was a terrible, terrible mistake. One that she had not intended to make. One that she had not considered the consequences of when she had called him in her bout of anger.


    They stood there in the silence, each waiting for the other to make them stop slipping down this slope. But neither did.


    Brady’s phone vibrated in his pocket and he broke eye contact with Liz. He pulled it out of his coat, checked the name, and then silenced it and replaced it.


    “Not important?” she asked, even though she knew that she shouldn’t.


    His eyes found hers again. “No.”


    Liz hadn’t checked her phone since she had gotten into the car with Brady. She wondered how many messages she had from Hayden. She knew she shouldn’t ignore him. He was probably flipping out, and not responding wasn’t exactly the mature way to handle the situation. But she certainly wasn’t calling him back right now. Not while she was with Brady.


    She hated the distance that stretched between them. She hated that she had to force the distance and that they couldn’t just fall into their easy rhythm. But a lot had happened in the time they had been apart. She had spent a year moving on.


    “I think you’re just being stubborn,” he finally said, breaking the silence.


    Liz tilted her head forward and looked at him incredulously. “I’m being stubborn? You, of all people, are telling me that I’m stubborn? Pot. Meet kettle,” she said, gesturing toward him.


    “Your sarcasm is a good defense mechanism,” he said casually. “It probably works on someone else.”


    “Your politician confidence is a good defense mechanism,” she threw back. “It probably works on someone else.”


    “It worked on you.”


    Liz laughed and rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “You think I was taken in by your cocky asshole attitude? I’m pretty sure I saw through that a mile off. I didn’t even use your number that you gave to me at the club that first night we met.”


    “Keep telling yourself that.”


    “You’re insufferable,” she spat, pacing away from him.


    “You liked every minute of it.”


    She rounded on him. “What about the time that you left me at Hilton Head all by myself and never called? Or the time that you were pissed off that I wrote the article I wanted to and not yours? Or the time that you brought another girl to the gala you invited me to?”


    “Liz ...”


    “Or just keeping me secret. Oh, look, we’re at a place without cameras in the middle of the night. How convenient,” she drawled, shaking her head.


    Brady closed the distance between them and slowly walked her backward until she was pressed up against the wall. Her breath caught in her throat at his nearness. Her whole body woke up. Holy shit! How did he do that?


    “You seem to remember history very differently than I do,” he said, guiding his hand down the curve of her neck and over her shoulder. His other hand was on the wall to the left of her head. She swallowed. “I seem to remember afternoons spent on the lake, stripping your clothes off in a cabana, holding you close all night when you drank too much, staying with you an extra night on the Fourth of July ...”


    His hand brushed against the side of her breast and her head thudded back into the wall. He smirked and moved his hand to her slim waist.


    “Did you forget about those things?” he asked, his eyes boring into her.


    Voice. She had a voice. It was there somewhere.


    “No ... no, I didn’t,” she finally whispered.


    “I didn’t think so.”


    Arrogant son of a bitch ...


    “If you tell me right now that you don’t want me, I’ll stop.” His fingers found the hem of her waistline and he slid the fabric across the sensitive skin from one side to the next. Her eyes fluttered as she struggled to find words.


    “I’m sorry. I didn’t catch that,” he teased. His hand dipped inside her pants and played mischievously with the lace of her thong. His lips moved to her ear and he nipped at her earlobe before speaking seductively. “If you don’t say anything, I’m going to have to fuck you into tomorrow.”


    Her body was screaming and moaning and crying out. It was demanding everything that Brady was offering. It was desperate for his perfect brand of ecstasy. But her brain was fighting with her body. It was whispering in the back of her mind, reminding her why she had left, reminding her there was someone else ... in both of their lives.


    In the time that it took for her brain to speak louder than her body, Brady had flicked the button open on her jeans and was sliding the zipper down.


    “Stop,” she murmured, pulling her hands up. “Brady, you’re with someone else.”


    “I believe you called her an uppity nuisance,” he offered with a sigh as he straightened.


    “I can’t do this while we’re with other people. As long as we are, this door remains shut,” she whispered. Her body was such a hussy.


    “Are you going to stay with that guy after he upset you enough that you called and came here with me?”


    “I don’t even want to hear this from you.”


    “Then why the fuck did you call me?” he demanded.


    “I don’t know, okay!” she yelled, bringing her hands up to her head and grabbing her hair. “I just didn’t want to be ... me.”


    “I see,” he said softly.


    Liz took a second to collect herself. While she straightened and smoothed her hair out, his phone beeped, indicating a text message. She watched him check the phone and then replace it into his pocket.


    “That was probably your girlfriend anyway,” she said after a minute.


    Brady just stood there staring at her. She could feel his eyes assessing her, but she didn’t want to look up at him. She didn’t want to know what he was thinking. He had wanted to fuck her. God! He probably still wanted to, and it would have been so easy to just give in, but she wasn’t that girl. How could she jump back into something with Brady without any guarantee that it wouldn’t all go to shit again?


    How could she even think that he wanted to jump back into anything other than sex? The worst part of all was she just didn’t know. She never knew what she was going to get with Brady. There were no assurances. And while that had been sexy, exhilarating, and endearing over their summer together ... it was flat-out terrifying to think about the future.


    “It was,” he finally answered.


    Liz nodded. She had figured as much. “What did she say?”


    He shrugged. “Nothing.”


    “Uh-huh,” she said disbelievingly. “I should go.”


    “You’re not going anywhere.”


    “Tell me what she said.”


    “What does it even matter?”


    Liz shrugged. She didn’t know why it mattered. It just did. “Fine. It doesn’t matter. Can I go home now?”


    “No.”


    Liz yanked the bedroom door open and started out into the hallway. Brady caught up to her easily and grabbed her wrist. “Don’t touch me,” she said, yanking it away from him. “Go talk to your girlfriend or something.”


    “It was literally nothing,” he said, stopping her. “She was just saying good night.”


    That made sense actually. It still made her stomach turn.


    “Read it if you don’t believe me,” he said flippantly, tossing the phone into her hand.


    The message was still lit up and she read it word for word.


    Good night! I thought I’d already hear from you but I’m exhausted and going to sleep. I love you!!!


    Liz’s stomach dropped out. Erin loved him. Well, of course she did. Who didn’t love Brady Maxwell? He was entirely lovable under that asshole persona. Liz had fallen in love with him, after all ... and in a much shorter time frame than Brady and Erin had been dating.


    “She loves you.” It was all she could get out.


    Brady didn’t say anything. His eyes just zeroed in on the phone she was holding in her hands. She didn’t know why she asked the next question. She was a masochist. She liked to torture herself. She never wanted to be happy again.


    “Do you love her?”


    Brady didn’t say anything at first, and it was all the answer she needed. Oh, God! She clutched her stomach and closed her eyes. This was not happening. She didn’t care how hypocritical it was to feel like this about Brady loving someone else. She had told Hayden she loved him over the summer, but this ... this was somehow different.


    It all came back to the fact that Brady had never told her that he loved her. And it was clear from just one text message that he had told Erin. That he loved Erin. It made her head throb thinking about it.


    When Brady didn’t answer, Liz said the first thing that came to mind. “You know Savannah hates her, right?”


    “What?” he asked, clearly caught off guard.


    “It doesn’t matter,” Liz said, shaking her head. “You love her. It doesn’t matter.”


    Liz glanced up at him one more time wistfully. Hayden might be giving her almost everything she wanted, but he wasn’t Brady Maxwell. And Brady Maxwell was giving everything she wanted to someone else.

  


  
    Chapter 18


    LOUD AND CLEAR


    The ride back to Liz’s car was excruciating. She had sat through painful car rides with Brady before, but the silence was deafening. A year of built-up tension had been unleashed between them tonight, and to what end? They were still in the same place they were before. Sure, it had felt good to finally talk to Brady about why she had left, but it certainly hadn’t helped anything.


    It had only made her more confused. Brady felt strongly enough about her to have nearly gone off the deep end on campaign, yet he’d never once reached out to her. He seduced her and yet loved another woman. How was she supposed to handle the number of paradoxes in their relationship?


    Their nonexistent relationship.


    That was how she would handle it: as if it didn’t exist. Because it didn’t. They were with other people. She may have had an argument with Hayden. She might feel hurt, betrayed, and confused about what had caused it, but it was the first ... the only argument they had ever had. That didn’t mean they were over. That meant they had their first roadblock that they had to deal with.


    The stuff she had to deal with with Brady was more like climbing mountains. With bare feet. While she was running out of oxygen.


    They reached the parking deck and Brady stopped in front of it. Liz wrung her hands in her lap. She felt as if she should say something, but what could she say that hadn’t already been said?


    That door was closed and it would continue to be closed. She was with Hayden and he was with Erin. She could practically hear the lock clicking into place and securing them on opposite sides. It made her heart constrict all over again.


    “Thank you for picking me up,” she whispered.


    She heard him sigh heavily and practically felt his annoyance at the whole situation. Or maybe just that the situation hadn’t gone as he had anticipated.


    “I think this will be the last time,” he said solemnly.


    She shifted her eyes to look at him. His were hard. They had lost all the warmth he had shown her at the condo. Not that they were particularly mean, but they were distant. At that point it basically equated to the same thing.


    “I’m not doing this again. Next time he breaks your heart, I don’t want to hear about it. I don’t want you to call me. I don’t want you to think about me. I’m not part of your life. We might as well have never happened,” he said, turning to look at her finally.


    She wasn’t going to cry. His words weren’t going to bring her to tears. No. She could control it. She could keep the pain away.


    “I understand,” she whispered, her voice hoarse. A tear trickled down her cheek.


    His hands reached up automatically and wiped it away with his thumb. “No tears for me, baby. Soon enough you’ll forget I ever existed ... just like you wanted.”


    Liz shook her head, wanting nothing more than to turn her cheek into his palm, to find the warmth and comfort in his touch that she so desperately craved. But instead she withdrew from him, pushed open the door, and walked out. She didn’t have a clever retort or a final word this time. Brady had made his point. Loud and clear.
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    Liz should have called Hayden straightaway. They had so much to talk about, but she couldn’t face him like this.


    He might have been an ass, but her calling Brady and driving off with him had been worse. Kissing him and almost sleeping with him had been much worse. Hayden didn’t deserve that. She felt like a coward not facing him after what she had done, but it was the middle of the night, she had no idea where he had gone, and she just wanted to sleep off the depression that was crushing her heart.


    Falling into the front seat of her car, she drove home in a blur. She didn’t really remember the drive, but she hadn’t gotten in an accident, so it didn’t matter. Lights were on in her house. Liz checked her watch. Half past midnight. She really thought it was later than that. It felt as if she had been out all night.


    The last thing she wanted was to run into anyone looking like this. She just hoped that Hayden hadn’t come over here when she didn’t respond to him.


    With a deep breath, she pushed the door open. Victoria was sitting on the couch in sweats and a low-cut T-shirt, eating popcorn, and watching reruns of some nineties television show. She jumped when she saw Liz walk through the door. She scrambled out of her seat and tossed the popcorn onto the coffee table.


    “Where the fuck have you been? I’ve been calling you for hours!” Victoria shrieked.


    “What?” she asked numbly.


    “Hayden called me and he came by to try to talk to you, but obviously you weren’t here. He told me you guys got into an argument and thought I knew where you would be. What the fuck was I supposed to tell him?”


    “That I wasn’t here?” Liz offered. What else was she supposed to say? “Sorry you had to deal with that.”


    “Oh, Hayden, psh,” Victoria said, pushing her hands to the side. “I don’t care about him. I care about you, and the fact that I had to cover for your ass.”


    “Cover for me?”


    “Where the hell did you go after you guys had that fight if you weren’t with someone else?” Victoria demanded.


    Liz blanched. No. No. No. No one could know about that. Brady was out of her life. Brady was gone. Whatever they’d had didn’t even exist anymore. She couldn’t tell anyone about it now.


    “I was just driving around ...”


    “Bullshit! For over three hours?”


    “What do you want me to say, Victoria? ‘Thank you for talking to Hayden for me because I’m not ready to’?”


    Victoria shrugged and ran a hand back through her dark hair. “I don’t want you to say anything. I just don’t want to have to cover for you when you’re not even going to give me the juicy details of your sexcapade!”


    “It’s too late for this,” Liz said, shaking her head and pushing past Victoria. “I’m not having sex with anyone but my boyfriend, and after our argument, I’m second-guessing that.”


    “Wait ... so are you like actually going to break up with Lane?”


    “I think I should sleep on it.”


    “Wow,” Victoria said, clearly stunned. “I never saw that one coming. I thought you two were getting married and having twelve babies on the farm and shit.”


    Liz narrowed her eyes. “On the farm, Vic?”


    “You know what I mean. But what happened?” she asked, walking back and grabbing her popcorn. She stuffed some into her mouth and waited for Liz’s response as if she were watching a movie.


    “We fought. He was an asshole. He said I was letting the paper turn to shit because I had other things going on. And then when I left I saw him smoking and he punched the door,” Liz summarized.


    “Hayden smoking?” Victoria asked. “Hot!”


    “What? No, it’s totally disgusting!”


    “Come on! You don’t think that Mr. Stick Up His Ass getting a little rebellious and breaking some barriers is hot? Just a little?”


    “No,” Liz told her flatly. That had been the farthest thing from her mind when she had seen Hayden smoking. She had been disgusted and she felt betrayed. How long had he been smoking? How long had he been keeping it from her? What else was he keeping from her?


    “Okay. Well are you going to talk about it with him? I can come with and whip his ass into shape,” she said, her eyes lighting up. “Literally.”


    “Thanks for the offer, but I guess I’ll talk to him tomorrow.”


    “Hey,” Victoria said, reaching out and touching Liz’s jacket. She actually looked serious for a change. “I’m sorry about what happened. I know you really like Hayden. I wouldn’t have made fun of him so much if you didn’t. I hope it works out. You know ... for your sake. I don’t want you as sad as you were last fall.”


    Liz bit her lip. She couldn’t think about last fall. That was Brady territory, and Brady no longer existed.


    “Thanks,” Liz said softly.


    Victoria put her popcorn on the ground and pulled Liz into a hug. That broke her down. Tears fell from Liz’s eyes as she cried into her best friend’s shoulder. They didn’t have to say anything else. Victoria just let her cry as long as she needed.
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    The next morning she didn’t even bother sorting through the missed calls, messages, and voicemails. She just pulled her hair up into a messy bun on the top of her head and slid into a pair of yoga pants and a sweater. Then she called Hayden.


    He answered on the first ring. Maybe before the first ring finished. He must have been holding it for him to answer that quickly.


    “Lizzie ...”


    “Hey,” she murmured.


    “I’m so glad you called.”


    “Look, Hayden,” she said, burying her head in her hands, “I think we need to talk.”


    She heard his sharp intake of breath on the other line.


    “I’m at Hannity’s place. I can come see you if that works for you.”


    He was still in Chapel Hill. Of course he would still be in Chapel Hill. That only made sense. He probably hadn’t wanted to leave until he got to see her again.


    “Sure. Come on over.”


    “I’ll be there in ten minutes,” he said. “Liz?”


    “Mmm?”


    He sighed heavily. “Please don’t do anything drastic.”


    “Hayden, can we talk when you get here?” she whispered.


    “Yeah. Yeah, I’ll see you soon.”


    Hayden arrived no more than ten minutes later. Exactly prompt. Just as he had said he would be. She hadn’t expected anything less, but after last night everything was all out of whack. Normally Hayden was perfectly put together. Meticulous was the best word to describe him, but he wasn’t anything like that today.


    He looked like a wreck. He looked as if he hadn’t slept all night. Or as if any sleep he had gotten had been restless. He wore the same clothes from yesterday, but rumpled, as if he had slept in them. His eyes were slightly bloodshot and he had stubble brushing across his cheeks and chin. She had never seen him anything but clean-shaven.


    At the sight of him, her heart softened a bit. He was clearly fucked up over what had happened and realized how much of a mistake he had made. And she had made a mistake. A big fucking mistake. He wasn’t the only one to blame in this situation, but he didn’t know that, and he looked sheepish when he walked in.


    “Hey,” he said, closing the door behind him.


    “Hi.” She crossed her arms over her chest uncomfortably. This was going to be painful.


    He glanced over at Victoria’s closed bedroom door and then back at Liz. “Can we go talk in your room?”


    Liz nodded. “Sure.”


    They retreated back to the bedroom and Liz took a seat on her bed. She crossed her feet pretzel style and stared down at her hands. She knew that she should start, but she didn’t even know where to begin.


    “Look, Liz,” Hayden said, combing through his hair with his fingers. “I know you said that we need to talk, but I’d really like to go first, if that’s all right.”


    “Um ... sure.”


    “I’m really sorry about what I said. It was uncalled for, and irresponsible of me to accuse you of hurting the paper based on a few unread emails. I know you have a lot on your plate, and I just took my frustration with my new job out on you. And it was irresponsible of me as your boyfriend,” he said, looking up into her eyes, “to dismiss your feelings so easily.”


    “Hayden,” she murmured.


    “No, Liz, please. I don’t know what was wrong with me last night. I shouldn’t have said the things I said. And I damn well shouldn’t have let you walk out of the door angry. That’s not the kind of person I am. I should have run after you. I should have stopped you.”


    “Yeah, you should have,” she said softly. Guilt tugged at her even as the words fell from her mouth.


    He nodded slowly. “I was stupid to not follow you. I was stupid about a lot of things. But in the year that we’ve been dating, we’ve never had an argument like this before. Discussions about our differences, but nothing like this. I think that really says something about us. I can’t promise you it will always be perfect, Liz, because it won’t. And I can’t promise I’ll always be the perfect guy for you.”


    Liz tried to breathe easy ... normal. All of these things he couldn’t promise sounded so familiar ...


    Hayden continued, “I can’t promise you that we won’t argue or fight or disagree like we did last night. I can’t promise you any of these things, but I can promise you, on the record,” he said, with that beautiful Hayden smile, “that I’ll always be here and I’ll never let go. I am not a perfect man, but I’ll always be yours, imperfections and all, if you’ll have me.”


    Oh the sincerity. Liz put her hand on her head and tried to process it. She had thought he would apologize, but all of this. It was so much.


    He was right: they had never had an argument before this. This was a doozy of an argument. Not to mention the bullshit with him smoking. She didn’t even know what to make of it, but how could she ask him if she didn’t tell him that she had been spying on him and that she hadn’t left right away? How was she supposed to explain that away logically?


    She knew how to do it. She needed to tell him about Brady, but when she opened her mouth to speak, the words stuck in her throat. She had been holding on to it so long that she couldn’t even form the words.


    “Do you know what it feels like for someone to take everything they have ever worked for and have someone else tear it all down? You of all people know how much work I put in to become editor, to get this internship, to be on the Morehead scholarship. You know the work I’ve put into this relationship. And then you took all of that, Hayden, and stomped on it,” she whispered, looking up into his hazel eyes, almost brown in the darkness.


    “I know I did. It was wrong of me to do that to you. Wrong and selfish. I’m not sure what happened, but something snapped inside of me. I worked so hard in college to get where I was, and then somehow I was stuck in an average reporting position in Charlotte. I was overwhelmed and did the worst thing I could,” he said, walking toward her, pleading. He sat heavily on the bed and stared into her eyes. She let him take one of her hands and he stroked her palm with his thumb. “I never should have taken this out on you.”


    She nodded, but didn’t pull back. She was angry with Hayden, but angrier with herself. She had called Brady in her desperation instead of working through her problems with Hayden. Hayden was the one who deserved a second chance ... not her.


    “I love you, Liz. I was an idiot. I’ll say it a million times over to prove to you I was wrong,” he whispered, staring straight into her eyes. “Just don’t leave me. I need you. You’re my world.”


    Liz bit her lip. She knew she should give him an answer. She knew that she should tell him everything she was feeling. But exhaustion nipped at her from all sides. She had made up her mind already anyway.


    “Okay,” she murmured.


    “Yeah?” he asked, his eyes lighting up.


    “But, Hayden, if you ever make me feel like that again, it’s over,” she told him point-blank.


    

  


  
    Chapter 19


    THE BOUTIQUE


    Hayden left for Charlotte that evening. Liz tried to act normal throughout the remainder of his visit, but she was emotionally exhausted.


    She knew that Brady was out of her life. She had known it every day since she had walked out on him, but still in the back of her mind she had always secretly hoped that it would work out. Now that hope was gone.


    Before that night, she hadn’t realized how hard she had clung to that feeling. It hadn’t even been a realistic or rational expectation. She had known that, but it was Brady Maxwell. She would have clung to his memory forever. She was sure of it. But he had erased that too. She was supposed to act as if he had never existed.


    The guilt of her actions ate at her, though. When she saw Hayden the weight pressed down on her shoulders and tried to crush her. They spent their one-year anniversary over a fancy dinner. Hayden gave her small diamond earrings. She had stared at them in shock. She knew he had a real job now and that he could buy her things, but she hadn’t been expecting it. Part of it was him trying to make up for their argument and part of it was just how much he adored her. The itch to tell him about Brady grew a bit each day.


    When they talked on the phone, all she wanted to do was blurt out what had happened. Somehow she held her tongue. Even when she was away from him over Thanksgiving and Christmas, all Liz could think about was that one word, the one word that threatened to undo her.


    Cheating.


    She had cheated on Hayden. One kiss. A drive with Brady. The feel of his hands sliding across the waistline of her pants. Emotional attachment that had lasted far too long.


    She had taken Hayden back. She had made him feel terrible for how he had treated her. And what kind of person was she? Harboring feelings for another man, hiding secrets from him for over a year, kissing someone else and never telling him. She was a coward. But she had lost Brady, and she hadn’t been willing to lose Hayden too.


    They spent their second New Year’s together at a bar in D.C. with Jamie and James. Besides the nagging guilt that settled into the pit of her stomach, their relationship was smoother than ever. And she wanted to keep it that way, so she did the only thing she knew how: she buried the guilt and kept her secrets.


    She spent the week before school at the New York Times and wasn’t able to see Hayden once school got back in because she was so busy. Two weeks into the semester, she and Victoria received invitations to a banquet for their Morehead scholarships. It was an annual thing for seniors to thank them for dedicating so much time to the school and the enhancement of their education. It was supposed to be pretty dull, but they were told it had free alcohol so it was always full.


    Victoria used anything as an excuse to go shopping, which was how Liz ended up in a dress boutique in downtown Durham looking for the perfect thing to wear to the banquet.


    “Okay, bitch, I have fifty dresses and you only have one. How is that even possible?” Victoria asked, holding a pile of dresses in her arms.


    “I already have something to wear,” Liz said with a shrug.


    “You are not wearing that champagne dress in the back of your closet!” Victoria snapped. “I know that’s what you’re thinking.”


    Liz bit her lip. No way was she wearing the champagne dress she had gotten for Brady’s gala event. That would be torture. “I wasn’t planning to.”


    “Good. Now find a couple more options to try on so I’m not in there alone.” With that she turned and walked into the first dressing room.


    Liz rolled her eyes. She grabbed two more dresses that she had been eyeing earlier and took the room next to Victoria. It all really was pointless. She had plenty of dresses that she could wear to an event like this that no one had ever seen her in. Well, Hayden had probably seen her in most of them, and he was her date, but that didn’t matter. Hayden didn’t count.


    The first dress was a knee-length black dress with a high neck and slight shimmer to it. She liked it, but it was a little tight through the hips, and she didn’t love it by any means. Victoria vetoed it immediately. The second dress, a baby-pink lace ensemble, also received an instant no.


    Victoria would be trying on her dresses forever, so Liz took her time with the last one, the one that she had liked the most originally. She carefully pulled the zipper down to the bottom and stepped into the silky material. Finding the edge of the zipper, she pulled it back into place.


    She stared at herself in the mirror and a sad smile crossed her face. The black dress was exquisitely cut and molded to her body in a way that made it seem it had been made for her. It was cap-sleeved with an extensively beaded bodice that hugged her torso. A soft silk material covered her athletic hips down to just a few inches above her knees. The back created a U shape to the middle of her back.


    It was beautiful. Unbelievably beautiful. Probably too beautiful to waste on a scholarship banquet.


    Suddenly her vision blurred as tears marred her eyes. Liz saw herself then as a mirage. A woman floating and indistinguishable amongst her surroundings.


    It was ridiculous for her to be near tears just from looking at a boutique dress. She hadn’t cried since the night of the argument with Hayden. Why was she crying now? She willed her tears away, but they refused, and she got a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach.


    She loved Hayden. She adored Hayden. He was everything she ever wanted. Well, almost. Her stomach tightened painfully.


    He was everything she ever needed. Taking a deep breath, she accepted that. Listing his qualities would take too long, and she knew what a great man he was. She didn’t need to convince herself. Yet as her eyes lifted back to the mirror, a tear trailed slowly down her pale cheek.


    The guilt of what she had done was weighing on her heavier than ever. All she wanted to do was tell someone, anyone. But the one person she could talk to about it never wanted to see her again, and the one person she needed to talk to about it would never forgive her. He loved her, but how could he accept what she had done?


    “Hey, bitch, check out this one,” Victoria said, banging on her dressing room door.


    Liz wiped at her face and tried to compose herself before opening the door.


    “You look great!” Victoria said, checking out the dress. When she looked back up at Liz, though, she tilted her head and furrowed her brow. “What’s this about? You okay?”


    “Yeah, I’m fine,” she croaked. She wasn’t hiding anything from her best friend.


    “I mean, it’s just a dress, Liz. I think it looks great.” The look on Victoria’s face made it all too clear to Liz that Victoria knew it wasn’t the dress. “Now, what’s really wrong?” Victoria demanded, planting her hands on her hips.


    Liz shook her head. “Nothing, Vic, I’m fine. No worries. Just a beautiful dress, huh?” she said, lying through her teeth.


    “What the fuck is going on?”


    “Nothing! Can’t I appreciate a good-looking dress?” She turned away from Victoria and looked at herself in the boutique’s trifold mirror.


    “If it makes you cry that much, then don’t get it,” Victoria said flatly.


    A tear rolled down Liz’s face when she stared at her reflection again. She very clearly looked as if she had been crying. God, she needed to get it together.


    “Okay. I can’t make light of this anymore. What the fuck happened? Just fucking spit it out.”


    “I kissed someone else!” Liz said, covering her mouth as soon as the words left it. She crouched in the middle of the dressing room and covered her face. Even as her tears continued falling, she brushed them away and looked back up at her friend.


    Victoria’s mouth was hanging open and she was staring at Liz as if she had never seen her before. Liz shrank in on herself even more at the expression. Yeah, she was a terrible person.


    “Oh my God! Was it recently?” Victoria asked, her eyes as large as saucers.


    “No.”


    “Was it that night when you and Hayden got into an argument last October?”


    Liz stood up and pushed her hair off her face. She felt clammy and slightly nauseated, but it felt good to get it out for the first time ever.


    “Yeah. It was.”


    “I knew it!” Victoria shrieked.


    “Yeah, you guessed it. I’m a terrible girlfriend who cheated on her perfect fucking boyfriend. Yay! So glad you were right,” Liz said in frustration. She felt like shit.


    “Oh, please, your boyfriend is not perfect! He pushed you into someone else’s arms. I would have fucked someone else that night. You were totally in the right.”


    “I was not!” Liz cried. “Are you insane? I kissed someone else while I’m dating Hayden.”


    “Well, don’t tell the whole world,” Victoria said, nodding her head into the boutique.


    Liz shook her head. She hadn’t been paying any attention to what was going on around her. “I’m going to change. I just want to go home.”


    “Yeah, but you should get that dress.”


    “I don’t want it.”


    “But it’s like your meltdown dress. You need it.”


    “Whatever,” Liz said, walking into the dressing room.


    “So, who is the guy?” Victoria prodded after a couple silent seconds.


    “It doesn’t matter.”


    Liz took the dress off and put it back on the hanger before sliding back into her jeans and sweater. She was in and out of there in no time at all, but when she walked back out, Victoria was still in her dress.


    “But really ... you’re not going to tell me?”


    “It doesn’t matter.”


    “Um ... it does.”


    “Let’s just go,” Liz said, placing the dress on the return rack and folding her arms over her chest.


    “You have been beating yourself up about this since October, and you’re not going to even talk about it with me now?” Victoria asked. She actually looked hurt.


    Liz ran her hands over her face and tried to decide what to do. She had already confessed to Victoria, and her friend wasn’t judging her. In fact, the only thing she seemed perturbed about at all was the fact that Liz hadn’t told her sooner. Maybe she could trust Victoria.


    It would be so nice to have someone to talk to about this. It wasn’t as if Brady were ever coming back into her life. The secret wasn’t even that important anymore. It was just something she had always kept at this point. But really, who was Victoria going to tell? Certainly not Hayden, and anyone she and Brady had been concerned about was long out of the picture.


    “So ... you remember last summer, not this past year but the year before that, how I told you I was seeing someone?” Liz offered.


    “Yeah,” Victoria said eagerly.


    “I called him that night Hayden and I argued. He picked me up and we went to his condo. We made out. I freaked out and he brought me home.”


    “Holy shit! You’re sneaky.” Victoria jumped from one foot to the other. “This is so exciting! I’m usually the dirty one.”


    Liz couldn’t help but laugh. What else could she do?


    “How could you call him, go to his condo, and kiss, but not fuck? I’m astonished at your self-control!”


    “I wanted to, but it didn’t feel right. It’s complicated,” Liz told her.


    “Um ... it’s not complicated. You insert his dick inside—”


    “Whoa!” Liz said, holding her hand up. “You don’t have to give away Victoria’s secret.”


    “Oh, ha ha! You’re so fucking original.” Victoria rolled her eyes. “So seriously, who is the guy?”


    Liz sighed heavily. She couldn’t tell. She just couldn’t. Especially not out in public.


    “Can we talk about this somewhere more private?” Liz pleaded.


    Victoria clapped her hands together and dashed into the dressing room. A few minutes later, she had all of the dresses hanging haphazardly on the rack, with her selection and Liz’s black beaded dress in her hand. She paid for both through Liz’s protests and then quickly hurried Liz out of the boutique.


    “Okay,” Victoria said when they were finally seated in her car.


    “Let’s go home. It’s probably safer,” Liz said ominously. She didn’t trust Victoria not to drive them into a telephone pole.


    “Seriously?”


    “Seriously.”


    Liz swallowed, her throat constricting the closer they got to home. She was warring with herself on what she could and couldn’t tell Victoria. She desperately wanted to confide in someone. It was making her crazy. She had held this in for a year and a half and she didn’t want to have to hide anymore. She didn’t want to reveal it to the entire populace or anything. In fact, that was the last thing she wanted.


    She still valued Brady’s career and would do everything in her power to keep their relationship from hurting him. That was the reason she had left in the first place. If she didn’t believe in that, then she never would have left.


    Victoria pulled into their driveway twenty minutes later and practically skipped to the front door. At least someone was enjoying this.


    Once Liz was inside, she took a seat on the couch and tucked her feet up underneath her. While Victoria sat in the chair across from her, bouncing with anticipation, Liz picked at her nails. She didn’t even know where to begin or what to say. Maybe she shouldn’t say anything.


    But the one thing she had learned about the entire situation was that secrets were heavy. Mentally, physically, emotionally—they exhausted her. And she had quite the secret tucked away in her heart.


    “Well ... we’re home and it’s safe,” Victoria offered. “I’m literally dying over here. I’ve been curious about this guy since you first told me about him, and to think you saw him in October.”


    “It’s really not something to be excited about. There’s a reason I’ve been keeping it all secret,” Liz explained.


    “I remember you saying that he asked you to keep it secret. Still shitty to me, if I do say so.”


    Liz breathed out heavily. “I know why you think that, but it’s a necessary precaution. I just want you to promise me that you’re not going to tell anyone about this. I’m already kind of freaked out. I mean, I think I should tell Hayden about what happened, but God, I don’t even know how to do that. I don’t want him to hate me.”


    “He’s not going to hate you.”


    “You don’t know that.”


    Victoria rolled her eyes. “I do too. He’s crazy about you.”


    “Maybe. So, do you promise?”


    “Of course, who am I going to tell?”


    “Absolutely no one,” Liz said, trying to drill it into her head.


    “Right. I promise not to say anything. I can’t see how it’s that big a deal though,” Victoria said dismissively.


    Liz took a deep breath and then let it out slowly. She didn’t have any idea how to start, so she just blurted it out: “Brady Maxwell.”


    Victoria sat very still for a second. Her eyes were glued to Liz, but didn’t give anything away. Then slowly the name seemed to sink in and her eyes gradually grew in size. Her mouth dropped open slightly and she stopped bouncing.


    “Wait ... like Brady Maxwell, Brady Maxwell? Like the congressman you interviewed?” Victoria asked.


    “Um ... yeah,” Liz whispered. She felt as if she could breathe properly for the first time in a long while. She had been carrying that secret around for so long. She hadn’t known she would feel so relieved now that it was out.


    “Whoa!” Victoria said, falling back into her chair. “You were banging a congressman. Is he married?”


    “No. He’s not,” Liz said tensely.


    “I just ... wow. You were right. I wasn’t expecting that at all. I definitely thought you were going to tell me one of Hayden’s friends or something and that’s why it was a big secret. I never in a million years would have guessed you were fucking that hot specimen.” She was clearly shocked, because Victoria didn’t ramble. “Is he good in bed?”


    Liz laughed softly. “Um ... yeah. Very good.”


    “So wait ... a sitting congressman picked you up from the newspaper, took you to his condo, and you didn’t fuck him?” Victoria asked, slapping her hands on the armrests. “Are you out of your mind? Are you not attracted to power? Why did it end? What happened last summer? Gah, give me details! I need to know.”


    Tears sprang to Liz’s eyes again without warning. She pushed her palms into her eyes to stop them. “You don’t understand,” she murmured. “I was a liability to the campaign. I’d written negative stuff about him and they already weren’t sure he was going to win. He only won by a slim margin as it was, and if anyone found out we were together, he wouldn’t have. Any small slipup had the potential to ruin him.”


    “So he broke it off? They forced you out?” Victoria whispered. “Bastard!”


    “No,” Liz said, shaking her head. Victoria hopped off the chair and plopped down into the seat next to her. “I left.”


    “You left? But why?”


    “I didn’t think he’d choose me over the campaign and I didn’t want him to. I believe in him and I wanted him to pursue his dreams, but after I saw him, he told me that he was as much of a wreck as I was after the split,” Liz said, her hands shaking as she finally spilled everything to her best friend.


    “Oh my God, then go to him!”


    “It’s complicated. He’s dating someone. I’m with Hayden. Brady closed that door, Vic. He told me that he didn’t even want to be a memory to me anymore. I hurt him past the point of recovery and I was too much of a coward to tell Hayden. And ever since I’ve just felt like complete and total shit.”


    “Oh, Liz,” Victoria said with a sigh. “I really don’t know what to tell you. If you feel like you were in the wrong—which, trust me, I don’t think you were—then maybe you should tell Hayden.”


    “You think?”


    She couldn’t do it. It hurt too much. He would leave her. But maybe she deserved it. Maybe the truth would set her free. Maybe it would lift the weight off her chest.


    “What’s the worst that could happen?” Victoria asked.


    “He would leave me.”


    “And considering you were making out with a politician a couple months ago, that might not be that bad.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 20


    THE BANQUET


    Is that your politician?” Victoria asked, coming out of her bedroom dressed to the nines for the banquet tonight. Liz couldn’t believe the first month of her last semester had already passed so quickly.


    Liz stared at the screen where Brady stood in front of a podium in a three-piece black suit. He looked gorgeous. “Yeah, that’s him.”


    “He’s so smoking hot.”


    “Mmm ...”


    “What’s he talking about?” Victoria asked after a minute.


    “He’s running for reelection. It’s not a surprise,” Liz told her. “Everyone knew that he would. He’s into it for life.”


    “You make it sound like a prison sentence.”


    Sometimes Liz thought it was.


    “Do you think he’ll win? Is he going to come to campus? Are you going to see him?” Victoria prodded.


    Ever since Liz had told Victoria about Brady it had been this way. Liz wasn’t sure if Victoria was more excited that Liz had done something completely out of character or because it was something that maybe even topped her crazy stories. But as much of a relief as it was to finally have told someone about what had happened, it was wearing on Liz’s nerves having to talk about Brady every day. She had been trying not to think about him for over a year. This wasn’t helping.


    “Yes, I think he’ll win. I have no idea if he will come to campus. And no,” Liz said in a sad, frustrated tone, “I won’t see him.”


    Victoria shrugged. “Can’t hurt anything if you did.”


    “Oh, yes, it could,” Liz murmured.


    “Nothing besides your vagina.”


    Liz rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “I’m not going to sleep with him.”


    “Not with that attitude.”


    “Boyfriend,” Liz reminded her.


    “Details.”


    “Pretty important details,” Liz said, standing up and running her hands back through the tresses she had expertly put curls into. She had completed her hair and makeup for the Morehead scholarship banquet thirty minutes ago, but she wasn’t ready to slip into her dress until right before they had to leave. “Especially considering that detail is about to walk through our front door.”


    “Are you going to tell him?” Victoria asked.


    “I haven’t decided,” Liz said, her stomach dipping uncomfortably. She hated hiding it from Hayden, but telling him about Brady made her even more anxious. “Just don’t say anything, okay?”


    “I’m sworn to secrecy.”


    “Good,” Liz said over her shoulder as she walked into her bedroom.


    She stripped out of her lounge clothes and tugged the boutique dress off of the hanger. She stepped into the dress and pulled the zipper into place. Strapping on silver glitter high heels, she looked herself over in the mirror once. Her hand moved to her neck and she sighed.


    She wasn’t looking forward to her decision tonight. Should she tell Hayden? Her hand reached for the jewelry box on her dresser, and she gingerly removed Brady’s necklace from within. She walked across the room and took a seat on her bed. God, too many questions, and not enough answers.


    She was still wavering with indecision when she heard a knock on the front door. “Liz!” Victoria called. “Get your ass out here.”


    Liz set the necklace on her nightstand before walking back down the hall. Liz stopped where she was standing when she saw the guy Victoria was currently attached to. Liz cleared her throat softly and Victoria broke the lip-lock.


    “Oh! Daniel, this is my roommate, Liz,” Victoria said as introduction.


    Liz raised her eyebrows at Victoria. She hadn’t mentioned that she was even still talking to Duke Fan, let alone that he was going to be coming to the banquet with them tonight.


    “So nice to finally meet you,” Daniel said, walking forward and extending his hand.


    “The illustrious Duke Fan,” Liz said, taking his hand in hers and shaking.


    Daniel chuckled and nodded. “I’ve heard that’s what you call me.”


    Liz saw the look that passed between Victoria and Daniel. It made Liz smile. Victoria was clearly very happy.


    Another knock on the door made Liz turn around and then Hayden was walking through the door. He was in a black pinstripe suit with a crisp white shirt and red tie. He pulled his hand out from behind his back and produced a bouquet of red roses. He smiled that heart-stopping smile, and Liz felt the wave of guilt wash over her all over again.


    “These are for you, gorgeous,” Hayden said in greeting. He walked up to her and placed a soft kiss on her lips.


    “Wow,” Liz breathed. “Thank you.”


    “Let me help you find a vase for those,” Victoria said immediately, ushering Liz out of the living room and leaving the guys alone without an introduction.


    Their heels clattered against the kitchen tiles as they strode into the room. Victoria plucked the roses out of Liz’s hands and went in search of a vase in a cabinet.


    “Stop whatever you’re thinking right now,” Victoria said. “These flowers are no reason to freak out.”


    “I’m not freaked out,” Liz told her.


    “Uh-huh. I think you should just take a breath and then let it out.”


    Liz did what she said as Victoria found a vase and started pouring water into it.


    “So I really think you should tell him tonight,” Victoria said.


    Liz squeaked. “Tonight!”


    “It makes sense. He’s here, and then you can break up with him and go back to the politician.”


    Her eyes bugged out. “You are insane. I’m not going to go back to him,” she hissed, glancing over her shoulder, “because he doesn’t want me. Now would you keep it down so that I don’t have to fucking explain myself before I’m ready?”


    “Oh, please,” Victoria said, slipping the roses out of their packaging and plopping them into the vase. She turned and popped her hip out. “Any guy would be an idiot not to want you.”


    “Well, you didn’t hear him. You didn’t have him look you in the eyes and say, ‘No more tears, because soon I won’t even be a memory, just like you want,’” Liz spat. “So stop bringing it up! I’m going to regret telling you.”


    “Just like you wanted ... not like he wanted. There’s a difference,” Victoria said, primping the roses into formation. She grasped the vase in her hands. “I just think that the fact that you haven’t told Lane is telling for your relationship. So why not find out how he reacts and see if it’s everything you actually want.”


    “Just give me those,” Liz snapped, snatching the roses out of Victoria’s hand and walking out of the kitchen. She plastered on a smile as she walked back into the living room with the roses. “These look beautiful.”


    Hayden and Daniel were standing a few feet apart in silence.


    “I’m glad you like them,” Hayden said. He followed her into the living room, where she placed them on the coffee table, and then wrapped her in a hug. He planted a kiss on her forehead as he grasped the soft material between his fingers. “I’ve missed you.”


    “I missed you too,” she said softly.


    “Y’all ready?” Victoria asked, grabbing her coat out of the closet and walking toward the door.


    “Yes,” Hayden answered immediately. He leaned down and whispered in her ear, “Sooner we leave, sooner I can get you home.”


    Liz giggled at the implication in his words. This was easy, simple. No need for her to stress or put more thought into it than she needed to. If she wanted to tell Hayden then she would. If the time wasn’t right, then she wouldn’t. Right now she was just going to enjoy her evening.
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    Hayden and Liz crashed back into the house several hours later, tipsy from the wine that had been flowing all night, and drunk on the energy of the evening. Victoria and Daniel had stayed at the banquet, since Victoria won the Senior Morehead scholarship award, which provided funding to the genetics project she was working on. Dr. Mires had been in attendance and had talked Liz through all of the reporting jobs that Liz had applied for over break. They were both hopeful that offers would be coming in within the next couple weeks.


    It was exciting and exhilarating being at the banquet, discussing the future, and finally realizing that this was the end. This was her last semester of college and then she would be out in the real world.


    Hayden’s hands slid down the sides of her dress as soon as the door closed. One hand grabbed her ass and the other wound around her waist, drawing her into him. His breath was hot on her neck, and she squirmed against him.


    “Bedroom,” he whispered huskily.


    “Hayden ...”


    He released her waist and spun her around fast. She teetered in her heels, latching on to him for support just before his lips claimed her. That cut off all conversation. After he broke the kiss, Hayden took her hand and walked her back to her bedroom. She staggered forward after him.


    They made it into the bedroom and Liz kicked off her heels. She wasn’t exactly drunk, but they were dangerous even when she was sober.


    Hayden pulled her into him again and started walking them backward. His lips fell on top of hers once more. In between kisses, he murmured, “Bed.”


    Liz swallowed hard. She wanted to get into this. She wanted this to happen. She wanted Hayden to remind her why she loved him. But as her knees hit the edge of the bed another pair of eyes flashed in her mind. Brown eyes. Big brooding brown eyes. Eyes that consumed her to her very core. The very same eyes of the person she had been kissing a few months ago.


    She pulled back with a gasp. Holy shit! She couldn’t do this right now with such a heavy heart. They’d had an amazing time at the party. They had danced and drank and celebrated together. She had tried so hard to be what they had been. She had almost been able to forget what she had done. Almost.


    “Hayden, stop,” she whispered, pushing lightly against his chest.


    “I’ll close the door,” he said in response. He started walking across the room.


    “No, that’s not what I meant.” She took a seat on the bed and her head swam. She wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol or the fear of what she was about to do.


    Liz had never anticipated telling anyone about what had happened with Brady. She had sworn that she wouldn’t. She didn’t want to hurt Brady. But she had hurt him anyway and now he was gone from her life forever. She just knew that she couldn’t continue with this life she was leading. She couldn’t keep feeling the guilt and self-loathing about kissing the man that she had so desperately loved for so long. She just needed to be free.


    “I want to talk to you,” she breathed.


    Hayden shut the door and walked back over to her. His hands found her face, and he cupped her cheeks in his palms. “Let’s talk later.”


    He had never been a sex-first-and-talk-later kind of guy. The alcohol must have been talking. Just as it was giving her the courage to speak up.


    “No. Talk first,” she encouraged.


    He breathed out heavily. “I think we should wait.” He eased her back on the bed and started trailing kisses down her neck.


    “Hayden ...”


    “Shhh ...” he whispered, running a hand up her bare thigh. “I just want to feel you next to me.”


    On any other night, she would have preferred his forthrightness. He wasn’t normally this guy. He wasn’t normally demanding. And she liked this new Hayden. She found that she actually really, really wanted it. But she couldn’t.


    “No, Hayden. No,” she said more forcefully. She pushed him off of her and rolled off of the bed. She flicked on the side table lamp so she could see his face. “We really need to talk.”


    The alcohol was sending liquid courage through her veins, and still her stomach knotted with anxiety. How would he take what she was about to say? She had told Victoria that the worst thing that could happen would be for Hayden to leave her. The uncertainty ate away at her. Was he going to blow up on her? Was he going to just be shocked? She wouldn’t know until she told him, but as she stood there in front of him, her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth.


    “What do we need to talk about?” Hayden asked, clearly frustrated. He straightened himself, crossed one leg over the other at the ankle, and leaned forward.


    She could tell that he had no idea what she was about to throw at him. There was no way she could approach this as she had with Victoria. At that time, she had just blurted out that she had kissed someone else, but with Hayden she couldn’t imagine what that would do to him. She couldn’t break him.


    “Um ... I’ve been meaning to tell you this for a long time,” she began carefully. “I just didn’t know how to say it.”


    “Didn’t know how to say what?” Hayden asked. There wasn’t any caution in his voice at all. He had no clue. She hated herself for what she was about to do to him in that moment.


    “I know you might be mad with me, but please just let me explain.”


    That sure captured his attention. He sat up straighter and his hazel eyes narrowed. She could see that he was trying to figure out where this was going, and that he hadn’t expected that at all. There was no going back now.


    “So ... two summers ago, I was dating someone else,” Liz began.


    “You were?” he asked clearly confused.


    “Yeah. I met this guy, and we had this secret relationship the summer before my junior year. I was still seeing him when I visited you in D.C.”


    Hayden’s eyebrows rose sharply at that comment. She hated telling him the whole story, but she knew that she needed to. He wouldn’t understand if she didn’t start from the beginning.


    “It was a strange relationship. One that’s kind of hard to explain. One that up until last week, I’d never told anyone else about. We weren’t exactly exclusive, but ...” Liz cringed. She wished there were an easier way to explain this. “Anyway, I was with you in D.C. and then sometime shortly after school started, he and I broke it off. Well, I left him.”


    “Why are you telling me all of this?” Hayden asked, unable to keep the slight tone of anger out of his voice.


    She didn’t blame him.


    “Because I saw him again in October.”


    Hayden stopped moving. He had only been slightly fidgeting with his suit coat and tapping his foot, but when she said that he stopped everything and just stared at her.


    “When in October?”


    She could tell that he already knew the answer. Her heart pounded away in her chest. This was going to be even more difficult than she thought.


    “When we had our argument,” she whispered.


    Hayden stood at the statement. He walked to the end of the bed and rested his hand on the footboard, facing away from her. His chest was rising and falling with barely concealed anger and pain ... betrayal.


    “I’ve been meaning to tell you this whole time, but I never found a way. There was always something else.”


    “What happened?” he asked, his voice cold.


    “He picked me up from the paper. We kissed. That’s it,” she said earnestly.


    Hayden sagged against the footboard. He brought his hand to his head and she saw his shoulders shake. There. She had broken him. And it hurt so fucking bad. She couldn’t even see his face, but she knew, she just knew that she had hurt him beyond compare. She could imagine his face crumpled and the hollowness in his eyes at her words.


    “I swear it will never happen again. We agreed to never see each other after that,” she told him. It hadn’t gone exactly that way, but it wasn’t as if it wasn’t the truth. “I felt so terrible, and I wanted to tell you, Hayden. I really did.”


    “Then why didn’t you?” he asked, his voice the same cold calculation.


    “I don’t know.”


    He turned around sharply. “I was a total prick to you that day. I was completely a hundred percent in the wrong. And I owned up to that. I told you exactly everything that I did, and you let me sit there and grovel. I might have pushed you back to him that day, but you had your opportunity to tell me what happened and you chose not to.”


    “I know,” Liz whispered, tears welling in her eyes. She could have told him what had happened. She could have been honest, but she hadn’t.


    “I felt like absolute shit for months. I tried to do everything I could to be better. Calleigh has been breathing down my fucking throat since I started working there. Why don’t I just go back to Charlotte and kiss her?”


    Liz gasped. Her hands flew to her face and tears fell from her eyes. “No.”


    “It wouldn’t be any different, would it?”


    “No,” she whispered, shaking her head. She didn’t know if she answered him or if she was just horrified at the thought.


    “Did he try anything else?” Hayden demanded, the fire still in his eyes.


    Liz shook her head.


    “Don’t fucking lie to me!” he yelled.


    Liz took a step back, startled by the outburst. It so wasn’t Hayden. “Yes! Okay! Does it make you feel better?” she cried. “He wanted to fuck me. But I didn’t let him. I made him take me back home. All right?”


    “Jesus Christ, Liz,” Hayden spat. “You had another guy’s hands on you, another guy’s lips on you, another guy’s body against yours ...”


    “I didn’t say ...”


    “Who is it?” he demanded.


    “Hayden, I can’t.”


    He walked slowly toward her until he was standing directly in front of her. She cowered slightly at the feel of him hovering over her. “Liz, who is it?” he asked, his voice low and deliberate.


    “It doesn’t matter.”


    “It fucking matters,” he growled.


    Liz bit her lip and stared down. She couldn’t tell him. No fucking way.


    “Is he at the paper?”


    She glanced back up into his eyes and shook her head. “No.”


    “It’s not Justin?”


    Liz laughed and then quickly cleared her throat. So not appropriate.


    Hayden glared at her. “Are you actually laughing? Do you find something about this funny?”


    “No. No, it wasn’t Justin,” she squeaked.


    “Do I know the guy?”


    “Um ...” she said, deciding on how to answer that. God, she didn’t want to be having this conversation. “You’ve, um ... met.”


    He reached out and grabbed both of her shoulders in his hands. She stared up into those eyes and saw a wildness she had never seen before. “Look, I’m not going to confront him. I just need to know. Don’t you understand? I’m going crazy here. I love you so fucking much. You’re my whole world, Lizzie. You’re everything to me. I was the idiot who pushed you away, and I swore I was never going to make you feel like that again. If I don’t know who the guy is, you’re going to make me feel like this forever.”


    Liz cringed away from the accusation. She didn’t want to make him feel like this. It had been eating at her for long enough. She didn’t want to hurt him too, but she couldn’t tell him. She shook her head, breaking eye contact.


    “Really? You won’t tell me?”


    When she didn’t answer, he shook his head and then seemed to consider another option.


    “You said I met the guy. Where?” he said, his tone going back to commanding.


    “It doesn’t matter.”


    “Lizzie, where did I meet him?” he said, shaking her lightly until she looked up at him. “Where?”


    “The colloquium last spring,” she finally whispered out of guilt. Hayden dropped his hands and just stared at her. Oh no. Please don’t figure it out. She could see that his brain was ticking away, putting the pieces together, fitting things into place. He was seeing the solution in front of him but not really believing it. He was a damn good reporter, and he hadn’t gotten that way without being able to see the big picture from a lot of smaller clues.


    “But I was late,” he mused aloud. “I didn’t meet anyone at the colloquium.”


    Liz swallowed and remained frozen. If he wasn’t seeing it, then she wasn’t going to help him out. She couldn’t tell him. God, she felt sick to her stomach. Whatever alcohol was inside of her was slowly churning away, eating away at her insides, pushing bile up her throat. She covered her mouth and tried to push down the acidic taste.


    “Who did I meet there?” he asked, racking his brain.


    Liz shook her head. She couldn’t tell him.


    Hayden stopped and pointed at her, but he was looking off in the distance. She froze in place with his finger near her face.


    “Brady Maxwell. I met Brady Maxwell. But he’s a congressman,” Hayden said softly. “He’s a sitting congressman.”


    His eyes found hers and she stopped breathing. She was trapped in that look. He was commanding her attention, and all she wanted to do was run away and hide. She had brought this down on herself.


    “Two summers ago, he would have just been running for Congress. He was your first reporting job. I was with you. He’s our politician,” he said, the hurt seeping deeper and deeper into every syllable. “Tell me it’s not him, Lizzie. Tell me it’s not him.”


    Liz just stood there. What could she say? She couldn’t corroborate the story, and she couldn’t lie anymore.


    “Brady Maxwell,” Hayden said as if he still couldn’t believe it. “You hated him. You disagreed with everything that he said. You wrote some brilliant articles practically calling for his job and still you fucked him?”


    “Hayden ...”


    “Tell me how this happened,” Hayden said. “I just don’t see how you could go from interviewing him, writing those articles, to ending up in his bed.”


    Liz bit her lip and glanced away. “I met him at the club we went to after his press conference.”


    “You met him, fucked him, and then wrote those articles?” he asked in disbelief.


    “No, no, no. I went back with you that night. But after that, I kept running into him while he was on campaign that summer. We just kind of tumbled into it.”


    “You did this all summer and no one caught you?”


    “His press secretary and attorney caught us, but otherwise no. I went by a fake name, Sandy Carmichael, so it wouldn’t be traced back to me,” she whispered. When she said it like that it sounded so much worse than what it had been in reality.


    “A fake name? Do you realize how insane that sounds?” Hayden spat. “Christ, isn’t he like thirty? You weren’t even legal to drink when you were together.” He fisted his hand into his hair.


    “Twenty-seven,” she whispered. “He was twenty-seven.”


    “Don’t fucking defend him!” Hayden cried. “The guy manipulated a twenty-year-old college student who wrote a bad article about him to get her on his fucking side.”


    “He didn’t manipulate me,” she said, unable to stop herself.


    “You’re so deep in that you didn’t even see it. A dick with a little bit of power sees a young girl with a little bit of backbone and takes that away from her in a few easy fucks.” He shook his head. “He used you.”


    Liz fisted her hands at her sides. She couldn’t even think that. No. That wasn’t what happened. Brady had loved her ... at one point. He hadn’t used her. She had to remind herself of that. Things had been different. It was easy to see it from an outsider’s perspective, to break their relationship down into one line and show her as the victim. But she had never felt like a victim with Brady. Not once.


    “No,” she breathed.


    “Then explain to me what happened in October. He tried to fuck you, you said no, and then you agreed not to see each other again, which I assume means he told you to fuck off. Sounds like he came for what he wanted, but didn’t get it.”


    “Hayden, stop.”


    “I see it for what it is,” Hayden said, grasping her shoulders and forcing her to look at him again. His grip tightened and she winced.


    “Hayden, let go,” she whimpered.


    “Is that why we couldn’t be together before the election? Is that why you resisted me for so long? Fuck, is that why we didn’t even have sex for months?”


    She tried to wiggle out of his grasp, but he held her tightly.


    “Answer me. You owe me that. Is that the reason? Was it because of Brady?”


    Liz cringed at the words. She’d hoped that he would never come to that conclusion. “Hayden, you’re hurting me!”


    He pushed away from her and paced the room. He rested his hand on the nightstand and reached down. Liz swallowed hard. She wanted to say something, anything to make it better, but there was nothing to say.


    “What is this?” Hayden asked. And then Liz saw what he was holding, the necklace she had left there when Victoria had called for her earlier this afternoon. “These aren’t my charms.”


    “I know,” she managed to get out.


    Hayden turned back to face her brandishing the necklace as an accusation. “Is this his too? Is this why you wore it up until the election and I never saw it again?”


    Liz bit her lip and refused to answer, but her non-answer was enough. Hayden threw the necklace across the room where it hit the wall and fell to the carpet. Liz gasped and covered her mouth.


    “All of this time I just thought you weren’t ready for a relationship and then you weren’t ready to be physical. But you were just holding on to him.”


    “I’m sorry,” she whispered. There was nothing else for her to say. She had hurt him, crushed him. There was no coming back from that.


    “What are you sorry for? Kissing him? Cheating with him? What about emotionally cheating on me for our entire relationship?”


    “Yes. I don’t know,” she stammered. She wasn’t sorry for Brady and yet she hated hurting Hayden. “All of it.”


    He turned back to her, grasped her chin firmly in his hand, and stared down into her glassy blue eyes. “You know what. I see it. I see what he did to you. And ... I forgive you.”


    “What?” Her mouth hung open in surprise at the words.


    “It’s not your fault for what he did to you.”


    “He didn’t do anything to me.”


    Hayden continued speaking as if she hadn’t. “He’s a skilled manipulator. He made you see what he wanted you to see.”


    He sighed heavily, as if the weight was off of his chest, and she just stood there, ramrod still. Hayden thought that Brady had manipulated her. But he hadn’t. She had never once thought about it like that. She knew what she was getting into from the start, right? He had set the terms in that diner, and she had agreed. That wasn’t manipulative. Right?


    She felt all fucked up from what Hayden was saying. On some level she understood the manipulation, but her heart was saying it wasn’t. And that made her feel even guiltier.


    “Lizzie, I love you,” Hayden said, pushing her hair off of her face. “I hate that this happened to you. I hate that you cheated on me with someone who was only using you ... that you cheated on me at all.”


    “I’m sorry,” Liz cried. “I didn’t mean to cheat on you. I just got so angry and stupid. I’m never going to be like that again.”


    At her words, his lips crashed down on hers. She let him have her. What else could she do? She had lost her fight. And she deserved much worse than a hard kiss. She deserved his fury, and him leaving her.


    But he wasn’t leaving her. He was kissing her passionately, feverishly. His fingers were tangled in her long hair, pulling the life out of her. One of his hands found the zipper on her dress, and when he pulled it down, the material dropped to the ground in front of him. He snapped the clasp on her bra and she was left standing before him in nothing but her black thong.


    “You’re mine,” he growled against her lips. “All of you. Every inch. Make it like he never touched you.”


    Liz whimpered as he bit down on her bottom lip and sucked it back through his teeth. His hands were everywhere at once. Caressing, fondling, claiming, owning her body. She hardly even moved as he raked his hands down her skin. He had every right to his anger.


    “Turn around,” he ordered, directing her until she was facing her bed.


    She didn’t dare move. She had never seen Hayden like this. A part of her was crazy turned on by it, and another part knew that she should stop it. She shouldn’t let him do it. But she couldn’t. She deserved it.


    Liz heard the zipper of his pants and the swish as they dropped to his feet. Her heart rate skyrocketed in the seconds that she waited for him to act. She could feel her body tingling in anticipation and fear, wondering what was coming next, what he would do to her.


    Hayden bent Liz forward roughly at the waist, and she braced herself on her mattress.


    “Hayden,” she whispered. “Please ...”


    He didn’t respond, just knelt behind her before dragging her thong down her lean legs. She trembled at the feel of his hands along her thighs. He helped her step out of the clothing, and then roughly spread her legs apart before him.


    Hayden bent forward over her, and Liz turned her head to look up at him. “Shhh,” he whispered, collecting her hair in one hand and tugging on it lightly.


    Where was this coming from? Nearly her entire body was telling her to stand up ... to stop him. But she hadn’t up until this point, and she wasn’t going to now.


    Then his dick was spreading her lips and sliding easily up inside of her. Liz gasped with the pressure of him filling her, unable to move with the way he had her pinned down. He gripped her hip with one hand and began to work himself in and out of her. His momentum picked up quickly. Soon he was driving into her hard enough to push her entire body forward into the bed.


    She didn’t want to enjoy this. She didn’t want to derive pleasure from it. She didn’t want to feel anything at all. But her traitorous body refused to listen. He was fucking her with vengeance. Not just owning her, but staking his claim ... asserting his right. He fucked her as if he didn’t want anyone else to even think about coming close to this.


    And even when she tried to hold it off, her body cracked open for him. She saw black as her orgasm tore through her body. She tightened all around him and screamed her lungs out, until he drove into her for the last time, and emptied himself buried deep within her.

  


  
    Chapter 21


    HE HAD IT COMING


    Hayden left the next morning without much more than a good-bye. Liz stayed in bed until well past the time that he walked out. He hadn’t left her. That was as much as she could say about their relationship at this point. He hadn’t left her, but things were far from okay.


    Her brain and her body felt numb. What had happened last night? She had thought the worst thing would be for Hayden to leave her. But here she was lying in bed, feeling worse than she had before. Telling Hayden hadn’t gotten rid of her guilt; in fact, maybe she felt worse. He had proven that her guilt was warranted. She had been in the wrong and then lied to him about it for months. It made her stomach turn.


    She finally forced herself out of bed, fumbling for a light on the nightstand. She stood and that’s when she saw it. The necklace. It was resting on the nightstand as if Hayden had never hurled it across the room. It mocked her from its position as if he wanted to say Here, take your necklace back, whore.


    She felt her chest sliced open again and it took everything in her to reach for the necklace. She checked it to make sure that it wasn’t damaged. Another wave of guilt hit her that she should even care if it was broken. She hastily put it back into her jewelry box and stumbled into the shower. She turned the handle to the hottest setting and stepped into the hot spray.


    She was most surprised by the fact that she didn’t cry. She didn’t shed one tear. It was as if she hurt all over and still she couldn’t feel anything.


    Victoria had ended up staying at Daniel’s house, so Liz had the place to herself. After her shower she shut all the lights back off, crawled into bed, and slept the afternoon away. She couldn’t think about her neglected responsibilities when her body and mind weren’t functioning. Maybe tomorrow ...


    [image: ]


    Valentine’s Day was coming up that next weekend. Liz had a hard time focusing on what she was going to do when she next saw Hayden. Their conversations were almost exclusively one-sided over the next couple days. Liz gave her input when necessary, but she had too much else on her mind to really be into it.


    All she was doing was making Hayden more frustrated with her. Liz didn’t know how to stop it. She felt as if she was self-destructing.


    Friday rolled around soon enough. It was the day Hayden was supposed to come back to Chapel Hill for Valentine’s Day. Liz had finally forced herself to start acting like a human again. She ate a full breakfast, went to all of her classes, ninety percent of which she had skipped earlier in the week, and made it into the paper. She had never lied to get out of work a day in her life before this week. She had left Massey in charge of editorial work while Savannah took over the Washington division.


    The smell and feel of the office kicked her back into high gear. This was where she belonged. This made her blood flow and reminded her what she was doing with her life.


    Savannah stopped her before she reached her office. “Hey, are you feeling any better?”


    Liz smiled at Savannah and nodded. “A bit.”


    She wished Savannah didn’t remind her so much of her brother. Brady was the last person she wanted to think about today. He was part of the reason she was in this whole mess to begin with.


    “Good. We were worried about you. Can’t have a functional paper without the editor, and Massey is no editor,” Savannah said with an easy laugh. They started toward Liz’s office.


    “I’m sure she held down the fort.”


    “That’s one word for it.”


    Liz laughed softly. It felt good to laugh. “Well, I’m back. So, no worries.”


    They reached her office, and Savannah nodded her farewell. Liz stepped inside and shut the door. She wanted peace and quiet and the feel of being in control of something. She booted up her computer and plopped down in her chair.


    As the screen came to life in front of her, her phone started vibrating. Liz fished it out of her pocket and stared down at the screen. The New York Times.


    “Hello?” Liz asked. Normally when Nancy called, it was from her personal line. Liz had programmed the main line of the New York Times into her phone along with several other numbers Nancy had given her at the start of last semester, but Nancy had never used them.


    It made her jittery with excitement.


    “Liz, it’s Nancy. How are you?” she said in her thick northern accent.


    “I’m doing well, and yourself?”


    “Really well up here. When do I see you again?”


    Liz furrowed her brow and tried to recall when she was next scheduled to be in New York. She knew for sure the first weekend of her spring break, and that was only a couple weeks away. She told Nancy as much.


    “Perfect. That’s perfect timing.”


    “For what?”


    “Liz, I’m really very pleased to have worked with you so far this year, and I’d like to extend a job offer to you working as a political journalist here at the New York Times starting post-graduation.”


    “Oh my God,” Liz breathed softly.


    She had been waiting to hear about her job applications. She had heard back two noes already, but they hadn’t been a surprise. And now she had a job offer on the table. Her head told her that she should take some time to think about it and weigh her options, but her gut told her just to take the damn deal.


    It would get her out of Chapel Hill. She could start over, move to New York, get a crappy place for way too much money, and just live out her dream. It sounded too good to be true.


    “Yes,” she said without another thought. “Yes, I want to take the job.”


    No way was she getting a better offer than that, and even if she did, she couldn’t imagine having as good a boss as Nancy. She was ecstatic.


    “Wonderful. I can’t wait for you to start. We’ll be in touch with further details.”


    “Thank you so much,” Liz murmured before hanging up her phone.


    She sat in her chair in shock. She had just accepted an offer to work as a reporter in New York City. Holy shit! Her hands were shaking. She didn’t even know what to do. It was as if everything was finally falling into place. She couldn’t believe it.


    The first thing she did was press the button to dial Hayden’s number. It was automatic. She had to let him know. He would be excited for her. This was what they had always talked about.


    It rang three times before going to voice mail.


    “Hey, Hayden, I have some exciting news! Call me back!”


    Liz hung up the phone and tossed it down on her cluttered desk. Job offer at the New York Times. She had to keep reminding herself it was real. When she had gotten the internship there, she had been freaking ecstatic, but that paled in comparison to what she was feeling right now. She didn’t even know what to do or who to tell first.


    She opened her email and started sorting through them, hoping that Hayden would call her back soon. She had been so out of it lately that the emails were piling up quickly. She was finding it hard to focus with all the adrenaline pumping through her, but since Massey had taken over, Liz knew she had a lot to do. She would tell Victoria when she got home and they would celebrate with some Patrón, if Liz knew Victoria. Hayden would get there shortly after and then it would all be as it was supposed to be.


    Liz stopped on an email that she had from the Charlotte Times. She had become a junkie of that paper’s ever since Hayden had started working there. She subscribed to his byline, which allowed her to read all of the articles that had his name on them. Not that many did, but she wanted to know when they were there.


    The email opened up and Liz froze. Her stomach dropped out, and she was pretty sure that she saw stars. This couldn’t be happening. It couldn’t.


    The headline read, “Congressman Brady Maxwell’s Alleged Affair with University of North Carolina Student.”


    Liz’s vision dipped and she had to clutch on to the desk to hold herself steady. Oh no. No, no, no. This wasn’t happening. This couldn’t possibly be happening.


    She needed to read the rest. She needed to see what he had written. Her hands shook as she scrolled down the page. She covered her mouth with her hand as she looked at a picture of Brady under the headline. She had been avoiding him at all costs, and seeing his picture now just made her whole body want to curl up into a ball and die. What had she done?


    They had given up their entire relationship, everything, so that he could have his career. Now he was going to be faced with their relationship in the papers anyway! And he had just announced his run for reelection. This could fuck up everything.


    She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t even focus enough to comprehend what she was seeing in front of her. All she saw was Brady and how horribly she had fucked everything up.


    Her fingers curled around the desk, and she forced herself to read the article. It was all in there. Everything she had told Hayden and every twisted way he had interpreted her relationship with Brady. How she and Brady had met, their sexual relationship, the age difference, the pseudonym Sandy Carmichael, even the fact that Heather and Elliott were aware of the relationship. The only thing that wasn’t in the article was Liz’s actual name. She was the anonymous source to her own nightmare.


    Liz reached the bottom of the article, and just when she thought she couldn’t hate what had happened any more, she read the byline: Hayden Lane and Calleigh Hollingsworth.


    Banging on her office door pulled her out of her stupor. “Come in.”


    Savannah stumbled through the door and immediately closed it behind her. She was breathing heavily and looked to be on the verge of tears. “Have you seen what your boyfriend has done?” she asked.


    “Yeah. I just saw,” Liz managed to get out.


    “Did you know? Did you know he was going to write this?” Savannah looked manic.


    “No,” Liz said with enough ferocity that Savannah had to believe her. “No, I had no idea.”


    Savannah sank to the ground and buried her head into her knees. “I can’t believe this is happening. Brady isn’t that kind of person. He would never just sleep with a random undergrad. He wouldn’t do that. I love my brother, but Clay is that kind of person. He would do it just for fun, but not Brady. He’s a good man, and Hayden is trying to ruin him.”


    Liz didn’t know what to say. The story was true, but she couldn’t say that without explaining how she knew. And after telling Hayden what had happened, she never wanted to tell anyone else ever again.


    “Do you know anyone named Sandy Carmichael? I mean, I know he said it’s a pseudonym, but maybe it’s not,” Savannah said hopefully.


    Liz shook her head. “No. I don’t know anyone by that name.”


    “Me either,” Savannah said with a sigh. “I just don’t understand what any of this has to do with Brady’s reelection, with what he’s done as a congressman. His private life should be private. I know Hayden’s your boyfriend, but I want to strangle him.”


    “No need to apologize to me,” Liz said gruffly. “I want to strangle him too.”


    Savannah turned her head to the side and narrowed her eyes. “Yeah? What’s been going on?”


    “It’s been bad for a while,” she admitted. Ever since she had seen Brady again. He sauntered back into her life and she remembered in those fleeting hours what passion was. Her relationship with Hayden had never been the same. “It’s over.”


    “Wow. I’m sorry.”


    “Don’t be,” Liz said, shaking her head. “He had it coming.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 22


    MELODRAMA


    Savannah left ten minutes later when she received a call from her father. Liz tried not to overhear, but the words lockdown and emergency were definitely thrown around. Before Savannah walked out of Liz’s office, Liz hugged her. She wished that she could tell Savannah how sorry she was and how much she wished that she could take it all back, but it wasn’t possible. No one could know what had happened. She still had to protect Brady however she could.


    Liz knew the best thing for her to do would be to lie low, keep her head down, and not draw any attention. Hayden’s article hadn’t mentioned her real name or the fact that she was a reporter. That made the search pretty broad, and Liz wanted to keep it that way.


    She couldn’t imagine the cross fire Brady was under because of this article. He had just announced his intention to run for reelection, and the last race hadn’t exactly been a walk in the park. His opponents would surely use this to try to get him out of office. That was what he had feared last election.


    Thinking about it made the numb feeling she had been harboring the past couple days shatter like broken glass. It was replaced immediately with a fury unlike anything she had ever felt. Hayden, her perfect fucking boyfriend, was the most selfish asshole she had ever met.


    Without having to speak to him, Liz knew why he had done this. He had been hurt by what she had done, angry and jealous. But that did not excuse his taking her trust and smashing it into a million pieces. She knew Hayden wanted to advance his career, and he had taken the first opportunity to make it happen. He had used her story when she had trusted him. And he didn’t even have the decency to call her back.


    Liz snatched her phone back off her desk. She had called Hayden only thirty minutes earlier to tell him about her job offer. She had been ecstatic, wanting to share her good news with him. She was calling for a very different reason this time.


    She dialed his number and waited. As she expected, after three rings it went to voice mail. Either he was purposely avoiding her calls or he was just that swamped with calls about the article. Liz doubted that it was the latter.


    The line beeped for her to leave a message.


    Liz took a breath before speaking. “Hayden. This is Liz. Perhaps you’ve heard of me. I called you thirty minutes ago with some really super exciting news. I’m calling you back because I have some even more exciting news that I really need to talk to you about. Call me back at this number. I don’t think you’ve managed to lose it overnight. But in case you have, don’t worry ... I couldn’t think less of you than I do in this moment.”


    Liz ended the call and threw the phone into her purse. She was so pissed, she was ready to jump into her car, drive right down to Charlotte, and wring his perfect fucking neck. She had been obsessing since October about what had happened with Brady; she finally let Hayden in, and he did this to repay her.


    Well, she couldn’t stay at the office any longer feeling like this. She wasn’t going to get anything done tonight. Liz tore out of her office with her purse slung over her shoulder. She sought out Massey.


    “Hey!” Massey said brightly when Liz approached. Then her face fell. “Are you okay?”


    “Still not feeling too well, I guess,” Liz said, laying it on thick.


    “Oh, no. Do you need me to cover for you again?”


    “That would be so nice. I just think I’m trying to push myself too hard.”


    Massey nodded her head and clicked a button on the computer. “You should probably go rest. Don’t worry about tomorrow. I’ll take care of it too. I’ll see you Monday morning, Liz!”


    “Thanks a million, Massey,” Liz answered sincerely. The woman was saving her life.


    Liz bolted from the office and took the steps down to the bottom floor of the Union two at a time. She wrapped her jacket tighter around her body as she stepped out into the crisp February air. The cold air jolted her memories. This time last year had been her snow day with Hayden. She had decided to finally give up Brady after finding out about Erin and had given herself to Hayden for the first time. Now it all felt like a joke. A big, fat joke.


    She had never gotten over Brady, she had never given Brady up, and she had never given herself fully to Hayden. Then as soon as he had found out, he had used that against her. The irony of it all was that when Hayden was furious and hurt over their relationship, he had chosen his career over her, which was the very thing she had feared with Brady.


    She had walked out, spent over a year missing Brady, pushed him away to the point of no return—for nothing. All she wanted to do was call him, try to explain, beg him to give her one more chance.


    But she couldn’t.


    No. She wouldn’t.


    Brady had shut the door. He had told her not to call him when Hayden broke her heart, and Hayden had done just that. Brady was probably fuming, and the last thing he needed was for her to call him because of Hayden’s article. She wanted to go to him and make it right, but the way to make it right was to remain invisible.


    If he wanted to reach out to her, then he would. But she doubted he would. Brady wasn’t the type to go back on promises. How often had he told her that he didn’t make promises he couldn’t keep? Wasn’t that the reason he hadn’t told her he loved her? Even thinking that word sent a stabbing pain through her chest. Love. What a joke.


    Liz sped home, parked the car in the driveway, and burst through the front door. “Victoria!” she called, slamming the door behind her. “Where are you?”


    She stalked down the small hallway and banged on the door. “Vic, are you in there?”


    “Yeah, I’m busy,” Victoria choked out. “Can you come back in like fifteen minutes?” There were some whispers from the other side of the door and then Victoria giggled.


    “No. This can’t wait. Not unless you want to find your roommate with her veins open on the bathroom floor in fifteen minutes.”


    Liz knelt in front of Victoria’s door and pushed her hands up into her hair. Her whole body ached and just wanted it all to stop. She knew she needed to get herself together, but she couldn’t see or think or feel anything through the fury. All she saw was Hayden’s face when he found out, when he asked her for details, when he maliciously fucked her for the mistake that was never a mistake. Had he known then? Had he known that he was planning to ruin her ... them ... Brady? Was the sex a good-bye? That thought only pissed her off more.


    “Melodramatic much?” Victoria called.


    There was shuffling from the other room and then the door popped open. Victoria was dressed in skinny jeans and an oversize sweater. Her hair was a hot mess and she was trying to wrangle it into a ponytail as she exited her bedroom. Liz assumed Duke Fan was on the other side, but assumptions with Victoria were a very bad idea. Victoria pulled the door closed and stared down at Liz expectantly.


    “Well, Miss Melodrama? What is so goddamn important?”


    Liz stood and walked into the living room. She didn’t want to have this conversation where Duke Fan could potentially hear her. Victoria huffed loudly, but followed behind her.


    “You know how we agreed that the worst thing that could happen when I told Hayden about Brady was that he would leave me?” Liz asked as she pulled out her phone.


    “Yeah.” Victoria glanced over her shoulder to her closed bedroom door.


    “We were wrong.”


    “What?” Victoria asked. Her head snapped back to Liz. “What do you mean?”


    Liz pulled up the article on her phone and passed it to Victoria. “He wrote about it,” Liz whispered.


    “Fuck!” she cried. “Holy fuck!” Her eyes scanned the article. “What a fucking bastard! I’ll cut his balls off!”


    “I wouldn’t stop you.”


    “Oh my God, Calleigh’s name is on this too,” Victoria said, stunned.


    “I know. They must have planned this together.”


    Victoria shook her head and scrolled back up through the article. “What the fuck are you going to do? Have you called Brady? Have you spoken to an attorney? Fuck! What can I do? How can I help?”


    Liz fisted her hands at her sides again and turned away from Victoria. “I don’t know what I’m going to do. I haven’t done anything yet, because my name isn’t in the article. He just put me down as Sandy Carmichael. I think it’s better if I lie low. If I act rashly then someone will piece it together, and the last thing I want is to be in the public eye.”


    “Have you talked to Hayden? God, why would he do this?”


    “I haven’t talked to him. He won’t return my calls.”


    “I never liked Lane, but I didn’t think he was this much of a fucking pussy,” Victoria cried.


    Liz shrugged. “Me either.”


    “Okay. Okay. Sit down for a second,” Victoria said, ushering her to the couch. She dropped Liz’s phone on the coffee table and plopped down next to her. “Let’s chat. The important thing here is you. How are you? Do you need anything?”


    “I’m fine.”


    “Psh! You’re far from fine. Talk to me.”


    Liz sighed heavily and wrapped her arms around her knees. “I’m angry. It feels like everything that I did was for nothing. No Brady. No Hayden. Nothing,” she said. “Oh, wait, I accepted a job offer at the New York Times today.”


    “Oh my God!” Victoria squealed. “Congratulations, bitch! That’s perfect. All of this shit will blow over, and you can start a new life in New York City!”


    Liz managed a half smile, but it quickly fell off of her face when her phone started buzzing noisily on the table. Liz snatched it off the table and stared down at the screen.


    “Hayden?” Victoria asked softly.


    Liz shook her head. She didn’t know the number. Her heart rate picked up with fear. Was it a reporter? Had they already found her? Her throat constricted as she debated answering the phone. Maybe it would be better if she didn’t.


    Curiosity got the better of her.


    “Hello?” Liz asked, pressing the phone to her ear.


    “Hello. I’m trying to reach Liz Dougherty.”


    Liz’s heart stopped in that moment. No. Not a reporter. No one had found her who didn’t already know that she existed. The voice on the other end of the line was unmistakable.


    Heather Ferrington, Brady’s press secretary.


    The last time Liz had been near Heather, she had told Brady to end it with Liz, and Brady had told her no. She was a fierce woman who had been with Brady since the start of his career and did whatever she could to protect him. Liz was not looking forward to this conversation.


    “Who is trying to reach her?” Liz asked carefully.


    She didn’t want to talk to Heather, but maybe this was her ticket to Brady. She tried not to let herself get excited for yet another letdown. This one was pretty much a guarantee.


    “This is Heather Ferrington with Congressman Maxwell’s office.”


    Liz sighed.


    “This is Liz. How can I help you, Heather?”


    Victoria looked at her with questions in her eyes. Liz mouthed, Brady’s office.


    Victoria’s eyes bulged and she whispered, “Are you going to talk to him?”


    Liz shook her head and tried to focus on Heather rather than Victoria.


    “Miss Dougherty, I would like to keep this conversation brief and private. Strictly off the record, if I can get your guarantee on that,” Heather said formally.


    What did she have to lose?


    “Of course,” Liz whispered. If Heather thought Liz was going to write about this, then she was out of her mind.


    “I don’t know what possessed you after more than a year and a half to divulge the information of your ... relationship with Congressman Maxwell.” Heather said the word as if it physically pained her. “But whatever it is, you won’t accomplish it. And I would suggest to you, Miss Dougherty, to not further divulge any information without realizing that you are risking your own career, which I believe is quite important to you.”


    “Is that a threat, Miss Ferrington?” Liz asked, seething.


    “Hardly. Perhaps I should make myself clearer. Brady doesn’t want you. Your pathetic attempt at ruining his career isn’t even a blip on his radar. You are nothing.”


    “If I’m not even a blip, then why are we speaking?” Liz spat back. She wanted to reach through the phone and slap Heather straight across the face. Liz knew that Heather was only trying to protect Brady, but her methods weren’t always that effective.


    “We’re talking because any and everything related to the Congressman is on my radar. I didn’t trust you the summer you hid your relationship and I don’t trust you now. My job is to minimize problems. You’re a problem, and I’m minimizing.”


    Liz ground her teeth together. What the hell was she supposed to say to that? She was a problem for Brady. Heather was only doing her job. Liz would do the same thing if she were in Heather’s situation. She saw the problem for what it was and went straight to the source. No beating around the bush.


    “So the best thing for you to do going forward is to do absolutely nothing. You gain nothing by revealing yourself further.”


    “Does he even know that you’re speaking with me?” Liz asked softly. She didn’t have to tell Heather that she wasn’t going to say anything else. She already felt as if she had died a thousand deaths knowing that it was in the papers. Heather would deal with the article however she felt best anyway.


    “Congressman Maxwell knows everything that he needs to know in this situation.”


    “So no,” Liz said, disappointed.


    “Whether or not he knows doesn’t matter to you, because he no longer matters to you as anything more than a congressman in your district. And I’m going to say this once, so listen closely. If you ever cared for Brady at all, then you’ll think twice about what you do from here on out. Are we clear?” she snapped.


    “Crystal.”


    “Glad to see we’re finally on the same page. Try not to do anything to gain another phone call from me.”


    “I’ll do my best,” Liz said sarcastically.


    “You’ll do better than that.”


    The conversation ended and Liz dropped the phone into her lap. Her hands were shaking. She felt anger bubbling up under the surface. She wanted to release it, but there were only two people she could blame for what had happened: herself and Hayden. Hayden wouldn’t return her calls ... so that left herself.


    Then again, she had the sneaking suspicion that she could blame Calleigh Hollingsworth too.


    “So ... that didn’t sound good,” Victoria said. “Who was that?”


    “Heather Ferrington, Brady’s press secretary. She was telling me not to do anything else stupid.”


    “Does she think you’re an idiot?”


    Liz bit her lip. “Yeah ... I think she does.”


    “Well, bitch needs to step off,” Victoria cried. “And Brady? Are you going to talk to him?”


    “She told me not to do anything stupid, Vic. Calling Brady is probably the stupidest thing I could possibly do right now.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 23


    TRYING TO FORGET


    Hayden never called.


    Liz held her phone in her hand all evening waiting for him to call her back, but he never did. She knew that he had ruined their relationship, that he had sacrificed her trust and chosen his career over her. Still she wanted to talk to him. She wanted to know why. Why would he do this to her?


    She and Brady kissed once while she was dating Hayden. Everything else that had happened was before she and Hayden had even gotten together. She knew that he wasn’t happy that she had hidden it from him, but he’d had no reason to know until she had kissed Brady that night. And now Hayden had ruined everything.


    When no one seemed willing to move from the living room, Daniel went out to get dinner for all three of them. He knew that something was wrong. He returned with a plastic bag full of Chinese food and a bottle of Maker’s Mark. Liz smiled when she saw it and reached for it. Victoria got to it first and snatched it out of her hands.


    “I’ll just get us some glasses. Eat,” Victoria said.


    Liz groaned, but let Victoria take her liquor into the kitchen. She couldn’t keep it hostage forever. Daniel handed her a box of Chinese, and Liz flipped the lid open. She swirled the food around in her takeout container, took a few bites, and then set it back down. She was too jittery to eat. Her stomach couldn’t take it.


    Victoria returned with three glasses of Maker’s on the rocks in her hands. She passed one off to Daniel and then set hers down on the side table.


    Liz brought the glass to her lips and, taking a long swig, she cringed at the taste and set it back down. “That’s disgusting.”


    “It’s delicious,” Daniel said. “Don’t hate on my favorite drink.”


    Victoria rolled her eyes at him. “You should probably eat more before drinking more anyway.”


    “I’m fine,” Liz lied. She tipped the glass back again. This was going to end poorly.


    Two drinks later and the alcohol was numbing her pain. Somehow she convinced Victoria and Daniel that heading to Franklin Street in her condition was a good idea. She wasn’t sure if they actually believed her or if they were just going along with whatever she wanted. She was so pissed off at the entire situation that she really just didn’t care. She would have walked out of the house and gone drinking alone if they hadn’t wanted to come with her.


    Wanting to do anything but think about what had happened, Liz took extra special care curling her hair and applying her dark smoky makeup. She changed into the sluttiest outfit in her closet, a skintight black-and-white patterned strapless minidress, which she had to pull down when she was walking, and six-inch leather strappy high heels. Even Victoria would be proud of her.


    Liz assessed herself in the mirror and then decided that red lipstick was in order. It wasn’t her normal routine, but, well, she wasn’t really feeling like herself tonight. She was feeling like total shit. She had walked away from one relationship, tried to love another man, been used for the advancement of his career, and still there was no way she could go back to what she had originally walked away from. So, for tonight, nothing really mattered. She just wanted to get rip-roaring drunk and forget that today ever happened.


    As she was about to walk out of her bedroom to see if Victoria was ready to go, her phone started ringing loudly from where she had thrown it on her bed. Liz dashed for it, her heart racing. Was it Hayden? Could he finally have manned up? Her heels skittered across the floor and she crashed down onto her bed, snatching the phone off the comforter. She stared down at the screen. Not Hayden. Another number she didn’t know. She hoped this wasn’t a reporter, because the two glasses of bourbon weren’t making her friendly.


    “Hello?” she said into the phone. She crossed her legs and sat up straighter.


    “Liz, it’s been too long,” the smooth, seductive voice said through the line.


    Liz’s eyes bugged as she pressed the phone to her ear. “Clay?”


    “And I thought for a minute you might not recognize me.”


    “Of course I recognize you.” No chance in hell that she wasn’t going to recognize Clay Maxwell. Why was he calling her now?


    “So, how have you been? Did you have a nice day?” he asked casually.


    Liz narrowed her eyes. No contact for over a year and now he was acting all buddy-buddy.


    “What do you want, Clay?” she asked.


    “I can’t check in on an old friend?”


    “You’ve never called me before.”


    “Well, I am now,” he said.


    “So, what do you want? I don’t assume that you’re calling me for no reason.”


    “I read an article today in the newspaper about my brother. Have you seen it?” Clay asked.


    Liz’s mouth went dry. “I saw it,” she said.


    “But do you know what I couldn’t stop thinking about, Liz?”


    “No,” she whispered.


    “You. Liz Carmichael. The girl who showed up at the Fourth of July event and the gala and Hilton Head. Seemed a bit ... convenient once I started thinking about it.”


    Oh shit! Liz couldn’t breathe.


    “But when I looked up the UNC registry, there wasn’t a Liz Carmichael either, and the only Liz at the UNC paper was a Liz Dougherty. Strange that you should tell me that your last name was Carmichael. Don’t you think?”


    Breathe in. Breathe out.


    “I never told you that was my last name,” she whispered.


    “Ah. Right. The valet mentioned it at the gala ... the event that you were at with Chris. Perhaps it’s just me, but the pieces don’t seem to fit,” Clay said. She could almost see the dimples in his smile.


    “What do you want, Clay?” There had to be a catch, some kind of point to all of this. He knew. But what did he want?


    “I want to see you tonight.”


    “I’m not sleeping with you, Clay,” she responded immediately.


    “Whoa! I never even insinuated that you would. Someone is jumping to conclusions.”


    She could hear the laughter in his voice. She knew exactly what he was after. He had always been after one thing.


    “I’m not stupid.”


    “No, you’re not. But you also don’t have anything else to lose by coming to see me. The reporter was your boyfriend, right?”


    “Ex-boyfriend,” Liz quickly corrected. She didn’t even want to think about Hayden. She just wanted to knock some sense into him.


    “Exactly. So tonight?”


    What the hell did she have to lose that she hadn’t already lost?


    “Well, I’m going to be on Franklin Street in about twenty minutes. If you can find me, then you can see me.” She doubted that he would ever find her. There were a ton of bars on Franklin Street, and why would Clay go through that much trouble?


    “Any hints?”


    “I’ll be drinking,” she said before hanging up the phone.


    That was it. She wasn’t going to answer her phone the rest of the night. Each call just brought more and more drama that she didn’t want to have to deal with. The only people she actually wanted to speak with hadn’t called, and she didn’t think they were going to. So she resigned herself to getting blackout drunk.


    [image: ]


    It actually took thirty minutes for Victoria and Duke Fan to get ready to go out. They started at their usual spot, which was packed with people, since it was Valentine’s Day weekend. Heavy dance beats filtered through the speakers, and groups mingled together near the bar. The bar had specialty drinks for the occasion and a giant red-and-pink heart-shaped piñata.


    Liz leaned over the bar, her breasts nearly spilling out of her top as she flagged the hot bartender down.


    “What’ll ya have?” he asked, eyeing her chest appreciatively.


    At least someone was enjoying the view.


    “Whiskey sour,” Liz told him.


    “Sure thing.”


    He filled a glass almost entirely with whiskey. She normally would have cringed, but tonight she didn’t care.


    “What kind of candy is in the piñata?” she asked him as he added the sour.


    “No candy. Condoms, suck and blows, lube, and other fun treats,” he said with a wink as he passed her drink across the bar. She went to hand him her cash and he winked at her again. “On the house.”


    Liz bit her lip coyly and dropped the money into the tip jar. She must look good tonight to warrant free drinks from the bartender. “Thanks.”


    “Come back and see me.”


    Liz nodded and went to find Victoria.


    “There you are!” Victoria cried. “Did you order? Kyle is working at the other end of the bar. I could have gotten it for free.”


    “I got mine for free,” Liz said, taking a sip of the liquor.


    “Look at you! You look totally fuckable tonight.”


    “Are you encouraging her?” Daniel asked.


    “Butt out,” Victoria snapped. “Or I’ll send you straight home.”


    “You’re not my mother!”


    “We can role-play later, baby,” she said, slapping him gently across the face twice.


    Daniel rolled his eyes and sipped on his drink. Score one for Victoria.


    “So ... you know what they say ... the best way to get over someone is to get under someone else,” Victoria said.


    Liz tilted her head and laughed. “I don’t think that’s the expression.”


    “It should be.”


    “I think it’s ‘find someone else.’”


    “It amounts to the same thing. And all I’m saying is that you look fuckable and you’ve never had a one-night stand. Tonight is the perfect night for a threesome!”


    “Victoria!” Liz said, shaking her head. “That doesn’t even make sense.”


    “Which part?”


    “All of it!”


    “Why not make the night memorable?” Victoria asked. “You’re trying to ruin all of my fun.”


    “I just want to get wasted drunk and black out in the safety of my own house.”


    Victoria shook her head and turned to survey the room. “Hmmm. No. No. Maybe. He probably has back hair though ... so, no. No. We’ll find you one,” Victoria said. “This is the perfect night for this. It’s like a breeding ground for singles who want to get fucked, because they didn’t have a date for Valentine’s Day.”


    “You are the most insensitive person I’ve met in my entire life,” Liz said, tipping her glass back and trying to quell the urge to throw it at her best friend.


    “What?” Victoria asked as if she didn’t know. “Oh, Lane? I don’t consider him a human being anymore.”


    Liz laughed. Sometimes Victoria was a bitch, but at least Liz wasn’t on her bad side. She couldn’t imagine what that would be like.


    “Oh, oh, oh!” Victoria cried, clapping her hands. “Found him. That one walking into the bar.”


    Liz’s eyes followed Victoria’s finger as she pointed out the guy across the bar. She froze in place. No fucking way. How the hell had Clay found her? There weren’t a trivial number of bars in downtown Chapel Hill. It would have taken him longer than this to search her out unless he had just gotten fucking lucky. But still she hadn’t expected him to actually come find her.


    “Yep,” Liz said to Victoria. “That one.”


    “Really?” Victoria shrieked.


    “Yeah.”


    Their eyes met across the bar. Shit! He was too fucking gorgeous. How did everyone in his family have such good genes? He was in a black suit with a white button-down underneath it undone at the neck so he looked more relaxed than stuffy. His dark blond hair was styled and as his mouth rose into a smile, she could see the dimples that she knew were there.


    Liz strode deliberately across the room, dropping her drink off as she passed the bar. She didn’t stop until she was directly in front of him and she could see the blue eyes gazing mischievously back at her.


    “Found you,” Clay said.


    Liz shrugged. “How are you, Clay?”


    “Probably better than you.” His dimples showed as his eyes crawled her body.


    “Probably.” She found it hard to argue that point.


    “So, this whole time you were fucking my brother,” Clay said with a shake of his head as if he should have known all along.


    Liz bit back a snide retort and breathed out slowly. “Could we maybe talk about this somewhere else?” she asked, realizing just how public they were.


    Clay nodded. “Yeah, let’s get out of here.”


    Liz followed him out of the bar and out onto the sidewalk. He latched on to her arm and smiled at her. “You wouldn’t let me take you home before. Come with me now.”


    Liz pulled her arm away from his. “I’m not like your girlfriend; you can’t just yank me around.”


    Clay smirked. “No, you’re nothing like Andrea.”


    “How long before you’re married anyway?” Liz asked, deflecting that statement.


    “As long as I can postpone it,” he told her, walking up to the valet and handing over his ticket.


    “How did you find me?” Liz could feel the alcohol from that last drink clouding her mind. “There are too many places I could have been.”


    “I asked Savannah where she would go,” he said with a shrug.


    Liz’s eyes widened. “Did you tell her you were coming to see me?”


    “Um ... no. Why would she care?”


    She opened her mouth and then closed it. She wasn’t sure that she wanted to disclose the information about how close she and Savannah were, but it seemed too late now. “We’re friends. We work on the paper together.”


    “You seem to be affiliated with everyone in my family somehow.”


    “All of you by accident.”


    “Well, it’s not an accident tonight,” he said with that same smile.


    A sleek black car pulled up in front of them. The valet hopped out of the car and handed Clay the keys.


    Of course he has a Porsche.


    “After you,” he said, holding the passenger door open for her.


    Liz walked up and stood directly in front of him. “Why are you even with Andrea if you don’t want to marry her?”


    “Why did you fuck my brother when you knew you had no chance together?” Clay shot back.


    “Those two things aren’t even comparable,” she said with a shake of her head.


    Clay smirked. “Just get in the car, Miss Carmichael.”


    Whatever. It wasn’t as if she had anything better to do. Brady wasn’t an option. Hayden had fucked up royally. She was drunk and couldn’t think of a reason not to go with Clay.


    “Fine,” she grumbled, looking over her shoulder to make sure no one heard him use that name.


    She sat down on the plush leather interior and Clay shut the door in her face. She watched him walk around the front of the car, open the door, and take the seat next to her. Clay revved the engine and then pulled away from the bar. Liz didn’t even know where they were going, and at that moment she didn’t care. It was nice to not think for once and go along with whatever was happening.


    “My roommate is probably freaking the fuck out,” she said, leaning her head back against the seat.


    “Why is that?”


    “Because she picked you out in the bar and told me to go home with you.”


    Clay cracked up laughing. “She has good taste.”


    “Usually. I’d say she was questionable on this choice.”


    “You’re cute when you’re lying,” Clay said with that cocky attitude. “So, how did it all happen?”


    “How did what happen?”


    “You and Brady.”


    Liz cringed. It was too fresh to even think about them like that. Things had gone all wrong.


    “Coincidence. Serendipity. All that,” she managed to say with a shrug, glancing out the window. “You read the article. We met after he announced he was running for Congress.”


    “How remarkable. Starting a clandestine affair off of a chance encounter.”


    “What does it even matter to you, Clay?” Liz asked, turning back to face him. “You wanted to fuck me, and your big brother got there first. You lose again.”


    She didn’t even know where that had come from. What the fuck was wrong with her?


    Clay chuckled softly. “You know, I always knew there was something different about you. That first time we met on the Fourth of July and every time after that. I knew that you weren’t some abject drone following my brother around because you believed in his stupid policy speeches or, worse, his pleas for attention by speaking about personal issues. I went and read your articles about Brady from two summers ago, and I think that you were right. You said the things I was telling you about Brady all along.”


    “That was before I knew your brother.”


    “Exactly. Back when you saw him for what he really was, not what he wanted you to see. Tell me something. Do you honestly think that he didn’t fuck someone else when you guys were together?” he asked, glancing over at her.


    “Do you have a point?” she snapped. She couldn’t think about that. It didn’t even matter.


    Clay turned a sharp corner and began to weave down back streets. “With me you know exactly what you’re getting. With Brady you never know.”


    “Is the lawyer trying to tell me that he’s honest?” she quipped.


    “The lawyer is trying to tell you that after everything he still wants to take you home and he still wants to fuck you. I doubt Brady is saying that.”


    Liz choked back a gasp at his frankness. “You just want me because your brother had me.”


    “Correction: I just want you more.”


    “So what? You want to get me out of your system so you can go back to your heiress?” Liz demanded.


    Clay smirked and shot her a devious grin. “Lucky for me, I have a pretty insatiable appetite.”


    Liz knew that she was at a low point in her life. She had never felt so completely and totally destroyed. And at this point, she just didn’t care what happened. And maybe, even a small part of her knew that if she couldn’t have Brady then she just wanted to be close to him however she could. Even if it was a completely fucked-up notion. Clay was as close to Brady as she was ever going to get again, and it was good enough for her in that moment.


    “Fine.”


    “Fine?” he asked, scrunching up his eyebrows.


    “If you think you’re better than your brother, prove it.” She sat back in the soft leather seat and crossed her arms.


    He didn’t say anything for a while. She clearly had thrown him for a loop. He probably thought that he was going to have to fight her on this one, but she didn’t have any fight left in her.


    “Are you ...” he trailed off. “I don’t want to misinterpret you.”


    Liz’s eyes shifted to him briefly. “I think you get my meaning.”


    “I’d rather you make it very clear.”


    “I want you to fuck me until I forget Brady Maxwell ever existed,” Liz said bluntly. Until he wasn’t even a memory ... just like Brady had said that night last October.


    “Shit,” he muttered under his breath.


    “Unless you can’t do that,” she challenged.


    “I can do that.” Clay reached across the car, took her hand, and placed it on his cock. She could feel the hardening length through his suit pants. “I can definitely do that.”


    Liz squeezed then ran her hand down to the tip and back. His breathing hitched; then she pulled away with a smirk.


    “I sure hope so.”


    Someone needs to.


    

  


  
    Chapter 24


    MISTAKES WORTH MAKING


    Clay turned his Porsche down a long winding driveway about fifteen minutes later. They passed through an overhang of trees before the lot finally opened up to reveal a ranch-style brick house. It was beautiful in its simplicity and completely secluded.


    “Is this yours?” Liz asked, staring out the window at the property.


    “Yep.”


    “Courtesy of Maxwell Industries Real Estate, I presume?”


    “Someone’s done their research,” he said, his eyes shifting to hers. “Or do you have experience with other Maxwell properties?”


    “I’m a reporter. Give me some credit,” she said, trying not to think about all of the other Maxwell properties she had been on.


    He parked the Porsche in the driveway and they both stepped out of the car. Liz followed him around to the front door. He kicked over a flowerpot and found a key sitting underneath it.


    “High security,” Liz observed.


    Clay chuckled before he inserted the key, twisted the knob, and opened the door. Liz’s body buzzed with adrenaline as Clay stepped inside. She fought to keep her hands from trembling as she followed him. She had decided to do this and she needed to keep the tone light if she was going to go through with it.


    “Where are you now anyway?” Liz asked, walking inside. “You graduated from law school last May, right?”


    “I’m clerking at the federal level. Once my year is up where I am, I’ll move up to clerking for the Supreme Court.” He shut the door and tossed the key on a table in the foyer.


    “Wow. Ambition runs in the family.”


    “Are we done talking now?” he asked, slightly annoyed.


    “Are you going to be an asshole?”


    Clay arched an eyebrow and smirked at her. “Absolutely.”


    He was before her in two powerful strides, grabbing her roughly around the waist, their lips colliding. He had soft, demanding lips that prodded hers open. He slid his tongue into her mouth and Liz almost sighed with the faint taste of honey. Damn, he was a good kisser. He wasn’t Brady, but he would do ... for now. His hands guided her arms around his neck and she held on to him for support. He drew her body in until they were flush against one another. She could feel his defined chest through the thin material of her dress.


    It was easy to get lost in Clay because she didn’t have to do anything. He took control of her, teasingly kissing, sucking, and licking her lips, tasting her, devouring her whole. And she let him. She let him cloud her mind with the help of the whiskey still pumping through her veins. It was easier than thinking about the train that had wrecked her life or the consequences that she would have to face in the morning.


    His hand slid up her bare arm and she shivered against him. The alcohol had kept her warm against the February chill, but Clay was sending goose bumps up her arm. He found her hand and grasped it in his own.


    Their lips finally broke apart and he had that same self-satisfied smirk on his face.


    “Come with me,” he said, pulling her through the house and toward the back. He opened the door, still facing her, and tugged her lightly into the large master bedroom. A king-size bed took up the center of the room, covered in a fluffy red comforter and a collection of throw pillows.


    Holy shit! She was actually going to do this. But what else did she have to lose? Everything else had been stripped away.


    “You look like you’re thinking too much,” Clay said, dropping his mouth down onto hers.


    “Guess you’re not doing your job,” she whispered against his lips.


    “We’ll see about that.”


    He started walking them backward to the bed. His hands slid over her shoulders, trailed down the curve of her breasts, down her waist, until he was gripping her hips forcefully.


    She arched an eyebrow at him in challenge. This was easier. It was easier to taunt him into action. She could get through this. She wanted it. Clay was fucking unbelievably hot and his lips were like sweet honey. She wanted him to explore her.


    His hands slid down to the hem of her minidress, and he ran his fingers softly under the material. Her breathing hitched and she felt her body warming at his touch. Without warning he picked her up and set her down easily on the bed. His hands spread her legs in front of him so that he could lean his body between them and capture her lips once more.


    “I bet all you’re thinking about right now is me fucking you,” he groaned, pressing himself against her.


    Liz pretended to yawn, trying to keep up the game they were playing. “Brady’s probably getting a nice sympathy fuck from his girlfriend, and you can’t even keep me entertained.”


    Clay chuckled. His hands ran up her bare inner thighs. She tried to squeeze her legs together as if she were going to stop him, but all she did was tighten her grip on his hips.


    “The only thing that’s going to be entertained tonight is my dick in your pussy,” he said, his finger inching closer and closer to her heated core. “Because Brady doesn’t have a girlfriend.”


    “What?” Liz snapped, straightening and pushing his hand away. “What did you just say?”


    “My dick is going to be entertained in your pussy,” he said seductively.


    “No, after that!”


    Clay narrowed his eyes. “Uh ... Brady doesn’t have a girlfriend?”


    “Shut the fuck up!”


    “What?” he asked, trying to put his hands back on her, but she pushed him away.


    “When did they break up? What happened?” Liz demanded.


    “I don’t know. It doesn’t really matter.” He tried to lean in again.


    “No. Stop,” she said, ducking out of the way of his kiss. “When the fuck did they break up?”


    Clay rolled his eyes and took a step back, clearly seeing he wasn’t going to win this battle. “A few months ago. October maybe? Why does it even matter?”


    Liz’s mouth dropped open. “Did you just say October?”


    “Yeah. Brady just dropped her one day. I don’t know what happened, so don’t fucking ask me. We’re done with the Q&A session. Can we get back to fucking?” he asked, annoyed again.


    “No! Are you out of your mind? I’m not having sex with you,” Liz said, scooting off of the bed and fixing her dress. “You need to take me home—or better yet, to see Brady.”


    “What?” he practically yelled. “I’m not taking you anywhere, especially not to see my brother. What the fuck?”


    “Just shut up!” she shrieked. “Don’t you understand anything? It’s Brady. It’s always been Brady. Stop trying to be your brother, because you’ll never be Brady.”


    “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    Liz shook her head. “You’re walking in a shadow, and fucking me isn’t going to make that any better. I need to talk to Brady tonight, and I’m going to do it whether you take me home or I have to walk all the way to your parents’ house in Durham myself.”


    “Do you think it’s going to help him for you to show up at the house the night after the article breaks? Do you think you’ll actually be helping him by corroborating the story your boyfriend wrote?”


    “Ex-boyfriend,” Liz snapped. “And I don’t care. I just need to see him. We have to be able to fix it. There has to be a way.”


    “Why don’t you stop and think for a second? Think about what happens if I take you to my parents’ house, and you walk into that lockdown war zone. You’re not just talking to Brady. You’re talking to my parents, his staff, Savannah, everyone. Tell me you want to walk into that.”


    “Did you not hear me? I. Don’t. Care. I need to see him.”


    “You’re insane. You think anyone is going to let you near him when they find out that you’re Sandy Carmichael? What happened in October anyway? You flipped out over that,” Clay observed.


    “Nothing,” she answered immediately. He just raised an eyebrow. “Fine. I saw him again, but nothing happened and we parted ways.”


    “Parted ways. Knowing my brother, I doubt that went over well,” Clay said. “Okay, so tell me this then. Why did you agree to see me? Why didn’t you speak to him before? And don’t give me some bullshit about his girlfriend, because I don’t think anyone thought she actually mattered.”


    “Why?”


    “Do you want me to take you there?” he asked.


    Liz glared at him. “You’re such an asshole.”


    “What you see is what you get, babe.”


    “He told me not to speak to him again,” Liz said softly. She hated admitting it out loud. Brady’s angry words still echoed through her mind all these months later.


    “And you’re going to anyway? Don’t you think he said it for a reason?”


    “Yes, I do. I think he said it because he was angry, and he had every right to be. But I clearly don’t care anymore.” Liz brushed past him and started for the door.


    “Where are you going?” he cried, following her down the hall.


    “I told you that I’d walk home if you didn’t take me,” she said stubbornly.


    Clay humphed behind her. “You can’t go tramping through the woods in a minidress and heels.”


    “Try to stop me!”


    Liz made it halfway down the driveway in the middle of the woods, at night, freezing her ass off when she heard the soft hum of the Porsche behind her. The headlights flashed as Clay approached. He rolled down the passenger window and stared at her in frustration.


    “Get in, crazy.”


    She opened the door and sank back into the passenger seat. As soon as her door shut, Clay jolted the car forward.


    She sighed as she relaxed. She had been determined to walk home, but realistically it had been a dumb move. She was relieved that Clay had given in and picked her up.


    “Thank you,” Liz whispered.


    “I’m not taking you to my parents’ house,” he said sullenly. “If you want to do something stupid, you can do it on your own.”


    Liz nodded. She wasn’t surprised that Clay wouldn’t take her to Brady, and barging into the Maxwell house didn’t exactly sound like the best plan. It was just the first that had come to her. Perhaps the alcohol was still talking. She would have to find a better way to get to him.


    “Um ...” she began, biting her lip.


    She didn’t say anything for a second and Clay asked, “What?”


    “Do you think I could get Brady’s number from you?”


    “I’m turning around,” he said, easing on the brakes.


    “What? Why?”


    “There is no reasoning with you.”


    “With me? You’re the one who wanted to fuck me because I’d been with your brother.”


    Clay shrugged. He slid open the compartment between their seats, placed his phone inside, and then purposefully shut it tight. “That makes more sense to me than giving you his phone number.”


    “I only ever tried to reach him on the campaign line, and unless you think it’s a good idea to do that now, perhaps you should give me his personal,” she snapped. Well, besides the time she had used his personal line last year, but she had deleted that number and it did nothing to bring that up with Clay right now.


    “You called him on the campaign line?” Clay asked, shaking his head. “For being smart, you two are fucking idiots.”


    “Just get moving. I’ll figure it out myself,” she said, turning to face the window again.
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    A million scenarios ran through her mind on the drive back to her house. How the hell was she going to get hold of Brady? Her earlier tactic had always been to call the office, say she was Sandy Carmichael, and poof! Brady answered the phone. Well, she couldn’t call as Sandy now. And she doubted they would be taking any calls, especially not from reporters. She could make shit up about knowing who Sandy Carmichael was, but Liz was sure that would only get her as far as Heather. She didn’t trust Heather to get her through to Brady. She could have called Savannah, but she wasn’t sure she was ready for her friend to know that she had been with her brother, and with Clay not cooperating, she really didn’t have another choice.


    Liz glanced down at the compartment that held Clay’s phone. She wasn’t stupid enough to try to get it out of there. But if there was another alternative, she wasn’t seeing one.


    Clay shifted gears as he veered toward her house. Liz had to make up her mind. The worst thing that could happen was that he would notice her reaching for it. She could live with that.


    She had been staring out the window most of the drive, and she slowly turned her body to face Clay. “Hey,” she whispered softly.


    “Oh, are we talking again?” he asked.


    “No need to be rude,” she said, leaning forward and resting her forearm on the center compartment. Most of her body covered the compartment so that when he was looking at the road, she was pretty sure the only thing he saw in his periphery were her breasts spilling out of her tiny dress. “I just wanted to say thank you.”


    “I can keep driving if this includes road head.”


    Liz laughed melodically. Clay would always be Clay. She just needed to keep him entertained, keep him from seeing what she was planning.


    “I don’t think so,” Liz said, pressing the button on the side of the compartment softly. “But I was kind of a bitch when I said that stuff about you and Brady.”


    His eyes shifted to hers and she stopped moving. “I’m still not going to take you to see him, Liz.”


    “I didn’t ask you to.”


    “Road head might convince me,” he said, his eyes darting back to the road.


    Liz shook her head as she slowly, almost painfully slowly, began to slide back the edge of the compartment. “You think I’m going to suck your dick and then go see Brady?”


    “At least I’d get off.”


    Yeah, he deserved this.


    The hole in the compartment was just wide enough to stick her hand in. She licked her lips and tried to take even breaths. They were so close to her house, and she needed to time this just right.


    They stopped at a red light and Liz for sure thought she was going to start sweating when he turned to look at her. She held his gaze perfectly, though, not wavering once. If she did, she was sure that he was going to notice that something was amiss ... like the fact that she was leaning into him and the compartment containing his phone was open.


    “So what do you say?” Clay asked with that same dimpled smirk.


    “I still think no,” Liz responded.


    The light changed and they were off again. Liz breathed a soft sigh of relief when he had to look where he was going again. Her fingers slowly inched into the compartment, then her palm, and then her hand all the way to the wrist.


    “Your loss.”


    “What, like giving you head is a privilege?” she managed to ask with a disbelieving laugh.


    “It is.”


    Liz scoffed. “Men. Always thinking with the wrong head.”


    Her fingers brushed against his phone and she slowly lifted the device into her hand. Now to get it out of there.


    “As if you weren’t thinking about my dick when you let me take you back to my place.”


    When Clay turned his head at a stop sign to check for traffic, Liz lifted the phone out of the compartment and with a gulp pushed it down under her leg. She pressed her finger on the button to the compartment, gingerly clicked it back into place, and then righted herself.


    “That was then and this is now,” Liz said with an uneasy shrug.


    Holy shit! She had his phone. She couldn’t believe it. Her stomach was in knots with anticipation and worry about the last couple minutes of the drive.


    “Women. So fickle,” he grumbled. “Where am I taking you anyway?”


    Liz gave Clay directions for the last few turns, and then he pulled the Porsche up in front of her house. She saw Victoria’s and Daniel’s cars in the driveway. If they weren’t already in a sex coma, she was sure they were going to have a million questions. But first she needed to get the fuck out of Clay’s car.


    “Thanks for driving me,” Liz told him before popping the door open and sliding the phone into her hand.


    “I couldn’t let you try to walk back.”


    “I thought you might let me.”


    “No farther than the end of the driveway. Long enough for you to realize how stupid it was,” he said. The dimples in his cheeks were visible as she hastily stepped out of the car. She moved her hand behind her body to keep it from his vision.


    “Night,” she said, moving to push the door closed with the other hand.


    “Hey!” he called, stopping her.


    The blood pumped through her veins. She was this far. He couldn’t know. She was this close!


    “Yeah?” she murmured.


    “You forgot your purse,” he said, pointing at the small bag on the floor.


    Liz breathed out heavily. Oh thank God! She grabbed the purse off of the floor of the car, slammed the door shut, and practically sprinted into her house. She shut the front door and leaned her back against it, breathing in and out heavily, her chest heaving.


    “Holy shit,” she whispered into the quiet house.


    She slid the lock into place carefully before taking the phone back into her bedroom. She kicked off her high heels, stripped out of her party dress, and then threw on some sweats. Taking a seat on the bed, she opened the phone, swiped her finger across the touch screen, and it lit up in her hand.


    She was in.


    Her hands trembled as she searched Clay’s contacts for Brady. There were four numbers listed: D.C. office, N.C. office, personal, and work. Since she had gone to the trouble of stealing Clay’s phone, she transferred all of them into her phone, even though the only number that she was planning to use tonight was his personal one.


    Liz placed Clay’s phone down on her nightstand before pulling back up Brady’s personal number and clicking Send. She could hear her heart beat in her ears as she waited for him to answer. It rang four times and then went to voice mail. Liz ended the call. She couldn’t leave him a voice mail.


    All of that trouble, and he didn’t pick up her call.


    She sat on her bed for a solid minute, just staring off into space wondering what the hell her life had become. How the hell had she gotten to this place? All she wanted to do was find a way to make it right, and still she couldn’t do that. She had blown her second chance and didn’t deserve another one. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t going to fight for that.


    Then the lightbulb turned on. Clay’s phone. He would answer Clay’s phone. She would have to do some major explaining as to how she acquired the phone, but at least she would get to speak with Brady.


    Liz snatched the phone back off of the nightstand, found Brady’s personal number, and dialed. Her foot tapped anxiously on the floor.


    Ring.


    She could get through this. She just needed to talk to him.


    Ring.


    She didn’t know what she was going to say, but it didn’t matter. She would wing it. It was Brady. She had to do something.


    Ring.


    He wasn’t going to answer. She had done this for nothing ...


    “Clay,” Brady’s gruff voice scolded through the phone, “where the fuck have you been? We’re on lockdown over here. Everyone is freaking out and you just disappear. This is so like you. Why can’t you do one thing that would make someone other than yourself happy?”


    “Brady,” Liz whispered into the phone.


    There was a pregnant pause on the other line. Her heart skipped a beat.


    “Liz?” he breathed in disbelief.


    

  


  
    Chapter 25


    TALK FIRST


    Hey,” Liz said softly. All of the bold words that she had been planning to say to him flitted out of her mind at his smooth, sexy voice.


    “You’re calling me from Clay’s phone,” he said, confused.


    “Yeah.”


    “How did you get Clay’s phone?”


    Liz bit her lip. Well, this was going to be fun. “It’s kind of a long story. I had to get hold of you. I really need to talk to you. Can we meet up?”


    “What?” he asked, and then seemed to realize what she had asked. His voice turned cold. “No. I think that is a terrible idea. I told you.” He took a deep breath and then whispered, “I told you not to call me again, that I wasn’t going to be there when he hurt you.”


    “I know, but ...”


    “I don’t make promises that I can’t keep, Liz. You know that.”


    She swallowed. She knew that perfectly well. It was the reason he had never said I love you. Not because he didn’t. That thought pushed her forward.


    “I know. I know you did. And I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything. For leaving, for being with him, for telling him, for ruining things, for hurting you.”


    “Liz, I really don’t want to hear it,” he said.


    “Well, I’m going to tell you anyway,” she cried desperately. “I fucked up. I didn’t mean for things to happen like this. And I have so much that I need to tell you. Just please, please ... meet me in person. If you didn’t care about me, then you wouldn’t have broken up with Erin. I know I don’t deserve another chance, but give me one anyway. Please.”


    Brady sighed heavily into the phone. “Who told you about Erin? I’ve kept it out of the news entirely.”


    “Um ... Clay,” she whispered. She had so much to explain to Brady. She just desperately wanted to do it in person.


    “Why do I have the sinking suspicion that I don’t want to know how you are suddenly this well acquainted with my brother.”


    “Clay is ... whatever. He doesn’t matter. Actually he probably wants to kill me right about now, because I stole his phone,” she mumbled.


    “You did what?” Brady cried. “You stole Clay’s phone?”


    “I said it’s a long story!”


    “You didn’t tell me the story involved theft!” he snapped back.


    “Brady Maxwell losing his cool,” she said softly. “How often does that happen?” He remained silent. She could practically see him pacing and trying to calm down after her retort. “It’s because it’s me. It’s me, Brady. I’m the one who makes you lose your cool.”


    “You say that as if it’s a good thing.”


    “It means there’s fucking passion, and it means you fucking care. If you wanted to end this conversation then you would have done it as soon as you heard my voice. But you didn’t. And I know why you didn’t. It’s the same reason that I haven’t been able to get you out of my head since the day I walked out of the conference room. I tried! Lord knows I tried to forget you, but I didn’t. And I can’t. And I don’t think you can forget me either.”


    “What’s the point of all this, Liz?” he asked with a heavy sigh. “We’re not going back to last year.”


    “I don’t want to. But I can’t sit here knowing what hand I had in this getting revealed to the public, knowing how you feel, knowing how I feel, and not try to see you. You deserve an explanation. Hell, you deserve so much more, Brady,” she whispered. “Can’t we just start with that?”


    “Not tonight,” he said resignedly.


    Liz jumped off of her bed. She couldn’t believe it. He was actually going to see her.


    “Tonight would be best,” she managed to get out.


    “Am I supposed to just get away from everyone?” he asked. It was a rhetorical question, but she sure as hell wasn’t leaving it that way.


    “Yes. You’re a fucking congressman. Tell them to fuck off.”


    Brady laughed and it was the most beautiful sound she had ever heard. God, how she had missed that.


    “I’ll phrase it exactly like that.”


    “That’s smart.”


    “Heather is going to have a fit when she finds out I left.”


    “She’s not your mother,” Liz said, rolling her eyes. She’d had enough of Heather for one night. “Wait, you’re really going to leave?”


    The pause made her uneasy. She wished that she knew what he was thinking in that moment. She wanted so desperately to get him to understand, to have a shot at making amends. She wasn’t going to take no for an answer.


    “I think it’s better that I come to you,” Brady finally said in answer.


    “I’m slightly intoxicated, so that might be a good idea.”


    “Why does this not surprise me?”


    “Hey, I broke up with my boyfriend today. Alcohol is allowed,” she said, trying to make light of the situation.


    “I bet that was a fun conversation,” Brady said tersely.


    “When you come pick me up, I’ll tell you all about it.”


    “You do realize you are the most infuriating woman I have ever met, right?”


    “That means I’m unforgettable,” Liz said with coy smile.


    “Now, that is spin from a reporter, if I’ve ever heard it.”


    “I didn’t get a job at the New York Times for nothing.”


    “The New York Times?” Brady asked with a low whistle afterward.


    Liz preened a little at the recognition. It was a good job, a really, really good job. She was proud of it, and she hadn’t even gotten to celebrate.


    “I’ll tell you all about it when you come to get me.”


    “Just don’t go to sleep,” he said firmly. “I’ll get there when I get there.”


    [image: ]


    Brady was coming. He was actually coming to see her. This wasn’t like the last time, when he had picked her up outside of school. While she had the same emotions swirling through her about Hayden, she was no longer denying how she felt about Brady.


    It made her body hum with anticipation. She couldn’t sit still and she ended up changing her outfit half-a-dozen times. She finally decided to go casual in a pair of dark jeans, a red V-neck sweater, and black riding boots with gold buckles. Her hair and makeup were still done up from going out with Victoria earlier that night. That already felt like forever ago. It was hard to believe it had only been a few hours since her world had shifted. The job offer, Hayden’s byline in the newspaper, Clay revealing that Brady was no longer with Erin, and then finally she was going to get to see Brady. Her body could hardly keep up with the highs and lows.


    Every time a car drove down her street, she jumped up and looked to see if it was the familiar Lexus pulling up to get her. But after a couple hours, she was starting to wonder if Brady had lied to her. That wasn’t like him at all. He would have just told her that he wasn’t coming if he actually wasn’t going to come see her. But still ... she couldn’t keep from getting frustrated as the hours ticked by.


    Headlights flashed in her window and Liz jumped up, hoping, praying that he was finally here. She glanced down at her phone to check the time. Three twenty-seven in the morning. Christ! If it were anyone but Brady, she would have probably already passed out.


    The car turned into her driveway. Liz’s heart leaped. Brady! He was actually here. She grabbed her purse, threw it over her shoulder, and then dashed out of the house. Before Brady could even kill the engine or get out of the car, she was already sprinting around the front and pulling the door open. Liz ungracefully plopped down in the passenger seat and slammed the door.


    “Hey,” she said breathlessly. She needed to play more tennis if a short sprint knocked the wind out of her. Or maybe it was Brady’s gorgeous face staring back at her.


    His hair had grown out a bit since she had last seen him. He was probably due for a haircut, but it couldn’t look bad on him. His brown eyes were shadowed in the night. His full lips as tempting as ever. Liz was surprised to find him in casual clothes as well. It was after three in the morning, but still, this was Brady. He had on jeans, a dark fit T-shirt, and the Arc’teryx jacket he had worn that day at the diner when they had agreed to pursue this relationship. She just wanted to reach across the car and kiss the life out of him.


    He shook his head at her breathless entrance. “Hey.”


    “It’s good to see you,” she whispered, biting her lip.


    Brady’s eyes roamed her face, down her body, and then back to the windshield. He shifted the car into reverse before backing out of her driveway. “I’m going to have a lot of people angry with me in the morning,” he said in response.


    Liz didn’t know what she had been expecting. Here she was putting herself out there again, and she was dealing with the same cold Brady. She hoped that once they got wherever they were going, his ice would thaw.


    “Does that mean we won’t be back in the morning?” Liz asked hopefully.


    “We’ll see.”


    Well, this was starting off promising.


    “I ... Look, Brady ...”


    “Let’s save the conversations for when we get to where we’re going,” Brady said.


    “Okay,” she said softly. “Where are we going?”


    “You’ll see,” he told her. “You should try to nap now. It’ll be a while.”


    Liz raised her eyebrows. Her interest was piqued. He was taking her somewhere far enough away that she could sleep on the drive. He must be trying to go somewhere that reporters wouldn’t think to find him ... them. Yeah, if they were seen together tonight, the night the story broke, it wouldn’t be in anyone’s interest.


    “All right,” she said before settling into her seat and turning her body to stare up at him. It had been so long since she had just been able to look at him that if she was going to be here for a while without talking, she was going to take advantage of the opportunity.


    Twenty minutes into the drive her eyes started fluttering closed and she wasn’t sure if she was going to be able to hold on to consciousness for much longer.


    “Brady,” she whispered into the silence. She moved her hand across the car and covered his with hers.


    “I thought you were asleep.” But he didn’t move her hand away.


    “I’m sorry.”


    He sighed, lacing their fingers together. “I know. Go to sleep.”
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    The soft click of a door and the feel of her body being held by a rather strong, capable man woke Liz up. Then her mind latched on to what had happened. Brady. Brady was carrying her. Oh God, she could die happy. She must have been really out of it for her to sleep through him lifting her out of the car and carrying her nearly all the way inside.


    “Mmm,” she groaned softly as she came to. She leaned into his body and wrapped her arms around his neck.


    “Good morning,” he said, coming to a stopping point and setting her gently back onto her feet.


    When she was set down, she wobbled slightly as she tried to wake up. Brady held her steady and she leaned forward against him.


    “Good morning,” she murmured. All she wanted to do was rest her head against his chest, have him wrap his arms around her, and fall back asleep. She could not think of anything she would want to do more than that in this moment. Okay ... maybe one thing.


    “You look dead on your feet.”


    “Just ... tired,” she said through her yawn.


    “I’ve no idea why. It’s only five in the morning.”


    “Where are we?” she asked, looking around for the first time.


    Liz took in her surroundings and her eyes lit up when she realized where they were. The lake house. She couldn’t believe he had brought her here. The last time had been Fourth of July weekend two summers ago. She only had good memories here. She hoped it stayed that way.


    “I see you approve,” he said with a small smile. “Why don’t you camp out on the couch? I’m going to make a fire to try to heat this place up and then we can talk about why you called me.”


    She nodded her head forlornly. She was not looking forward to this conversation. There was so much to say, and she didn’t know how much of it would make a difference. He obviously cared about her enough to leave everything behind and take her to the lake house to get away. But that didn’t mean that things would suddenly change between them ... that everything would be better.


    Fifteen minutes later a fire was roaring in the fireplace, and Brady dropped down into the seat next to her. Her eyes opened wide. She hadn’t even realized that they had been closed.


    “You’re sleeping again on me, baby,” he said softly, brushing her hair out of her face.


    Baby. He had called her baby. It was such a small gesture, and yet it meant so much. His touch sent butterflies through her stomach. She had craved it for so long. And it happened so unexpectedly. She had expected him to be angry, to yell at her. Yet here he was being gentle and caring and open. She wished that she knew what it all meant.


    “Sorry. I’m so tired, but we need to have this conversation.”


    “You know,” he said, taking her face in his hands and staring down at her deeply, “I’m not normally a talk-first-and-act-later kind of guy.”


    Liz’s heart skipped a beat. Was he ...? No. He wasn’t suggesting ... She opened and closed her mouth a few times, unable to come up with a response to that.


    “I’m going to be really frank with you right now.” Liz licked her lips at Brady’s words, preparing for the worst. “I’m pissed at you. I’m so angry that it hurts me to look at you. Thinking about you is more painful than a sucker punch. You fucking train-wrecked through my life, and I can’t get rid of you. But at the same time, Liz, my entire body is aching to touch you. I just want to taste your lips and breathe you in, and bury myself inside of you. I feel like I’m going insane, that I’m splitting in two. Because everything tells me I should run headfirst in the opposite direction, but then I look at you, I hear your voice, I see those pleading blue eyes and I’m lost. I forget everything I should do, and I just know what I want to do.”


    He pulled her forward until their lips were merely an inch apart. Her breathing was ragged. Her heart beating out of her chest at his declaration.


    “And this is all I want,” he whispered before claiming her lips for his own.


    

  


  
    Chapter 26


    ACT LATER


    Liz couldn’t have imagined a more perfect kiss. Brady’s lips, which were normally so demanding, moved with hers sensually, evocatively, captivatingly. They were joined as one, lost in each other’s tender embrace. It was just a kiss, and yet it was so much more than that. It held the promises that Brady didn’t speak.


    Her arms wrapped around Brady’s neck as he pushed her gently back into the sofa. She knew that they needed to talk. There was so much left unsaid. But for now she let their bodies do the talking and knew the words would come when they were needed.


    Brady’s hands slid under her sweater and ran along her firm stomach. She groaned at the feel of him. His touch sent shocks throughout her body. Her mind was lost to this man and this feeling, which she had never really been able to give up.


    Heat radiated from their bodies as they moved against each other. More than a year’s worth of pent-up sexual frustration coaxing the fire between them. Liz’s fingers tangled in his dark hair as his tongue met hers and they massaged each other. Her legs bent almost subconsciously and pushed her pelvis up against him. Brady moaned into her mouth and she felt his weight shift until she could feel the hardness through his jeans.


    He broke their kiss to pull her sweater over her head and then took a moment just to stare down at her torso with her breasts spilling out of the skimpy black balconet bra she had chosen. She hadn’t known what was going to happen with Brady, but she sure as hell had decided to come prepared. He playfully snapped the strap of her bra with a dirty smirk on his face.


    “Black lingerie?” he asked, arching an eyebrow.


    “It’s what you wear when you want someone to see it.” She ran her knuckles down his jawline. “I wasn’t sure if you were going to, but just when I think that I have you all figured out, you surprise me.”


    He grabbed her hand in his and kissed each knuckle softly. “Funny. I find that you surprise me constantly.”


    Brady placed her hand on his shoulder and then dropped his hands to the waistline of her jeans.


    “Sexy.”


    He popped the button.


    “Smart.”


    The zipper dropped to the bottom.


    “Funny.”


    His hand slid under the material and dragged them down her legs.


    “Kind.”


    He placed light kisses up her calf, over her knee, and across her inner thigh.


    “Delectable,” he murmured, nipping lightly at her black lace thong.


    Liz groaned and pressed her hips up invitingly. He was going to drive her mad. “You sound like you’re going to eat me up.”


    He moved the lace aside and swept his tongue gently against her folds. “I am.”


    “Oh fuck,” she moaned.


    Her whole body pulsed at his words. She just wanted him. All of him. As she had never wanted anyone or anything else in her entire life. Walking away had been the hardest thing she had ever done, but being with Brady was the easiest. It was just right. Like all the pieces fell into place and the world was singing to their tune and the entire universe was in alignment.


    Her thong met the same fate as her jeans. His tongue swirled around her clit and she bucked against him. Brady forced her hips down roughly as he continued his work, sucking her clit into his mouth and nibbling lightly on the small bead. Her moans increased in volume and he took the opportunity to trail his index finger down her wetness.


    He kissed her once more before pulling back and glancing at her panting on the couch. “Someone wants me,” he said, twirling his fingers in a circle over her opening.


    “You think?” she groaned, throwing her hands up and gripping the armrest.


    “I wasn’t sure. I think you’ll have to beg me for it, baby.” He planted another teasing kiss on her.


    “I’ll do whatever you want,” she murmured. “Just please, please ...”


    “Please what? Do you want to come?”


    “Yes,” she whimpered. His fingers stilled and she nearly cried out in frustration.


    “I think you’re going to have to do better than that. Your body is throbbing underneath me and I haven’t even fucked you. I’m not sure you really want me,” he said, enjoying holding all the power.


    “Brady, just fuck me. I want you to make me come. I want to surrender to you. I want you to make me see stars,” she pleaded with him. “Please take me. I’m yours.”


    He smirked at her with that gorgeous fucking smile and then answered her pleas. Brady’s fingers delved into her wet pussy as his tongue licked and sucked at her clit. Her back arched off the couch as she felt the first wave of orgasm hit her full-on. She had been anticipating him touching her so long that her body couldn’t even hold out for him. She felt his fingers work a come-hither motion against her G-spot and she lost it. Her walls closed around him as pleasure rolled through her body.


    Brady left her legs trembling and hastily stripped out of his shirt and jeans. He sat down next to her, grabbed a fistful of her hair in his hands, and brought her face up to his. Liz stopped breathing as she stared into those commanding eyes, that commanding presence. She knew then that she would never be able to resist this man again. And she never wanted to.


    “Do you want to see how good you taste?” he whispered, brushing his nose against her.


    “Please,” she murmured.


    Their lips met softly even as he held her in place. It was a beautiful contrast, just like their relationship. Hot, fiery, and demanding. Soft, intense, and emotional. When they collided, neither could escape the gravitational pull.


    She could taste herself on his lips, and she felt her body reacting all over again. There was absolutely nothing Brady could do that would make her uncomfortable. She just wanted this man so badly that all else was lost to her. And he was lost to everything but her.


    Brady’s hand trailed down her back and snapped her bra off. He eased her back down on the couch and covered her body with his own. One of his hands kneaded her soft breasts while the other remained tangled in her hair. She wiggled her hips temptingly, trying to get to his cock. But he wasn’t going to give her an inch until he was ready.


    “Demanding little pussy,” he said as he shoved her hips back into the couch again.


    Liz just whimpered in defeat. She was demanding, and she wanted him so badly. The buildup was torture, pure, beautiful, blissful torture, but torture nonetheless. Her body was all built-up tension again already, and she just wanted him to drive his dick deep within her and never look back.


    “I haven’t explored enough of your body yet,” he murmured against her neck. “I think I should kiss every inch first. What do you think?”


    “Brady,” she groaned.


    He chuckled as he trailed kisses down her neck and across her collarbone. “This is mine,” he told her. “And this.”


    He left kisses down her chest and then latched on to her breast.


    “Both of these.”


    His hands sent butterflies through her stomach as he gripped her hips and settled his cock against her opening. She wanted to move and try to ease him into her, but just the feel of him against her was sending her into a frenzy. She didn’t want him to pull back.


    “I’m going to erase every memory you ever had tonight, baby.”


    “Not the ones of you,” she managed to get out. “I always keep those safe.”


    He smiled brilliantly at her. That was the right thing to say.


    Brady plunged down into her roughly in one swift motion without any warning. Liz cried out as he stretched and filled her gloriously. As promised, Liz saw stars. She was sure nothing else had ever felt this incredible before.


    He started a slow rhythm that she was already anxious to increase as he thrust deeper and deeper into her. Liz arched her back again, trying to give him as much room as she could, but she had forgotten how big he was. She was going to be wonderfully sore in the morning, and still she wanted more.


    “Harder,” Liz gasped out. “Fuck. Brady, fuck me harder.”


    Brady grabbed her leg and placed it on his shoulder before driving into her harder and faster. She whimpered as he stretched her walls to capacity. He took her so roughly that it was borderline painful, and she was clawing the couch to try to get more leverage.


    “Baby, your whimpering is going to make me come,” he growled.


    “Oh God,” she moaned.


    He smirked and leaned forward to fuck her even harder. She was almost there. She felt a layer of sweat coat her body and her walls tightening unrelentingly around him.


    “Open those legs for me,” he said, pushing her leg off of his shoulder and onto the couch. She obliged him by unbending her other leg and spread-eagling before him.


    With just that added bit of room, Brady drove down into her and she felt her walls shake. “Right there, yes, oh God,” she yelled, and then she shattered.


    Her legs trembled mercilessly as he plunged into her one more time before crying out and filling her. Brady collapsed forward on top of her and she wrapped her arms and legs around him. They were both breathless and shaking from the exertion, but unbelievably, unequivocally sated.


    As their breathing evened out, Brady propped himself up on his elbows and brushed her matted hair out of her face. He kissed her lips once and when he pulled back, she couldn’t keep the megawatt smile off of her face.


    “You know, baby,” he whispered, “I’ve been angry at you for so long that I just don’t think I have it in me anymore. It takes too much effort. Loving you takes so much less effort, and it means I get to see that smile.”


    Liz’s mouth dropped open in shock. Had he ... had he just told her that he loved her?


    He laughed softly and then kissed her button nose. “Happy Valentine’s Day, baby.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 27


    OATMEAL


    Liz woke up the next morning to feel Brady’s strong arms wrapped around her waist and her face buried in his shoulder. The soft comforter covered their still-naked bodies as light streamed into the bedroom from the upstairs window. In that moment, Liz just let herself feel all the joy and happiness that came with where she was and what she was doing.


    Brady Maxwell. She was in bed with Brady Maxwell.


    And in the early-morning sunshine, half-delirious from lack of sleep, aching in all the right places from last night, she felt as if she was exactly where she needed to be. She knew that they’d had a rough time getting there, and she was sure that the road ahead wasn’t going to be easy. But at least right here and right now, she could let the rest of the world fall away, pretend that they didn’t have Hayden’s article to face or a public ravenous for a scandal, and just be here with Brady.


    She nuzzled into him and left a soft kiss on his neck. “Mmm,” Brady murmured as he came to.


    “Morning,” she whispered.


    He tightened his grip on her waist, pulling her closer to him. “I had the most amazing dream last night.”


    “Oh yeah? Was I in it?” Liz asked, tangling their legs together under the covers.


    “You were. I dreamed I brought you to my lake house and had sex with you all morning,” he whispered into her ear.


    “Hate to break it to you, but that wasn’t a dream.”


    “I know,” he said, nipping at her ear. “I think I have another dream coming on.”


    “Am I in that one?”


    “It’s me fucking you all afternoon too.”


    “Oh,” she whispered. “I feel like I’m having that same dream.”


    He chuckled softly and then rolled her on top of him. Liz leaned her breasts against his chest and braced her hands on his shoulders. His hand slid between them, parting her lips and touching her teasingly.


    “No begging this time,” she groaned, evading his playful fingers and pressing herself against his erection.


    “The begging is my favorite part.” He found her lips and kissed them softly.


    Liz smiled and broke their kiss before slowly lowering herself onto him. “The begging or the whimpering? Or was it when you came?”


    Brady grabbed her hips and forced her all the way down onto him. Liz gasped at the unexpected movement. “It’s when you come.”


    Liz couldn’t argue with that assessment. Every time he made her come, he quickly followed, until both were spent and unable to move. Their bodies were perfectly in tune as if there had never been a pause in their sex life.


    Even though she was on top, she let Brady set the pace. His hands guided her body up and down on top of him. Their hips met at a perfect angle. Her breasts bounced with the movement, and all they did was stare back at each other. She had missed this. Missed him. The emotions trapped between her and Brady intensified every touch, taste, feel as they reexperienced everything they had missed in the past year and a half.


    Climax crashed over her in waves almost without warning, and Liz dropped over onto his chest again. Brady kept thrusting into her as she rode out her orgasm. She felt him grasp her hips forcefully at the last thrust and his eyes closed as he came.


    “This is the best way to wake up,” she murmured softly.


    “With you.”


    “Mmm, with you.”


    Brady kissed her temple and ran his hands up and down her back. “How about you hop in the shower?”


    “Join me?” she asked, already almost falling back asleep from his hands on her.


    He laughed lightly. “We both know how that will end.”


    “So, yes?”


    “You shower. I’m going to see if we have anything to eat. Didn’t think that one through.”


    “Who are you and what have you done with Brady Maxwell?” she muttered.


    “Cut a guy some slack. I wasn’t expecting to spend the weekend at the lake,” he said with a kiss on her cheek as he rolled to the other side of the bed.


    “I’m glad you did.”


    Brady kicked his feet over the bed and stood in the buff. “Me too.”


    Good Lord! The man was the definition of sexy. Muscular arms, broad shoulders, washboard abs. It really wasn’t fair to the rest of the world, but she didn’t mind the view one bit.


    He found a pair of black boxer briefs, basketball shorts, and a long-sleeve T-shirt from the closet and reappeared covering everything she had been assessing.


    “I’m turning the water on,” Brady said, walking into the bathroom.


    “Okay. Okay.” Liz hopped out of bed and followed him.


    Brady placed a towel on the counter for her and turned the water on full steam. She grabbed his T-shirt and pulled him in for a kiss before he could leave. “You should stay,” she murmured.


    “You’re going to need food.”


    “Yes,” she said, touching him through his shorts. “I am.”


    “I’d bet you’re a little sore. I wasn’t gentle,” he said. “And I don’t want to hurt you.”


    “You won’t ...”


    “Liz, shower.” He opened the glass door to the massive walk-in shower and slapped her ass to get her moving.


    “Fine. Don’t say I never asked,” she said, scurrying forward.


    “Next time I want you to beg me, I’ll let you know.” He shook his head and shut the shower door.


    Liz laughed as he walked out of the bathroom. She stepped into the hot spray, letting the water run down her body. Truth be told, she was sore. Very sore. To say he hadn’t been gentle was probably the understatement of the year. He had been as rough as she had asked him to be and then some, but she wouldn’t take it back. Not for a second.


    She showered quickly and then changed into one of Brady’s UNC T-shirts and some baggy sweats she found in the closet. It wasn’t the sexiest outfit, but it wasn’t as if he had cared what she was wearing last night. She took the stairs down into the living room and saw that Brady had started another fire. She turned to walk into the kitchen when she caught a glimpse of the lake through the sliding glass doors.


    The lake was pristine and snow fell softly onto its smooth surface. It was a light snow. Nothing that was likely going to stick, but it was beautiful nonetheless.


    “It’s snowing,” she said as she walked into the kitchen.


    “Yeah, it’s been doing that since I got down here. Hopefully it doesn’t stick or we’re not going anywhere anytime soon,” Brady said.


    “That doesn’t sound like such a bad thing.”


    He smiled and her heart stopped. “I hope you like oatmeal, because that’s pretty much all we have.”


    “Oatmeal is fine.”


    They ate in a peaceful silence. Both knew that the conversation to come was an important one, but each wanted to prolong the state of bliss they were in for a little bit longer. Brady reluctantly cleared the dishes, and Liz sat there sipping on the water he had poured her.


    “So,” he said, leaning back against the counter.


    “So,” she replied.


    “We have some things to talk about.”


    “Yeah.”


    “Maybe we should start at the beginning.”


    “Living room?” she asked, standing and backing into the room.


    “Sure.”


    Liz took a seat on the couch again, but this time Brady sat across from her. She hated the space between them already, but she knew why it was necessary.


    “I guess I should preface this conversation,” she began, “by letting you know you probably aren’t going to like some parts.”


    “I doubt I’ll like much of it,” Brady said, leaning back into the seat and crossing his leg at his ankle.


    Well, at least he knew. Maybe he wouldn’t kill anything along the way.


    “So, the beginning, right?” He nodded and she tried not to avoid those dark eyes. Liz took a deep breath and began. “I guess the story starts after I left your primary. I wanted you to be happy, and I didn’t want to jeopardize your election. So I left and was miserable the rest of the semester. I never told anyone what happened, and I never let anyone in. Not even my roommate. I guess after you won I realized there was no hope for us, and I just wanted to try to forget. That’s when Hayden and I started talking.”


    She cringed at Hayden’s name, and she saw Brady’s jaw clench. She didn’t blame him. Not one bit.


    “Fast-forward to October. Well, you know what happened that night.”


    “Yes. I do,” Brady said stiffly.


    God, she hated this.


    “Well, when you closed that door, I decided that nothing else really mattered. It was only the first argument Hayden and I had ever had, so I forgave him and we put it past us.”


    “Just like that?” he asked, frustrated. “I fucking broke up with Erin the next day and you just forgave him?”


    “I’m not you, Brady. I made my own mistakes,” she said softly. “I thought it would be okay.”


    Brady shook his head. “You’re entirely too forgiving. That guy is a jackass.”


    “He is. But you have to understand that Hayden had never once acted like that with me before. And you were gone.” He opened his mouth to say something, but Liz beat him too it. “I know. I left. I know. Trust me. Can I just tell the rest?”


    He breathed out heavily. “What happened?”


    “Everything was fine with my relationship, but nothing was okay with me. I beat myself up for months about cheating on Hayden with you.”


    “Over our kiss?”


    “You and I both know it was more than that, Brady. We wouldn’t be here right now if it was just a kiss.”


    He nodded, acknowledging her statement, and she continued.


    “I had a breakdown and told Victoria. She said that I should tell Hayden, because the worst thing that could happen was that he would leave me. At the time, I really thought that was the worst thing that could happen. I just wanted the weight off my chest. I wasn’t going to tell him it was you,” Liz said. Her body ached as she thought about what happened next.


    “But you did.”


    “Yes. He figured it out and I don’t even know how to explain what happened. He wasn’t himself. He turned scary.”


    Brady’s eyes narrowed considerably and looked on edge. “Scary how?”


    Liz shook her head. She couldn’t look him in the eye. She couldn’t relive what had happened. She didn’t want to tell him. She just wanted to get on with everything else.


    “Liz, scary how?” he demanded.


    “It doesn’t matter,” she peeped.


    “I don’t like the sound of this,” he said gruffly. Standing and striding over to her, he grasped her chin softly in his hands and tilted her face up to him. “Look at me. What do you mean by that?”


    Liz’s bottom lip trembled as she stared up into Brady’s concerned brown eyes. “He just freaked out and demanded details. When I gave them to him, he just ...”


    “Just what?”


    “He made me feel even guiltier about what happened, had sex with me, and then left in the morning.”


    Brady stood very still at her words. She couldn’t read all the emotions rolling through his body, but she could see underneath it all he was pissed. “Did you want to ...?”


    Liz swallowed. She wanted to shake her head, but she just stared at him, the fear still reflected in her eyes.


    “Fuck!” he cried, dropping his hand and storming across the room. “Fuck!”


    “Brady ...”


    “I’ll kill him, Liz.”


    “No,” she said, jumping up and rushing toward him. “You can’t do that.”


    “Where are my car keys?” he asked, looking around the room.


    “Brady,” she pleaded. She pressed her hands into his shoulders as he tried to walk toward the door. “Please.”


    “You want me to stay here and just let him get away with raping you?” he demanded.


    Liz shook her head. That word. She couldn’t hear that word. No. That wasn’t what it was. It wasn’t. It had been different. Just angry sex. Just hate sex. Just guilt sex. Anything but that. She could still hear Hayden shushing her as he pushed her into the mattress. A tear fell from her eyes even as she tried to hold them at bay.


    “Oh, baby,” he said softly. He wiped the tear from under her eye and pulled her into his arms. “I’m not going to leave.”


    “You can’t go after him,” Liz said, wrapping her arms around his waist.


    “I want to kill him for ever touching you.”


    “I know, but I don’t think murdering the reporter who is writing an ongoing story about you would get you reelected.”


    He kissed the top of her head and held her close. “Good to know someone is thinking about my reelection chances.”


    “Always,” she murmured.


    Brady walked her back over to the couch, and after her tears dammed up, she started her story again. At least the hardest part was out of the way. Though she knew he wasn’t going to like what was coming after that.


    “I told Hayden a week ago, and the story broke yesterday. He didn’t tell me that he was going to put it in the paper. Everything seemed normal ... or as normal as it could be.” Brady tensed next to her, and she knew he wanted to make a remark about Hayden. “I saw the article in the paper and freaked out. I was actually with Savannah when it broke.”


    “Really?”


    “Yeah, so I guess at least I had someone to break down with,” Liz said with a sad shrug. “Anyway, I tried to call Hayden, but he never returned my call.”


    “Pussy,” Brady growled under his breath.


    “Yeah. Then I got a call from Heather.”


    “What?” he demanded.


    “I hadn’t been planning to call you in the first place, because you told me not to and I wanted to respect what you wanted. Then she called me and told me not to contact you.”


    “I can’t believe she would go behind my back like that.”


    “Really? After how she reacted when she found out about us, and then with her name ending up in Hayden’s article? I’m surprised you didn’t think of it yourself.”


    Brady shook his head, trying to process all the new information. “I guess I should have thought that she would tie up everything she thought was a loose end.”


    “That’s me,” Liz said bitterly. “A loose end.”


    “You know what I mean ...”


    “Yeah. I do. But as you can imagine, after that conversation I decided to get drunk, which is when Clay called me.”


    Brady looked at her in disbelief. “And how does Clay have your phone number?”


    “I gave it to him at your gala event that summer we were together. He’d never used it before, but remember that same night he thought my name was Liz Carmichael.”


    “So he put two and two together,” Brady said, inching away from her. He laced his fingers together and stared down at them as he tried to find words. “I know that Clay has a certain reputation. I’d hope that I don’t have to kill my brother too.”


    “Um ... no. You don’t. He kissed me, but that’s all.”


    “You kissed him?”


    “Um ... yeah.”


    “And he was satisfied with just a kiss?”


    “Well, no, but it’s kind of complicated. I thought that I was never going to see you again, so when I went with Clay, I was in a really low place.”


    “But you just kissed?” Brady asked to clarify.


    “Yes. He told me that you and Erin broke up, and something in me snapped back into place. I realized what I should have known all along. You were it for me. Nothing else really mattered. I had to talk to you. I had to get you to see that this could be fixed. I wasn’t broken as long as I still had a sliver of hope. Which is how I ended up stealing Clay’s phone to call you. And now I guess we’re here.”


    “That’s a lot to take in,” Brady admitted.


    “It is. That’s why I wanted to talk to you in person. I never would have told Hayden in a million years if I had thought that he would write about it.”


    “Didn’t you even think to clarify with him that this wasn’t on the record?”


    Liz tucked her legs up underneath herself and sighed. “He was my boyfriend. We’d been together for almost a year and a half. I never thought that he would do that.”


    “Goddamn reporters.”


    Liz shrugged her shoulders helplessly. “I’ve never hated them more than in this moment.”


    Brady stood up and paced the room. She could see him trying to process everything she had told him. She knew he already believed her. It would be a pretty elaborate story for her to make up, and what would be the point in that? She was here. She was with him. She wasn’t about to start lying now.


    He pivoted and stared at her. He took in every aspect as his eyes roamed from her body clad in his baggy clothing up to her messy towel-dried hair to her face, open and vulnerable to him. With everything she was worth, she wished she knew what was going on inside of that head.


    “So, the real concern is where to go from here,” Brady said, his voice even and level. She could see the mask slipping into place, see the wall slamming down and closing her out.


    “Please don’t do that,” she whispered.


    “What?”


    “I’m right here. You can talk to me. You can tell me what you’re thinking,” Liz pleaded. “I’m not the public. I’m not the threat. I don’t want you to think that you have to hide.”


    “How do you do that?” he asked in disbelief.


    “Do what?”


    “See through me so easily. All I did was look at you and ask a question.”


    Liz slowly shook her head. “That’s not what I see when I look at you, Brady.” She brushed her hair off of her shoulder, moving it all to one side. “You’re not the campaign with me. You’re not a congressman with me. You’re just the man I fell for, and that man tried to shut me out once. I’m not letting it happen again.”


    Brady broke her gaze and let his eyes shift out the window. “I think there was a bit of mutual fault in that instance.”


    “Yeah. I guess we were both stupid.” Liz sighed. There was so much she wanted to know. She didn’t even know where to start ... or where exactly they could go from here. “What was it like not having me at your side at all of those events?”


    “What does it matter?” he asked, glancing back up at her.


    “I was just curious. Like, was Erin all that great? Why were you with her to begin with? She was out there in public with you, on your arm. It seemed so wrong. And you just let her talk about all of that stuff at the dinner with your parents and I just had to sit there. I mean, a morning talk show host who does charity work with inner-city kids? Really? She must have given really great head, because she sure was boring ...”


    “Are you about done?” Brady snapped.


    Liz eeped. “Um ... yeah.”


    “Good. Now that that’s off of your chest, let’s try to put all of that behind us and think about what we’re doing right now. I can’t change anything that happened the past year, and I can’t change any of the circumstances we’re currently in. I can only think about the future.” As Brady messed with his hair, he walked back over and took a seat next to Liz. “I want to go public.”


    “What?” Liz gasped, standing abruptly and covering her mouth. She was sure that he hadn’t just said that. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”


    “Liz, I want to go to public. I’ve had over a year to think about what I would have done differently. I’ve missed you enough that I want to do this. I want to try to make it work. The public already knows you exist. Sure, it won’t be easy to be out there, but I’d rather it be our choice than the media’s. We didn’t go public before because I couldn’t see anything past my career. Well, now I want both. I should be able to have both.”


    Liz swallowed. She felt a bit faint. She never thought that she would have this conversation with Brady. Not in a million years. Every time she let herself think about being public with him, she had pushed the thought down and buried it. Now that she was faced with the possibility, she didn’t even know what that would look like.


    “Um, whoa. That’s ... that’s kind of huge, Brady. I mean ... Hayden and I just broke up. I just got the job offer at the New Yorker. I’m still in school, editor of the paper, and those articles. You’re up for reelection.”


    “Liz, I don’t care,” Brady said, standing with her. He grabbed her hands and pulled her closer. “I want to do this. All I hear is wasted time. You left. I get why you left, but I was stupid for letting it happen.”


    “I just ... I want to, Brady, but ...”


    “No,” he said, touching his fingers to her lips. “You want to.”


    She smiled up at him, but her stomach was in knots. This was exactly what she wanted and it scared the shit out of her. Everything had changed so fast.


    “I do, Brady. I want to be with you, but this is really sudden.”


    “I know. It’s kind of crazy,” he said. “I’m not normally a rash person. You really do fuck me up.”


    “I just ... I know I was the one who wanted to go public last time, so I shouldn’t be hesitating about this, but it’s a lot to think about all at once.”


    Brady smiled and then bent down and kissed her on the lips. “I think I’d be more surprised if you were completely okay with everything. It’s a big decision. I’m used to the limelight. You’d have to be in it too, baby.”


    Liz froze. She hadn’t thought about that. Well, not really. She had always thought she was better behind a camera than in front of one. She preferred writing articles to working in broadcast. What would it be like to be out there with Brady?


    “Can we ... can we wait to see if all of this blows over first? I just don’t want to be rash and put us out there, only to be under worse scrutiny.”


    “I’ll do it your way,” he said with another tender kiss, “as long as it means you’re mine.”


    “I always have been, Brady.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 28


    AROUND THE BLOCK


    Brady and Liz spent the rest of the weekend locked away at his lake house. Not wanting to risk being seen by any reporters who might wander by, they didn’t leave the house. But there were few objections from either of them about that. It was nice and peaceful compared to the hellfire they were walking back into when they left the lake. Neither was looking forward to it.


    The drive back to Chapel Hill seemed to take half as long as the drive to the lake house ... and she had been asleep for most of the drive there. Liz chewed on her nails compulsively until Brady slapped at her hands and made her stop. She grabbed his hand, laced their fingers together, and leaned on his shoulder. She wasn’t ready for their weekend of tranquility to be over.


    “Brady,” she began as they turned off of I-40 toward her house.


    “Yeah, baby?”


    “I’m going to see you again, right?”


    His eyes left the road to look at her. “Of course. Why would you ask that?”


    “I don’t know,” Liz said. She really didn’t. Fears ate at her from every angle. She didn’t want to worry about how they were going to make this work, but she couldn’t keep those feelings from crowding in on her.


    “There are a lot of unknowns going forward, Liz. But I’ll always be your airplane, and you’ll always be mine.” Liz smiled at the reference. She had said the same thing to him on the day of his primary. “You meant it then, and I mean it now.”


    “Okay. You’re right,” she said.


    She needed to trust Brady and trust what they had. They would let the storm blow over, and then come to terms with what they were going to do. Thrusting them into the spotlight and expecting everything to be all right sounded to her like a recipe for disaster.


    Reporters fed on stories like this. Liz hadn’t wanted to jeopardize Brady’s career before and she didn’t want to do it now. She knew he cared about her, and for now that was enough. They had been apart for a year and a half, so the last thing she wanted to do was be away from him again. However, she knew logically that it would be better for them to wait. Plus she probably needed the time away. After Hayden’s deception, jumping directly into a full-on, public relationship with Brady sounded drastic. Everything would work itself out with time.


    Brady turned down her street, and Liz’s head jerked at the sight in front of her. “Keep driving,” she barked.


    “What?” Brady asked.


    “Just keep driving. Don’t stop. Drive around the block.”


    “Okay,” he said, continuing to the end of the street and taking a left turn. “What’s going on?”


    “That Audi was Hayden’s.”


    Brady slammed on his brakes and they came to an abrupt halt. Liz jerked forward against her seat belt and grunted as it cut into her shoulder. “Jesus, Brady!”


    “Sorry. But what the fuck is he doing here? I thought you said you broke up.”


    “We did. Well, I mean, it’s over since he wrote that article,” Liz told him.


    “Wait, ‘it’s over’? Have you guys actually broken up?”


    “We’re not together. It hardly matters if I’ve spoken with him,” she told him fiercely. “He refused to take my call all day when the story broke. He had his fucking byline next to Calleigh Hollingsworth’s,” she spat the name. “To me that means we’re over.”


    “But you haven’t actually talked to him?” Brady asked. “And who the fuck is Calleigh Holling-whatever?”


    “Brady, how was I supposed to talk to him if he refused to take my call? I couldn’t. It’s over. He’s the asshole who wrote the story about us. It’s over.” Liz massaged her aching shoulder in frustration. She didn’t want to have to deal with this, not with everything else in her head. “And Calleigh is the other reporter who broke the story with him. They used to date and now they’re working together in Charlotte.”


    Brady’s grip on the steering wheel tightened and she saw him take incredible care to breathe evenly. “I can’t let you go in there. The guy is unstable and dangerous.”


    “He wouldn’t hurt me.”


    His head snapped to the side. “Are you serious?” he asked. “After what he did to you.”


    “It wasn’t like that. Not that.”


    “Well, whatever it was,” he said as if he didn’t believe for a second that it wasn’t exactly what he had said it was, “it was wrong. He’s already hurt you. I’ll be damned if I let him do it again. And what kind of guy takes a job with his ex-girlfriend? I’ll tell you. Someone who wants to fuck her while his girlfriend is hours away still in school.”


    “Brady,” she snapped, shaking her head. “I don’t want to think about that. Ugh! Hayden and Calleigh. I can’t.”


    “I’d put money on it.”


    “Can we just drive and not talk about that?” she asked. Brady eased down the road again slowly. He clearly wasn’t in any hurry to drop her off.


    “Can I take you somewhere safer?” he pleaded.


    “I’m safe at my house. I just ... I need to talk to him, Brady. He’s there for a reason, and I need to let him know that it’s over. He has to already know, but wouldn’t you feel better if I told it to his face?”


    “Fine. You want to go in there, I’m going with you,” he said stubbornly.


    “Are you out of your mind?” Liz asked. “Did you forget that you’re a congressman and he’s the asshole who wrote the story about you? Do you want to give him ammunition to write about you? I certainly don’t! I thought we talked about letting the story blow over. I guarantee it won’t if you storm into my house and confront Hayden.”


    Brady ground his teeth together and didn’t say anything. She knew that she was right. She needed to confront Hayden about what had happened. Brady didn’t. He would only take a bad situation and make it worse. She didn’t want anything to get worse than it already was.


    “Will you just drop me off on the corner?” Liz asked, pointing up the street.


    “Liz,” he pleaded.


    “I’ll be okay, Brady. I’ll call you after he leaves,” she told him.


    He sighed heavily and then pulled over at the end of the street. “You have the right number now?”


    “Yeah,” she murmured, grabbing her purse off the floor. She found Clay’s phone in the bag and handed it to Brady. “Will you give this back to Clay? He’s probably wondering how he managed to lose it.”


    “I can’t wait to give it back to him,” Brady said with a devilish smile on his face.


    “Don’t be too hard on him, okay?”


    “I don’t make promises I can’t keep, baby,” he said, grasping her chin in his hand and kissing her hard on the mouth.


    “I know you don’t.”


    “Promise you’ll be safe?”


    Liz nodded softly. “Promise.”


    “Good.”


    They kissed again desperately, like a drowning person gasping for their last breath. Then Liz pulled away and exited the car.


    With a heavy heart, she clutched her purse to her chest and started walking down the street to her house. She hadn’t checked her phone yet and at this point she was kind of afraid to. Had Hayden called? Did he have some kind of explanation? Not that it would change her mind at this point.


    She slid her phone out into her palm. She checked her text messages and saw half a dozen from Victoria freaking out about her leaving with Clay and never returning, then another handful in all caps about Hayden showing up and asking what the hell she was supposed to tell him. Hayden had called and texted her even more than that. The messages started the morning after the article went live and ended only a couple minutes ago, when he had been trying to figure out where she was. She wished she had checked her phone so that she would have been more prepared for his appearance, but there was nothing she could do now.


    As she walked up the driveway and to the front door, she steeled herself for what was about to happen. At least Victoria was there. Liz might have been confident when sending Brady away, but she didn’t really want to be alone with Hayden. She didn’t think he would do anything, but she had no guarantees.


    Liz pushed the door open and walked into the living room, only to find Hayden and Victoria screaming at each other.


    “I don’t fucking care why you’re here, Lane, but she’s not fucking here. So get out of our fucking house, you douchebag. Haven’t you done enough damage? Just thought you’d come over to inflict more pain on my best friend?” Victoria threw in his face.


    “Vickie, just shut up,” he cried, spitting out her name as viciously as she had said his. “I’ve had enough of your shit. I don’t even want to talk to you. I’m here for Liz.”


    “Well, I’m right here,” Liz said softly.


    “Liz,” Hayden said, turning to face her.


    “You’re back,” Victoria said. Her eyes bugged, asking a million questions at once. Where were you? Did you sleep with that guy? Were you with him this whole time? What’s going on? Can I kick Hayden out?


    “I am.”


    “Where were you?” he asked.


    “Like you have a right to ask that!” Victoria yelled, slapping him on the back of the head and walking over to Liz. “You don’t have to talk to him, Liz. Just send him packing.”


    “I had a pretty traumatic Friday. I needed to escape. So I did,” Liz said, answering Hayden’s question. “What are you doing here?”


    “I needed to talk to you, to explain,” he said.


    Now that she got a good look at him, she realized that he didn’t look like himself. He had stubble growing in on his jaw and his clothes were wrinkled, as if he hadn’t changed them recently. The only time she had seen him this disheveled was last October, when she had walked out on him after their argument.


    “I’m not sure what you needed to explain. I think I understand completely what happened,” Liz said, completely cool and resolute. Any apprehensions about coming in here had faded. She felt a dose of Brady’s confidence fueling this conversation.


    “Can we talk in private, please?” Hayden asked, glancing over at Victoria and then back.


    “Oh what? Like the last time we talked in private?” Liz asked harshly.


    Hayden winced. “I—”


    “Don’t have a good enough excuse for anything. And you never did.”


    Victoria smirked. “I feel like I need to go pop some popcorn for this.”


    “Victoria, really not helpful,” Liz said, shaking her head.


    “Fine. I’ll be in the kitchen. If I hear anything at all that is out of place, I will be in here to beat the shit out of you, Lane. Don’t think for a second that I’m lying.”


    He just stared at her with stone-cold eyes as she walked away. She left the kitchen door open, so there was no mistaking that she would be back in a matter of seconds.


    “What are you doing here? Just spit it out so we can get this over with.” Liz crossed her arms over her chest and waited.


    “I ... I came to apologize for what I did.”


    Liz started laughing in his face. “Oh, you’re serious. How sad.”


    “What’s wrong with you, Liz? Why are you acting like this?” he asked.


    “Oh, I don’t know!” she said, raising her voice. “Maybe because when I confided in my boyfriend a secret I’d never told anyone but my best friend, he went and wrote about it in the newspaper so now the entire world knows!”


    “I didn’t put your name out there. No one else knows that it’s you.”


    “Right! Because that makes it better and suddenly absolves you from fault! Are you that stupid? Someone could figure it out, and even if they don’t, you still betrayed my trust in such a way that could never in a million years be repaired. How could I ever trust you again? You didn’t even have the decency to tell me you were doing it or fucking call me back that day to face what you had done!”


    “Liz ...”


    “You’re the definition of a coward, Hayden.”


    His jaw clenched and his hands balled into fists. She was pushing his buttons and feeding on his insecurities. He had to have known that this was going to happen. There was no coming back from what he had done. If he thought that she was going to let him walk all over her again, he was sadly mistaken. That Liz was never resurfacing.


    “I came to explain. Are you at least going to let me explain?” he demanded.


    “Sure. Go ahead and try to explain to me how this happened.”


    “Look, I didn’t mean for it to all go this way. I was upset about everything and I ended up talking to Calleigh about you. She tried to comfort me. Told me to throw myself into work. That’s when I spilled about the story. I didn’t give her your name or anything ...”


    “Ugh! Digging the hole deeper,” she muttered under her breath.


    “It wasn’t like that. You know I’m not interested in Calleigh!”


    Brady’s words echoed in her mind about Hayden and Calleigh. “Sure seems that way to me.”


    “Nothing happened, but when I told her about the story, she pitched it to the editor without telling me. Once it was approved, I didn’t have much choice but to run with it.”


    “Right. Try to claim that you didn’t have a choice. Make it not about you. See if that works,” she said.


    “I messed up. I’m sorry. I didn’t know how to tell you. I wanted to do it in person, but ...”


    “But what?” she snapped. “You lost your balls and had to go looking for them all weekend?”


    Liz heard Victoria snort laughing from the other room. That only ticked off Hayden more.


    “Are you serious right now?” he yelled into her face. “I’m trying to apologize to you. Can you take this seriously for a second?”


    Liz raised her eyebrows. “If you yell at me one more time, Hayden Lane, I promise that you will never be welcome in my house again. And I don’t make promises I can’t keep,” she said menacingly. Brady sure had an effect on her.


    “Sorry,” he apologized again. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”


    “You’re probably itching for a cigarette,” Liz said offhandedly.


    “What?”


    “Oh, you thought I didn’t know that either?”


    “I don’t smoke.”


    “Lies. All lies. They just build the fire into an inferno,” she said, shaking her head.


    “I don’t smoke!” he said, raising his voice again. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to ... Why do you think I smoke?”


    “Oh, because I saw you do it in October when you left the newspaper.”


    “You were watching me?”


    “It seems the only way to get you to tell the truth!”


    “I used to smoke,” Hayden admitted. “When I was in high school, the other guys on the track team smoked, but I quit. High-stress situations make me crave them.”


    “How many high-stress situations have you been in lately?” Liz asked accusingly.


    “A few,” he said stiffly. “But that’s not why I’m here. I’m here to try to make things right. How can I make things right?” He splayed his hands out in front of him and took a step forward.


    “If you came here to fix things, then you should have never come. You can’t make it right. There’s absolutely nothing that you could say to me that would get me to change my mind. You’ve already done enough damage here. I think you should maybe do some soul-searching and see how much you totally fucked up the best thing you’ll ever have in your life. How does it feel knowing that you ruined your own life?” she said calmly. “I hope that Calleigh beats you to that promotion and drops your ass. It would be what you deserve.”


    Hayden’s mouth dropped open and he just shook his head. “So I can’t make this better?”


    “No,” she said resolutely.


    “There’s no reasoning with you?” he asked, pleading with his big hazel eyes for some way to make it up to her.


    “I couldn’t think of a single thing that you could do to fix this. You broke me. You broke us. It’s over,” she said, her voice cracking. “And I think you should just go.”


    Hayden nodded, accepting his fate. As he pulled the door open to exit, he turned back to face her. “I am sorry, and I will never stopping looking for a way to make this right.”


    The door closed behind him and the energy left Liz in a huff. Emotionally she felt as if she had just run a marathon that she had never trained for. She stumbled to the couch and crashed back into the cushions. She didn’t think she would have been able to keep going even if she had wanted to. Her heart felt heavy, but at least she knew one thing: she still had Brady.


    Victoria rushed into the room. “Is he gone?”


    “Yeah, he just left,” Liz murmured. “I can’t believe I said all of that. I can’t believe it’s really over.”


    “Me either, but the bastard deserved every word. So ... what happened?”


    “With Hayden? Didn’t you hear the whole thing?” Liz asked.


    “No! With the guy you left with on Friday. I heard you come home, but then you went right back out with him. Was he good? Were you in a sex coma? Why didn’t you answer your fucking phone, bitch!” Victoria said, punching her lightly in the arm.


    “Oh, Clay. No, I didn’t sleep with him. I knew him when I walked out with him.”


    “No fair! That wasn’t the game.”


    “He’s Brady’s brother,” Liz told her with a sigh.


    “You left to have sex with Brady’s brother!” Victoria gasped.


    “Well ... originally.”


    “Holy fuck! I underestimated you. Forget my threesomes ...”


    “Foursomes,” Liz muttered under her breath.


    “You might be dirtier than me!”


    Liz shook her head. “Not possible.”


    “Are you going to sleep with both of them?” Victoria literally gasped. “At the same time?”


    “Victoria, no. You’re living out your own fantasies, not mine. Clay is really good-looking, but I have no interest. I spent the weekend with Brady at his lake house.”


    Victoria shrieked and bounced up and down in her chair. “Oh my God! I’m so excited. Did you guys fuck? Are you back together?”


    Liz smiled coyly, her eyes drifting down to her hand. “Yes ... on both counts.”


    “Okay. Okay,” she said, trying to stay calm but not succeeding. “Tell me all about it. You had sex with a congressman. This is too good to go without details.”


    “I’m not giving you details! We had sex ... a couple times.”


    “Like how many times?” Victoria asked, clapping her hands together.


    “I don’t know.” Liz started counting in her head. “Um ... like five times.”


    “That’s like fifteen orgasms! Lucky girl!”


    “You’re ridiculous!” Liz said. “Fifteen orgasms? Jesus, Vic.”


    “Oh, maybe I’m just that lucky,” Victoria said with a wink. “But, girl, you’re with Brady. What does that feel like?”


    Liz sighed and leaned back into the couch. “Perfection.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 29


    MISDIRECTION


    Liz took some Tylenol and then collapsed into her bed. The emotional roller coaster she had been riding the past week exhausted her, and all she could think about was sleeping through the day. Luckily Massey was covering the paper this weekend, so she could be a bum another day longer.


    She couldn’t believe everything that had happened. All she could concentrate on was Brady. She was with Brady. And not just that, but he wanted to go public with their relationship.


    It all felt so fast. And she felt ridiculous thinking that. A year ago if he had told her that he didn’t want to hide their relationship, she would have been jumping up and down, but so much had happened since then. The thought of being out in the open when she hadn’t been with the person more than a weekend in over a year made her nervous inside.


    The only thing she knew for certain was that she had tried for a long time to get Brady out of her system and it simply hadn’t been possible. That thought was what fueled her forward. She and Brady couldn’t get enough of each other. They were meant to be together. It was what reminded her that this was all worth it.


    Because frankly, she was scared. She didn’t really care what people thought about her and Brady, but there were so many unknowns about their relationship and what was to come. When would they get to be alone? How would this all work with him in D.C.? Was she suddenly going to be swamped with reporters? She was already being portrayed as a scandal in the media. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like when her identity was revealed.


    She still had to finish her senior year of college, and there was her new job at the New York Times. She hadn’t been anticipating this relationship or the complications that came with it. That didn’t mean she didn’t want to go through with it. It just meant that she and Brady had a lot to work out themselves before they went public and their relationship was blasted all over the world for everyone else to scrutinize. Didn’t seem fair for everyone to pick apart their relationship before they even had the chance to have one.


    Not that she could let it sit forever. She didn’t want to become an even bigger story than Sandy Carmichael already was. She knew the benefit of beating reporters at their game. Then she got to tell the story, and not them.


    If anything, that only added stress to the situation. She felt as if she were in a box and all of the sides were slowly sliding in toward her. Every second wasted deciding what to do only brought them that much closer to being discovered.


    Jeez! She needed to cut the stress down a bit. She was back with Brady. She was back with Brady! Never in a million years had she thought that this moment would come. So now that it had, she just wanted to lie here and remember what it felt like waking up in his arms, the feel of his lips, the way his eyes met hers. Loving you takes so much less effort. He loved her. He had always loved her. That was where her focus should be. The rest would follow.


    And rest did follow. With all of those thoughts swirling through her mind, Liz fell asleep. Too much stress had completely wiped her out, and slumber became inevitable.
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    Liz woke some time later to the sound of banging on her bedroom door. She yawned loudly and stretched out the kink in her neck.


    “Yeah?” she grumbled.


    How long had she been out? She hadn’t even remembered falling asleep. Shit! She had said that she was going to call Brady after Hayden left. He was probably freaking out. She didn’t want him to think that she had forgotten—or worse, that Hayden was still here. She had made it clear to Brady that it was over with Hayden, but he didn’t need a reason to doubt her.


    “Are you awake in there?” Victoria called.


    “Um ... yeah. Sorry. I guess I passed out.” Liz stood and searched around for her phone. She needed to find out how long she had been asleep and then call Brady.


    “Well, get your ass out here. You have a visitor.”


    Liz scrunched her eyebrows together. Who the hell would be visiting her? She snatched her phone off of her desk and checked the time. Okay, she hadn’t been asleep that long. Forty-five minutes or so. Still too long not to respond to the text message flashing on her screen from Brady.


    Liz clicked on the text and jogged quickly into the bathroom. As she read the message, she found a hair tie in a basket by the sink and threw her hair into a ponytail.


    Haven’t heard from you. Everything all right? Do I need to swing back by?


    Shit! That had been fifteen minutes ago. Her visitor was probably Brady checking to make sure that Hayden was gone and she was all right.


    Liz checked out her face in the mirror and winced. Her nap hadn’t done her any good; she looked as if she hadn’t slept in weeks. After splashing some water on her face to try to wake herself up, she dabbed some foundation under her eyes to cover the dark circles and then slid her phone back into her pocket. Time to face the music.


    “Sorry to keep you waiting,” Liz said as she walked out of her bedroom. “I wasn’t expecting ...”


    She trailed off when she caught a glimpse of red hair. Her stomach plummeted.


    Not good.


    What the hell was Calleigh Hollingsworth doing in her living room? Liz wanted to walk over there, snatch the woman’s box-maroon hair in her hand, and throw her out of her house. As much as Liz despised Hayden, he had supposedly only gone through with the article because of Calleigh’s interference; then her name had appeared next to his byline, and now she was standing here in front of Liz.


    Liz couldn’t think of a single good reason for her to be here. Not one. Hayden had claimed that he hadn’t given Calleigh Liz’s name in the whole thing, but how much did Calleigh really know? She had been taunting Liz at Brady’s primary about this sort of thing. It made Liz anxious, and she didn’t know what the hell she was supposed to do.


    “Liz,” Calleigh said, turning around to face her. “How are you, doll?”


    Liz cringed slightly at the nickname. She hated that. Everything about Calleigh irritated her at this point.


    “I’m good, Calleigh. How are you?” Liz asked amicably. Maybe if she acted nice then Calleigh would leave quicker.


    “Good. Good. Just been busy,” Calleigh said flippantly.


    “I can only imagine,” Liz said dryly. Busy ruining lives and such.


    “How’s Hayden?”


    Liz narrowed her eyes. “Why?”


    She had a million other questions she wanted to ask in response to that, but that was all that came out. Why? Because Calleigh couldn’t get into his pants or because she was testing to see if they had broken up or what?


    “Geez, calm down, Liz. I was just asking.”


    “But why? Don’t you work together? I would think you see him more than me right now, since we’re both so busy,” Liz said, trying to keep her anger about Hayden at bay for a few minutes. If she acted super pissed, then Calleigh would start piecing things together.


    “Oh, well, yeah, I suppose,” Calleigh said, flipping her hair over her shoulder and smiling coyly. “I just hadn’t seen him since Friday, when we submitted that article. Did you read it? We’re getting so much interest from it.”


    “I did read it. It was well written.”


    Calleigh nodded but looked at Liz as if she was waiting for something. “Thank you. We worked on it together.”


    “Do you think you’re going to get a promotion?” Liz asked. She was itching to pull her phone out and text Brady.


    “Remains to be seen, I think. After this I’d say we’re in line for whatever is next,” she said, smiling brightly.


    Liz just wished that Calleigh could be ugly instead of this exotic beauty with long straight hair, high cheekbones, and stunning green eyes. It would serve her right for having such a cold heart.


    “Well, congrats!” Liz said, evading the one question she really wanted to ask. What the fuck are you doing here?


    “Thanks. I just thought I’d stop by, since I’m in the area doing some research,” Calleigh said.


    She paused as if she were waiting for Liz to say something. So Liz didn’t. She just stared at Calleigh blankly.


    “I’ve been through the registrar records and it seems, as I suspected, that no one by the name of Sandy Carmichael ever actually went to UNC during the time we wrote about in the article.”


    “You did say that it was a fake name or something, right? I wouldn’t think you would waste your time looking, or at the very least that you would have checked it over before writing the article,” Liz said snippily.


    Calleigh laughed softly and nodded. “I just thought I’d double- and triple-check. Cover my bases. But it looks like, as Hayden said, she doesn’t exist. And he won’t tell me who told him.”


    Liz stood frozen, not wanting to move or shift or even blink. Calleigh didn’t need any kind of indicators from Liz as to how Hayden got his information.


    “Well, I’d assume that if he wanted to tell you, then he would have,” she said simply.


    “Hayden seems to be withholding the information for a specific reason. I mean, he wouldn’t have told me if the person told him about it off the record. That’s breaking ethical boundaries ...”


    Liz gasped lightly. “Oh my God, are you afraid of getting sued for libel? Careers have been ended for less, Calleigh.”


    Color drained slowly out of her face and she shook her head. “No. I’m not ... I’m not concerned about that.”


    Liz seemed to have thrown her off her rhythm, at least for a moment. The wheels were clearly working in Calleigh’s mind. She hoped that Calleigh thought that Hayden had lied to her about how he had acquired the information, or even that there was the potential for the Maxwell family to come back and destroy them. Good-bye, reporting career.


    “Has he told you?” Calleigh finally blurted out.


    “Told me what?” Liz asked, tilting her head and looking at Calleigh innocently.


    “Who Sandy Carmichael is? Has he told you who he spoke with? Y’all have been dating over a year, I would think a strong, stable relationship like that,” Calleigh said with a gleam of mischief in her eye, “you would tell each other everything.”


    Liz just smiled sweetly. “Oh, we do. We tell each other everything.”


    Calleigh’s eyes enlarged slightly and then returned to their normal size. “So then ... you know?”


    “Know what?” Liz prompted. “About Sandy Carmichael or about you and Hayden?”


    “Um ...” Calleigh said, her mouth dropping open. Then she shook her head as she recovered. “I was simply asking about Sandy Carmichael.”


    “Well, I’m asking about Hayden. Is there anything going on between y’all? Because he told me it was over since he dumped you after you graduated and that he’s been happy to fend you off since he moved to Charlotte.”


    “You can believe that if you want,” she said, sticking her nose in the air.


    Liz laughed, trying to remain casual. “It’s okay, Calleigh.”


    “What’s okay?” she snapped.


    “I believe him,” Liz said with a smile. “I believe that Hayden wanted nothing to do with you because of me. Because you stood no chance.”


    “What the fuck?” Calleigh muttered.


    “Your threat that day that he interviewed for the job was kind of cute actually. To think that he would go near you. He was appalled that I was even irritated with what you had said.”


    Misdirection. That was the name of the game. Maybe she could get the other woman frustrated enough to just leave, and then Liz wouldn’t have to deal with anything else Calleigh was alluding to. She figured Calleigh was grasping at straws and had just shown up at Liz’s door on a whim.


    “Wow. Someone is in a bitch mood,” Calleigh growled, losing her cool.


    “You did wake me up from a nap,” Liz said with a shrug. “Which I’d actually really like to get back to. So if you want to just ... head out.” Liz gestured toward the door.


    Calleigh shook her head and then started to leave. Liz held her breath. She just wanted her gone.


    “I guess this was pointless,” Calleigh said.


    “Pretty much.”


    “Are you applying to Charlotte Times to be closer to Hayden? I hadn’t heard anything about your application.”


    Liz smiled brightly. At last, one question that she could answer truthfully. “Actually I just accepted a job at the New York Times. So I’ll be moving to New York after graduation.”


    “What?” Calleigh asked, stunned.


    “Yeah. I’ve been interning with them all year and I just accepted a position.”


    “Well, congratulations,” Calleigh said through gritted teeth. “How is that going to work with you and Hayden?”


    “Oh, I’m sure we’ll figure it out,” Liz said. She couldn’t keep the self-satisfied smirk off her face.


    “Great. That sounds wonderful. I guess I’ll see you in Charlotte sometime,” Calleigh said, opening the door.


    “Sure,” Liz said. No chance in hell.


    Calleigh walked through the door without a backward glance and then she was gone. Liz shut the door heavily and then nearly collapsed back against it. Holy shit! That had been so fucking close.


    

  


  
    Chapter 30


    HIGH STRESS


    Liz had her phone out of her pocket in a matter of seconds. She skipped responding to Brady’s text message and just called him. She couldn’t handle the amount of stress she was dealing with right now, and she needed his reassuring voice to calm her down. Brady would make everything all right.


    Liz was just proud that she had been able to redirect Calleigh. If she had realized how close she was to learning who Sandy Carmichael was then Liz was sure that she wouldn’t have left so easily. Luckily, Liz had been able to use Hayden to her advantage. Sure, Calleigh might find out tomorrow that they had broken up, but Liz didn’t give a shit. That bought her a day to talk to Brady and figure out what they were going to do.


    She just needed a day.


    “Liz, I’ve been waiting for your call. What happened?” Brady asked after answering on the first ring.


    “Sorry. So sorry. Stressful day. Hayden left a while ago, but I passed out and only woke up a couple minutes ago,” Liz told him. Her voice was shaking. She had lost the calmness that she had before her conversation with Calleigh. At least she was able to be herself with Brady.


    Brady sighed heavily. “I’ve been in Chapel Hill for nearly two hours waiting to hear what happened. A text would have been nice.”


    “I know. Gah, I’m sorry. Just emotionally exhausted, Brady. Hayden and I got into a huge argument ... more like a screaming match.”


    “Was he trying to salvage?” Brady asked coldly.


    “Yeah, he was. He tried to tell me that Calleigh Hollingsworth—you know, the girl who he wrote the article with—brought the story to the editor without his say.” Brady scoffed. Yeah, Liz wasn’t sure she believed that either. “And then he said a bunch of bullshit about how he didn’t put my name in it and we could work it out. Yada, yada, yada.”


    “But it’s over?”


    “Yes. Very much over.”


    “Well, I can’t say that I’m disappointed. I just wanted to make sure I was nearby in case you needed me. I’ve been working out of a coffee shop. It’s kind of peaceful.”


    “Maybe you should ditch the suit more often,” she said with a giggle.


    “Not happening.”


    “Good. I like them,” she said softly. “But there is one more thing.”


    Brady sighed. “What is it? I’d like to hear it all before having to go back and deal with everything I left behind when I kidnapped you on Friday.”


    “You kidnapped me?” Liz asked. “I went willingly.”


    “How could you not?”


    “Arrogant ass,” she mumbled.


    “What is it you were going to tell me?”


    “Calleigh Hollingsworth stopped by when I woke up from my nap.”


    “The reporter ex-girlfriend?” Brady asked. His voice was like ice. She was sure he already saw red flags.


    “Yeah. I think she might know something. Hayden didn’t tell her it was me, but I think she’s really close to guessing.”


    “Did she say that?” he demanded. “Do I need to get Heather on it?”


    “She didn’t say anything exactly. It was what she was implying. I think she wanted to see if I knew who it was or if Hayden had told me, but she kept skirting around it. I wouldn’t worry too much about it right now, but I wanted you to be aware. We might have to, um ... alter our plans if she starts sniffing around.”


    “All right. I’ll mention her name to Heather and see what comes out of it. I’m sure she’s already had someone looking into both of them extensively.”


    “That’s good. Yeah,” Liz whispered.


    “Hey,” Brady said, his tone softening. “Are you okay?”


    “Yeah. Totally. Um ... just a little freaked out and overwhelmed and exhausted. I just feel like everything happened really, really fast. Like a year and a half ago I wanted this, then we were apart for so long, and now it’s only been a weekend and we’re suddenly just jumping into things,” Liz rambled on.


    “Do you ... not want to?” Brady asked. It was so strange to hear the hesitance in his voice.


    “I do. I do. It’s just ... well, can you understand how insane this might all feel to me? I never thought we would get back together, Brady. Certainly not publicly. When I left you, I really left. I tried to forget and move on. I wanted you to have the things that you wanted.”


    “I wanted you.”


    Liz nodded and wished that he could see. She wasn’t trying to push him away, but she didn’t want to hold in everything she was feeling either. “I know that now. I want you too. I mean, I wanted you the whole time. It’s just hard adjusting to fighting so hard to let you go to this, and then the whole public aspect. I’m just worried. Not about us,” she quickly corrected. “But about everyone else.”


    “Well, we can’t really do anything about anyone else. I think as long as you’re not worried here. Right here. Then we’ll figure the rest out,” Brady told her.


    “That’s true. I’m just ... I don’t think I’m ready to go public, Brady.”


    “We’ll figure out when the best time is, but, Liz, if you’re going to be with me, that’s kind of a side effect. I’m not hiding you anymore.”


    “I do want that,” she said. “I wish this was coming out better. I know that we have to beat the reporters to figuring it out and I don’t know how much time we have for that, but I just wish however much time it is that we had more of it. Am I making any sense?”


    “You want a normal relationship. I get that,” Brady said gruffly. “But you want me and I can’t give you that. I never could.”


    Liz closed her eyes and hung her head back against the door. She knew that. If she wanted Brady there were going to have to be sacrifices, but how big would those sacrifices be? Her privacy? Her career? Her ambition? Deep down she knew whatever the sacrifice, it would all be worth it. But the what-ifs drove her insane.


    “I don’t want normal. I’m ... I don’t know. It’ll take some getting used to.”


    “I think it does in every relationship. We simply have some additional hurdles.”


    “You’re right. I’m just overly emotional right now. I wasn’t happy without you. I’d never be happy without you, Brady,” Liz said.


    She closed her eyes and tried to imagine continuing on this path without him, and all she saw was darkness. Blank, empty darkness. But being with him was like a shining light, a beacon of hope in the darkness. She wasn’t going to let that go for anything.


    “Something we can agree on.”


    “I don’t want to have to hide my apprehensions from you,” Liz told him. “But we’ll get through this, right? It’ll be worth it.”


    “Every second with you is worth it.”


    Liz sighed. “I should probably let you go so that you can get back to work. Sorry to kind of unload on you.”


    “It’s all right, Liz. Just try to get some sleep. We’ll start to figure everything out this week.”


    They hung up the phone and Liz slowly stood from her position against the door. She had a crick in her neck and really wanted to take a shower to ease some of the stress. She wanted to talk to Victoria about everything that had happened, but she didn’t have the energy. As Brady said, they would figure everything else out this week.


    Liz took her time in the shower, scrubbing her body clean, and washing her long blond tresses. Once she was finished, she toweled off and changed into a pair of yoga pants and a UNC sweatshirt. She pulled her hair up into a messy bun on the top of her head, because she didn’t feel like taking the time to blow it out, then set to work on her neglected homework from the past week.


    About fifteen minutes into her journalism assignment, Liz heard the doorbell ring. She hopped up out of her desk chair and strode into the living room. Victoria peeked her head out of her bedroom.


    Liz just smiled. “I got it.”


    “Cool.” Victoria nodded and then closed the door to her room again.


    Liz yawned and covered her mouth as she reached for the door. When she swung it open, she wished that she hadn’t.


    “Back so soon?” Liz asked in disbelief.


    Calleigh Hollingsworth was standing on her doorstep. What the fuck?


    “Yeah. Do you mind if I come in?” Calleigh asked. Her megawatt smile made Liz uncomfortable. No way was she coming inside.


    “I’m kind of busy right now. Maybe you can come back later,” Liz said, looking at her as if she was a bit crazy. She started to close the door.


    Calleigh put her hand out to stop it. “I can make this quick if you just have a minute.”


    “I really don’t.”


    “I think you have a minute for what I’m going to say.”


    Liz rolled her eyes. What did Calleigh want to talk about?


    “Not interested,” Liz said. She needed her to leave. Now. Anything that was about to come out of her mouth wasn’t going to be good. Fear seeped into every pore. Had she spoken to Hayden? Had he tipped her off? Could she have figured everything out in that amount of time?


    Calleigh smiled and started speaking anyway. “When I left here, I got into my car and started driving away, thinking that I had wasted my time. Then I started thinking about exactly what had happened and what you had said. Particularly how defensive you got about everything I was saying. And I know that you don’t like me, Liz, but it all felt a little much for me coming to talk to you to find out a little piece of information. If you didn’t want to tell me, then you could have said a million things. You could have simply said that you didn’t know. You could have said Hayden swore you to secrecy. You could have said you just didn’t want to tell me. I would have expected those responses,” Calleigh said, staring directly into Liz’s eyes.


    Liz swallowed. Oh, shit! She hadn’t thought that she had been defensive.


    “But you didn’t do that, did you? You continually changed the subject and completely sidestepped every question I asked you. And I realized that you had totally played me. You’re kind of a pro at it, really. I’m impressed. I didn’t see it for what it was at all.”


    “I’m not a pro at anything, Calleigh,” Liz said. She hoped that she sounded neutral. “I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”


    Calleigh smiled at Liz as if she were looking at a caged animal, and then answered as if she hadn’t heard a word Liz had just said. “So once I realized what you had done, it got me wondering what exactly it was that would make you try to manipulate the situation. What exactly you’re hiding.”


    Liz rolled her eyes. “Are you done? I’m not hiding anything, Calleigh.”


    “When I came over here in the first place I had my suspicions, but I thought maybe you just knew who Sandy Carmichael was ... now I’m thinking maybe you are Sandy Carmichael.”


    “What?” Liz gasped.


    Oh, fuck! She didn’t know what to do. What the hell was she supposed to say to that? She didn’t want to lie, but this was Calleigh. After everything Liz had just said to Brady, she couldn’t imagine confirming this. It would ruin everything. She would be giving over the reins to the media, and Liz didn’t even want to think about what her world would be like if that happened.


    She could feel her face heating, and knew that she looked uncomfortable. Calleigh no doubt was reading her body language. It made Liz’s palms sweat just thinking about it, and she shifted her eyes away from Calleigh’s face. This couldn’t be happening.


    Deny, deny, deny.


    “You can try to change the subject all you want,” Calleigh said, “but I knew something was up with you at his primary on the campaign. It’s all but confirmed with me now. So how about you go on the record and confirm, Liz: Are you Sandy Carmichael?”


    

  


  
    Chapter 31


    BRADY


    Brady took a deep breath as he circled around his parents’ neighborhood and then pulled into the long circular driveway. He knew after checking his phone and seeing all the missed calls, voice mails, and text messages that there were going to be a lot of questions he was going to have to answer. After the peaceful weekend he’d had with Liz, he couldn’t imagine going back into the fray. They would never really have that again. It was kind of a sad notion, knowing that even if they worked everything out, they would never truly be alone.


    Nothing he could do about it right now. They had to get to that point before he could worry about anything else.


    There were reporters camped out on the perimeter of the house, and as he parked and got out of the car, a few jogged up to him. He had expected it to be like this, but still it was irritating.


    “Congressman Maxwell, will you comment on the allegations about your relations with Sandy Carmichael?” one called, thrusting a microphone into his face.


    “Congressman Maxwell, who is Sandy Carmichael?” another asked.


    “Why are you hiding her from us? What other secrets are you hiding from the people?” still another called out. Cameras flashed and people surrounded him on all sides.


    Brady had always known that politicians had to live their lives under a microscope. He had seen that firsthand with a father in politics. But it was one thing to see it from afar; it was quite different to be living it.


    Brady shook his head and put his hands out. “No comment. When I want to make a statement, I’ll call a press conference. Until then, clear out of my property,” he told them stiffly, walking up the front steps and slipping in through the front door.


    He closed the door heavily and leaned against it. He couldn’t keep running from reporters. It had only been a couple days and he was already tired of it. He heard voices down the hall and walked lightly across the foyer to see what was going on. He didn’t get far before he heard Heather and his attorney, Elliott, speaking rather fiercely back and forth. His father’s voice rang out, silencing them.


    “He will be back when he is. You two treat him as if he’s a child. He’s a fucking congressman. Do you blame him for taking a mental health day? I don’t. We’ll deal with it all in time. Until then, perhaps you should find somewhere else to bicker.”


    Brady cracked a smile. His father sure knew how to cut back an argument. Not that he thought Heather and Elliott had any intention of not bombarding him as soon as they found that he was back. Which he was not going to let them do immediately upon his entering the house.


    He only wanted to see one more person before he felt obligated to decide how he was going to bring up the whole subject of Liz to everyone. He was hoping that he would get to talk to Heather and Elliott about it first. He kind of wanted Liz to be there with him when he told his family, but he could understand after her mini panic attack why he should probably do it alone.


    The last thing he wanted to do was move too fast. But in this kind of situation, he couldn’t figure out how to move any slower. He knew where Liz was coming from. They went from not seeing each other for more than a year to fucking in half a second. Now he wanted to bring her home to the family, tell the press they were dating, and live happily ever after in this mob-style media haze. It wasn’t fair to her. He wanted to give her more, but he couldn’t before and he couldn’t now. He just wanted to give her everything he could.


    He loved her. Fuck, he had never stopped loving her.


    She had said that she had tried to give him up, but he didn’t really think he had ever really tried that hard. She was ingrained in him somehow. She had been since day one, when she had stared up at him completely unfazed and asked him one question that changed everything. How could he walk away from someone like that?


    Well, the answer had been simple: he couldn’t. If he was honest with himself, and he usually was, Erin had just been filler. A poor man’s Liz. And it was cruel to think it, but fuck, she was.


    Erin would never be Liz. He had always known, but it had been a nice distraction. Then when he had just fucking dropped everything that night in October at a chance of seeing Liz, just so he didn’t have to think about her crying ... yeah, that had been the tipping point.


    One desperate drive out there, one look, one kiss. It had been over.


    He had broken up with Erin as soon as his plane touched down in D.C. Erin had cried, and he had felt bad, but nothing compared to how he had felt when Liz had called crying. He had felt like he was dying. That had only sealed the deal.


    He remembered how angry Erin had gotten.


    I thought you loved me. How do you suddenly stop loving someone? Is there someone else? Is that what this is?


    Brady shook his head as he took the stairs to the second floor. There had always been someone else.


    He didn’t know what he would have done if Liz hadn’t ended up calling him. At this point he didn’t even want to think about it. He had too much else to worry about.


    The hall was clear when he made it to the landing. Brady took a left turn and then opened the door to the first bedroom on the right without waiting for a response. Clay turned around quickly from where he was standing with a phone pressed to his ear.


    “Hey, hold on,” Clay said into the phone. “What’s up, man? Where the fuck were you?”


    Brady shut the door. “You should probably end your phone call.”


    Clay’s brow furrowed. “Andrea, I’m going to have to call you back.” Clay hung the phone up and tossed it onto the bed. “What’s this all about?”


    “Clay, I know that we’ve had our differences in the past,” Brady said, taking a step toward his brother. “I know we haven’t always agreed. You’ve gone your way. I’ve gone mine. I accepted that we were never going to be close.”


    “What the fuck is this, Brady? Are we bonding all of a sudden?” Clay asked.


    “You could say that.” He took another step. “Now, as I was saying, I know we were never close. But I thought we had a certain understanding.”


    “Is this about Liz?”


    Brady was on him in two seconds, slamming Clay’s back roughly against the wall and shoving his forearm against Clay’s jugular. “Don’t say her name.”


    “Fuck, Brady!” Clay managed to get out as he was held against the wall.


    “You’re a fucking piece of work, you know that?” Clay just glared at him fiercely. “There are reasons I have the things that I have in my life. And there are reasons why you will never have what I have, Clay. Don’t think I’m stupid enough not to know why you went after her in the first place.”


    Clay swung at him but Brady just increased the pressure on his throat and swatted his hand away.


    “She might have been naïve enough to almost fall for your game, but just know that she never will be again. You’ll never get close to her. You’ll never touch her. You’ll certainly never kiss her again. She’s mine. And if I ever even get a hint that you’re trying to take what is mine, I don’t think I’ll just be using words.”


    “Fuck you!” Clay spat.


    “She did.”


    After he made his point, Brady lessened the pressure on Clay’s throat and started to back off.


    “You think I’m the piece of work?” Clay said. “If you care about her so much, then why was she fucking that asshole reporter this whole time? Yeah, probably because you weren’t there. You had no claim on her. Fair game.”


    “You have a fucking girlfriend,” Brady roared. “Why don’t you fair-game her ass and leave everyone else’s alone!”


    Clay scoffed. “It’s just Andrea.”


    “This, this right here!” Brady said, gesturing to Clay. “How the fuck are we even related?”


    “Is Liz your girlfriend?” Clay asked with a snide smirk.


    Brady shook his head and then slammed Clay back into the wall again. “I said don’t say her name. And I don’t ever want to hear you talk about someone else fucking her. Imagine what we would be talking about right now if you had succeeded in your stupid mind game.”


    “I’m imagining,” Clay said defiantly.


    “You’re imagining yourself dead?”


    Clay opened his mouth to respond when the bedroom door swung open again. “Clay, Mom just asked me to ...” Savannah trailed off as she took in what she saw. “What is this? What’s going on?”


    Brady growled under his breath and then dropped his arm. He wasn’t going to do this shit in front of Savannah. He had gotten his point across to Clay. That was going to have to do. Clay wasn’t stupid. He had been trying to do all of this shit behind Brady’s back. He wasn’t going to blatantly go against Brady once it went public. Clay didn’t like to be in the papers. He had to stay out of them if he wanted to be the attorney general one day.


    “Nothing, Savi,” Brady said, dusting off his hands on his pants and striding across the room. “Don’t worry about it.”


    “Don’t tell me not to worry about it. You had him against the wall. Why are you guys fighting? Why are you always fighting?” Savannah asked. “And where have you been?”


    “I had to get away. I’ll tell you about it later,” Brady said. He walked toward the door and was almost out of the room before Clay spoke up.


    “That’s it! You’re just going to leave it at that. Not even going to tell your precious little sister what a terrible guy you really are?” Clay spat.


    Brady sighed and stopped in the doorway. Great. He had riled Clay up. He should have just beaten the shit out of him. Then his brother wouldn’t have had any comebacks.


    “Clay, don’t be an ass,” Savannah said, rolling her eyes.


    “Me? He’s the one who was banging a UNC student ten years younger than him, and thought he would get away with it. Everyone thinks he’s so innocent.”


    “What?” Savannah breathed.


    “You have no idea what you’re talking about, Clay.”


    “Play innocent. Prodigal son and all that. You fucked up. Now own it!”


    “Brady, what is he talking about? All of that stuff about the UNC student was made up. You’d never ... You’re not that kind of guy.” She tried to laugh but cut it off. “Wrong brother. Right?”


    “Oh Jesus Christ, you too?” Clay cried, throwing his hands up.


    Brady sighed and faced Savannah. “It’s true. I was with a UNC student two summers ago before you were even there. She’s not ten years younger. She’s seven. It wasn’t an affair. We weren’t with other people. It’s not all the media is making it out to be.”


    “Wow.” Savannah’s mouth hung open. “Is she still at UNC?”


    “I was going to wait to talk about it with everyone,” Brady said simply.


    Clay started laughing. “You believe he’s actually going to tell everyone everything, Savi?”


    “Leave him alone. He’s had a rough week!” Savannah said.


    “Defend him like normal. She’s a reporter,” Clay announced. “Got your attention now?”


    “What?” Savannah reached out and smacked Brady’s arm. “Are you stupid? Don’t you know that’s rule one in bad politics? It’s like ... fraternizing with the enemy!”


    “Savi, you’re going to be a reporter,” Brady reminded her.


    “I’m different. Who is it? What reporter could possibly interest you?” Savannah demanded.


    God, this was not how he had wanted this conversation to go. He knew Liz and Savannah were friends. Good enough friends that she brought her along to dinner with their parents. He could only imagine how this was going to go down. He kind of felt obligated to be the one to tell Savannah, since she was his little sister, but Liz was her friend. He wished Liz were with him.


    “Before you punch me, please remember this was before you knew her,” Brady warned.


    Savannah planted her hands on her sides. “Brady Jefferson,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “Do I even want to know?”


    “It’s Liz,” he blurted out.


    Savannah’s mouth dropped open and her hands dropped to her sides. “Liz? Like Liz Dougherty, the editor-in-chief at the UNC newspaper? Like the Liz I brought to dinner that one time? My Liz?”


    “Yes.”


    “Oh, what, you’re not going to beat her up because she claims your girlfriend?” Clay grumbled across the room.


    “She didn’t try to sleep with her!” Brady shot back.


    “Girlfriend? Liz is your girlfriend?” Savannah’s eyes were wide as if she couldn’t seem to process what he was saying.


    “Well, yeah.” Brady shrugged. What else was he going to say? He was going to have to have this conversation one way or another. He just hoped Savannah would understand. No way around it. He wasn’t giving Liz up just because Savi was uncomfortable.


    Savannah wrinkled her nose. “Gross. One of my best friends slept with my brother. I am so going to have words with her! She was the first person I talked to when I found out, and she didn’t even tell me that you were sleeping together. And,” Savannah gasped, “Hayden ... were you together when ...?”


    Brady’s eyes turned molten at that name. He couldn’t even think about Hayden without wanting to put his fist through Hayden’s face and tear him apart limb from limb.


    “No. He is so far out of the picture. He didn’t find out any of it happened—no one did, until the week before the article released.”


    “So ... how is she your girlfriend? And wait ... did you just say Clay tried to sleep with her too?” Savannah asked. “Can either of you keep it in your pants?”


    Brady shifted his eyes from Savannah. This was not the conversation he wanted to be having. Getting reprimanded for falling for Liz was out of the question. He had heard it enough from Heather. He had beaten himself up about it. He wasn’t going to listen to it anymore.


    “She’s my girlfriend since yesterday. Everyone is just going to have to get used to the idea. I have to deal with the rest of the world having an opinion, so I just can’t take any more shit right now,” Brady said sternly. He hadn’t meant to snap, but he was so over it already.


    “I wasn’t trying to give you shit,” Savannah said softly. “I like Liz. I’m just shocked. Everyone is going to be shocked.”


    “I know.” He tried to clear his head. “I know. I’m just about to break it to Heather.”


    Savannah cringed. “Do you want me to come with you?”


    Brady chuckled at Savannah. He loved his little sister. He hoped no one ever tried to ruin her goodness. “No. I think I’m old enough to tackle my own problems. But thank you.”


    He walked back over to Clay, who stood taller as he approached. He probably thought Brady was going to hit him after all. It would be what the asshole deserved, but he wasn’t going to actually start a fight when he had won in the end anyway.


    “What do you want?” Clay asked.


    “Don’t leave your phone where reporters can take it next time,” Brady said, pulling Clay’s phone out of his pocket and tossing it into his brother’s hands.


    “She took my phone? What a ...”


    “I wouldn’t finish that sentence,” Brady said. He glared at Clay before turning, nodding at Savannah, and walking out of the room. He did have to deal with his own problems. Clay and Savannah now knew. Two down, the rest of the world to go.


    As he walked to the staircase, he wondered about what he should expect from Heather. She had been there since day one, and her opinion had always been important to him ... until Liz. Heather just couldn’t see clearly about his relationship with her. He knew that it was because she saw Liz as a liability. It didn’t matter now, though, because there was nothing she could do but accept it for what it was.


    As Brady descended the staircase, he saw Elliott standing at the base of the stairs typing away on his iPad. If Brady knew him at all, he was probably trying to get away from Heather.


    “Hey, man,” Brady said as he approached.


    Elliott jumped. “When did you get back?”


    “Not too long ago.”


    “Where the fuck did you go?”


    “Away, but now I’m back and we can deal with all of this.”


    “Good.” Elliott shut down the iPad and tucked it under his arm. “Heather has been driving me mad.”


    “Sounds accurate.”


    “You with that girl again?” Elliott asked all nonchalant as if it didn’t make a difference one way or another.


    Brady laughed and nodded. “Yeah. I am. You going to help me break it to Heather?”


    “I think she’s been preparing to slaughter you all weekend. She’ll come around.” Elliott clapped Brady on the back. “I’m surprised it took you this long.”


    “Stubborn, I guess.”


    Brady never knew how to read Elliott. They had known each other a long time. Sometimes Brady thought the man was going to blow up on him, and other times Elliott was completely chill. Brady was glad to have him as a friend on the occasions when he just rolled with the punches. Made him a good lawyer.


    “Stubborn,” Elliott said with raised eyebrows. “Now who would possibly describe you that way?”


    “Everyone.”


    “Right.”


    “How’d you know I’d go back to her?” Brady asked him. He crossed his arms over his chest and waited. He hadn’t even known that he would go after her. She had his heart, but fuck, she had messed him up. He had struggled with the decision up until the minute she had gotten into his car.


    “Do you remember what you said to me the day of your primary victory, when I asked you if you really loved her?”


    “I said that it didn’t matter.”


    “Exactly. Frankly it doesn’t matter,” Elliott told him. “You could have said yes and you could have said no, but you said it didn’t matter. Which to me meant it was the only thing that mattered.”


    “She is,” Brady agreed. It had just taken him a while to realize that. Without her, all of his dreams and aspirations seemed flat.


    “Let’s try to convince Heather of that. My advice, for what it’s worth, you might want to just let her get a few good punches in,” Elliott said with a laugh. “She’ll feel bad about it and forgive you quicker.”


    “I like where your head’s at.” This was the reason he kept Elliott around.


    They walked together to the living room, where Heather was hovering over the phone. She looked like a wreck. Her blond hair was still perfectly straight, but it was up into a high ponytail that he had rarely seen her do before. She was short on makeup, and her suit looked like it needed a trip to the dry cleaner’s. Brady had clearly really stressed her out.


    “Heather,” Brady said softly.


    Heather turned around so fast that she looked as if she gave herself whiplash. “Brady! Oh my God, you’re back!”


    “Of course I’m back,” he said with an easy shrug. He wasn’t giving up his career for one scandal.


    “Great. Let’s sit down. We have to figure out our remarks. I need to know what angle we should take. I think personally denying would just be best, but if you think of something different I could work with that. Then I think we should decide about a press conference. Do we want to call for one or should I just release a statement for you? Would that seem like you’re hiding behind the screen?”


    “Whoa!” Brady said, holding his hands up. “Just like that? You want to talk strategy? You don’t want to chew my head off for leaving?”


    Heather stared at him stonily. “What I want and what I think are important for your career are two different things.”


    “Good to be back, Heather,” he said, taking a seat on a chair and grinning at her.


    “Don’t get the two things confused again. I want to smack some sense into you for leaving me knee-deep in this shit, but I know that we need to address this as quickly as possible. I’ll hold back my desire to strangle you until we have some semblance of order again,” she grumbled.


    “I think order is going to be scarce for a while.”


    “I know, but still I think we should ...” Heather trailed off. “Wait, why? You sound like there’s a reason beyond just the media.”


    “It’s Liz, Heather,” Brady said softly.


    “I know that Sandy Carmichael is Liz, Brady. I’ve already surmised that.”


    “No. Heather,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m back with Liz.”


    “What?” she shrieked. “Brady, are you out of your mind? Her boyfriend wrote the article. It’s libelous. What the fuck are we supposed to tell reporters? Where do I go from here?”


    “We’ll figure it out. We just need a little time for us to decide what to do and then we’ll go public.”


    “Brady, I kind of have to insist as your press secretary that you shouldn’t,” Heather said. She was pacing the room at this point. “Think about how this will look!”


    Brady was going to respond when Heather’s phone started ringing noisily. She snatched it off the table it was resting on and frowned at the number. “Give me a second. It’s probably another reporter.


    “Congressman Maxwell’s office,” she said evenly.


    Brady sighed and rested back in the armchair. Heather was going to be difficult about all of this. He just knew it.


    “No, the Congressman is out.”


    It didn’t matter, though, because the wheels were already in motion. He wasn’t going back on what he had said to Liz.


    “Congressman Maxwell has no comment on the matter of Sandy Carmichael.”


    He wondered how many calls like this Heather had dealt with while he had been gone. Sure, it was her job, but he wished that it all hadn’t happened quite like this. Of course, if it had happened any other way he might not have gotten back with Liz.


    As he watched Heather, her face turned red with frustration. “Yes, Miss Hollingsworth, I know that you want a comment from Congressman Maxwell about your article, but we have no comment. He’s currently unavailable. We’ll reach out to you if we have anything further to say.”


    Fuck! That name. Hadn’t Liz just said that Calleigh Hollingsworth had come to see her in Chapel Hill?


    “Heather,” Brady snapped. “Did you say Hollingsworth? Are you sure?”


    Heather spoke into the phone. “Hold please.” Then looked up at Brady. “Yes, Calleigh Hollingsworth of the Charlotte Times, why?”


    “I’ll take it,” Brady said, standing and reaching for the phone.


    “What? No you will not. I’m your press secretary.”


    “Give me the phone, Heather. I’ll decide for myself if I should comment.”


    “Elliott, talk some sense into him!”


    “It’s going to happen one way or another, Heather. Just give him the phone,” Elliott said.


    She slowly held the phone out with a sigh, clearly looking as if she wanted to jerk it back at any second, but she didn’t. Brady took it from her without any idea what he was about to hear on the other line.


    “Congressman Maxwell speaking,” he said into the phone.


    “Congressman Maxwell, this is Calleigh Hollingsworth with the Charlotte Times.”


    “Yes, Miss Hollingsworth. How can I help you?”


    “I’ve recently discovered the identity of Sandy Carmichael and I wanted your comment on the story. Do you have a comment?”


    “If you’re trying to bait me into discussing whether or not Sandy Carmichael exists, Miss Hollingsworth, you’ll have to do better than that,” Brady said dryly.


    “I’m not baiting anyone. Sandy Carmichael exists. It wasn’t until today that I found out the exact identity of the woman you had an affair with. I personally wanted your comment on the story before I went public with the information.”


    “Miss Hollingsworth, I don’t appreciate your games. You just admitted to writing a negative article about me without having any of the facts, and are now claiming to have the facts, though you have shared none with me, and wish for me to comment on that?” Brady asked. He was tiptoeing around the subject as much as she was. He wouldn’t believe she had information until she put it forth.


    “No. Congressman Maxwell, I want you to make a comment on Sandy Carmichael actually being the fake identity of Liz Dougherty,” Calleigh said snootily.


    Brady was sure that he stopped breathing.


    “No comment?” Calleigh practically taunted.


    “What source do you have for that?” Brady asked. He had to know.


    “Primary source, Congressman. Do you have a comment now?”


    Liz had told her. When was she going to tell him? Just as he had the thought, his phone started vibrating in his pocket. He pulled it out and saw Liz’s name light up the screen. Fuck!


    What was he going to do? Had Liz been ready to do this? She had wanted more time. He had been willing to give her more time. God, was he ready for this? He was used to the public, but the scrutiny it would bring going out like this ... he didn’t know how he was going to deal with it. All he knew at that moment was that he would deal with it.


    That meant he had Liz. That meant they were working on this together. That meant they were together ... finally. It would all be worth it for that.


    “Yes, Miss Hollingsworth, I’ll make a comment. Liz Dougherty is Sandy Carmichael. We were in a private relationship two summers ago, and we’re in a public one now.”


    


    

  


  
    Don’t miss the final book in the Record series by K.A. Linde

    [image: ]

    Fall 2014

  


  
    ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


    The campaign is the reason for this series. I could have never written Liz’s story without the knowledge I received from working on the 2012 campaign. I started writing it while holding a clipboard and going door-to-door, at a Delta Rae concert while doing voter registration, out with other campaign workers. They are the life and the soul of the campaign. They secure everything behind the scenes, they make sure things are running smoothly, they are the ones putting together eight-thousand-person events with three days’ notice so that the politician can show up and talk for a few minutes. I hope I conveyed an ounce of that in these books, but they will always mean the world to me because of that time. So thank you for everyone out there who helped make this book a reality: Meera, Gregg, Alex, Maddie, Kane, Greg, Rob, Mary, Susan, Hannah, Daniel, Olivia, Anna, Ralph, Avani, Kathleen, and Kiran.


    As always, I appreciate the people who read early versions of this story and helped kick me into gear when I was staring at a blank page. Jessica and Bridget—thank you for being there every night while I delve into my characters’ minds. Also, Trish and Becky for falling in love with my characters as much as me. I’d like to thank my agent Jane Dystel at Dystel & Goderich Literary Agency, who believed in this series and helped me every step of the way. Thanks to my content editor Tiffany and my Amazon representative JoVon for making the story everything it could be. And I could never forget my boyfriend, Joel, who deals with my manic behavior without complaint while I’m writing and helps with our adorable puppies, Riker and Lucy.

  


  
    ABOUT THE AUTHOR


    [image:  ]

    Photo © 2014 Claire Diana Photography


    K.A. Linde grew up a military brat traveling the United States and Australia. While studying political science and philosophy at the University of Georgia, she founded the Georgia Dance Team, which she still coaches. Post-graduation she served as campus campaign director for the 2012 presidential campaign at UNC Chapel Hill. She is the author of eight novels, including five in the Avoiding series and two in the Record series. An avid traveler, reader, and bargain hunter, K.A. lives in Athens, Georgia, with her boyfriend and two puppies, Riker and Lucy.

  


        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			[image: halftitle.gif]
		


	
		
			Also by K.A. Linde

			The Record Series

			Off the Record

			On the Record

			The Avoiding Series

			Avoiding Commitment (#1)

			Avoiding Decisions (#1.5)

			Avoiding Responsibility (#2)

			Avoiding Intimacy (#2.5)

			Avoiding Temptation (#3)

			Take Me Series

			Take Me for Granted

			Following Me

			 

			 

		

		



			[image: title.gif]
		


		
			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

			 

			Text copyright © 2014 K.A. Linde

			All rights reserved.

			 

			No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.

			 

			Published by Montlake Romance, Seattle

			 

			www.apub.com

			 

			Amazon, the Amazon logo, and Montlake Romance are trademarks of Amazon.com, Inc., or its affiliates.

			 

			ISBN-13: 9781477825907

			ISBN-10: 1477825908

			 

			Cover Design: Laura Klynstra

			 

			Cover Image:  MaeIDesign

			 

			Library of Congress Control Number: 2014908877

			


		
			To the Campaign. For the hardest and best times.

			[image: flueron.jpg]

			
		

		
	
	
   	CONTENTS

			Chapter 1 JUST THE BEGINNING

			Chapter 2 BACKLASH

			Chapter 3 HEADLINES

			Chapter 4 SPIN

			Chapter 5 COMMUNICATION

			Chapter 6 THE NEXT LEVEL

			Chapter 7 AVOIDING

			Chapter 8 ONE STEP CLOSER

			Chapter 9 TWO WRONGS MAKE A RIGHT

			Chapter 10 LIKE A DREAM

			Chapter 11 A BRIGHT FUTURE

			Chapter 12 MEANING

			Chapter 13 MAKING AMENDS

			Chapter 14 AN OKAY PLACE

			Chapter 15 PRIORITIES

			Chapter 16 GRADUATION

			Chapter 17 POSTGRAD STRESS

			Chapter 18 PAY UP

			Chapter 19 ROAD TRIP

			Chapter 20 THE KICKOFF

			Chapter 21 JEFFERSON-JACKSON GALA

			Chapter 22 FOURTH OF JULY

			Chapter 23 BONFIRE

			Chapter 24 A REDO

			Chapter 25 ONE AND THE SAME THING

			Chapter 26 THE PRIMARY

			Chapter 27 MINE

			Chapter 28 RIGHT DIRECTION

			Chapter 29 FIANCÉ

			Chapter 30 SWIFT BOAT

			Chapter 31 CHANGE

			Chapter 32 BRADY

    Epilogue
 
    ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
 
    ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 
		

	
		
			Chapter 1

    JUST THE BEGINNING
 
			Time stood still as Liz Dougherty stared out at the crowd of reporters visible through the backstage curtain. It was hard to believe that just a year and a half ago she had stood on the other side of the stage for the first time. Brady Maxwell had been announcing his run for Congress and she was covering the event for her paper, and now she was standing with him as he was about to announce their relationship to the world only months before her college graduation date.

			His fingers laced with hers and he squeezed gently, giving her the reminder and reassurance that his presence already brought to her. Liz looked up into his handsome face, admiring the strong jawline, the confident dark brown eyes, the perfectly put together hair, and the full lips that drove her crazy. She loved this man.

			“We’ll get through this,” he whispered.

			“I know.” She sent him a soft smile.

			We’ll get through this wasn’t exactly the comfort she had been looking for, but she knew everything will be okay was a lie. Brady didn’t make promises that he couldn’t keep, and neither of them knew if everything really would be okay.

			The workers backstage gave them a wide berth as they went about their business. She and Brady had been briefed and rebriefed until Liz had gotten a headache from it all. She took it in stride, though. She knew how to address reporters, considering she was one.

			To everyone else, Brady probably looked completely in control. He always was. But she knew that he was worried. Not necessarily about himself or what this would do to his career at the moment. He was more confident now that he had taken control of the situation and was handling it in the way he knew how. But his brown eyes betrayed that he was nervous about how Liz would take it.

			Only time would tell what would happen, just like time was what they had needed to find their way back to each other. The only thing Liz knew for certain was that she wanted to make this work.

			“Heather will introduce me. I’ll give a speech. No questions. Just a short statement, and then I’ll be back with you,” he told her in that confidently casual manner only he could manage.

			“Brady, I know. Heather and Elliott have drilled it into my head,” Liz said. Brady’s press secretary and lawyer didn’t exactly see eye to eye with Liz on everything, but she trusted them enough to get her through one press conference. “I’m not even the one speaking. Worry about yourself.”

			“Nothing to worry about. I do this every day.”

			“And I’ve been on the other side dozens of times. I can handle standing backstage for one press conference.” She gave him another small smile. She didn’t need people to keep telling her what was going to happen. She was nervous enough without the reminder meant to placate her. She took a deep breath and tugged on the necklace dangling around her neck. Brady had given it to her when they had first been together, and it felt comforting to have it hanging there now. She hadn’t worn it since he had been elected to office.

			“I know you can. I just want you to be prepared for the reactions,” Brady said, running his thumb up and down her hand. “People aren’t going to be kind about our situation.”

			Liz sighed softly. “Do you think we could be alone for a minute?” she asked, giving him a pointed stare. Alone. Hint. Hint.

			“I have to be onstage,” he reminded her.

			“Soon. Heather hasn’t even made her announcement. I just need a minute.”

			“I’d say I generally need more than a minute, Liz,” he said, his signature smirk crossing his face.

			Liz couldn’t help but chuckle. “Maybe more than a minute. That’s a way to make the headlines. ‘Congressman Maxwell’s Affair Confirmed, Caught Having Sex in Backstage Bathroom.’ ”

			“Don’t tempt me,” he said. His eyes were already darting around the room as he calculated how much time they had.

			Liz ducked her head down and looked up at him through her thick black lashes. “Please, Brady.”

			“Oh, you know how much I like when you beg.” Brady immediately started walking toward a small back room. Not a bathroom, at least. That was a relief.

			There were a few people in the room crowding around a computer monitor and talking among themselves. Brady’s appearance made them jump out of their seats. “How can we help you, Congressman Maxwell?” the first guy asked.

			“I require the use of this room prior to my speech.” He gave them an easy smile, but he might as well have threatened them, the way they jumped to leave. It was a bit strange to watch this side of Brady compared to the way he was with her when they were alone. He still had an air of authority that never left, but they were equals in their love. This was all power.

			And she found power immensely attractive.

			As soon as the door was closed and locked, Brady had her back pressed into the wall, and his lips moved from her mouth to her ear down her neck. God, she couldn’t get enough of him and he was only kissing her. It was intoxicating. She had no idea how she had lived in that interminable purgatory without him.

			It had been less than twenty-four hours since they had officially come out to Calleigh Hollingsworth, the reporter at the Charlotte Times who had broken the story along with Liz’s ex-boyfriend, Hayden Lane, yet they couldn’t keep their hands off of each other. Liz certainly felt as if they had a lot of time to make up for, and the way Brady’s hands were traveling down her dress made it seem he had the same idea.

			Reckless or not, Liz wanted Brady . . . and she wanted him right now.

			“God, baby, I missed you,” Brady groaned.

			“You’ve been with me all morning,” she teased.

			“Not the way I wanted.” He pulled her back from the wall and walked her toward a chair that he kicked out from under the table. His eyes were full of mischief as he started undoing his pants. “We don’t have much time.”

			“You’re serious?” she asked, a bit surprised that he wanted to go through with this right here, right now. But Brady wasn’t someone to deny himself what he wanted. And there wasn’t any real danger of them getting caught. At least . . . not by a reporter, which was all that mattered.

			Plus . . . she had never been good at turning him down, and her body was already aching for him.

			Brady smirked at her. “Baby, I never joke about wanting you.” His loosed himself from his boxer briefs and took a seat facing her. She took a step toward him and his hands moved to the hem of her modest knee-length skirt. Pushing it up around her waist, he tugged her thong off and moved her so that she straddled him.

			Her heart was already racing. It hadn’t been long since they had been together at Brady’s lake house, but already she couldn’t get enough of him. Every time she was with him it was a new unbelievable experience. Every time was better than the last. Every time reminded her that it was worth it to be with him. In the end, he was what made her happy.

			Brady moved her hips so that she was hovering over him and she leaned forward so her hands rested on his shoulders. She wanted to grab on to his hair and use it for leverage, but thought that might be a dead giveaway when they left.

			Her head tilted back when she felt him enter her. A moan got caught in her throat as he pushed her body the rest of the way onto his dick. “Oh, God,” she murmured.

			His thumb trailed along her bottom lip and her tongue flicked out and licked it. Fire lit up his eyes. He shifted his pelvis up and she groaned again. His hand covered her mouth. “Not a word, baby.”

			And he then proceeded to make that practically impossible. He gripped her hips in his hands and started moving her up and down on him. The quick, rough rhythm he started coupled with the uncertainty of how long they had before someone came looking for them pushed her to the edge. She bit down on her lip hard to keep back the moans and screams that she wanted to let loose. As Brady hit the right spot over and over again, she couldn’t hold back anymore, and so she covered her mouth with his.

			Their lips moved in time. It was a frenzy of heated bodies and scorching kisses and passion that nothing else rivaled. Liz felt her climax hit and she gasped against his lips as she throbbed with pleasure. Brady finished after her and they sat there for a minute, reveling in their stolen moment.

			And then they heard the knock at the door.

			Liz scrambled backward off of him and lunged for her underwear. Brady stood casually, adjusted himself, and righted his suit. He didn’t look like anything had happened at all, aside from the lazy smile that crossed his face. As she rushed to put her underwear back on, Brady snatched them out of her hand and stuffed them into his pocket.

			“What are you doing?” she hissed.

			“Go without them.”

			“Brady,” she groaned.

			“I want to be onstage imagining you ready and waiting for me again.”

			“You’re going to get yourself all turned on while onstage,” she pointed out, snaking her hand down his arm and trying to get to his pocket.

			He yanked her close again. “It’s worth it.”

			She stared up at him intently. Blue meeting brown with an unparalleled intensity. “You’re worth this,” she whispered.

			Worth coming out about their relationship. Worth dealing with the reporters. Worth giving up her privacy. He was worth everything. A soft smile crossed his lips as he seemed to understand what exactly she was saying, and then he dropped a sensual kiss on her lips.

			A promise. He’d make sure she was right.

			“Brady!” they heard Heather call from the other side of the wall.

			He smirked at Liz before unlocking and opening the door. “Heather, we were just coming to see you,” he said casually.

			“Brady,” she groaned, shaking her head. She assessed him top to bottom. “You can’t do this already. You’re going to drive me bat-shit crazy.”

			“This is different than normal?” he joked.

			Her voice lowered and she glared at both of them. “I don’t even want to know what was going on in here. I can only imagine. Can’t you at least wait until we get back . . . or something?”

			“Don’t know what you mean, Heather,” Brady said, crossing his arms. “Don’t I have a speech to give?” He grabbed Liz’s hand and started walking out of the back room.

			Heather dropped in easily at his side and started going over the speech as if nothing had happened. Liz suspected that meant they would be getting shit later for going off like that. Checking out her cell phone, she realized they had been cutting it close. She dropped her phone back into her purse, and her eyes darted around the room for a bathroom.

			But Heather grabbed Liz’s attention again. “Please stand right here and do not move again.”

			“I’m not a child, Heather,” Liz snapped.

			“Then perhaps you should take this more seriously,” she snapped right back. “You’re a liability, and sneaking off and doing . . . whatever you were doing is not helping anything.”

			“Heather,” Brady said, his voice dangerously low.

			Heather straightened considerably and seemed to realize that Brady was right there. Oh, this was going to be fun.

			“Just getting everything in order,” she said coolly. Yeah, Heather was not happy. She was probably worried that her perfect candidate was now involved in a scandal with a college political reporter who had written negative articles about him. Not to mention that she and Brady had been caught and their names smeared across the front headline of newspapers all weekend.

			Heather’s job was partly damage control. And Liz was the damage. Liz understood why Heather would act like this, but it didn’t mean she had to stand for it. Heather took one last look at Liz before walking over to Elliott.

			“She’s such a bitch,” Liz grumbled.

			“She means well, but yeah . . . it’s kind of her job,” Brady said. “She just has to get used to us being together. I think she thinks this is a ploy.”

			“If she thinks that, then others will too.”

			“I intend to quell those responses before they get off the ground. You’re here to stay.”

			His voice was so commanding that Liz had no room to doubt him. He didn’t have to keep her around. After she had left him at his primary victory to ensure that he won the election, she had spent the next year with Hayden. She had never gotten over Brady, and their time apart had been sprinkled with sexually charged meetings and soul-crushing departures. The fact that they were here at all was a testament to their dedication to each other.

			A minute later, Heather walked primly out onstage. She was tall, blond, and beautiful, with self-assurance that skyrocketed when she was onstage. Liz remembered being jealous of her trim figure. Not that Liz was big, but she was a bit more athletically built, with a large chest.

			“Thank you so much for attending this last-minute press conference,” Heather trilled. “I’m Heather Ferrington, Representative Maxwell’s press secretary. No questions will follow the Congressman’s announcement.”

			The crowd erupted into outrage. Liz didn’t really blame them. She was sure Brady was going to get bombarded whether he wanted questions or not. That’s what she would have done. Liz had suggested that Brady take a few questions to keep the reporters from revolting, but Heather would hear none of it. She wanted to control the message that got out. Apparently it was bad enough that Liz had already spoken to Calleigh when confronted about being the elusive Sandy Carmichael, Liz’s pseudonym.

			Heather sent them a scathing look. “No questions,” she repeated. “The Congressman will be out in a minute. Thank you for your patience.”

			She walked back toward Liz and Brady stiffly. Liz was glad that she wasn’t the one dealing with the brunt of that backlash right now. Though . . . she knew she would have to eventually.

			Heather blew out a slow breath when she got back to Brady. “Just stick to the script.” He nodded. His face grim for a second before returning to the neutral campaign mask Liz was used to seeing on his face. “And, Brady . . . good luck.”

			He gripped her arm softly. They had been working together since his career began and had a bond that came with spending an exorbitant amount of time with each other. After he dropped his hand, he turned back to face Liz. No one could see them backstage, but it still sent a nervous thrill through her system when his eyes were set solely on her.

			“Still worth it?” he asked.

			Liz nodded. “Always will be.”

			Brady leaned down and kissed her once more tenderly on the lips. Then he was striding across the small stage and to the podium as if he owned it. And he did. He always did. Brady was more comfortable on a stage in front of a crowd of rabid reporters foaming at the mouth than most people were in their daily lives. He kept that confident smile plastered on his face, swagger in his step, and gave off the air of a born-and-bred politician.

			He adjusted the blue tie at his neck. It was his unspoken cue that he was ready to begin. Liz held her breath, and silence lingered heavily in the room as reporters leaned forward, anxious for what was to come.

			“Thank you all for being here on such short notice. I’m sure you’re curious about the recent allegations against my character. And I’m here today to set the record straight.” Brady paused, and Liz watched all the hungry expressions on the reporters’ faces. “Politicians in the public eye are frequently held to a higher standard. We’re expected to be impenetrable. We’re expected to be superhuman. Every fault, every stumble, every hurdle we have to cross is open and accessible to the public. It is the life we chose, I chose, when I was sworn into office. It is a life I would trade for nothing, because it gives me the opportunity to work for the people I care about, to work for the citizens of this great nation.”

			Brady, easing into his speech, now smiled charismatically. Liz hadn’t realized the knot of nerves that had gnarled up between them was so intense until it started to unravel.

			“As you can imagine that life, this life, comes with limitations. And limitations are the last things politicians tend to talk about. But after the news that hit headlines this weekend, I feel as if it is my place to address one of these limitations. One of these, well, to be frank, ladies and gentlemen, have you ever considered how difficult it must be to date while helping to run the country?”

			Brady leveled an amused look at them. The crowd chuckled at his statement, feeding into his speech. Good.

			“An article ran in the Charlotte Times newspaper on Friday claiming that I had an affair with a university reporter, Sandy Carmichael, who I have since confirmed is Liz Dougherty. As a bachelor, I find it hard to reconcile myself with the word affair. While what happened between Ms. Dougherty and myself was kept from the public, it hardly constitutes an affair. It was my attempt to keep one aspect of my life private. I still strongly believe that what happened between us should remain between us, but I also understand the delicate position I find myself in. I did not come out about my relationship with Ms. Dougherty for any other reason than privacy concerns.”

			Liz sucked in the air she hadn’t realized she had been without. That was the hardest part . . . hearing him discuss privacy as if they would ever be afforded it again.

			“Privacy issues seem no longer to be a concern, though, and the very last thing I would want to see happen is for Ms. Dougherty’s name to be smeared for being associated with me. After speaking with Ms. Dougherty,” Brady said, his eyes darting to Liz briefly, “we have agreed that it no longer makes sense to hide our relationship. The article was only false in that it did not address the fact that Liz Dougherty and I are currently together.”

			Oh God . . . it was really happening. Liz felt tears well in her eyes. She had been the one to confess to Calleigh about their relationship, but hearing Brady say it to a room of reporters somehow made it all seem so much more real.

			“It might have begun in secret, but from this day forward, we would like to make it clear that is no longer the case. Thank you so much for your time. I look forward to seeing many of you again.”

			Brady gave the reporters a warm smile and a curt nod before turning to go. And then the room exploded. Reporters pushed forward against the small stage, demanding to ask questions.

			“But what of the age discrepancy?”

			“What will your opponents think of the negative articles she wrote about you, Congressman Maxwell?”

			“Representative Maxwell, just one question!”

			“Congressman, can you comment on the use of a fake name to hide Ms. Dougherty’s identity?”

			“What else are you hiding?”

			“Is this all a stunt from the campaign to cover up your sexual exploits?”

			And on and on.

			Liz had been expecting it. Even if Heather hadn’t prepared her for the onslaught of questions, she would have guessed this would happen. She had been preparing long enough to be a reporter that she knew firsthand what that was like. She even knew which questions she would have asked. But none of that made it any easier. Her stomach flipped and she felt queasy as the reporters added insult to injury.

			She turned away and tried to tune out the madness. She breathed in and out slowly and imagined herself back at Brady’s lake house in the peace and quiet. The only thing they’d had was each other’s company.

			Brady wrapped an arm around her waist when he reached backstage and started walking her away from the stage without a word. He was trying to protect her. This was just the beginning, and he knew it as much as she did.

			


		
			Chapter 2

    BACKLASH
 
			Perfectly done,” Heather said, complimenting Brady as they walked toward the rear exit.

			“I’m not sure that stymied any of their concerns,” Brady said casually, as if none of this affected him. But of course, Liz knew that it did.

			There was still much to figure out. Now that their relationship had gone public it hardly meant their problems were over.

			“You didn’t expect them to,” Elliott, Brady’s lawyer, cut in. “It’s out there now. We go from here.”

			“Alex is back on board and wants to discuss strategy at noon,” Heather said, talking about Brady’s campaign manager. “Then we’ll get the speech writer working on something for when you have to talk publicly. We want to keep the whole thing on message. We’ll need to brief the staff. I don’t want anyone talking to the press. I want them aware that if they do, it will come at the expense of their job.”

			Liz swallowed at that comment. She didn’t want anyone risking their job. Though most political staff should know when to speak and when not to. It was just surreal being on the other side and having someone tell her when not to speak to the press, instead of Liz looking for opportunities to get people to talk.

			“I think we can clear all of that up by this afternoon and then get you back in D.C. by nightfall. Your secretary informed me that there’s an important vote coming up this week on education and you need to be in committee despite what is happening in your personal life,” Heather droned on.

			“Wait!” Liz spoke up, finally hearing exactly what Heather had just said. “You’re going back to D.C. tonight?”

			She knew that his job, his life as a member of Congress was split between Chapel Hill and D.C. It wasn’t split equally, though. If she had to guess, from what she knew it was a seventy-thirty split, with more time in D.C. than at home. Still, she didn’t think he would leave her that same day.

			“He has to go back tonight,” Heather said, not even looking up from the papers in her hands.

			Brady turned to face Liz. She had put up with a lot since this had all exploded in her face, and she had known from the start they would have less time together. But she had broken up with her boyfriend, started dating Brady again, and had now officially announced their relationship to a sea of reporters. She damn well deserved a little more time with him before she was fed to the wolves.

			“You’re not reconsidering, are you?” he asked in a tone that made it clear that that was an unacceptable option.

			“No, I’m not reconsidering. I’m wondering why in the midst of this madness I’m going to be left all alone to deal.” Her voice was calm and controlled. She didn’t want to sound whiny. She knew what she was getting into, but she had thought one more night wasn’t too much to ask.

			“You won’t be alone, and you won’t be dealing alone. Even if I’m not here, I’m still available to you.”

			“You make it sound like a business arrangement.”

			Brady’s eyes turned molten. “You’re the last person who would think it was.”

			Liz took a deep breath to try to calm herself down. She was working herself up and it wasn’t going to help anything. “I know. I’m sorry. I just . . . we haven’t had much time together.”

			“Sorry to interrupt,” Heather said. She looked as if she was anything but sorry. “We have to get you out to the car now. We’re expecting a bit of a holdup.”

			“We’ll discuss this in the car,” Brady said, squeezing her waist and then releasing her.

			Liz wondered what exactly “a bit of a holdup” looked like.

			It seemed that Heather’s definition and Liz’s were drastically different. A large number of the reporters had come around to the back entrance, where it was clear Brady was going to be leaving, and had swarmed the area to ask questions. Liz stared at the onslaught with her eyes wide.

			Brady draped an arm protectively around her shoulders as soon as the door opened. “Stick close to me,” he whispered against her hair.

			She didn’t need to be told twice. Actually she probably didn’t need to be told once. Heather and Elliott cleared some space for them to walk through and then she and Brady were outside. It was a bleak February afternoon, completely overcast as they pushed through a sea of reporters to get to the waiting car beyond.

			Liz heard the questions thrown at them, similar to the ones she had heard in the conference room. Cameras flashed overhead, people called out her name, microphones were thrust in her face. Liz did everything she could just to keep her head down and follow Brady’s lead.

			Elliott held the door open and Liz slunk into the backseat of the dark tinted town car. She heard Brady address the crowd briefly before following her inside. The door shut and then they were moving.

			“What about Heather and Elliott?” Liz asked softly.

			“I told them to take the next car.”

			Liz was glad. It meant they had a few minutes of peace without Heather interrupting every conversation. It was just the two of them. Liz’s hands shook in her lap and she hadn’t even realized it. “That was . . . intense,” she whispered.

			“Are you all right?” Brady asked, reaching for her.

			She slipped under his arm and leaned into his shoulder. “Yeah. I should have expected it.”

			“It’ll get easier with time.”

			She kind of hoped it would never get easier and everything would just disappear. She had never wanted to be in the spotlight. Newspaper journalism had been her chosen field in part because it ensured that she would never have to be in front of a camera. Didn’t look like she was going to get off so easy.

			Brady chuckled at her expression. “My reporter afraid of some camera time?”

			It was like he had read her mind. “I’m not a fan.”

			“Well, hopefully you won’t spend much time dealing with it.”

			“Agreed,” she said softly. “So, do you really have to leave tonight?”

			“Under the circumstances it would probably look better for me to continue about my business as if nothing were wrong. I wouldn’t want to look like I needed to take time off.”

			“Well, that makes sense . . . but considering the circumstances, being your new girlfriend who you hadn’t seen in over a year apart from this weekend and one night in October, I thought you could make an exception.”

			“You’re my exception, Liz,” he said, trailing his hand down her jaw.

			Her eyes fluttered closed, all thoughts of what had just occurred flying out of her head. One simple touch and she was lost to him. It had been like that since the beginning. She hadn’t been able to get enough, hardly been able to say no, found it impossible to stay away. Even when she had forced herself to walk out of his life, she had still thought about him all the time.

			She tilted her head up to him and their lips met. It was like a dose of medicine for her system. His hand slid up her thigh, reminding her of their earlier exploits and the fact that she was still without underwear.

			“How do you do that to me?” she whispered.

			“What?”

			“Make me forget all sense.”

			“Are you saying we don’t make sense?” he asked, trailing circles into her inner thigh and slowly spreading her legs.

			“We make perfect sense,” she said. “Aside from all the reporters trying to prove us wrong.”

			“Someone is always trying to prove something.” His hand brushed up against her sex and her grip on him tightened. “Like I’m trying to prove that I actually can keep you quiet for a few minutes.”

			“I think you did that earlier,” Liz said with a smirk of her own. His finger swirled around her clit and she gasped at how sensitive she was. She tried to remain silent as he worked on her on the drive.

			Dark-tinted glass separated them from the driver, but she still felt vaguely as if they were being watched. It should have kept her from getting completely turned on all over again, but it didn’t. She was coming undone at the expertise of his fingers in the backseat of the town car.

			When she felt like she might explode, he finally obliged her and delved two fingers inside her. He pumped into her a few times and it took every ounce of willpower not to cry out as he brought her to the point of ecstasy and then she tipped over the edge. She bit down on her lips and breathed heavily in and out as she came down from her orgasm. Her head was tilted back and her eyes closed.

			Brady removed his hand from her. “Look, you can follow directions.”

			“Just barely,” she whispered.

			He kissed her again softly just as the car began to slow, signaling they were almost to their destination.

			“Brady,” Liz murmured. “Does that mean you’ll stay?”

			He laughed lightly and nodded when she looked at him. “Yes, baby. I’ll move some things around.”
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			Liz ducked her head. Unsurprisingly, Heather didn’t like to hear that plans were changed. She had been a bitch to Liz ninety-five percent of the time Liz had known her, but the stress of the scandal was really pushing her over the edge. At one point, Brady even had Liz leave the room so they could talk. She could hear him and Heather arguing all the way down the hall.

			They were at Brady’s campaign headquarters in Raleigh. Liz wandered from the conference room where they were still arguing and down to his office. She closed the door and sat back in the oversize chair. With the computer booted up, Liz pulled up Google and steeled herself for what she was about to do. She typed in her name and then pressed Enter.

			The top of the screen filled with a news tracker that updated as articles came in about her relationship with Brady. She clicked on one at random and skimmed the article. Words jumped out at her—affair, college student, reporter, scandal. She moved to the next article and the one after that and the one after that. After reading a handful of the same material she returned to the homepage and was surprised to see that a Wikipedia page came up under the search. She opened it and saw that someone had already added their relationship to the personal section of Brady’s page. Great.

			She was jolted from her search when the door opened. “Hey, you,” Brady said with the same captivating smile. “What are you up to in here?”

			“Torturing myself.” He arched an eyebrow. “Just looking up news articles.”

			“That is never a good idea.”

			Liz tore her eyes away from Brady to stare at one of the last articles she had up on the screen. Someone had managed to get a relatively good picture of them together when they had fled the press conference.

			Brady was at her side before she knew it. “Let me help you with that,” he said, reaching over her shoulder, covering the mouse in her hand, and exiting out of all of the articles. “There, that’s better.”

			“This was my life,” she whispered. “I used to wake up and read news articles before going to class. I followed my favorites, legends in their fields, religiously. The time I wasn’t reading articles, I was writing them. I lived at the newspaper. I took extra electives in the Journalism Department. Now I can’t even open up the Internet.”

			“You can use the Internet, but Google searches of your name might not be the smartest idea right now.”

			“Yeah,” she said with a shrug.

			“It’ll blow over. It won’t always be like this,” he said in a surprisingly reassuring voice. “Come here.”

			Liz stood up and then when Brady took her seat, he folded her into his lap. She kicked off her heels and tucked her legs underneath her.

			“You can’t do this.”

			“What?” Liz asked.

			“Wallow.”

			“I’m not wallowing,” she told him.

			He raised his eyebrows. “You sure?”

			She released a quick breath and then shrugged. “I guess.”

			“You know you’re stronger than that.”

			“I survived life without you.”

			He smiled and kissed her forehead. “And you won’t have to do that anymore. What’s a few reporters after that?”

			Liz nodded reluctantly. “You’re right.” She straightened and tried to put her fears behind her. There was really nothing she could do at this point. She had chosen Brady, and this was what came with that life. If she had to do it all over again, she would do the same damn thing.

			“I usually am,” he said, nuzzling her neck.

			“Also incredibly modest.”

			“Oh, no, baby, I’d never claim that. You can reserve that for lesser men.”

			“I don’t think I’m going to be seeing any other men. I like the egotistical one I already have.”

			“Egotistical, hmm?” He nipped at her neck and she felt her anxiety disappearing.

			“Yep. Egotistical, arrogant, cocky . . .”

			Brady gripped her hand and ran it along his dick. “You’re right about one of those.”

			Liz giggled and stood. “You’re insatiable, aren’t you?”

			His pupils dilated at the sight of her standing before him in the dress she had worn to the press conference. “I’m the only one, obviously.”

			“Oh, obviously,” she joked, leaning forward and pressing their lips together. “How long before I can get you out of here?”

			“Unfortunately it will still be a few hours.”

			“See? I have time to get to the newspaper,” she told him. They had decided it might be best for her not to go to school the day of the press conference. But she couldn’t stay away for much longer, since she was so close to graduating and needed the credits. She wasn’t sure what was going on at the paper. She wanted to call Massey, who had been covering for Liz as editor while she had been sick last week after the poor way Hayden had taken the news about Brady, and find out what was going on. But she was a little worried about what she would find. The only people she had spoken to since all of this had hit the newspapers had been her parents and her best friend, Victoria.

			The conversation with Victoria had been much more enjoyable than the one with her parents. They reminded Liz of all the fears she’d had when she had first agreed to going public. What about your career? Will you finish school? How will this look going forward? Are you happy? Are you sure you want this? Liz shut out the questions for now.

			“I think you should give yourself more time. I’m not keeping you from the newspaper, Liz, but just imagine what it probably looks like right now,” he said, giving her a knowing look.

			Chaos. Gossips. Judgmental stares. She knew what was facing her, but the paper felt like home. It had always been her escape.

			“I know what it will be like.” Like the press conference but worse, because it was her peers, her coworkers, her friends. “I can’t avoid it forever, though.”

			“No one would ever expect you to.”

			“I could have Victoria pick me up and get back there in an hour or so,” Liz said stubbornly.

			“I believe you would do it,” he said. He crossed his arms over his chest and she read him like a book. He was daring her to do it and see how he would react. He had once thrown her over his shoulder without any hesitation because she wouldn’t get in his car. That would be a hysterical headline: “Congressman Brady Maxwell Keeps New Girlfriend in Line Caveman Style.” Oh, the backlash.

			Liz sighed and cuddled back into Brady’s lap. No use arguing right now. “How long will I have with you before you have to take me home?”

			“Baby, you’re mine now. I’m not letting you go home tonight.” Brady turned her face up to him and she read what he was saying in his eyes.

			“But I thought with the reporters hounding us . . .”

			“They can hound us all they want, but if we’re ‘out’ in public, you’re staying with me,” he said, kissing her lips lightly. “You still have the key. I’ve always belonged to you.”

			“I’ve always belonged to you too,” she whispered.

			


		
			Chapter 3

    HEADLINES
 
			Brady dropped Liz back off at her place the next morning before she had to be at the newspaper. He wasn’t planning to leave North Carolina until late that night and promised to see her again before he left. She didn’t like the fact that they would be separated so soon, but what else could she do? She had already delayed him an entire day. She just had to get used to their new relationship—only officially being together for three days and already out to the public while also dealing with long distance. All the best things in life rolled into one package.

			Victoria was sitting on the couch with her boyfriend, Daniel, who Liz lovingly referred to as Duke Fan. “Hey,” Liz said, closing the door and waving at the pair.

			“Hey yourself,” Victoria said. She jumped up off of the couch and rushed to Liz’s side. “So how was it? What happened? Are you and Brady officially out of the closet now?”

			Liz laughed and shook her head. “Have you not seen the news about it?” she asked incredulously.

			Victoria just shrugged. “Psh! I don’t watch or read the news. You know that.”

			“Ah. How could I forget? We went to a press conference yesterday and Brady told the whole world we were dating. We were basically mobbed on our way out of the place. It’s kind of surreal.”

			“Oh my God, it’s like you’re a celebrity or something,” Victoria said. “And dating a politician. I’m so jealous.” Duke Fan huffed on the couch, causing Victoria to giggle and swish her hips. “So what happens now?”

			“I think I try to go back to my life?” Liz said uncertainly.

			“What? Somehow I thought this would come with more perks. Like you two eloping and moving to D.C. and going to a million fabulous parties Great Gatsby style.”

			Eloping! Where the hell did she come up with this stuff? They had just gotten together—marriage could wait.

			“Pulling literary references out of your ass, Vickie.”

			“Ugh! Now that Hayden is gone can we drop the nickname?” she pleaded.

			Liz dropped her smile almost immediately. Hayden. She hadn’t had much time to think about him since he had attempted to apologize for ratting out her relationship with Brady and Liz had sent him packing. There had been too many other things going on, like Brady and the press and what the hell she was going to do with her life now that she was a political journalist dating a politician.

			“Oh, sorry,” she whispered.

			“It’s fine,” Liz said. She didn’t really want to talk about Hayden. Everything was too fresh after the breakup. A whole-year-long relationship down the drain for nothing.

			“Well, don’t feel guilty about what happened. He was the jackass who wrote the article. You didn’t force his hand.”

			“I know. I know,” Liz said, cutting her off. “I’m just going to get ready for class.”

			“All right. You sure you don’t want to talk about it?”

			“Very sure.”

			“Well, Daniel said he’d drop us off so we don’t have to walk. Right?” Victoria asked. She turned toward her boyfriend with a smile.

			“Sure thing, Vickie.”

			Victoria groaned and gave him a death glare. “Not you too!”

			Liz couldn’t keep from laughing. What a pair.

			After changing into a loose, blue striped button-up tucked into a pair of skinny jeans, with dark heels, Liz tied her hair up into a messy bun and then followed Victoria and Daniel out to the car. They arrived on campus just in time for Liz to get to the newspaper before her class. Liz made plans with Victoria to walk home together, and then she crossed the busy street and in through the back door of the Union. She took the stairs up to the second floor and then rounded the corner to the newspaper office.

			She stared at the office with a contented sigh. The newspaper was her sanctuary. She couldn’t even count the number of times that she had walked through these double doors. It was like coming home when she walked into the office.

			The paper had already gone out for the day and there were fewer students in the building as a result. That did not, however, mean that it was empty. Students milled around the desks looking over articles, rehashing articles from the morning, drinking coffee, some even frantically working on homework. She even caught a glimpse of Tristan, one of her coworkers in the campaign division last year, diligently laboring on what was likely another incredible piece.

			Liz smiled at the familiarity of it all and walked through the bustling room to her office. She heard whispers all around her as more and more people glanced at her. She tried to shrug it off and keep walking.

			Just when she made it across the room to her office, Massey stepped in front of her. “Liz!” she said with her normal bubbly personality. Massey was dressed in tight ripped jeans, a plaid button-down, and a North Face vest that she had monogrammed with her initials, like the majority of her other clothes. Liz glanced up and met her eyes.

			“Hey, Massey.”

			She nodded toward the office. “Can we talk?”

			“Sure,” Liz said. Massey entered first and then Liz closed the door behind them.

			Massey’s smile dropped as soon as they were in the confines of the office. “What were you thinking? I didn’t want to just go off in front of like everyone, but Brady Maxwell?” Her eyes widened. “I really thought you were the last person to sneak around on Hayden. I mean, y’all dated for like a year or whatever. He’s a good guy. A little uptight, but you seemed to work well together. When I heard, I thought it was a joke, but then after the press conference yesterday, I finally had to accept facts. You cheated on Hayden. Still shocked!”

			“Massey, no,” Liz said uncomfortably. “You have the facts wrong.”

			“Um . . . I think Brady Maxwell told everyone exactly what happened.”

			“No. He said we were together and that we’re together now. We were not together while I was dating Hayden,” Liz said and then immediately felt shitty for the lie of omission. She swallowed the guilt that lodged in her throat.

			“Wait, so you guys like broke up or something?”

			Liz bit her lip. She hated what she was about to ask, but knew it was a necessity. “Is this conversation . . . off the record?” she whispered.

			“Oh!” Massey said, looking guilty. “Yeah, sure.”

			So, she had been interested in making this some kind of interview. Great. Liz wasn’t sure how much Massey would have actually written about, but she wanted to err on the side of caution.

			“So . . . what happened then?”

			Liz took a small breath. “I don’t know what you’ve heard, but Brady and I had a relationship two summers ago. I left because I thought that I wanted more than he did. Well, it turned out that I wasn’t the only one. After I told Hayden about what had happened, we broke up and Brady and I ended up getting back together. It’s been a long week.”

			“How did you end up getting back together . . . and get him to go public about it?” Massey asked. “I mean if you wanted more before . . .”

			“That was actually his idea. It was already out that we’d been together. He wanted to keep us together, and the only way that would happen was to . . . I don’t know . . . claim me.” Liz tried to put on a strong face for Massey. “Plus, I really wanted this. I’ve never been happier.”

			“But it was all in secret,” Massey pointed out. “How do you even know it’s going to work out now that it’s out in the open?”

			That was the right question, wasn’t it? The only thing Liz could go on was past precedent. She loved Brady. She hadn’t been able to get over him. She wasn’t going to get over him. “I don’t, I guess. I just know how I feel about him and I know how I feel without him. It’s worth it to at least try.”

			“But if it fails . . . then it will be all over the news again.”

			“True,” Liz said with a shrug. “I’m telling you I can’t imagine my life without him. I’d rather risk a public scandal every day than to look back and wonder what would have happened.”

			“But . . .”

			“Can we go without the buts, Massey? I’ve kind of had a stressful weekend. I’d like to get back to some semblance of normal in my life.”

			“But . . . do you think you’ll ever get back to normal?”

			Well, that depended on the definition of normal. Maybe the change with Brady would become her new normal. She could live with that.

			“I don’t even know what normal is,” she finally admitted. She hadn’t thought it was normal to be dating someone and always thinking of someone else. She hadn’t thought it was normal to hide her relationship or her feelings. She hadn’t thought it was normal to be miserable to give up someone she cared for. If those were normal, it would be better to try something out of the ordinary.

			“Well, in case you weren’t aware,” Massey said, her voice still skeptical and cautious, “dating a congressman as a rising political journalist is not normal.”

			Liz laughed, hoping to lighten the mood. “That I did know.”

			“No, seriously.”

			“I know,” Liz said, sobering. “I know there’s a fine line. But everything negative I wrote about Brady was before we started dating. And I’m not going to write about him now. I can just supervise.”

			“Liz . . .” Massey said awkwardly, staring at the floor.

			“What?” she asked.

			“Um . . . about that.”

			“About what?”

			“I’m really sorry. I hate to do this. I know you’re so dedicated to the newspaper.”

			Liz’s heart pounded. “Do what?”

			“I think you should leave the paper,” she blurted out.

			“What?” Liz gasped. She felt the blood drain out of her face. This was her world.

			“It looks bad for us to have our editor in the news. It puts a stain on the newspaper as a whole. You have to understand.”

			“You’re kicking me out?”

			“No, well, I can’t do that,” Massey said sheepishly. “I just . . . I mean, we hope that you’ll step down without us having to speak with anyone. I mean we only have two months to graduation. It would just be a temporary leave of absence.”

			“A temporary leave of absence,” Liz said hollowly. “Temporary in that in a couple months I’m graduating and never coming back to the paper.”

			“It’s best for everyone.”

			Everyone but Liz. She was sure of that. How could it be better for her not to be at the newspaper?

			“You can’t be serious.” But Massey sure looked serious.

			“It wasn’t an easy decision.”

			“An easy decision for who?” Liz snapped, her anger bubbling up. “As far as I’m concerned this is only a simple decision for you. Get rid of the problem and, let me guess—you become editor?”

			“It wasn’t like that,” Massey said defensively.

			“I’m sure, but you didn’t answer my question.”

			“You left me in charge as editor while you were sick. It’s an easy transition for me to just continue to do the work.”

			“That would make sense, Massey, if I hadn’t slaved for years here to be the editor! You want to come in and take all of that away from me?”

			“I’m not taking all of that away from you,” Massey said. “I’m telling you that it’s not feasible for you to continue to work for the paper when this is on the front page.” She grabbed a newspaper off of the desk and slapped it into Liz’s hands.

			Liz glanced down and swallowed hard. A picture of her was on the front page. The headline read, “Congressman Maxwell Affair with UNC Reporter Confirmed.” Liz tried to steady herself as she read through the article. It was pretty cut-and-dried—straight out of the information Hayden and Calleigh had written as well as from the press conference. Still, seeing it like that on the cover made her feel nauseated. She had gotten herself worked up about the other papers last night, but this was so much worse. This was her paper.

			Her eyes drifted to the byline. Massey Davis.

			“You wrote this?”

			Liz knew somewhere in her logical subconscious that if things were reversed she would have done the same thing. She would have written the article and published it. She would have done it without blinking. But it still hurt knowing that her friend had done it to her.

			“I’m sorry,” Massey said softly. She actually did sound sincere. “Someone had to write it. No one really wanted to. We like you, Liz. We all liked you as editor. But we couldn’t ignore this. The paper would have looked like it was biased, trying to protect its own and all that.”

			“Yeah, because that’s really so bad.”

			“You know what I mean. We’re supposed to be objective. You were news. And on campus, you’re kind of big news,” Massey told her.

			Liz tossed the paper back onto the desk without finishing reading. “I guess I am now.”

			“You would have done the same thing.”

			“Irrelevant,” Liz said, crossing her arms. “You’re kicking me off of the paper, Massey. This is my life. This is everything I’ve worked for.”

			“I know,” Massey said helplessly. “If things calm down maybe you can still come back.”

			Liz knew she was lying. The media haze around her relationship with Brady would lighten, but she would still be with him. There was no way the paper would take her back.

			She contemplated asking Massey about the chances of her staying on if Administration got in the mix, but she knew that she didn’t want to actually include the university in the decision. The paper was technically a separate entity from the school to keep its anonymity. It gave the staff freer rein to discuss matters the school itself might prefer that they not talk about.

			Liz was sure that Administration would either defer to the judgment of the paper or somehow her taking it to a higher-up would end up in the paper anyway. Neither option was optimal. Likely both would leave her without a position at the newspaper.

			All she knew at this point was that she needed to get the hell out of here. This had been her safe place and now she wasn’t even welcome.

			“Just temporary. Right,” Liz said softly. She hoisted her purse higher on her shoulder. “Well, I guess that’s my cue, huh?”

			Massey sighed and looked as if she wanted to say something, but she didn’t.

			Liz grabbed the door handle to her, now, old office and wrenched it open. She glanced at Massey once more before walking out.

			Liz didn’t even give Massey any last parting words.

			


		
			Chapter 4

    SPIN
 
			Liz stalked across the quad on the way to her first class of the day. She was mostly looking forward to her last class with her mentor, Professor Mires. Liz had started working for her as an assistant. After they’d successfully put together a political journalism colloquium, Professor Mires had helped Liz get an internship working with the New York Times, which landed her a job at the paper postgraduation. Liz would much rather think about that than what had just happened at the newspaper.

			She had two months before she was supposed to be in New York City, and that seemed much more important than what she was doing right now. She wouldn’t mind fast-forwarding through the difficult months.

			Trying to shake off her conversation with Massey, Liz walked into the journalism building and found a seat in her advanced editing class. It ate at her that this would affect their friendship. She and Massey weren’t close like Liz was with Victoria, but they had worked together the past two years. Liz didn’t know what to do about it, and worse, she thought there might not be anything she could do about it. She wasn’t about to go apologize for what she had said, and she knew Massey wasn’t likely to either.

			Facts were facts. Liz wasn’t on the paper anymore. Massey was taking over her position. That was going to cause strain no matter what they said or did.

			Liz had known that her relationship with Brady would affect her career, since it did call into question her objectivity. She just hadn’t thought all of that would happen so quickly, or that it would mess up her friendships.

			With a sigh, she pulled out her MacBook to take notes.

			She felt stares all throughout class. That she had been prepared for, so she just tried to ignore them. People had the paper out on their desks, and some were giggling or whispering among themselves. That was fine. They could say whatever they wanted. It didn’t matter.

			When class ended, Liz took her time putting her things back into her bag. She was a little behind, since she’d missed part of last week. She wanted to check with the professor about makeup assignments, but she didn’t want to do it with anyone else around.

			“Hello, Professor,” Liz said amicably. “I just wanted to ask you when I could come by to make up missed assignments while I was out last week.”

			“Do you have a doctor’s note?” the professor asked, staring down at the legal pad in his hand.

			“Oh . . . no, sir. I didn’t end up going to the doctor, but I wasn’t feeling well.”

			“Are you sure you weren’t out with your boyfriend?”

			“Excuse me?” Liz asked. She couldn’t believe the professor had the audacity to say that to her.

			“Just seems convenient is all, Miss Dougherty. I’ll need a doctor’s note or the assignment can’t be made up,” he said indifferently.

			“Beg your pardon. This is the second class I’ve had of yours, and I’ve never missed before. I’m not sure how you could consider it convenient.” Liz was struggling for control. She had been out sick last week because after she had told Hayden about Brady he had made her feel guilty about the whole thing and then forced her to have sex with him. She had been nauseated, depressed, and unable to function. A doctor wouldn’t have done shit for her!

			“I understand that, but that is my policy. It’s written in the syllabus.”

			“You didn’t say it was a problem when I emailed you last week,” Liz cried in frustration.

			“After reviewing the syllabus, you’ll see that a doctor’s note is required. I wasn’t aware last week when you emailed me that you wouldn’t have one when you returned. I’m sorry, Miss Dougherty. That is my policy. Is there anything else?” he said dismissively.

			Liz’s jaw slackened. Since when was she an untrustworthy student? She had always made it a point to get to the professors, go to their office hours, and overall show that she worked very hard for her grades. This just seemed . . . out of the realm of possibility.

			“No, thank you,” she finally answered. Polite to a fault.

			She walked out of the classroom feeling heavier than she had before entering. She couldn’t even fathom the effect zeros would have on her grade for this class. She had kept her 4.0 GPA for four years straight; she couldn’t lose it her last semester!

			Liz had a lunch break between editing and the advanced political journalism class with Dr. Mires. She walked out of the journalism building and started toward the Pit to eat before thinking better of it. Maybe being at the heart of campus surrounded by people reading about her wasn’t in her best interest.

			She turned around and started walking toward Franklin Street to pick something quick up when she was stopped suddenly by a flash. She staggered back a step.

			“Miss Dougherty, do you have a minute to speak with me?” a woman asked.

			“Sorry. I’m in a hurry,” Liz said, trying to scurry past her.

			“I’m Cynthia Redd with Raleigh News. I’d just like a minute of your time.”

			Liz shook her head. It was her instinct to want to talk to the reporter, find out more about her, find out what the article was on, but she knew what this was about. This woman wanted information about Brady. Liz couldn’t provide that. “No comment,” Liz said.

			Another flash followed and Liz noticed that Cynthia wasn’t alone. There were three other reporters waiting for her. “Miss Dougherty, Carl North with the Herald-Sun,” one said, talking about the Durham newspaper. “We’d love to talk to you about your affair with Congressman Maxwell.”

			Liz didn’t stick around to see who else was there. She just shook her head and repeated herself. “No comment. I have no comment about anything.”

			Then she turned and fled. The worst part was that she could hear the reporters following her. They probably thought that by tagging behind they could corner her and get her to speak. It gave Liz an entirely different perspective on the career that she loved so much.

			Her name was called behind her and her stomach twisted. How could this be happening? She was in a relationship with a politician. That didn’t mean she needed to be tracked down at school!

			Since it was the end of a class change, there were still enough people milling around that Liz could veer through them to try to evade her tail, but it also had the problem of making her look entirely ridiculous. If people didn’t already know who they were, having a swarm of press show up on campus and follow her around wasn’t helping anything. Without a second thought, she darted into the nearest building, wove around the bottom floor until she found a women’s restroom, and then closed and locked the stall door.

			Her breath was coming out ragged and her hands were shaking. Holy shit! Her world had officially flipped on its head. Since when was she the person running away from reporters?

			Liz fumbled in her purse for her cell phone and dialed Brady’s number without thinking. He answered on the third ring.

			“Hey, baby,” he said pleasantly. “Do you think I could call you back? I’m on the line with D.C.”

			“Reporters,” she gasped out. “Reporters on campus. Everywhere.”

			“What?” he growled, his voice fierce.

			She ran a trembling hand back through her hair and took a shuddering breath. “I had reporters waiting for me after my first class. Raleigh News, Herald-Sun, and at least two or three other papers that I didn’t get the names of.”

			“Shit! I’ll get Heather on it now. She should have already handled this.” Liz was sure Heather was not going to like being on the end of Brady’s anger. “Where are you now? Did you say anything to them?”

			“Of course not. I, of all people, should know how to handle reporters,” she said, as if she hadn’t frozen when she’d seen that they were tracking her. “I’m holed up in a bathroom on north campus. I just had to get away.”

			Liz heard his deep inhalation. “I’m sending a car now. I’ll have the driver message you where to meet.”

			“Brady, I still have class,” she said weakly, though she was suddenly in no mood to attend it.

			“I think you should contact the professor and let him know that you won’t be able to make it. Staying on campus isn’t a good idea. We don’t know if other reporters intend to show up,” he told her. “Plus, I miss you.”

			Liz smiled. The first good thing to happen to her today. His statement brought unexpected tears to her eyes and she blinked them away. She hadn’t realized quite how much stress she was carrying around with her until that statement.

			“I miss you too. Sorry I’m keeping you from D.C.”

			Brady chuckled lightly. She could almost see him shaking his head at her. “This is much more important than what I was dealing with. You are more important. I don’t want reporters showing up at school. You don’t need to deal with that on top of classes and the paper and everything else.”

			“Well . . . I guess I don’t have to deal with the paper anymore,” she said, choking on the words. “They requested I take a temporary leave of absence after I showed up on the front page.”

			“Liz, I’m sorry,” he said gently.

			He had to know that she was sacrificing all of this for him. It was why she had been hesitant about going public after Hayden and Calleigh’s article broke. She knew how much this would affect her life. She just hadn’t quite foreseen how bad it would be.

			“They’re losing a great asset to their team. I truly believe it is a misguided decision on their part. But remember that they are just college students.”

			“I’m just a college student,” Liz said defensively.

			“You are so much more than that. You always have been. They might not see the error in letting you go now, but they will. In the long run, it’s probably better for you anyway. You don’t need anyone holding you back.”

			“And here I thought reporters were the only ones with spin,” Liz said, attempting a joke to deflect his compliments.

			“Politicians don’t have spin. We have facts,” he told her, deadpan.

			Liz let his good mood seep into her. “Politicians and facts. Now you’re a comedian.”

			“There’s that beautiful laugh,” he said softly. “That’s what I wanted.”

			They disconnected shortly afterward. She checked herself out in the mirror to make sure she didn’t look as frazzled as she felt, and then ducked out of the deserted bathroom. There were no reporters in sight, and she wanted to keep it that way.

			Once she received a pickup location from Brady’s driver, she briskly walked across campus with her head down. As soon as she spotted the black town car, she slid easily into the backseat. She felt covert as the car drove her away from campus.

			She had assumed that they would be driving to Brady’s office in Raleigh, but when the driver pulled off of Highway 40 early, Liz sat up a little straighter in her seat. They were headed into the Durham suburbs, and Liz could only guess that they were headed to Brady’s parents’ house. Why would he have her dropped off there?

			Liz had never been to his parents’ house in Durham. In fact, she had only met his parents once, nearly a year ago, because of her friendship with his younger sister, Savannah. She had invited Liz out to dinner with them after the political journalism colloquium Liz had orchestrated. That had been when Brady had been dating Erin, a talk show host out of Baltimore. Suffice it to say the dinner hadn’t gone well.

			Was she supposed to meet them now as Brady’s girlfriend? They had been together again for only a few days and she was going to meet the whole family. She thought she’d been completely freaked out by the reporters stalking her class, but this momentarily paralyzed her.

			She knew it was ridiculous in light of recent events, but she had a million girly thoughts run through her mind. Would his parents like her? Would they see her as the complication Heather did? How could she ever fit into such a close-knit family? Liz bit her lip and tried to hide her distress by looking out at the passing landscape.

			These were normal things she should be able to handle. Parents loved her. They always had. Hayden had been certain for a while that his family liked her better than him. That just made her frown all over again. She had always felt so at home with Hayden’s family. She had even been one of the few people at his sister, Jamie’s, wedding. That relationship was heads-and-tails different from what she had with Brady. If only some part of this situation were normal, then maybe Liz wouldn’t feel quite so queasy at the thought of what was to come.

			The car rolled up in front of the Maxwell house shortly afterward, and Liz’s eyes widened. She had been expecting a large house, but this was more like an estate or a compound. It was hidden from view from the main road by trees and an imposing fence. A sprawling lawn led up to the all-brick edifice with colonial-style columns and a double wraparound porch. The driver wove them along to the back of the house and into an enormous dark garage, and then ushered Liz inside through a side door.

			Liz glanced around the small foyer in which she was deposited and wondered where the hell she was supposed to go and what the hell she was supposed to do.

			Just as she was about to go wandering around, Savannah popped into the room. “Hey! Brady called and let me know you were on your way over,” she said, giving Liz a quick hug.

			“Well, that makes one of us, I guess.” Liz was glad to see Savannah, but also anxious about the reunion. Savannah obviously knew that Liz was now dating her brother, but they hadn’t had a chance to talk about it. “Um . . . do you know what I’m doing here?”

			“Oh, Brady is leaving the office soon and figured it would be easier to just meet you here.”

			She really wanted to ask why Brady hadn’t just told her that when they were on the phone, but she held it in. Their relationship was so new.

			“Come on. I was just about to eat lunch,” Savannah said, either not noticing Liz’s frustration or choosing not to comment on it. “I skipped out of class early today after all the weird stares. My name wasn’t even in the paper, but a lot of people know who I am at this point. Couldn’t have been fun for you.”

			“Reporters staked out my advanced editing class.”

			Savannah nodded. “Yeah. I’m not all that surprised that’s happening. It’ll blow over.”

			“I wish it was already over.”

			“Isn’t it weird being on this side of reporting?” Savannah asked. “I mean, I wasn’t exactly in the spotlight most of my life, but I understood how media worked and how to avoid it. Now as a reporter, I see everything from a different perspective. You’re probably experiencing the inverse of that.”

			“Yes. Weird would be one word that I would use to describe it.” Bullshit would be the other.

			“So . . . when were you going to tell me you were interested in my brother?” Savannah crinkled her nose and made a disgusted face.

			Liz couldn’t help but laugh. “Never?”

			“Well, at least now I know what changed your mind about voting for him,” she said, arching an eyebrow suggestively.

			“Well, it was more that I just got to know him. He wasn’t what he seemed to an outsider.”

			“How did he seem?” Savannah asked just as they walked into a massive kitchen.

			Liz stopped to stare at the room, which was two or three times the size of the one at her parents’ home in Tampa. Full granite countertops, double ovens built into the wall, French-door refrigerator, all stainless-steel appliances, an enormous island with bar stools to serve as an eat-in breakfast nook. A woman in her early forties had a number of things simmering in pots, and when they sat down, she placed a few gourmet sandwiches in front of her and Savannah. It took Liz a second to realize that they had a cook. She would have never even thought about something like that.

			“Liz?” Savannah asked, waving her hand in front of her face.

			“Sorry. What?”

			“I asked how Brady seemed before you got to know him.”

			“Oh.” Her cheeks colored and she turned her face to the sandwich in front of her. “Well, don’t hate me, but he seemed spoiled, like he could get anything he wanted. Born and bred for the position. Out of touch with reality and in it for the money.”

			“Sounds accurate to me,” someone said.

			Liz glanced over and saw Clay striding into the room with a smirk on his face. His dimples were evident, blue eyes shining with barely contained humor, and his blond hair styled perfectly. Liz had met Brady’s brother two years ago, when he had tried to convince her not to vote for Brady at a gala event. Ever since then he had been trying to get into her pants. It had almost worked last week in her moment of desperation, but she had ended up stealing his phone and calling Brady instead.

			“What are you doing here?” Savannah asked in surprise. “Didn’t you fly out yesterday?”

			“State of emergency and all that. Supreme court can wait for family business,” Clay said, sliding out the stool next to Liz and taking a seat.

			“Clay,” Savannah warned.

			“I can’t sit here?” he asked, already ignoring his sister. “Luisa, I’ll take the same.”

			“Of course,” the cook said, her cheeks coloring under Clay’s gaze.

			“Hey, Liz. It’s been a couple days since I’ve seen you.” He looked her up and down. “With this much clothes on.”

			Liz coughed at the statement and glanced over at Savannah. Her eyes were wide and disapproving. “Really not necessary,” she mumbled.

			“Clay, why do you have to do that?” Savannah asked.

			“Do what?” he asked as if he had no clue. “Last time I saw her, she was in this tiny little dress.” His eyes followed the image still in his mind. “And then . . .”

			“Really, that’s enough,” Liz snapped, giving him an equally disapproving stare. “That might as well have been a lifetime ago.”

			“It was only Friday night,” he said with the same cocky smile and a shrug.

			“Do you have to do this? Can’t you just be normal?” Savannah complained. “Especially after what Brady said. I would have thought that you’d learn. I guess getting thrown up against the wall like a rag doll by your older brother isn’t enough to teach you.”

			Clay’s face hardened. Liz could only guess what had happened between Brady and Clay after Brady had found out. She didn’t see any visible bruises, so maybe there hadn’t been any violence. She was just glad that she had missed it.

			“You always come to his defense, Savi.” He said the nickname like it was a slander.

			“It’s easy to come to his defense. He doesn’t act like you.”

			“There’s no one else like me,” he said with a wink in Liz’s direction.

			“That’s the truth,” Savannah said.

			Clay scooted his chair closer to Liz, completely ignoring his sister. “So,” he said, leaning into Liz.

			“Yes?” She leaned backward.

			“Steal anyone else’s phone lately?”

			“Oh, honestly!” Liz cried. She stood up from her stool and looked down at him in frustration. She had brought his phone back, after all.

			“Why don’t you two just calm down?” Clay suggested, biting into his sandwich. “Savi here just likes to pick on me because I’m not her favorite.”

			“Pick on you?” Savannah asked incredulously. “I pick on you?”

			“I guess it can’t be helped. You need someone to pick on because Brady is too perfect for that.”

			“At least I’m not just jealous . . .”

			“She loves me.” Clay pointed his thumb at Savannah.

			“I do,” she grumbled. “Even when you’re an ass.”

			“Have to live up to everyone’s expectations. Someone has to be in the shadow of the sun. How does it feel?” he asked, staring meaningfully at Liz.

			Was he saying that he was stuck in Brady’s shadow or suggesting that . . . she was in Brady’s shadow? Liz didn’t have the energy for this. “Can’t you harass someone else? I’ve had a hard enough day as it is.”

			“That’s not the only thing that’s hard,” he said with a chuckle to himself.

			“Not if I have anything to say about it,” Brady said, walking formidably into the room.

			


		
			Chapter 5

    COMMUNICATION
 
			Brady looked incredible in a tailored three-piece black suit, crisp blue shirt, and burgundy silk tie with a herringbone pattern. His brown eyes were cold when they looked at his brother, but melted into warmth when they were turned on her. Liz felt so much of the anxiety of the day dropping off her shoulders in just that one glance. How was he able to do that?

			Brady cleared the distance between them in an instant and his mouth dropped onto her lips. The kiss was brief but fierce, possessive, and demanding. Passion sparked between them, and Liz felt like she could have stayed frozen in that moment forever.

			Too soon he broke away and Liz was left with a void in his absence. She was pretty sure he was the most addicting thing in the world. When they were together, she felt like everything that had gone wrong in her life recently was going to be all right. At least she had him at her side. That was what helped get her through. Brady fixed everything.

			Clay cleared his throat loudly. “Y’all need to get a room or something?” Liz took another step back from Brady, not even realizing they had just been staring into each other’s eyes.

			“No, and we don’t need any of your snide comments either,” Brady said, shooting Clay a meaningful look. “I don’t want to have the same discussion we had on Sunday.”

			“We’re calling it a discussion now? Could have fooled me.” Clay leaned back on the island casually.

			Savannah just huffed and swatted at him. “Can’t you behave?”

			“Can’t you mind your own business?” he shot back.

			“Savi,” Brady said softly. She turned her attention to her older brother and shrugged like he started it. The whole exchange made Liz giggle.

			Brady pulled Liz closer and fixed Clay with a hard stare. Liz knew that they didn’t get along, but she hadn’t realized quite how much until she was in the same room with them. Most of the negativity had come from Clay in the past, but there was obvious heat on Brady’s end too.

			“Aren’t you supposed to be in D.C.?” Brady asked flatly.

			“Aren’t you?” Clay countered. “We had the same flight. You canceled yours. I thought it really must be dire to keep you in Chapel Hill two extra days.”

			“Why do I feel like you have ulterior motives?”

			“Does it always have to be ulterior motives?” Clay asked. “Can’t I just want to spend more time with my family?”

			Savannah snorted. “No.”

			“Thanks for the vote of confidence, sis.”

			Liz shook her head.

			“You manage to get through Yale Law School and get a job clerking for the Supreme Court, and yet you’re still a terrible liar,” Brady said.

			“Sorry, I’m not a politician.”

			Clay and Brady glared at each other. Liz suspected she would need a machete to cut through the tension.

			“No, you’re a lawyer,” Savannah quipped. “How much worse can you get?”

			Clay smirked. “A reporter?”

			Savannah stared daggers at Clay. Liz normally would have immediately defended her profession of choice, but considering reporters were the reason she was no longer on the paper, couldn’t go to her last class, and had been chased across campus for information, well, she wasn’t feeling that generous.

			“Or maybe it’s only bad when you’re fucking the reporter,” Clay offered with a wink.

			Brady reached for Clay at the same time Liz put herself between them. She had known Brady’s reaction even before Clay had finished his statement. She put her hands up on Brady’s chest and pushed him backward gently. “He’s antagonizing you! Just ignore him,” she said.

			“I don’t care if it’s about me, but you . . .” Brady said.

			“I can take care of myself on this one,” she said softly, meeting his gaze. “Come on. It’s just Clay.”

			“Still standing here,” Clay said.

			Liz heard Savannah shush him. “Let’s just get out of here. You have to leave today. I want to spend more time with you.”

			Brady straightened as if he just realized that he had been a little out of control and he slipped back into himself. “You’re right. He’s probably just upset that Andrea wants to marry him or hang out with him—or worse, sleep with him.”

			It was a low blow, but Liz couldn’t keep from laughing. Clay was in some strange open relationship that Liz still didn’t really understand. She was pretty sure he and his girlfriend hated each other more than they got along, and as far as she knew, they both slept around with other people.

			Clay shuddered. “You used the M word.”

			“You are going to marry her eventually,” Savannah said. “Why waste all of this time sleeping with other people all the time if you aren’t going to end up with the woman who lets you do it without complaining?”

			“You two are in rare form today,” Clay said, addressing his siblings.

			“And this is every day with you,” Brady said.

			“Come on,” she whispered, tugging on Brady lightly. As much as she agreed with the things they were saying about Clay, she didn’t like everyone ganging up on him. He might be an arrogant douche bag, but he was still family. He wasn’t going to conveniently go away. No use burning bridges with people she had to see all the time.

			Brady finally relented without much effort on her part and walked out of the kitchen. The whole experience of being around all three of them together was kind of strange. For so long, they had each been a separate part of her world. Her secret affair with Brady. Her friendship with Savannah. And her . . . antagonistic, maybe even flirtatious relationship with Clay. Now all three worlds were colliding.

			Once they were sufficiently far enough away from Savannah and Clay, Liz grabbed Brady’s hand. “Brady, hold on.”

			“Liz, we just . . .”

			“Why did you have me brought here? What if I’d just run into your parents without you? That would have been awkward. And then you tell Savannah about me coming here because you’re on your way over, but don’t think to include me in that information? I know we’re starting all over, but there is going to need to be some better communication.”

			“Liz,” he said sharply, cutting off her long-winded ramble. “I would prefer to talk about these things in a more private setting.”

			Liz glanced around and saw that they were completely alone and then raised an eyebrow. “Can’t you at least tell me what we’re doing here?”

			“I had to pick up some paperwork before I left the office.” His voice lowered and his face softened as he drew her in closer. “You seemed so frazzled on the phone. I thought since this was closer for you and Savi was already here that it might be better than driving the forty minutes to see me, just to leave the office again.”

			“Well, I agree with that.” Savannah had lightened her mood after all. “I just think you could have told me.”

			Brady nodded. “I admit that I’m used to being reticent with information.”

			“Part of your campaign mask.”

			“It’s easier to control information if you don’t give anything away.”

			“I get that, but I’m not the press anymore,” she said. He slid his hand around her waist and hers wound around his neck. “I’m just Liz.”

			“I know that,” he said, dipping his head so that his forehead rested on hers.

			“Then act like it. Don’t keep me out of the loop,” she murmured. “You were the first person I called when the reporters followed me. I should be that for you too.”

			“My relationships have been rather cut-and-dried for as long as I can remember. What you’re asking for is equality, and it’s not something I’ve ever consciously given.”

			She stepped back. “Well, if we’re not going to be equal in this relationship then why did you push for me to do this?”

			“Hey,” he breathed softly. “I didn’t say I didn’t want it. I said I wasn’t accustomed to it. I want what’s best for us to be together. A lot is changing in your life because of me. I can change for you too.”

			“Well, I’ll make a deal with you,” she said, reaching out and toying with his tie.

			“Oh, no, what am I getting myself into?”

			“You might like it.” She couldn’t keep the smirk from playing on her lips. He arched an eyebrow and waited for her to continue. “If you work on this communication thing, then I’ll let you take complete control . . . in the bedroom.”

			Brady laughed lightly and kissed her. “I already do.”

			“Not all the time.”

			“Maybe I like when you take control. I seem to remember a certain desk where you climbed on top . . .”

			Liz blushed as she remembered the time they’d had sex on top of the desk in what had, at the time, been Hayden’s office. It was now her desk . . . or she supposed after today it belonged to Massey. That sobered up her good mood. The stress of the day flooded her and she sagged a bit in Brady’s embrace. It was still early and already she was exhausted.

			Brady seemed to notice and started walking with her back to the garage. “Let’s get you back to my place. We still have a lot to talk about, and I might take you up on that complete-control thing you were suggesting.”
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			About an hour later, they arrived at Brady’s house in the suburbs of Raleigh. Aside from last night, Liz had been there only once, after one of Brady’s galas. It was also where he had defended their relationship to Heather and Elliott when they’d walked in and seen them together. It was the first time she had ever heard him say that he loved her—though admittedly he’d never said it directly to her.

			It was also the place where everything had started to fall apart.

			It was easy to see all that when she looked up at Brady’s two-story brick house on a solid acre of land with a gorgeous view. But Liz was set on making new memories of them together. They certainly had last night.

			Brady parked his Lexus in the garage and she followed him inside. The layout was open, with dark furniture and beautiful artwork. Liz was sure an interior designer had set foot in the house. She wasn’t sure how else he would have time to do this much work to the place. The best part, of course, was the expansive windows that showed the porch and the huge tract of land beyond them.

			“So,” she said, kicking her heels off and sinking into the couch.

			Brady walked into the kitchen, popped open a bottle of wine, and brought two glasses out for them. “So.”

			Liz took a sip of her wine and leaned into his shoulder. “There’s something different about this.”

			“What’s that?” he asked.

			“We’ve been back for ten whole minutes, and my act-first-and-talk-later boyfriend hasn’t jumped my bones.”

			Brady reached for her wine and set it on the coffee table. “I could fix that,” he said, nuzzling into her neck. He pressed her back into the sofa and soon they were kissing. So much of the tension fell away and she just enjoyed the feel of his lips against hers, the electricity that sparked between them, and the unending need to be closer to him.

			After the trials of the last year, it felt like a miracle for them even to be sitting happily in the same room. It hadn’t been that long ago when the tension—sexual and otherwise—had rolled off of them, when they hadn’t been able to be around each other, when they had said cruel things just to keep their feelings at bay. Now having him here—Brady kissing her, smiling at her; enjoying each other’s company—it felt as if all of those things had just been what they’d had to endure to get back to each other.

			They had both made stupid decisions along the way. But since neither could deny what was happening, they had inevitably ended up here once more. She couldn’t be without him. He couldn’t be without her. She knew time would only tell the depth of the truth in that assessment, but she couldn’t envision it any other way.

			Brady tucked a lock of her hair behind her ear and gave her another sweet kiss. “You’ve had a stressful day. Tell me how to make it better.”

			“I can think of a few ways,” she murmured.

			“We should talk about what happened.”

			“Not exactly what I had in mind.” She gave him a sultry look, as if he didn’t already know what she was talking about.

			“All of this has happened really fast for you. I’m used to the spotlight. I want to make you more comfortable around it. It’s not going away.”

			“I know,” she said, conceding to the deeper topic. She ran a hand back through her hair.

			“I have faith that you know how to handle reporters. You’re a damn good reporter yourself.” He had that proud look in his eyes that he got when talking about her accomplishments. She had seen it before, when he had found out that she was a Morehead scholar, the highest scholarship on UNC’s campus, and when she had accepted the job at the New York Times.

			“I understand reporters,” she said with a shrug. “I was just bombarded today.”

			“Yeah. You weren’t prepared for that, but you will be next time. I think that’s half of the battle.”

			Liz sighed and nodded. She wanted Brady. This came with Brady. She would learn to deal with it.

			“I wish you were going to be here all the time to figure this stuff out,” she admitted. She didn’t know why, but she felt really small and vulnerable divulging that. It went beyond needing her boyfriend nearby or even wanting to spend more time in the comfort of her new relationship. She was treading through dangerous waters without a guide and she had just learned how to swim.

			Brady nodded. “I would like that too. I’m honestly not used to having someone else in my life that I want to see all the time.”

			She spared him a bright smile. “I seem to be a game changer.”

			“Understatement. You’re more than the game changer. You’re the game and the team and the league and the whole universe of sports wrapped up into one neat little package.”

			Another thought tickled the back of her mind. She had always needed answers, and just because she didn’t work for the paper now didn’t mean that had changed. “How often will I see you, though? I don’t know how this works.”

			Brady actually managed to look uncomfortable for a split second. “Before you, I spent eighty percent of my time in Congress working. I came back to North Carolina as often as I could for things such as your colloquium, but my job is to take what the people want to Congress.”

			“How exactly can you do that without spending time with the people?” Liz asked dryly, not liking where this conversation was headed.

			He gave her a pointed look. “I’ve lived here my entire life. I know the people. There’s so much that goes into the job besides just sitting in meetings.”

			“I know,” she said quickly. “I just want to see you.”

			“You will see me. I’ll make sure of it. We have the weekends. If I can’t make it here, then I’ll fly you up to visit me. We’ll make it work. I know we can’t be together all the time, since you’re still in school. Graduation should be your number one priority,” he told her.

			“School is the last thing I want to think about.”

			Brady leaned forward and kissed her. “You’ll appreciate it more when you’re done. And anyway, the sooner you graduate, the sooner I can have you around more. Summers in an election year are always a good time for me to be in Chapel Hill.”

			Liz swung her leg over Brady’s so she was straddling him. “I think it’s always a good time for you to be in Chapel Hill.”

			His hands ran up her dark jeans, grasped her hips firmly, and then slid to her ass. “I’m starting to agree with you.”

			“Just now?” she asked incredulously. Her lips hovered mere inches from his temptingly.

			“Convince me,” he commanded.

			She brushed her lips against his, featherlight, always just out of his reach. “And here I thought you were the one who wanted complete control.”

			“I’m learning something about equality, baby,” he growled before lifting her with his hands around her ass and throwing her back into the couch.

			Their lips melded together with heat and intensity that could rarely be contained. Her fingers worked at the buttons on his shirt while he did all he could to work on the skinny jeans hugging her legs. Brady shrugged out of his shirt once she finished. He trailed kisses down her front and then tugged her jeans off of her body. Liz squirmed under him as he spent an interminable amount of time slipping each button of her shirt through its hole.

			“Baby,” he murmured against her bare skin. His fingers ran along the outline of her bra. He slipped under the material, causing her whole body to arch off of the couch in response. “You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

			She sighed and a smile touched her lips.

			“I’ll never know how I spent so long without you,” Liz said.

			He unhooked her bra and pulled her nipple into his mouth. She groaned at the feel of him sucking and gently biting it until it was erect.

			“I want to be able to get my hands on this beautiful body whenever I can.”

			After spending equal attention on the other nipple, he dragged her underwear to the floor and placed a kiss on the sensitive skin.

			“I want to be able to listen to your beautiful voice and have you tell me all of your genius thoughts.” He kissed her once more. “I want you. Just you. All of you.”

			“Brady,” she murmured. “Come here.”

			So he obeyed. His pants dropped to the floor and in an instant his body was covering hers. He pushed her legs open to accommodate him. Then he was inside of her and they were one.

			All coherent thought left her mind. She was just with Brady and nothing else mattered. This was the way it was supposed to be. They were working through their problems, working for what they wanted, proving that they could be together despite all the obstacles in their path. The sex was amazing, incredible, unbelievable, but it wasn’t all that encompassed their relationship. It had brought them together, but it wasn’t what was going to keep them that way.

			What held them together was the love they both felt to their very core, the knowledge that being apart had been soul crushing, and the willingness to push for what they wanted. And Liz had never wanted anything quite as she wanted Brady Maxwell.

			


		
			Chapter 6

    THE NEXT LEVEL
 
			Let me take you to dinner,” Brady said a few hours later.

			Liz and Brady had been tangled up in his sheets all afternoon. While the thought of going out to dinner with him in public sounded wonderful, since their relationship had always been hidden, she didn’t exactly want to give up their alone time either.

			“Right now?” she murmured, trailing her fingers down his bare chest.

			He seized her hand in his and drew her closer to him. “Yes. I’d like to take you somewhere where everyone can see how lucky I am.”

			Liz flushed at his comment. “I believe you’re the catch. Aren’t you North Carolina’s most eligible bachelor?”

			“Not anymore.” He brought her hand to his mouth and kissed it softly.

			And really, how could she deny him anything after that?

			She changed back into the skinny jeans and button-down that she’d had on earlier. There wasn’t a ton that she could do for her hair at this point. She finger-combed the knots out of the back and spritzed some water through it to help the natural wave. After sliding into her heels, she found Brady waiting in the foyer.

			“Oh, casual Tuesday,” Liz said with a giggle. “How did I get a sport coat out of this deal?”

			“Must be your lucky day.”

			Liz wasn’t so sure about that, but Brady looked damn good: khaki pants, a light blue shirt with a navy blue-and-white diagonal-striped tie, under a dark blue blazer. She didn’t think she would ever get over how attractive he was, in and out of a suit. He took her breath away literally and figuratively.

			Brady just shook his head at her stare and urged her into his Lexus. Almost as soon as they were out of the driveway she was fidgeting. He didn’t say anything about it until they were almost into the city.

			“All right, what are you nervous about?”

			“How are you not?” she asked, looking out the window and avoiding his gaze.

			“You do not need to be nervous to be seen with me.” He reached for her hand and laced their fingers together.

			“I know!” She bit down on her lip and tried to grope for what she really meant. “I’m not nervous about being seen with you. It’s just new for me. I feel like there’s an etiquette or protocol that I don’t know.”

			Brady laughed lightly. “It shouldn’t be any different with me than it was dating . . . anyone else.”

			The way he hesitated over that made Liz wince. She knew he was talking about Hayden, but that was the last person she wanted to think about right now. That relationship had gone up in a cloud of smoke because of what had happened with her and Brady. It wasn’t exactly guilt that slammed into her, because she was still furious that Hayden had outed their relationship to the press. It just felt like a weight . . . a sadness that things had ended the way they had. She swallowed back the memories and returned to the matter at hand.

			“And . . . it is kind of our first date,” she said, peeking up at him.

			“I believe I took you out for breakfast once and to a number of galas.”

			Liz rolled her eyes. “That breakfast was just us planning out our affair. We talked terms. You could hardly call it a date. And you didn’t take me to either of the galas I attended. The first was for work.”

			“You did a lot of work,” he said with a smirk. Both of them were clearly remembering the first time they’d had sex after the Jefferson-Jackson gala in Charlotte.

			“The second gala, you took someone else.”

			“But I was with you,” he reminded her. “And I flew you out to Hilton Head.”

			“Are you really going to bring up Hilton Head? Where you left me alone in a suite nearly the entire weekend?” she asked.

			“Fine. This is our first date?” he asked cheerily.

			“Yes.”

			The smile that crossed his face made her suspicious. He pulled out his phone a second later and jotted out a quick message before replacing it into his pocket.

			“What was that?” she asked.

			“Hmm?” he asked coyly. “Oh, nothing, baby. Just changing reservations.”

			“You made reservations?” She wanted him to take her to the nice places she had always envisioned herself being with him, but reservations meant fancy places, and she was hardly dressed for that.

			“I always make reservations,” he said. “Don’t stress about it. I have it all covered.”

			“This is where communication comes in.”

			He winked at her. “Surprises are surprises. I’m allowed to keep secrets when it comes to that.”

			She couldn’t even argue. She just needed to relax. Her day had been so hectic, between the reporters and the newspaper. But she had still gotten time with Brady, and that was what mattered. They would figure everything else out together. Right now she should let her boyfriend surprise her on their first date.

			God, she was really going to have to get used to calling him her boyfriend. It sent a thrill through her every time she even thought it.

			A short while later, Brady pulled his car up in front of a quaint restaurant with an impressive covered outdoor patio. She had never heard of the place before.

			She took Brady’s hand when he offered to help her out of the car. Brady handed the keys to a waiting valet and then escorted her into the room. She kept a soft smile on her face and her head held up.

			The restaurant was small, with tables placed close together and lit only by candlelight. It seemed cozy, if a bit cluttered, but the food must have been great, because nearly every table was taken.

			Their appearance garnered a few stares from the people seated nearby, and Liz followed Brady’s lead. A waitress seated them at the only open table, in the far corner. Two gentlemen came up to them once they were seated and shook Brady’s hand.

			“I’m Jake Smith. Pleasure to meet you, Congressman,” the first guy said. “I was really pulling for you in that race last year.”

			“Good to meet you too, Jake. I always appreciate meeting hardworking people out there who voted for me,” Brady said. Brady turned to the second guy. “What’s your name?”

			“I’m Curt, Congressman. It’s going to be a tough race this year,” Curt said. His gaze shifted to Liz, and then back to Brady.

			“Tough race every year,” Brady said. “This is my girlfriend, Liz. I’m fortunate to have such a wonderful woman who will be there along the way.”

			They shook hands with Liz, who smiled, but said little. “Always good to have a strong woman behind you,” Jake said.

			“Only the best,” Brady agreed.

			“Well, we won’t keep you,” Curt said. “We just wanted to thank you for all that hard work you’re doing. We knew your father when he was working for the Triangle area. Great man.”

			“I’ll be sure to let him know you said that.”

			They all shook hands again and then were gone.

			For the first time, Liz realized that maybe Brady’s entire life really was one big campaign. He hadn’t known those two men, but she was sure they would vote for him for life. She had wondered what it would be like to be on Brady’s arm, and she knew this was only just the beginning, but that thought encouraged her.

			“You seem . . . different,” Brady said after water was brought to their table and he ordered a bottle of wine.

			“Different good or different bad?”

			“Neither. You seem more relaxed.”

			“It was kind of nice to see your interactions with everyday people. Do people always just come up to you like that?”

			“It depends. I’m not always front-page news, so I get more privacy when I’m not. But I do run into a lot of people who want to talk to me. It’s part of the job,” he confirmed.

			The waitress returned with their wine, and they ordered dinner. It was a tapas place and so they got a variety of items to share. The food was spectacular and the conversation was light. They knew so much about each other from when they had last been together, but it was a new experience dating without any of the red tape. Plus, so much time had passed since the last time they had been together that even though it seemed like they could pick up where they left off, there was much to talk about to return to that level of personal intimacy.

			They ordered dessert and sat around talking about the most romantic things they had ever done.

			Brady paid and then wrapped his arm around her waist as they walked toward the exit. “Stargazing in an open field?” he asked.

			“Have you ever done it?”

			“I’ve looked at the stars, but come on—Paris by candlelight, strolling an untouched beach at dusk, breakfast on a foggy morning in the mountains,” he suggested.

			“Those do sound very romantic,” she conceded, smiling up at him. “I still like stargazing in an open field. I mean you’re so in touch with the world. Just you and the person you’re with in the quiet, in touch with your soul. It’s indescribable.”

			They broke apart as Brady’s Lexus showed up at the valet station. Just as they moved toward the car, a small woman appeared from around the corner. “Excuse me, Congressman Maxwell, do you have a minute?”

			Brady turned and smiled at her. Liz noticed that the woman had a rather nice-looking camera around her neck, and without a second thought she looked for the recorder she found bulging the woman’s pocket. Reporter.

			“How can I help you?” Brady asked amicably.

			“Could you comment on the state of your affair with Ms. Liz Dougherty?” she asked.

			Liz’s instinct was to snub the woman, tell her no comment, and walk away. But Brady just held his campaign mask in place. “Ms. Dougherty is my girlfriend,” he said simply. “No affair. As you can tell we’re out for dinner together before I return to D.C.”

			“Do you have any comment for the people who are saying that your relationship with Ms. Dougherty is a campaign ploy for more attention?”

			Liz gritted her teeth even through her smile. She wanted to tell this woman where to shove it with her personal questions. The other part of her tried to tell her that she would have done the exact same thing if she were reporting on this case, but damn, it was hard when it was her own life.

			“I can assure you that Ms. Dougherty is far from a campaign ploy.”

			“Ms. Dougherty, do you have any comment on the state of your relationship with Congressman Maxwell? It must be overwhelming dating such a high-ranking official after just ending your previous relationship,” she said, staring Liz down.

			Liz shot Brady a questioning look. She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to say in this situation. No comment seemed best, but Brady was answering her. Maybe as long as she followed his lead and mimicked the way he handled the press it would be okay. He nodded softly and she took that to mean go ahead.

			“The Congressman and I are very happy together. We’re pleased to be able to share our relationship with the public,” Liz said, holding her head high. It was strange to speak to a reporter the way people had always spoken to her.

			The woman opened her mouth to ask something else, but Brady held up his hand. “We’re running on a bit of a tight schedule for tonight. We really appreciate your questions, but we must be going.”

			“Just one photo?” the woman insisted.

			Well, normally reporters just snapped photos whenever they could, so her actually asking for a picture was a real treat. He placed his hand back around her waist and they smiled for the camera. A flash went off once, twice, three times. The woman thanked them even though it was clear she wanted to ask more questions.

			Liz sank into the passenger seat of Brady’s Lexus and sighed. “Well, that wasn’t so bad,” she said after a moment.

			“Baby, you’re a natural.” He found her hand again and squeezed it.

			“It’s easier when you’re there.”

			“It’ll get easier with time. Reporters, as I’m sure you’re shocked to hear, are always going to be around.”

			“I know,” she whispered. And she did. She knew how the job worked. She just had to get used to it from the other side.

			


		
			Chapter 7

    AVOIDING
 
			Brady flew out of Raleigh late that night and he had a car drive Liz back to her house. She was relieved to see that reporters weren’t waiting for her. She had let Victoria know earlier that she would be with Brady, and Victoria had responded that she was staying with Duke Fan in Durham. It did Liz some good to be alone. For now, her main priority needed to be catching back up in her schoolwork.

			Already she was two days down this week. She couldn’t risk endangering her scholarship in her last semester. Now that she didn’t have the newspaper she would have plenty of time to make up the work. Thinking about the paper like that sent a pang through her chest.

			In fact, without the newspaper, Liz found that she had a surprising amount of time to herself. She spent the next two weeks playing catch-up. Reporters still showed up on campus, but their numbers soon dwindled.

			Brady had given her his weekends, but like her, he was playing catch-up with his responsibilities in D.C. She completely understood that he needed to make everything right and show his continued dedication to his career. This couldn’t be a hiccup in the campaign.

			Come Monday morning, she was feeling more put together and considerably caught up with her work. She had been avoiding talking to Professor Mires about what had happened since the news had spread. She wasn’t sure if she would find disappointment on her mentor’s face, and she preferred to see nothing at all.

			Victoria had Duke Fan drop them off on campus right before their first class. It was still strange not to have to come in early or stay after for the paper, but Liz was trying to adjust. Victoria had tried to get her to go party with her this past weekend, but Liz had decided against it. While she had reporters still tailing her she thought it would be better to show herself as studious rather than a party animal. And anyway, she didn’t really feel up to celebrating.

			Victoria looked at Liz over the top of her Ray-Bans. “I think Daniel can pick us up after class if you want to meet here again. His class is canceled.”

			The girl was gorgeous and voluptuous in uber-tight, whitewashed polka dot jeans, an insanely low-cut hot-pink sweater, and six-inch spiked brown boots. Liz didn’t know how she managed in those clothes. She felt ordinary in a light black blouse with gold buttons, tucked into a burgundy high-waist skirt. She had on black tights and, surprisingly, gold flats instead of heels.

			Victoria gave her the expression she had been giving her for nearly two weeks—a mix of concern and curiosity. Between Liz’s losing the paper, having reporters follow her, and Brady being away in D.C., Victoria seemed to think there was a real risk that Liz would crack under the pressure.

			“Stop looking at me like that,” Liz said, bumping into her shoulder. “I’m fine.”

			“That’s what people say when they’re not fine.”

			“I have the man of my dreams. Why would I not be fine?”

			“Don’t give me that shit,” Victoria said with an exaggerated eye roll. “For a girl who loves to be stuffed full, I know how hard it is to be happy with everything in a relationship.”

			“Oh my God, you did not just say that! Vickie, I can’t unhear these things,” Liz said, making a show of covering her ears.

			“I’m just saying . . . I’m giving up threesomes in London and foursomes in Australia to be with Daniel.”

			“La la la,” Liz singsonged.

			“You’re giving up the paper, which is kind of as hard.”

			“Did you just say that me getting kicked off of the paper is almost as bad as you giving up having sex with multiple men at once?” Liz asked in disbelief.

			“Yeah?”

			“Okay, just making sure I heard your crazy ass correctly.”

			Victoria rolled her eyes again. “It’s not crazy. Once you’ve had . . .”

			“No, stop right there.”

			“God, Liz, you wouldn’t think you were fucking a congressman right now.”

			“I love you, but you’re ridiculous.” Liz shook her head. “Anyway I have to get to class. I’ll meet you after!”

			She watched Victoria traipse off across the quad and Liz could do nothing but just stare after her. She really was a force to be reckoned with.

			Liz made it through her classes without an incident. She didn’t see a single reporter. People had gone back to ignoring her.

			Liz was stepping out of the journalism building when to her dismay she ran right into the teacher she had been avoiding.

			“Liz,” Professor Mires said in greeting.

			“Hello, Professor Mires,” she said. Liz had never gotten used to calling her Lynda.

			“I’m glad I ran into you. Will you stay after class tomorrow? I’d love to talk to you about some recent work that has come up,” she said with kind eyes and an easy smile.

			“Oh, um, yes, ma’am.”

			“Perfect,” she said cheerily. “See you then.”

			Liz watched Professor Mires walk through the doors and then retrieved her ringing phone from her purse. She glanced down at the number and saw that it was a D.C. area code.

			“Hello?” Liz answered.

			“Hello, I’m trying to reach Liz Dougherty, please,” a man said. He didn’t have a very distinctive voice and Liz couldn’t place it.

			“This is Liz. Who is speaking?”

			“My name is Ted Cary with the Washington Post. I was wondering if you had just a few minutes to verify some facts.”

			Liz’s heart rate shot through the roof. What the hell was the Washington Post doing calling her? The bigger newspapers had picked up her relationship with Brady, but nothing compared with what had been running in North Carolina. And she had thought the news would be winding down. What kind of questions would he ask her? Should she even comment on this?

			She didn’t know. The other reporters that she had spoken with had been in person, and after a few of the same responses she had blown them off. She was still in college, still had to graduate, and wanted to continue to have a life. She couldn’t have reporters around all the time.

			Curiosity won out in the end. She didn’t know what they could want her to fact-check, but her reporter instincts told her that it was better to find out than to leave her wondering. She could always refuse to comment.

			“What kind of facts can I help you with, Mr. Cary?” Liz asked diplomatically.

			“Just a few simple questions.”

			“What kind of questions?”

			“We’re just checking out some simple matters before we move forward with our article about your relationship with Congressman Maxwell.”

			Liz felt a bit uneasy about that. It seemed every paper was writing about her and Brady right now. But she was sure that she could handle just a few questions, as she had done when she and Brady went to dinner. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to answer your questions, but I’ll do what I can.”

			“Very well,” he said. “First, were you in charge of directing the UNC Political Journalism Colloquium in April of last year?”

			Liz paused. “I assisted Professor Mires with the setup,” she said. She wanted to clarify, but she knew better than to provide more information than was in question.

			“So, you were at the event that day?” he probed.

			“Yes.”

			“Did you see Congressman Maxwell at that event?”

			“Yes.” At least a hundred other people had been there and seen them together.

			“Can you elaborate on where you saw him?”

			“He was on a politician’s panel that I attended.” Still safe.

			“Did you attend a dinner afterward with Congressman Maxwell’s younger sister, Savannah?”

			“I—” Liz cut herself off. Now, that was privy information. Hayden didn’t even know that she had gone to that dinner. Savannah had wanted Liz to keep it secret because she didn’t like to flaunt her family’s status on campus. Liz had wanted to keep it secret because Hayden had thought there was some kind of connection between her and Brady. He hadn’t known how right he was.

			So, the question was: how did this reporter know about that dinner? Liz chose her next words carefully. “I ate dinner afterward, yes.” There—she didn’t exactly answer his question, and she hoped, but doubted, that he wouldn’t notice.

			“After that dinner, did you leave by yourself or did someone drive you home?” Mr. Cary asked.

			Liz swallowed. Oh, God, what did he know? Or what did he think he knew?

			“Where is all this going, Mr. Cary?” Liz asked. She tried to keep the tension and anger out of her voice, but wasn’t sure how well she did.

			“Just simple questions Ms. Dougherty. Fact-checking,” he repeated. “You were at a dinner with Congressman Maxwell and left with him after the event, correct?”

			“I can’t confirm that,” Liz said finally. Nothing had happened that night with Brady, but no one else had been there. “No comment.”

			He continued on, unperturbed by her reluctance to answer the last question. “Do you happen to know where you were the third weekend in October last year?”

			October always triggered a bad response from Liz. October had been the month of her first fight with Hayden. It had been when she had called Brady and they had kissed. It had been the start of her self-torture with the guilt of feeling like she had cheated weighing down on her.

			“That’s rather specific. I’m not certain.”

			“Did you leave Chapel Hill in October at all?”

			“I’m sure I did,” she said.

			“Did you leave North Carolina? Were you out of the state at the end of the month?”

			“I was here for Halloween,” she said in an unhelpful fashion.

			“Did you see Congressman Maxwell at that time?”

			“At Halloween? No.”

			She heard him sigh in frustration. She was purposely avoiding his questions and he knew it.

			“Based on the Congressman’s travel plans, he was in Chapel Hill the weekend of the eighteenth of October. Can you verify that he was in fact there?”

			“If you’ve already verified his travel plans, why would you ask me about it?” Liz asked.

			“Can you comment at all on your contact with Congressman Maxwell since he has been in office?”

			“Absolutely,” she said cheerily. “We’re very happy to be able to make our relationship official and tell the public.”

			Obviously not what he wanted to hear by his soft sigh. “Thank you, Ms. Dougherty. I’ll be in touch if I have other questions. Is this an okay number?”

			“Sure,” she said, making a mental note to program his into her phone so she wouldn’t answer his calls in the future.

			“Wonderful. Thank you for your time.”

			Ted Cary hung up and Liz stared at her phone dumbfounded until a text came from Victoria asking her not too politely where she was. Liz jumped as if someone had just run into her, and started walking to their designated meeting spot.

			Something didn’t add up. Ted Cary knew too much personal information. That was rather obvious. But how much did he know, and why did it matter? She and Brady were together now. That was the story. What spin could he put on something like that?

			There were a million scenarios, but she didn’t know which one to even consider without first knowing where he would get that kind of information. She mulled it over on the drive home with Victoria, and as soon as she walked through the front door, she gasped like someone had just knocked the wind out of her.

			She was dialing Brady’s number before she even drew another breath. He answered almost immediately. “I thought I wasn’t going to hear from you until later,” Brady said.

			“Erin.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

    ONE STEP CLOSER
 
			What?” Brady asked in confusion.

			“Erin talked to a reporter,” Liz told him. Erin was Brady’s ex-girlfriend. They had broken up after he had visited Liz in October.

			“What makes you think that? She’s not the type to get involved with the press.”

			“She is the press,” Liz reminded him. Erin worked as an anchor for Baltimore Mornings, though it was kind of a stretch in Liz’s mind to call her press.

			“So are you, and you’re not eager to talk to anyone about our relationship. I highly doubt that Erin is either,” Brady answered confidently.

			“I received a call from the Washington Post,” Liz explained.

			That clearly got his attention. “About Erin?” he asked.

			“No. Not exactly.”

			“Then why do you suspect her?”

			Liz launched into everything that had happened between her and the Post reporter who had called her. She could almost hear the silence on his end growing heavier by the end of the conversation.

			“When I suggested that you get more comfortable around reporters, I didn’t mean that you should start confirming facts when we don’t even know what the article is about,” Brady said.

			“I didn’t confirm anything but what was public knowledge. I was at the colloquium, I was in charge of it, and you were there. Anything about us being together afterward or seeing you in October, I avoided. He wouldn’t tell me what the article was about, just that he had simple questions for me.”

			She had felt so confident when she had dialed his number to tell him about what had happened. Now hearing his frustration made her feel unsure. Should she have just directed the man to Heather? Her first instinct had been to find out what he knew. It was the reporter in her.

			“Liz, you can’t just do what you want. Even if it might not seem like he was leading you into questions, he was. This is why I have a press team.”

			“I know,” she said softly. “I still think it’s Erin, though.”

			“There are a number of explanations,” Brady said.

			“But she was there at the dinner. I didn’t tell anyone else I was there. Not even Hayden. You broke up with her right after your visit in October. It fits,” Liz encouraged. She had to be right about this.

			“I doubt Erin would do that,” he said curtly.

			“What? Why? If Hayden would do it . . .”

			“Erin isn’t Hayden,” Brady said simply.

			Liz ground her teeth together. “No, she’s not,” she said, trying to keep controlled, “but that doesn’t mean she wouldn’t say anything.”

			“Erin is one option. But we don’t know for certain it was her. I’m going to have to get Heather on this right away, since the press is on this now.”

			Liz groaned. She did not want to talk to Heather. Liz wasn’t a “Heather approved” choice for Brady. Heather was here for the long haul, and she wanted Brady to be with someone who would further his career. So far Liz was just a black mark on Brady’s otherwise impeccable record.

			“I’ll be in touch about the Post,” Brady said before saying good-bye and disconnecting.

			Even though they talked every night when he got off work, she never felt as if there was enough time. She was ready to graduate so that they could be together more often. At least, until she moved to New York City. She sighed just thinking about her dream job at the Times.

			About fifteen minutes after their call ended, just when she was getting into a TV show to try to numb her mind, her phone rang again.

			“Hello?”

			“Liz, this is Heather.”

			Well, that was fast.

			“Hey, Heather.”

			“Brady told me I should handle a situation with the press. I feel like I’ve been hearing that a lot lately,” Heather said coolly.

			“Yeah . . .”

			“Care to tell me what happened?”

			“Didn’t Brady tell you already?”

			“He told me to handle the situation. I’m handling the situation. As far as I’m concerned you’re the situation. One that keeps cropping up no matter how much I try to tamp it down,” Heather said.

			Liz wanted to give back a biting retort, but she really was in the wrong. At least partially. She hadn’t meant to do any harm by talking to the reporter, but it seemed like everything she did could do wrong in Brady’s world.

			“I just . . . thought I could handle it. The questions didn’t seem leading and then when I saw where he was going I got off the phone,” Liz told her.

			“I’m still just in shock over here. Why would you think it was a good idea to talk to a reporter at all? I don’t know what your motives are in continually thwarting the system we have in place, but it stops today.”

			“Heather, I’m not thwarting the system! God, I just answered a few questions. I’m sorry.”

			“You spoke to a reporter and then you spoke to Brady about it. He doesn’t need more things to deal with. That is why he has me. So next time you think about screwing everything up just give me a ring so I can remind you about how stupid it is. I’m here to take care of everything. Not you. Not him. Press go through me. End of the story.”

			“I understand that all press go through you, but I should still be able to call and talk to Brady about these things if I need to,” Liz told her. Brady wasn’t on a need-to-know basis with her. They had a relationship. She couldn’t hold in everything that might bother him.

			“This is why you’re a problem,” Heather spat.

			“I’m not a problem!” Liz said. “I’m Brady’s girlfriend.”

			“You think that just because Brady decided to give you a chance after your affair was outed that you’re suddenly special? No, you’re not. You have to follow the same routines as everyone else. You go through the right channels. You don’t fuck this up, because every single thing that you do, God help us all, reflects back on him. He is important. He is special. We need him in office. You—” she said as if she couldn’t even fathom why she was still talking to Liz, “you are just a sideline display. Nothing more than a phase. Just try not to screw up while you’re still around.”

			Liz’s heart stopped. A sideline display. A phase. While you’re still around. Those words made her head spin.

			Just the thought ate away at her. Could she just be a temporary thing for Brady? Could he be using her to try to cover up the bad publicity? Her gut instinct told her no, that she was crazy. But maybe it wasn’t that crazy. She could never let Heather know that she secretly harbored these fears, though.

			“I already apologized,” Liz said gruffly. “I can’t take back the conversation, but I will continue to talk to Brady as I please. Whether you choose to believe I’m here to stay or not is entirely up to you, but threatening me is only going to make me dig my feet in. So you should just get used to my being here.”

			“I’ve been around Brady since his very first run for office. Do you know how many girls have come and gone since then?”

			Liz shook her head. She didn’t want to think about that. “It really doesn’t matter to me if it’s one or a hundred. I’m here now, and you’ll need more than empty threats to get rid of me. If you’re upset because I spoke to the press, fine. I’ll be more careful next time. If you’re upset because I’m with Brady, then you’ll just have to get over it.”

			“I’m upset because you’re deteriorating everything we’ve worked toward. I don’t care about your delusions. I care about doing my job, and I’m damn good at it. Next time a reporter calls you, get his name and number, and report directly to me what he wanted. Are we clear?”

			Liz wanted to tell her to fuck off. She wanted to tell her that she wasn’t an employee and couldn’t be pushed around like this. But she couldn’t. She knew that what Heather was doing was in Brady’s best interest, even if she was a raving bitch when talking to Liz. She just hated that it seemed that everything Liz did brought another wave of disapproval.

			“Fine.”

			“Thank you, Ms. Dougherty. It’s always a pleasure,” Heather snapped before hanging up.

			Liz chucked her phone onto her bed in frustration.

			Ambition. It was all just ambition. Ambition made the world go round. Brady, who used it to get into Congress at twenty-seven. Heather, who rode his coattails to push for her dream. Calleigh and Hayden, who used Liz to get ahead. Liz, who had spent her entire life doing everything she could to work as a reporter.

			No one was exempt. Ambition did as much good as it did damage, delivered dreams as easily as it incinerated them. What was the price of it all? How far ahead could she get before she was pulled down? Liz thought about how perfect her life had felt last year—seemingly perfect boyfriend, highest scholarship in the school, editor at the newspaper, internship at the New York Times. It was exactly what she had argued with Hayden about back then. Already she didn’t have the paper, and her new perfect boyfriend was kind of part of the problem.

			She needed to get away so she could clear her head or else she was going to combust. Changing into workout clothes, she hopped into her car and drove over to the tennis courts. She hadn’t been taking regular lessons for a while because she was so busy with the paper, but now that she wasn’t on the paper she no longer had an excuse. She was ready to get her ass kicked to help her forget what was going on in her life.

			She strode into the complex she had been going to for the past four years. Her regular instructor, Tana, was pretty hard-core, and Liz had even gotten used to Hank, a power tennis player who she’d had her differences with in the past. Either of them would probably laugh her off the court for how out of shape she was.

			“Hello! How can I help you?” a cheery redhead asked Liz when she walked inside.

			“Is Tana in?”

			The girl checked her schedule and then shook her head. “She’s already left for the day.”

			“Hank here by any chance?” Liz asked as her second-best option.

			“Oh no, he’s out all week on vacation.”

			Liz sighed. Great. Guess she would be serving to the net.

			“But Easton is here.” The girl’s eyes got big and glassy when she said the name. “He just finished his last lesson of the day. I could ask him if you wanted.” She was already out of her seat before Liz could respond.

			“Um . . . who is Easton?”

			“He’s our newest instructor. He started in September, but he’s always booked.”

			By Ginger’s reaction, Liz could think of only one reason why. “Sure. Easton is fine.”

			The girl scurried through a closed door and a minute later she reappeared with a guy who Liz could only assume was Easton. He appeared to be college age, with perfectly tousled dark brown hair and light brown eyes. He was tall and trim and carried himself powerfully. His smile made the redhead receptionist swoon, but Liz just returned it with mild indifference. He was cute, but he wasn’t Brady Maxwell.

			“Can I help you?” he asked, leaning forward against the desk and twirling his tennis racquet.

			“Tana and Hank are out today. Are you free for an hour?” Liz asked.

			He straightened and smiled again. “Sure. Let’s walk,” he said, and then strode toward the courts. He opened the door for Liz and she followed him out. “You’re playing with Tana and Hank, so you can’t be too shabby. How experienced are you?” he asked.

			“I’ve been playing my whole life. Very accomplished at hitting balls,” she responded, straight-facedly.

			Easton cracked a smile and nodded. “Where have they been hiding you?”

			“I’ve been—” Liz cut herself off. She had been about to tell him she was the editor of the paper, but, well, she wasn’t anymore. And anyway, he might not know what had happened with her. It would be nice to be around one person who didn’t know that she’d had an affair with a politician. “I’ve been busy. Haven’t been around as much.”

			“Well, let’s get started. Need any pointers?” he asked. “I can show you some good footwork, the right swing, how to move your body.”

			Liz rolled her eyes. “Oh, please, no. I just need someone to beat.”

			“Then we should probably find you someone else,” he said with a glint in his eyes.

			After his first serve, Liz knew she was going to lose pretty handily. Her body protested with every swing, and the worst part was that it was clear that he was holding back to play with her.

			“You’re so good,” she admitted when they took a short break. “How old are you?”

			“Twenty-one, and thanks,” he said, offering her a bottle of water. “You’re really not bad.”

			“Ha! You make me look like a joke.”

			“You’re just out of shape.”

			“Wow.”

			“No seriously. If you were out here every day, we’d be more evenly matched.”

			“I’m shocked you’re not on the UNC team,” she said.

			“Well, I want to go to law school.”

			“Oh,” she said flatly. Law school only made her think of Clay and how he was now clerking for the Supreme Court.

			“Don’t oh me. I want to be a politician.”

			“Oh!” Liz said, shaking her head. Damn, she could not escape her life. “Well, that’s nice.”

			“You don’t believe me.”

			“I really do. Let’s just play.”

			And then they were back into the game. This was what she had come here for, after all. She put all of her energy into the athleticism of the sport. Focused on trying to crack through Easton’s advanced passes. She was good, but not that good. Having the added pressure of wanting to beat him made her work twice as hard, and by the time they left the courts, she was breathing heavy and slick with sweat.

			“I’m going to fit you into my schedule three times a week. We’ll start off slow, but you should start running laps at least twice a week otherwise. Doctor’s orders,” Easton told her.

			“I can’t commit to a training regimen,” she said. “I graduate this semester.”

			“I’m going to save some time anyway,” he said as they walked into the air-conditioned lobby. He grabbed something from behind the counter and handed it to her. “Here’s my card. Figure out your schedule and get back to me.”

			Liz slipped the card into her bag. Tennis had helped her forget her woes today. It might not hurt to start coming in more often. Maybe then she could think about something other than her failed attempts at living the life of a politician’s girlfriend.

			“I’ll think about it,” she said noncommittally. “Thanks for the lesson.”

			As soon as she got home, Liz hopped in the shower. She was toweling off her hair when she saw that she had missed Brady’s call. Finishing with her hair, she slipped into sweats and then called him back. She was still frustrated about what had happened earlier, but tennis had improved her mood immensely.

			“Hey.”

			“Hey,” she said softly.

			“I called Erin.”

			“Oh,” she said, perking up. She hadn’t thought that he would.

			“You were right,” he admitted.

			“Damn.” She hadn’t really wanted to be. “What did she say?”

			“To be honest, after she told me, there was a lot of crying, and then she hung up on me.”

			“She did!” Liz cried. “What for?”

			“It wasn’t a mutual breakup,” he said stiffly. “She didn’t tell me exactly what she told the paper, but I can only guess that it’s negative from the way she was on the phone. She sounded like a mess.”

			Liz stood up and started pacing her room. “What does this mean for us, for you, for the campaign?”

			Brady sighed and for the first time she really heard uncertainty crack through his confidence. “I guess we’ll find out when the story hits, unless I get some information from Heather beforehand.”

			“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything to that reporter,” Liz said, feeling defeated.

			“You were just trying to find out information. You didn’t know what Erin had done or what kind of damage it could do. For all we know it could still be minimal.”

			“Or it could be disastrous.”

			


		
			Chapter 9

    TWO WRONGS MAKE A RIGHT
 
			Liz had gone through a million scenarios of what Erin’s article could be about. All she really assumed was that it wasn’t going to be pretty. Brady had broken up with the woman because of Liz. It wasn’t a huge leap for Erin to guess that.

			When Liz opened up the Post article in her email the next morning, it was clear that wasn’t the only leap Erin had taken when speaking to the press.

			As usual, it started out with the punch: Erin condemned Liz and Brady for sneaking around behind her back. They had worked so hard to portray their relationship as a positive aspect of his life that they were both so eager to share with the public, but now not only did they have the stigma of having hidden it, but Erin was making it seem as if the relationship had never stopped. She went as far as asserting that Brady had cheated on her on at least two occasions, but was certain it was more.

			She claimed that when Brady had driven Liz home from the restaurant, the night that Liz had first met Erin, something had happened, and then again in October—both of the times the reporter had asked Liz about, and he’d included her own words stating she did see Brady the first time but had no comment on the relationship. It made Liz’s heart heavy.

			She couldn’t stop herself from reading the rest of the article numbly. Erin spoke briefly about her relationship with Brady. She alluded to his always being distant and said that their time together was rocky. Not how Liz remembered it, but she had only met Erin once. She talked about how wronged she was by a man she had loved. That Brady had kept the breakup hush-hush. Again she asserted that was because he was still sneaking around with Liz at the time.

			“God, I can’t believe this,” Liz grumbled, closing her computer and walking out into the living room.

			“Hey!” Victoria said. “I was just coming to get you. You were gone yesterday, so I didn’t get the chance to tell you— Wait, what’s wrong?”

			Liz had tears welling in her eyes. Had it really only been a couple weeks since all of this had started? It felt like a lifetime.

			“Did something happen?” Victoria asked.

			“Brady’s ex-girlfriend spoke to the press saying he cheated on her with me while they were dating.”

			“Well . . . didn’t you?”

			“I mean, yeah, that one night in October, but we stopped. We didn’t go farther, and nothing happened before that. And it all just looks so bad,” Liz explained.

			Victoria moved her to the couch and made her sit down. She plopped down in the seat next to her. “How badly does this set you back? Can’t you just tell them to fuck off?”

			Liz laughed bitterly. “I wish. I spoke to the press. I feel kind of like an idiot. I mean, what use is all my reporter knowledge that I’ve built up for years if I can’t even handle the press in my own situation? I feel so shitty about it. I’m ruining everything.”

			“Okay, melodrama, calm down for a second. You’re not ruining anything. People make mistakes. Brady isn’t going to dump you for making one, and he’s what matters here, right?”

			“No, I mean, yes. He is what matters. And you’re right: he isn’t going to leave me because I spoke to the press. I just feel like I should be better,” Liz tried to explain. “I feel like I mar his perfect reputation.”

			Victoria shrugged. “Would you rather deal with this bullshit and have Brady or be alone and not have to deal with any of this?”

			Liz gave her a look. “I’m just saying it’s difficult.”

			“Every relationship is difficult. And I respect your decision to blubber . . .”

			“I don’t blubber!” Liz cried. “You’re so bad at this comforting thing!”

			“Maybe, but you’re not crying anymore,” Victoria said, shooting her a wicked smirk. “I think you should come to terms with your relationship with Brady. As far as I see it, it’s never going to be easy. You had to fight to get him and you’re going to have to fight to keep him. The lowest lows bring the highest highs. And when you find someone who brings you both, that doesn’t mean you should walk away; it means you have something special.”

			Liz smiled despite everything. “When did you become the bearer of wisdom?” Wherever it had come from, Liz liked it. It was clear from Victoria’s face that she was happy and maybe even feeling similarly with Daniel.

			“Happens to the best of us,” Victoria said casually.

			“Or the worst of us,” Liz teased.

			“Lowest lows and highest highs, bitch.”

			“Well, thanks for dealing with my lows lately.”

			Victoria beamed. “I have to listen to you so I don’t feel guilty burdening you with my highest highs.”

			“Oh, God, I don’t want to know if you and Daniel had a threesome,” Liz said, pretending to cover her ears.

			“Better!” Victoria squealed. “I got into three of the top genetics PhD programs in the country!”

			“Victoria! That’s amazing! Which ones?”

			“MIT, Berkeley, and Johns Hopkins. I’m still waiting to hear back from a few others, but I would be perfectly content at any of them.”

			“I’m so proud of you,” Liz said. “Did Daniel get into any of the same schools?”

			Victoria brightened further. “Johns Hopkins for now. He didn’t apply to Berkeley and MIT.”

			“Well . . . what are you two doing this weekend? I’m flying up to D.C. to go to some banquet. Have you been on the Johns Hopkins campus yet?” Liz asked excitedly. “You could do a tour and finally meet Brady!”

			“Oh, hell, yes, you know I’m in. I have to convince Daniel, but I can think of a few ways,” she said mischievously.

			“I don’t even want to know!”

			“Let me talk to him and I’ll get back to you. It’s kind of last minute, but I’m a last-minute kind of girl!”

			[image: flueron.jpg]

			Liz’s name appeared in the campus newspaper again later that week. Luckily it wasn’t on the front page this time. She only saw it because a few people in class glanced over at her and snickered. She dug the newspaper out of the trash once they were gone and read a watered-down version of what the Washington Post had run. Wonderful.

			She tossed it back into the trash and exited the room. She had never thought that newspapers were going to be the death of her. Only a few weeks dating Brady and she already despised reporters, media, and everything else in between.

			She wasn’t looking forward to her meeting with Professor Mires. She had put it off as long as she could, but she had to face her mentor. Professor Mires hadn’t seemed upset when she had seen her yesterday, but Liz wasn’t sure.

			Walking into the journalism building, she pushed her shoulders back, took a deep breath, and straightened out the front of her skirt. Here goes nothing.

			“Hello, Professor Mires,” Liz said, walking into her office.

			“Liz, we’ve been working together for nearly three years. You can call me Lynda.”

			“Yes, Professor Mires.”

			Her professor chuckled and shook her head. She was a pretty woman who tended to wear hippie clothing with long skirts. Liz found that hard to reconcile with the high-end reporter Professor Mires had been in her younger years. “Please take a seat. How have you been?”

			Well, that was a loaded question if Liz had ever heard one. How was she doing exactly? Angry that she was in the paper again. Disappointed about getting kicked off the newspaper. Elated that she was back with Brady. Happy that graduation was looming closer so she could escape it all. But of course she didn’t say any of those things.

			“Fine,” she answered.

			“Of course you are. Now, I wanted to talk to you about your final term paper for the internship through your Morehead scholarship,” Professor Mires said, jumping right in. “I’m going to need a rough draft before spring break so that we can get it cleaned up and out to the graduation department in time. How does that sound?”

			Spring break. Well, that was coming up fast.

			“Sounds fine.”

			“Perfect. Now let’s discuss what you were doing . . .”

			Professor Mires trailed off as Liz’s phone blasted to life. She quickly apologized and silenced the ringer. She would deal with that after her meeting with Professor Mires.

			After a thirty-minute conversation about her work for her internship and the avenues they had been working toward regarding her final paper, Liz was free to go.

    When she stepped into the hall, she fished her phone back out of her purse and pulled up the missed call. The caller ID read NANCY—NEW YORK TIMES. She dialed the number and waited.
 
			“Hello?”

			“Hello, Nancy. How are you?”

			“Hi, Liz. It’s been an interesting afternoon to say the least. How have you been?” she asked.

			“Just fine, ma’am. I’ve been keeping up with my classes and working on my internship term paper. I’m looking forward to seeing you and getting back to work at the New York Times over spring break.”

			Nancy cleared her throat. “That’s actually what I want to speak with you about.”

			“About travel arrangements? I believe the university was going to have me leave on Monday,” Liz told her.

			“Unfortunately, Liz, the New York Times is going to have to terminate any further work with you,” Nancy said.

			Liz’s breath caught in her throat.

			“I’m sorry, ma’am,” she managed to get out. “I don’t . . . understand.”

			“After your relationship with Congressman Maxwell surfaced, we were willing to look the other way. In fact, I fought for you to stay on over the summer, because I believed things would blow over,” Nancy said, and then sighed. “But everything didn’t blow over. With your appearance in the Post today, I couldn’t seem to justify keeping you on to my superiors. We can’t have one of our own reporters continuing to surface in the news.”

			“So . . . so you’re firing me?” she gasped.

			“Officially, since no paperwork has been signed and we only had a verbal agreement, we’re withdrawing our job offer,” Nancy explained.

			Same fucking thing.

			“I see,” she muttered.

			“I do apologize for this, Liz. I was very excited to work with you all year and then again this summer, but my hands are tied.” Her apology seemed sincere. She didn’t sound cold, just resolute. At least Nancy was the one delivering the news and not some person Liz had never met.

			“I understand,” Liz said. “Is there anything I can do to change your mind . . . or your superior’s mind?”

			“I’m sorry. I think this is a final decision,” Nancy said. “Good luck with all that you pursue. I know you’ll find something else. You won’t waste your talents.”

			What did she say to that? She mumbled something numbly and then got off the phone. She couldn’t keep talking to Nancy about the job that she would never have again. Her dream job. Gone. Poof!

			In a matter of weeks, everything that she had worked toward had completely fallen apart. No job. No internship. No paper. No prospects. How had she gone from complete and total success and control of her career path to this mess? And what was she going to do now? She had no path. The last four years had been wasted. If the New York Times wasn’t going to hire her after they had already put the offer on the table, who would be willing to work with her?

			She wanted to just go home and figure out how to fix everything. She wasn’t crying as she had this morning only because she was in shock.

			Professor Mires walked out of her office at that moment and paused with her hand on the door. “Oh, Liz, I thought you would already be gone.”

			“Sorry. I had a phone call,” she said hollowly.

			“Is everything all right?”

			“Fine.”

			Professor Mires narrowed her eyes and pushed her door back open. “Take a seat, Liz. What is this all about?” She didn’t sound unkind, just concerned.

			Liz knew that she should have held it in, but she just couldn’t do it; it all spilled out. She had to have a release somehow from all the pressure of carrying all of her troubles around. After she finished, Liz slumped back into her chair, exhausted.

			“This is all . . . unfortunate,” Professor Mires said, choosing her words carefully. “I’d heard about your relationship with the Congressman, but I didn’t realize it had resulted in all of this.”

			“Well, no one else does either.”

			Professor Mires leaned forward on her desk, crossed her arms one over the other, and stared at Liz meaningfully over her glasses. “You are a very intelligent, charming, hardworking young woman. One of the very best that I have had the pleasure of working with. I cannot fathom that something like this would hold you back from achieving everything you set out to do. To be honest, I think it is an opportunity to see what more you can accomplish.”

			“What do you mean?” Liz asked cautiously.

			“You want to be a reporter for a large newspaper. Well, one chance is gone. What are you going to do now? Every door that closes leaves another one open,” Professor Mires said. “I’m not going to fail you just because you can’t go to New York over spring break, or keep you from graduating with a degree in journalism just because you don’t have a reporting job lined up. There is more to life than your job and your career. You never know. You might stumble into something else you like.”

			Liz knew this all sounded logical, but her heart was too heavy to put much stock into it.

			“You took the GRE, correct?” Professor Mires asked.

			“Yes,” she said, nodding. She had taken the grad-school exam last semester at Professor Mires’s request. She’d had no intention of attending graduate school at this point in her life, but the scores were valid for several years down the road and it might not be a bad thing to keep in the back of her mind.

			“If you’re interested, perhaps I could make a few calls and see if I could get you some late acceptances for graduate school programs. Would you be interested in using that as your plan B?”

			Liz’s mood brightened marginally. A plan. Oh, God, she hadn’t realized until Professor Mires had said that how much she put into having a plan. Without one she had felt empty.

			“Yes,” Liz said, making a split-second decision. “If you don’t mind making the calls, I would love the opportunity to apply to graduate school.”

			“Then it’s settled,” Professor Mires said.

			Liz stood to go and then stopped and turned back toward her mentor. “Ma’am?”

			“Yes, Liz?”

			“Why do you do all of this for me? The colloquium, the internship, the New York Times, and now graduate school. I appreciate it, but I just don’t get why you would help me so much.”

			Professor Mires pulled off her glasses. “Because you do it all for yourself. You go out of your way to be better and you do it exceptionally well. I’d like to clone you just for your work ethic. In truth, you go above and beyond and it makes me want to go above and beyond for you. Because someone like you, Liz, deserves more than taking a necessary temporary leave of absence and a job offer withdrawal.”

			Liz stared at her professor, slightly stunned. It was such a relief to hear someone truly believe in her and not judge her for her actions. It made the world feel like a better place, lighter, freer, worthwhile.

			Before she made it out the door, she smiled back at her professor. “Thank you . . . Lynda.”

			A ghost of a smile crept onto her professor’s face.

			


		
			Chapter 10

    LIKE A DREAM
 
			Liz, Victoria, and Daniel flew to D.C. that Friday afternoon. They had received confirmation from Brady’s secretary that someone would pick them up from Security and were told to just look for a sign.

			She was glad that Victoria and Daniel had gotten approval to visit the Johns Hopkins campus so they could come with her. Victoria calmed Liz’s jitters by cracking jokes the whole flight.

			This was the first time she was going to be with Brady since he had agreed that they were going to be together. Sure, they’d had the few days after that, but he’d had a couple weeks to change his mind. Not that she thought he had. He would have been better off denying the allegations and letting their history fade into the wind than acknowledging her. It was just this nagging feeling. Maybe it was a result of Heather’s condescension. Maybe it was more innate.

			Either way it left her on edge. It didn’t help that Brady wasn’t picking them up. She had known from day one the demands of his career, but she still didn’t want to take a backseat to it.

			Their plane circled high above the Washington, D.C., metropolis. Lights shone bright from the city in the evening darkness. Brady was down there somewhere. She bounced lightly in her seat as they made their descent. She had been anticipating this trip all week, and she couldn’t get out of her seat quickly enough once they landed at Reagan National Airport.

			“Would you chill out?” Victoria complained. “We’re not getting off of this thing any faster, and Brady isn’t even waiting.”

			“Ouch, Vickie,” Liz said. “No need to rub salt in the wound.”

			“Okay, Lizzie,” Victoria jeered.

			Liz stilled at that. She didn’t like that Victoria used Hayden’s nickname. She really should be more careful about calling her Vickie, but habits were hard to break.

			She needed to get Hayden out of her head before she landed.

			“Enough,” Daniel said, wrapping an arm around Victoria’s waist. “No catfights on the plane, Vickie.”

			“You always side with Liz. Why do I keep you around?”

			He raised his eyebrows and smirked.

			“I can get that anywhere,” she snapped, but a smile played on her features.

			“That’s not what I remember you saying.”

			“Okay,” Liz said, shaking her head. “My turn to say enough. I don’t want you two to start a play-by-play on the airplane.”

			Victoria leaned into Daniel and giggled. Liz was sure they were whispering about what they were going to do to each other later, but she didn’t care as long as she couldn’t hear it.

			Liz slung her bag over her head, hung her messenger bag on her shoulder, and exited the airplane. She waited impatiently for Victoria and Daniel to follow her through the airport, past Security, and out toward baggage claim.

			She scanned the signs in front of her for the driver that was promised to collect them. No luck. She kept walking, hoping to catch a glimpse, but to no avail.

			When her eyes reached the end of the line, she gasped and dropped her bags. Brady. He was here. He had come to pick her up. A million emotions hit her all at once. Her heart ached as it pounded fiercely in her chest. She had missed him so much. The weeks had stretched interminably long.

			She caught his eyes and her stomach flopped.

			Without a thought for Victoria, Daniel, or her discarded bags, she dashed across the airport. She felt as if she were in a movie as she rushed toward the man she loved. When she reached him, she threw herself into his arms. Her body thudded against his chest and she pressed her face into his shoulder. His arms pulled her flush against him and he hoisted her up so that her feet tucked up behind her. He smelled unbelievably masculine and delicious. The strength in the embrace grounded her, and everything felt right in the world.

			“Hey baby,” Brady whispered in her ear.

			“You said you were sending a car.”

			“I have a car,” he told her with a kiss on her temple.

			He placed her lightly back on her feet. She could do nothing but stare up at him with a dopey grin.

			“I got out early to come see your beautiful face,” he said. She reached on her tiptoes and kissed him softly on the mouth once. She heard a flash behind her and turned just in time to see a few people stashing their phones and cameras.

			“Should I not have done this?” she asked, concerned.

			“No, Liz. I like you exactly how you are.”

			“What are people going to say?”

			“Whatever they want,” he said, taking her hand. “Try not to worry about it. You’re with me now.”

			Somehow that did make so much of it better. Brady wouldn’t have let her throw herself at him if he had been concerned about consequences. He wasn’t one to forget himself in these kinds of situations.

			“Oh, I dropped my stuff,” Liz said, turning to see Victoria and Daniel walking toward them with her bags.

			“I didn’t think you’d want to lose this,” Victoria said. She was shaking her head, but had a crooked smile on her face.

			Liz reached out and took her bags. “Thanks. Sorry.”

			“No, you’re not,” Victoria said. “So you must be Brady.” She eyed him up and down and then nudged Liz. “I see why you would say he’s good in bed. He’s really . . . tall.”

			Liz covered her face with her hand and shook her head. “Wow. Worst introduction ever.” Brady was laughing softly. Liz had told him all about Victoria, but she didn’t think she could ever adequately prepare someone for her best friend. “Brady, this is my insane roommate, Victoria, and her boyfriend, Daniel.”

			“Nice to meet you,” Brady said, extending his hand and shaking with each of them.

			“Daniel, huh?” Daniel asked. “I’ve upgraded from Duke Fan for the visit?”

			“She didn’t want to give you a reminder about how bad we beat you in basketball last week,” Brady answered. “It was really a way of saving you some embarrassment.”

			“Geez, Liz, you’ve trained him already?” Daniel asked.

			Liz couldn’t hide her amusement. “Didn’t have to. Brady played basketball at UNC.”

			“Another one,” Daniel grumbled. “It’s going to be a long weekend.”

			They all walked toward the baggage claim. Brady laced Liz’s fingers together with his as they walked, and she realized he had that same dopey grin on his face she’d felt on her own earlier.

			She couldn’t believe how easily she had doubted on the plane. Now here she was in D.C., introducing Brady to her friends, holding his hand in public. She wouldn’t truly believe it if they hadn’t gone through hell and back to get to this point.

			After collecting their luggage, they walked out of the airport and into the covered garage. The guys loaded the suitcases into the back of a shiny black Range Rover while Liz and Victoria got comfortable in the plush leather interior.

			“This is top-of-the-line,” Victoria whispered when she shut her door.

			“Yeah,” Liz said with a shrug.

			“No. I mean, my dad was looking at these things and this has all the gadgets he wanted. I bet this is over a hundred thousand easily,” Victoria said appreciatively.

			Liz shrugged again. Money didn’t matter. She had never really thought about it with Brady. She knew he had a house in Raleigh, a lake house, a Lexus, and that he had flown her to Hilton Head and put her up at a resort on a whim. She knew his parents had a mansion and a house in Hilton Head, Savannah drove a BMW, and Clay drove a Porsche. Yeah, she knew they were all wealthy, but she had never cared. She still didn’t.

			It was just Brady.

			“All ready?” Brady asked once he sat in the driver’s seat. He revved the engine and soon they were leaving the airport behind.

			This trip to D.C. was already a sharp contrast to when she had come up here to visit Hayden. She had always enjoyed D.C. with him. It had been the first time he had admitted his feelings, the first time they had kissed, the weekend that had triggered Liz wanting more from Brady. Then there had been New Year’s with Hayden, hanging with his sister, Jamie, and her husband, James, going to Jamie’s art galleries.

			So many memories washed over her at once. She hated thinking about them right now.

			She glanced out the window as she collected herself. It was so easy to remember everything that had happened with Hayden. It hadn’t been that long ago that they had been together and happy, and then everything had spiraled out of control. She had no interest in going back to that, but it was so fresh, like an open wound. She knew Hayden had been in the wrong by putting her relationship with Brady in the paper, and she didn’t want to feel guilt about cheating and jumping right to Brady, but it crept over her with all the old memories.

			“Liz?” Brady asked.

			“Hmm?” she muttered, realizing she had been out of the conversation.

			“We were just seeing if Italian was all right with you?”

			Italian. Another Hayden memory hit her of going out to eat after that very first press conference. God, she didn’t need this right now while she was with Brady. That was where her heart was . . . where it had always been.

			Time to make new memories.

			“Sounds good to me.”
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			Brady dropped Victoria and Daniel off at a hotel on the Johns Hopkins campus that the university had reserved for them for the weekend visit. They would be coming with Liz and Brady to the banquet tomorrow night, but for now, she and Brady had the night free and to themselves. And they both desperately needed some privacy.

			The trip back into the city took longer than expected due to traffic, and by the time they reached Brady’s building the air was thick with sexual tension. He parked in his designated space in an underground garage and they took the elevator up to the top floor. The doors had barely closed before Brady had her pressed back into the wall and his mouth was on hers hot and heavy.

			Three weeks had been too damn long without him. Now that she had him back she never wanted to go this long again. He brought her down to earth and reminded her with just one glance exactly why she was going through all of this . . . why it was all worth it. Because Brady was worth everything.

			What had happened to her career—or lack thereof at this point—might have been the exact opposite of everything she had wanted, but after spending the week talking with Professor Mires, she felt a little better about losing her position at the New York Times. Now with Brady’s lips on her, she was letting that get pushed further and further out of her mind.

			His hands slid down her sides to grasp her hips and she squirmed suggestively against him. “God, I’ve missed you,” he groaned against her lips. “Do you know how long I’ve been dreaming about these hips straddling me again?”

			“How long, Mr. Congressman?” she teased.

			“Years, baby.”

			“Is that all you’ve been dreaming about me doing?”

			“You think my mind is that clean?” he growled, pulling her bottom lip into his mouth and sucking it in. She moaned and her eyes fluttered closed. “I’ve been dreaming about the noises you make when you come, the soft pants as I get you closer, the way your body flushes, the feel of your heated skin against mine.”

			The elevator dinged open and Liz was left panting just as he had said, as he stepped backward. “I’m thinking after that show, we should just stay in the elevator,” Liz suggested.

			A smirk appeared on his face and he stepped back inside the elevator. He slid a card into the slot at the top and pressed a button. The doors closed, but the elevator didn’t move. Locked.

			Liz’s heart rate picked up, and she could feel her core pulse at the thought of what was going through his head right now. He just stared at her for a second, his eyes traveling from the top of her head down to her chest, over the curves of the navy dress, to her legs and then back to her face.

			He crossed his arms and that damn smirk stayed in place. “Take off your panties.”

			“What?” she asked, even though she knew exactly what he was asking.

			“Do it. Now.”

			Liz swallowed. Adrenaline kicked into high gear and she felt her whole body respond to being told what to do in a public place where they could so easily get caught. Without thinking more about it, Liz reached up and grasped the edge of the black lacy cheeksters she had worn specifically for him to see; then she dragged them down her legs. He watched with idle curiosity until she held them in her hand.

			Brady stuffed them into his pocket, and then walked her until her back was pressed into the wall. His hand dipped beneath her dress until he found her most sensitive area hot, wet, and ready for him at the slightest of touches. He jerked her leg up around his hip and then started swirling his fingers through her wetness and then circling her clit until she was jerking in his grip.

			“Brady,” she groaned. “We . . . could get . . . caught.”

			“Just suggesting that makes your pussy clench,” he whispered huskily into her ear. “I think you like it.”

			She really couldn’t deny that, because the way he was working her with his fingers had her trembling and already close to coming. And he didn’t let up, he kept his thumbs working circles around her clit all the while delving two fingers in and out of her until she dropped her head back and felt the first wave of her orgasm so close.

			“Oh, God,” she murmured.

			“Come for me, baby. You’re right there. I want to see you come,” he encouraged.

			How did he do that? Her whole body tightened at his command, because his fingers had stroked her into submission. And she could do nothing but release at his insistence.

			“Most beautiful thing in the world,” he whispered, kissing her on the lips as she tried to get her breathing under control.

			Brady released her and then pressed another button on the elevator. Liz straightened her dress and ran her hands back through her hair. The sex had always been off the charts with Brady, but she thought it was incredible that every orgasm was better than the last with him. He took her to new levels with his fingers. She couldn’t imagine where the night would lead them.

			The doors dinged open again and she saw a couple walking to the elevator. “Hold the doors, please!” the woman called.

			Brady held the door for them and then led Liz down the hallway, on shaky legs. They shared a secret smile, knowing how close they had come to getting caught. Just what he needed to get in the papers for his upcoming election: “Congressman Maxwell Performs Sexual Acts in Public Elevator. Can This Man Help Run the Country?” Seriously, she needed to stop thinking about life in terms of newspaper headlines.

			Brady stopped at the last door in the hall. There weren’t very many, which led her to believe that the apartments were huge. He swung the door open and she entered a modern chic bachelor pad.

			“Penthouse,” she whispered, taking in the expansive apartment. She guessed that the square footage on the place was more than on the two-bedroom house she rented with Victoria in Chapel Hill. It was huge, but surprisingly empty. It was clear he didn’t spend much time here, but the decorations had been carefully crafted to entertain company.

			“Yeah. I didn’t want a house. Nothing up here compares to the real estate back in North Carolina.”

			“So you went as far opposite as you could get?” Liz asked.

			His house in Chapel Hill was rather traditional, set in soft browns and blues with hardwood floors and dark wooden furniture. His penthouse in D.C. was set in a black, gray, and red palette with an L-shaped sofa and round chairs. The back wall was made entirely of glass overlooking the city, and was probably the best part of the house. The view was gorgeous.

			“I don’t spend a great deal of time here. Most of it I spend sleeping or on the phone with you,” he said. He slipped out of his suit jacket and smiled at her expectantly.

			Brady lived here. He slept here. He spent his time talking on the phone with her while he was here. She was part of his life, and he wanted her to be. It was just incredible and it made her light up to have it all come to her so suddenly.

			“What’s the smile for?” he asked.

			“I’m in D.C. with you.”

			“You have been for a couple hours now.”

			Her smile brightened. “Sometimes it’s hard to grasp that this is really real.”

			“Well, if it’s a dream,” he said, dipping his face down and kissing her, “don’t wake me up.”

			


		
			Chapter 11

    A BRIGHT FUTURE
 
			An article appeared in the papers the next day with a picture of Liz and Brady kissing at the airport. Another featured him picking her up and holding her against him. Liz flipped through the article on Brady’s iPad as she lounged in his bed.

			She wasn’t surprised to see her face there anymore. They had both anticipated that happening. Brady had let Heather know about the airport ahead of time, but she still wasn’t pleased. Liz was certain that she could never do anything right in Heather’s eyes. And at the moment, lying in bed next to her boyfriend in his penthouse . . . she really didn’t give a fuck.

			“I like that they’re still toting that quote from Heather,” Liz said absentmindedly to Brady.

			He’d had Heather make a statement about Erin’s accusations regarding their relationship. They had thought it would be better not to go on the defensive and just make it clear that nothing had happened. The statement read, “Congressman Maxwell never had illicit relations with Ms. Dougherty while dating Ms. Edwards. The details of their split were not made public to protect Ms. Edwards’s privacy and for no other reason.”

			The papers had circulated it over and over again. It was still showing up a couple days later. People wanted to know more, but so far the campaign hadn’t agreed to say anything else. Liz certainly wasn’t going to spill.

			Besides two kisses, she and Brady really hadn’t done anything. They’d just agreed not to bring those kisses up. Since they hadn’t gone anywhere it more or less was irrelevant. They wanted to keep it that way.

			“Mmm,” Brady said, tapping away on the MacBook in his lap. “Heather’s good at her job.”

			“So are you.”

			Without taking his eyes off the screen, he moved his left hand over to her thigh and started working his way up her leg. “I have a job for you.”

			“Why do I have a feeling this is going to be sexual?” Liz asked.

			“Would you deny me if it was?” Liz waited before answering. Brady turned to look at her with a raised eyebrow. “Well?”

			“No,” she conceded. She would give him whatever he wanted.

			“I didn’t think so.” He placed his computer on the nightstand, grabbed her by the thighs, and slid her flat on the bed. Liz handed off the iPad and then wrapped her arms around Brady’s neck. He kissed her deeply on the lips and she sighed into him. This was bliss.

			“It’s so good to have you here,” he told her.

			“I think I could get used to this.”

			They stayed like that for a while, lost in each other’s kisses. She pressed her body firmly against his and let her hand trail down his six-pack. Every muscle was defined. Every inch smooth and beautiful. She reached the V that dipped down into navy blue boxers. He sucked in a breath as she fluttered her fingers against the skin.

			“If you keep this up, we’re not going to get anything done today.”

			“Who said I wanted to get anything done?” she asked, lowering her lashes and giving him a devious smirk.

			“And I thought I was the demanding one.” He kissed his way down her jaw. “Though I did have some surprises set up for you. If you want to lie in bed all day, far be it from me to deny you your wish.”

			His mouth had reached her collarbone and she felt his tongue flick out and caress her skin. She shivered.

			Her brain didn’t really comprehend what he was saying. Surprises. Something about surprises. Or lying in bed all day. Mmm . . . sex. His mouth hit her shoulder and his hand reached under her shirt to fondle her breast. She arched into his hand and forgot everything else he was saying.

			He pinched her nipple hard enough for her to gasp. Expertly, he pulled her shirt over her head and brought the hardened nipple into his mouth. Her body came to life under his touch even after the marathon they’d had last night. Her lower half was sore from the exertion, but she didn’t seem to care as he turned her on all over again. She didn’t think she could ever get tired of this man.

			He released her only to remove a pair of pink boy shorts she had slipped on last night. His boxers landed in the pile with her clothes on the floor and then he was hovering over her body, positioning himself between her legs. She lifted her hips to meet him and brought her legs to either side of his hips.

			She urged him forward and then he filled her, sliding all the way into her with ease. “God, you’re perfect,” she groaned.

			“Far from it, baby,” he whispered, pushing her hair back from her face.

			“Perfect for me.”

			And then they were moving together. In and out. Pushing forward. Taking their time and indulging in the feel of being perfectly in tune with another person. Nothing was rushed; every touch, every movement had meaning and purpose. They were pushing each other to new highs, gasping for breath and arching to get closer and closer to that complete oneness. It was like their two bodies had been made for each other, molded out of the same substance, born to lock together and go through this dance called life.

			Liz’s fingers dug into Brady’s back leaving raw red marks as her nails scratched the surface. His hand wrapped around her middle and pulled her to a sitting position. Their lips locked all over again as he started bouncing her up and down on top of him. She felt him hit new depths, and she had to hold back her screams as he filled her over and over again.

			The heat built between them. Sweat beaded their bodies. Brady grasped her hips and forced her down harder and harder. She felt the orgasm tear through her body all at once as he hit her in the exact right spot. She couldn’t hold back and released the cries, yelling out his name to the city beyond the glass windows. Brady followed soon after and they both were left gasping for air, riding out the endorphin high.

			They lay together in bed for a long time after that, snuggling in the tangled sheets, and listening to the sound of each other’s heartbeat and the gentle hum of their breaths mingling.

			Once they finally got out of bed, they took a long, hot shower and changed into fresh clothes. Liz was considering dragging him back to bed when he scooted her out of his place.

			Frankly, she loved that they could go out together—even if there were reporters who wanted to photograph them together. She would put up with any of this to be with Brady.

			He grasped her hand firmly in his as he backed his Range Rover out of the parking garage and started driving through the city.

			“So, where are we headed?” Liz asked.

			“Our new home,” he answered immediately.

			Liz choked and then started coughing and then laughing, trying to cover it up. She didn’t think she did a good job, but what had he expected with that kind of statement. Their new home? Um . . . what the fuck was she supposed to say to that?

			She still had to graduate. They had only been together a couple weeks. He was kind of getting ahead of himself.

			Brady started laughing. “You should see your face.”

			Liz reached out and smacked him on the arm. “You’re such a jerk!”

			“I’ve been called worse,” he said with a shrug. “By you, actually. What did you call me when we first met? Power hungry with my only interests in money?”

			“And didn’t you prove me wrong?” she murmured, squeezing his hand.

			“Only with the best intentions. I believe I told you that you just needed to get to know me.”

			“I think I got to know every inch of you that night,” Liz said, remembering the hotel after the Jefferson-Jackson gala they had attended.

			“You abandoned your cheesecake for me. It’s how I knew you were really into me.”

			“Maybe,” she teased.

			“Am I not convincing?” He brought her hand to his lips and gently kissed her hand, her palm, and then the inside of her wrist. She shivered.

			“Yes, you’re pretty damn convincing.”

			And it was completely true. As a politician, if he wasn’t convincing, then Liz wasn’t sure how he had gotten his job. And he had convinced her in more than just having sex with him—in falling for him, in loving him, in believing in him, in trusting him, in giving him her heart again.

			Brady smirked and laced their fingers back together. He took a couple more turns and then pulled into a parking spot. “Here we are.”

			“Where is here?” she asked as she stepped out of the Range Rover and glanced around. Then her mouth dropped. “The White House?”

			“I did say our new home.”

			Liz couldn’t help it; she burst out laughing. “The White House is our new home? Still getting ahead of yourself, aren’t you, Congressman Maxwell?”

			“I like to plan ahead,” he said as they started walking toward the White House. “It’s all worked out so far.”

			“So it has,” she said with a bright smile.

			The only way to get access to a tour of the White House was through a member of Congress . . . and she sure had access to her Congressman’s member.

			She giggled to herself at the thought.

			After showing identification at the gate, they were ushered through and Brady immediately started talking, giving her a full rundown of everything he knew about the building. It was like having her own personal tour guide. Apparently he had been in the White House dozens of times before he had ever been elected to Congress, since his father was a Senator and had been serving for nearly thirty years.

			They entered the East Wing as the last of the regular tourists were being escorted out. Tours ended at one thirty in the afternoon, but since she was with Brady they were able to continue walking around. They passed through room after room. Blue Room, Green Room, Red Room, East Room, State Dining Room. Brady seemed to have more than his fair share of knowledge regarding the various rooms, and he was kind enough to indulge her in taking a picture with the portrait of George Washington.

			Just when she thought it was over, he grabbed her hand and walked her toward the West Wing. Her heart fluttered. She knew it was silly to get this worked up, but she knew what was behind those doors. The President of the United States, the central point of the government, and, most important to her—the White House press offices.

			Brady laughed when her eyes bugged out and he directed her down the hall. He opened the door to the press office. “Have a field day,” he joked.

			Liz walked in, mesmerized by the bustle. It was a weekend, so it was quieter than it would be on a weekday, but it was still abuzz with people working on articles, making phone calls, and speaking animatedly on the phone. She didn’t dare interfere with anything that was happening, but just stared around her. This was her dream, the epicenter of all political journalism, and she was standing on holy ground.

			“Thank you,” she whispered to Brady when they exited a few minutes later. “That was . . . a dream.”

			“Good. I won’t wake you up either.” She smiled up at him, starry-eyed. “I have one more thing if you’re interested.”

			Liz nodded. Brady walked farther down the West Colonnade, pointing out the famous Rose Garden that the Oval Office opened out to. Brady took her arm and directed her into the next room, and she stopped dead in her tracks.

			“Are you serious?” she whispered.

			She was standing in the Press Briefing Room, which was filled with only about fifty blue cushioned chairs facing a small podium in which the president gave speeches and addressed the press. If the press offices were holy ground, this was heaven for a reporter.

			She ran her hands gingerly along the back of the first chair and imagined herself sitting there addressing the president. She wondered what they would be discussing, what topic he would bring forth to the public. She wondered if she would be addressed, what she would say, if her question would be answered, as it had been by Brady at her first press conference as a reporter.

			And then she remembered: no paper and no job. She wasn’t a reporter, not right now.

			She whipped her hand back like she had been burned. She didn’t belong here.

			Her eyes shot over to where Brady was standing by, watching her with an adoring look on his face. He had done this for her. He had known what this would mean to her, and had wanted to make her happy.

			It was with a heavy heart that she realized this pressroom might never be her future, because she was staring at what would be.

			


		
			Chapter 12

    MEANING
 
			With a few hours left before the banquet, Brady and Liz had a small lunch and then drove back to his place to get ready for the event.

			“So, I might have gone a little overboard knowing you were coming to visit,” Brady said.

			“Oh dear,” she murmured. She didn’t think overboard for Brady was like overboard for normal people. “How overboard?”

			“I left you something on your pillow,” he said with a smile.

			He nodded his head toward the bedroom and she couldn’t help herself; she rushed toward it. On the bed she found a small note. Her stomach did a somersault. Brady used to leave her messages like this. The first one she had ever found was at his lake house, which had instructed her on where to find the bathing suits in his closet.

			Your present is in the closet.

			Harder to remove than a bathing suit, but I’ll try not to destroy it.

			
			No promises.

			—B

			Liz shook her head and then walked into Brady’s massive walk-in closet. A black floor-length garment bag hung facing the door with Versace written in big gold letters. Her eyes widened. Versace? He considered Versace a little overboard? She walked forward and unzipped the bag to reveal a red silk strapless gown. She checked the back and confirmed it was her size.

			She might hyperventilate. It was so beautiful. She ran her fingers along the soft material and wondered how it would look hugging her body. As she moved to pull it off the hanger to inspect it further her foot nudged a box on the floor. She glanced down and saw the word Jimmy Choo written on the top. Who left a Jimmy Choo box on the floor? Blasphemy.

			She opened the box to reveal black-and-silver peep-toe high heels with a delicate strap that buckled around her ankle. She tried to guess how much all of it cost. This was outright extravagant. Everything she had brought with her paled in comparison. Everything she owned paled in comparison.

			With one more forlorn look at the expensive items, she walked back out to Brady.

			His face fell. “You don’t like it? Or it doesn’t fit?”

			“No, no, I love it. I haven’t tried it on . . . any of it. I just . . . too much all at once,” she admitted.

			“Oh, is that all?” he asked good-naturedly. “No worries. It’s on loan for tonight unless you like it and then, well . . . it’s yours.”

			“On loan.” She tried the word out for size. “Like what they do with celebrities.”

			He looked at her as if she was the most adorable thing he had ever seen. “I am kind of a celebrity, baby.”

			“Right. I forget. You’re just . . . Brady to me.”

			He crossed the room and dropped a kiss on her mouth. “And that is why you’re perfect for me.”

			Liz was relieved that the gown and shoes weren’t here to stay, even though secretly she wouldn’t mind having them in her closet. She and Brady had just started dating again. She wasn’t sure she would have been able to accept such an expensive gift.

			Liz returned to his room to start doing her hair and makeup. She pulled all her long blond hair into an elaborate low side bun with tendrils falling loosely, framing her face. When she finished, she delicately pulled on the soft gown. It fit her like a glove to the middle of her thighs and then bustled out in a mermaid design with a short train. The shoes added the extra inches she needed to keep the hem from dragging on the ground. She felt like a princess in a fairy tale, which was all too fitting when she walked out and saw Brady in a crisp black tuxedo with a black bow tie.

			“Stunning,” he murmured reverently.

			She blushed and walked gingerly toward him. “Thank you. You look incredibly handsome.”

			“You look like I want to take you back into my bedroom and find out how fast I can remove a five-thousand-dollar dress.”

			Liz’s mouth dropped. “Five thousand dollars? This is what five thousand dollars feels like?”

			“And you look incredible in it. Almost perfect.”

			“Almost?” She arched an eyebrow.

			“I think you just need one more thing,” he said, pulling out a powder-blue box from his pocket.

			“You weren’t kidding about surprises this morning,” she whispered.

			He handed her the box and she took it in trembling hands. Tiffany’s. What the hell was her life? She opened the box and found a pair of pear-shaped drop diamond earrings, each about a carat, set in platinum. They were simple, elegant, and positively exquisite.

			“On loan?” she breathed.

			His hand found her chin and brought her face up to meet his. “For you.”

			Wow. Brady had really outdone himself. But she felt rude rejecting the earrings after he had gone to all the trouble of picking them out for her, and they were beautiful. “Thank you,” she finally said.

			She removed the pearls she had been wearing and placed the diamonds into her ears. She took a look at them in the mirror and smiled. They did look amazing, and complemented the dress to perfection.

			He kissed her on the mouth softly when he caught hold of her. “You’re going to make it difficult to keep my hands to myself.”

			“I sure hope so,” she murmured.

			And then she kissed him. If they hadn’t had somewhere to go, she wasn’t sure he would have let her leave the apartment again.

			They exited the building through the front lobby again and she noticed a shiny black stretch limo parked in front of the building. “Seriously?” she murmured.

			“It’s the only way to travel,” Brady insisted.

			The driver opened the door and Brady got in first, since Liz couldn’t possibly slide over in that dress. They drove across town to pick up Victoria and Daniel, who were waiting for them outside their hotel.

			Victoria screamed when she saw Liz’s dress. “I feel underdressed,” Victoria said. She was wearing a floor-length halter number that looked great on her curves, but it might have been the first time Victoria was right: she couldn’t keep up with Versace.

			“You look beautiful,” Liz reassured her.

			“Oh I know, but you look . . .” Victoria pondered the right word and then smiled. “You look like the fucking First Lady.”

			Liz blushed. “Can the First Lady wear strapless dresses?”

			“You could. Right, Brady?” Victoria asked.

			He smiled, that same adoring look in his eyes. “You can wear whatever you want.”

			They all piled into the limo and then drove back into the center of the city. The driver dropped them off in front of a convention center, where they were quickly escorted toward a banquet hall. Brady placed his hand on Liz’s shoulder and pulled her aside.

			“Mind if I talk to you before we go inside?” he asked.

			“Oh, sure,” Liz said hesitantly.

			“Y’all can just head in and get drinks. We’ll only be a minute,” Brady told Victoria and Daniel.

			“See you inside,” Victoria said with a smile. Liz heard her say something about finding the bar.

			“What’s up?” she asked nervously.

			“More surprises. I hope you’re okay with this one.” She arched her eyebrow and waited for him to elaborate. “Well, I don’t mean to spring this on you, but my parents will be here tonight.”

			Liz swallowed nervously. “Your parents?”

			“Yeah. Nothing formal. I just thought it would be nice to reintroduce y’all before we enter the banquet.”

			“Oh. Well, okay,” she said, as if she had a choice.

			“Don’t worry.” He kissed her forehead. “They’re going to love you.”

			Liz nodded nervously and tried to straighten out her wrinkle-free dress. If they were going to pick a night to play meet the parents, at least she knew she looked fabulous.

			Brady led her around a corner and into a smaller, nearly empty parlor. Her palms sweated, and she took a deep breath to try to calm herself. Brady squeezed her hand for reassurance and she plastered on a smile.

			“Ah, there you are, sweetie,” Brady’s mother said, walking up and giving him a kiss on his cheek. “Your father was just wondering when you’d be in. Liz.” She gave Liz a warm hug. “So nice to see you again.”

			“You too, Mrs. Maxwell,” Liz said with a cheery smile.

			“Oh, honey, please call me Marilyn.”

			“Of course.”

			“And I’m Jeff,” Brady’s father said, coming forward and extending his hand. Ever the politician. She shook his hand and felt herself relaxing. “We met at the restaurant in Chapel Hill, correct?”

			“Yes, sir,” she responded.

			“I love that place,” he said cordially. “We should all go back when we’re home again.”

			“I think so too,” Brady said, wrapping his arm loosely around Liz’s waist.

			“Then it’s settled,” Marilyn said. “We’ll get together later this spring.”

			“Liz is graduating from UNC this May, so maybe around then,” Brady suggested casually.

			“Oh, that sounds lovely. I spent so many years there teaching chemistry. My first love,” Marilyn said.

			“Second,” Jeff corrected, kissing his wife softly on the forehead.

			“Well, of course, but I think I loved chemistry first.” She shrugged unapologetically.

			Liz just stared at them in awe. They were totally adorable and in love. She hoped that she would be like them one day.

			“Let’s not keep everyone waiting,” Jeff said, ushering them to a side door.

			They walked into the banquet hall and found it full of people dressed to the nines in formal wear. Tables were set up around the room for dinner, which was about to be served, and a dance floor took up a large portion of the front of the room.

			“What’s this for, anyway?” Liz asked.

			Brady shrugged. “Just a state dinner. We have them all the time.”

			“Is the president going to show up?”

			“Probably not. Usually the money goes to a charity. I believe this one is for children’s literacy.”

			“A cause we can all get behind.”

			“Indeed,” he said, motioning for her to follow his parents to a table. Victoria and Daniel were already seated at the designated spot.

			Introductions were made and then everyone sat down for dinner. A couple appeared to fill the last two vacant spots and they seemed to be good friends of Brady’s parents. Brady filled Liz in that the man was one of the senators from Massachusetts.

			Dinner came and went with no problems or pauses in conversation. Brady’s parents were expert conversationalists and kept the company entertained the whole night. At one point, Victoria insisted on switching spots with Liz so that she could speak to Marilyn about Johns Hopkins. She was working in genetics, but Marilyn had worked nearly thirty years in chemistry and knew faculty all over the country. Daniel weighed in at one point and soon the table was full of science speak that made Liz’s eyes glaze over.

			Once dessert was cleared and it was clear that they weren’t going to pull Victoria and Daniel away from Brady’s mother anytime soon, Brady stood and offered her his hand. “Dance?”

			She glared at him. “You know I don’t dance.”

			“I can make anyone look good.”

			“Yes, I know, but that was before anyone knew who I was.”

			Brady pushed his hand forward, telling her very clearly that he wasn’t going to take no for an answer. “Liz, please.”

			Oh, and he asked nicely. She dropped her hand in his and let him help her up. “Only because you begged,” she whispered cattily.

			“I won’t be the only one later tonight,” he growled into her ear as he directed her to the dance floor.

			She bit her lip. “I’ll promise to act like I don’t enjoy it.”

			“Sounds like someone needs a spanking to remember who is in charge.”

			Her cheeks felt warm as she moved into his arms on the dance floor. “You wouldn’t.”

			“Don’t tell me what I would and wouldn’t do.”

			He twirled her around the floor and she focused on keeping up, but his eyes were gleaming with triumph at stumping her. “What if I enjoy it?” she finally asked him.

			He smiled. “Then I’ll spank harder.”

			“You should put your money where your mouth is.”

			“Oh, I will,” he said, shifting her closer. “And my money is all over your body right now.”

			An image of Brady’s mouth touching every inch of her body flew into her mind, and she licked her lips at the thought. Oh, yes, she wouldn’t mind any of this one bit.

			The song ended and Brady, knowing what was good for him, pulled her off of the dance floor. She smiled up at him, lost in their own world. Here she was in a red silk Versace dress, Jimmy Choos, and Tiffany earrings at a charity banquet with her boyfriend, a sitting congressman. She knew this was some kind of fairy tale, but she didn’t mind living it for a night.

			Then she turned around to go find refreshments, and came face-to-face with Erin Edwards.

			“Oh,” Liz whispered. She didn’t know what else to say when confronted with the woman who had singlehandedly lost Liz her job at the New York Times.

			“Hi,” Erin said with an easy, casual smile that Liz immediately recognized as the woman’s version of a campaign mask. She looked pretty with her dark hair in loose waves to her shoulders. She was wearing a soft blue floor-length dress with extensive beading that came up over one shoulder.

			“Hello, Erin. I didn’t know you would be in attendance tonight,” Brady said formally, not taking his hand off of Liz’s waist.

			“I received tickets last minute.”

			Liz glanced around to see if anyone had noticed that they were all talking. The last thing she wanted was for it to end up in the paper that they’d had a confrontation with Erin.

			“How have you been?” Brady asked, as if she hadn’t sold them out to the press. But of course it made sense. They had to look like they played well with others. Over the course of his life Brady had acquired restraint in talking to people in public.

			“Fine. Just fine.” Erin took a step forward, lowering her voice. “How are you? Are you happy?”

			This at least Brady could answer with ease. “Yes. Very.”

			Erin nodded and tried to hide the pain that crossed her face. It was then that Liz realized she had been looking at all of this wrong. Erin wasn’t out to get them. She hadn’t even been after her fifteen minutes of fame. She was a morning anchor, after all. She was on television every day. She was just a hurt woman still very much in love with Brady.

			Liz knew that feeling. She knew what it felt like to be standing in Erin’s shoes. Erin had probably thought that she and Brady would be a power couple, and when it had ended, she hadn’t known what to do. Liz had wallowed for months after she and Brady separated, holding her secret to herself for over a year. Erin had gone straight to the press when she had put everything together, or so she thought. The other woman had done it because she was hurt, thinking that she had loved Brady for nothing even while they had been together.

			Maybe Erin wasn’t the bad guy after all. Staring at her looking so small in the banquet hall made Liz actually feel . . . sorry for her.

			Losing Brady had been terrible. Liz could understand what she was going through.

			“Well . . . well good,” Erin said, forcing a smile back on her face. “I just wanted to check. I know things are . . . tense.”

			That was one word for it.

			“But I just wanted to talk to you . . .” she continued, “to see how you were doing.”

			“We’re doing just fine,” Brady said, emphasizing the we. “I hope you’re doing the same.”

			“Yes, of course,” Erin said, stalling. “I should say that I’m sorry, Liz.”

			Liz fidgeted. She hadn’t expected Erin to even address her. “Oh?”

			“I’m sorry for making things worse than they are. I understand how the press can be.”

			Liz wasn’t sure how sincere her apology was, since she had only just talked to the press this week. Maybe she had made a rash decision like Hayden had. A couple days after selling her out to the newspaper, Hayden had tried to apologize too. She wondered if Hayden had been feeling the same thing that Erin had—that he had made a mistake, he loved her, and wanted to make it all right. It was too little too late for both of them at this point.

			“Thank you,” Liz said. She didn’t forgive the other woman, but she could accept her apology.

			Erin seemed to realize that she couldn’t say anything else to mediate the situation and gave them a half smile before departing.

			“Well, that was fun,” Liz said with a sigh.

			“She was perfectly nice.”

			“She’s still in love with you,” she stated simply.

			He shrugged. “That doesn’t matter.”

			“Do you think she was really sorry?”

			“As sorry as she’ll ever be, I would guess.”

			That would have to be good enough.

			They walked back over to his parents and saw that Daniel was talking quite animatedly with Marilyn. As they approached, Victoria stood and smiled radiantly at them. She threw her arms around Liz and whirled her in place.

			“Thank you for bringing us. Marilyn is brilliant!” Victoria crooned.

			Liz laughed and tried to steady herself. “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself.”

			“You seem tense.”

			“Erin was here.”

			“Brady’s bitch ex?” Victoria said not too subtly.

			Liz glanced around. “Yes. Keep it down.”

			“Oh right. Present company and all that. So, what happened?”

			“She apologized.”

			“God, what is it with you and backstabbing assholes apologizing after they do something wrong? I bet these are the same people who slapped kids on the playground when they were little and then turned themselves in to the teacher,” Victoria said dramatically.

			“That does sound like Hayden,” Liz confessed.

			Victoria giggled. “It really does.”

			“Let’s just forget about it. Things will work out.”

			“Oh, look at you, Ms. Optimism.”

			“Come on, bitch. Let’s go dance!”

			And they did. Despite the funny looks at the two of them together on the dance floor, giggling and cracking jokes, they had an all-around good time. Brady commandeered Liz at some point and Daniel scooped up Victoria. They spent the remainder of the night locked in each other’s arms and making the most of their time together.

			As the crowd dwindled, Brady’s parents came by to say good night. Marilyn spoke briefly to Victoria and Daniel, offering them any help that they needed and saying to feel free to get hold of her with questions. Liz received a hug from both of them and then they were gone.

			“We should get home,” Brady said into her ear as they swayed back and forth to a slow song. “I’m thinking about all of the ways I’m going to make you beg.”

			He kissed her softly on the mouth and then gestured for them to leave. Victoria and Daniel followed them out. The limo ride was relatively quiet as they all basked in the afterglow of the party. They dropped the other couple off at Johns Hopkins and then returned to Brady’s penthouse.

			Brady closed the door and immediately reached for her. “How fast can I get you out of Versace?”

			“It’s just one zipper,” she teased.

			“Let me see.” His hand slid down the side of the dress and tugged down on the zipper.

			Liz sighed. She had been trying to push this thought out of her mind all weekend, but if the conversation waited until tomorrow then they wouldn’t talk about it at all. She had wanted to tell him in person and here she was with her opportunity.

			“Can we talk first?” she asked, biting her lip.

			“What do we have to talk about?” he asked, nuzzling her neck. “I’m not usually a talk-first kind of guy.”

			Liz pressed her hands on the front of his tux. “I know, but I think we should.”

			“You’ve been teasing me all night and you’d rather talk?” he asked seriously.

			“Rather talk? No. Need to talk? Yes.”

			He dropped his hands from her zipper and nodded. “All right. Are you okay? Did something happen?”

			“Well, kind of. I just . . . wanted to tell you in person,” she said, walking over to the couch and taking a seat. He sat next to her with a concerned look on his face. “I lost my job offer from the New York Times.”

			“What?” he asked. “When? How did that happen?”

			“It happened Tuesday after the article ran about Erin.”

			“Tuesday,” he said numbly.

			“Yes. I, um . . . I really wanted to tell you,” Liz tried to explain. “Nancy, my contact at the paper, called and said that they could have overlooked our relationship and they wanted to see if it would all blow over. But then when more and more information came out, she couldn’t fight her superiors. They had to cut me loose.”

			Brady ran his hands back through his hair. “Cut you loose. They cut you loose because . . . of me.”

			“Well, because of Erin.”

			He gave her a pointed look. “Erin is because of me. I’ve ruined everything for you. You left me for my career to begin with, and now that we’re together I’ve destroyed yours. You’re not working for the UNC paper and you no longer have the Times. That’s the equivalent of my losing the campaign.” Even saying that seemed to pain him.

			“Look, it’s not your fault. I chose this, Brady. I chose you. We both knew what could happen.”

			“Yeah, but, Liz . . . your dreams of becoming a political journalist. I took you to the White House briefing room yesterday. If I’d known . . .”

			“I still would have wanted you to take me.” She took his hand in hers. “Dreams can change, anyway. My mentor is looking to get me into graduate programs’ late admittance. I’m going to apply to some online columnist positions. I’ll be okay.”

			“I know plenty of people who could help.”

			Liz cringed. “I was afraid you might say that.”

			“Why do you look like that’s the worst thing I could say?”

			“I know the business is who you know rather than what you know, but I want to make it on my own merit.”

			“Liz,” he groaned. “I’ve destroyed your chance at the New York Times; you can at least oblige me the chance to help fix it.”

			“This is why I didn’t tell you over the phone. I want to do this on my own, prove it to myself. Professor Mires encouraged me to take this in stride, and said that sometimes one closed door means another one opens. As much as I appreciate your help and know it’s coming from a good place, I want to open my own door.”

			“Okay, but if doors remain closed, you’ll let me help?” he pleaded. “At least promise me that. I want to help.”

			“All right. If nothing works out, then we’ll try it your way.”

			She hoped that time would never come.

			


		
			Chapter 13

    MAKING AMENDS
 
			Liz spent the next three weeks working away on her final term paper for her internship and managed to get it to Professor Mires on the Friday before spring break. She hoped it was everything that she expected of her, but turning in a first draft always made her anxious.

			Professor Mires thumbed through the large document and nodded her head. “This looks great. I’ll read through it over spring break and get it back to you on Tuesday during class.”

			“Sounds good. Thank you,” Liz said with a smile. “Have you heard anything from your graduate school contacts?”

			“Ah, yes,” she said, standing and rifling through some paperwork. “Here are a list of places that you should apply. They’ll be looking out for your application. I would recommend including the project that you presented at the colloquium last spring as your writing sample. It was superb.”

			Liz took the list and scanned it. Five places. Out of all the graduate programs she was down to five choices, and that was only if they accepted her late admittance. Missouri, Northwestern, Columbia, Maryland, and American University. At least two of them were in or near D.C.; that wasn’t terrible odds.

			Brady flew her to D.C. for the week of spring break, since she didn’t have to be in New York City for her internship. As disappointed as she was about not working with the New York Times, it was a dream to spend an entire week with Brady. No interruptions. No rushed meetings. No secrets whatsoever. Just the two of them together every second they could be.

			She got to see his office and meet the staff. Heather actually managed to act like a normal human being, even though it was clear that they were still on rocky ground. Elliott took her on a tour of the Rayburn building, where Brady’s office was located. Liz and Elliott joked and laughed while they wandered down the plethora of corridors.

			She and Brady had lunch on the steps of the Capitol building. He took her to fancy restaurants and dive bars and rooftop parties. He took her on a tour of old cemeteries. She insisted on peeking in at Hayden’s sister, Jamie’s, latest artwork and sighed in relief when she wasn’t there. They snuggled in bed and watched bad movies over Chinese food. She fell asleep in his lap while he read on his iPad.

			And they had sex. Lots of incredible sex. Nearly every morning and every night until her body was sore and satiated. If that was even possible with Brady Maxwell.

			The next two months were a wonderful haze of Brady. They fell into an easy routine where every weekend he would fly down to Chapel Hill or she would fly up to D.C. Liz focused on her graduate school applications and the articles she was writing for fun on the side that she had submitted to a few online columns. She also started up regular tennis sessions with Easton. It made her feel better about having so much extra time and kept up her stamina, which she needed when it came to Brady.

			Soon she was closing her booklet on her last final exam in her college career. She felt a little sentimental turning it in to her professor and walking out the doors. Campus was quiet. She had one of the last exams of the day, though there were still a few days left in the exam schedule.

			This had been her home for the last four years, and it was surreal to think that she would be leaving it behind for . . . whatever was to come in the fall. She stared around at the brick buildings and beautiful landscapes with newfound appreciation. Everything was going to change.

			She knew that before she left she had one more place she needed to go: the newspaper office. It was late enough in the afternoon that she hoped everyone would have cleared out by now.

			Trekking across campus, she savored the short walk and then took the stairs up to the second floor of the Union. She glanced into the office and saw that it looked deserted. She breathed a sigh of relief and pushed the door open.

			She wasn’t sure what had brought her here. She hadn’t set foot inside the office since clearing out her desk after Massey had requested her “temporary leave of absence.” She had barely set foot in the Union for fear of running into anyone from the paper. The only person she still kept in contact with was Savannah and on occasion Tristan, but they had been her A-team from the beginning.

			She ran her hands over the desks, most of which had been emptied for the summer, and then she walked to her old office. She and Brady had had sex in that office. She had spent a year of her life working as editor out of that office. It would always feel a bit like it belonged to her.

			She toed the door open and took a step back. “Oh, sorry,” Liz whispered, seeing Massey hunched over the desk on her laptop.

			“Liz,” Massey said softly, glancing around. “What are you doing here?”

			“I was just leaving,” she said, turning to go.

			“Wait,” Massey called. She jumped up from her desk and into the open doorway.

			Liz stood still and took a deep breath before facing her again. “What’s up?”

			“I haven’t seen you since . . . since you left.”

			“Left . . .”

			“You know what I mean,” Massey said. “How have you been?”

			“Keeping myself busy. But I’m sure you guessed that with all the things popping up in papers,” Liz said dismissively. She didn’t want to have this rift in her friendship, and she knew it wasn’t exactly Massey’s fault that Liz had been forced out of the paper. Still, the argument hit too close to home.

			Massey cringed at her statement. “Well, I’m glad you’ve been busy. When are you moving to New York?”

			It was Liz’s turn to cringe. “I was let go.”

			“Oh,” Massey said. “That’s awful. I’m so sorry.”

			“Yeah. It sucks,” Liz found herself admitting.

			“I can’t believe they did that.”

			“Well, they did.”

			“What do you plan to do now?” Massey asked.

			Liz shrugged. “Kind of an open game plan. Applying late to grad programs.”

			“Can you do that?”

			“We’ll see. Professor Mires thinks so.”

			“Oh right. She loves you,” Massey said. “If I can get into UVA for the PhD program, then you’re sure to get in anywhere . . . even late admittance.”

			“You got in!” Liz cried. “That’s so great.”

			“Yeah. I was really excited. So much to do to get ready to go now, though.”

			Liz could feel the tension slowly draining out of her. She might be angry with Massey for what had happened, but she was angrier at the system that had made all of this the reality. Not any one person had ruined everything that she had worked toward. It wasn’t fair to pin it all on Massey just because she was an easy target for Liz’s animosity.

			“I know what you mean. Victoria and her boyfriend are moving to D.C. over the summer. They both got into Johns Hopkins and are planning to live together when they go to school. Our house looks like a train wreck right now,” Liz told her.

			“Victoria and boyfriend in the same sentence is still weird to me.”

			“Join the club, but they’re really serious now.”

			“Serious enough to move to D.C. together and get into the same PhD program,” Massey said, shaking her head. “Who knew Victoria would be the first of us to settle down?”

			Liz laughed. “No one! But I’m really happy for her. She needed someone like Daniel to keep her ass in line.”

			“And if any of us know her, we know he’s probably keeping her ass in line a lot.”

			“Oh, God, you’re as bad as she is,” Liz cried, throwing her hands up.

			Massey laughed. “So what about you? Are you happy with . . . everything?”

			“I’m happy with Brady,” she told her, and then glanced around.

			“I’m not working,” Massey said. “It’s all off the record.”

			Liz sagged. She was so tired of reporters. She didn’t like being on her guard all the time. “I spend every weekend with him and it’s amazing. We just click. You know?”

			Massey got a dreamy look in her eye. “I think I do.”

			“Are you dating someone?”

			“Oh, no,” she said, shaking her head. “But there is a guy I like. Knowing me, it won’t go anywhere.”

			“You should go for it,” Liz encouraged her.

			“You’re right. Maybe I will.”

			“Well, I should probably get out of here. I just wanted to look at the office one more time,” Liz told her. “Probably sounds stupid.”

			“No, it doesn’t. I know exactly what you mean.”

			Their eyes met and they both smiled. Everything wasn’t suddenly better between them, but they at least had a chance that it would be. That was good enough for Liz. She was glad she had decided to come to the newspaper after all. Waving good-bye to Massey, she exited the newspaper building feeling just a little bit lighter.

			Liz turned the corner to take the stairs and stopped dead in her tracks. She gasped. “Hayden?” She hadn’t seen her ex-boyfriend since he had walked out of her house back in February.

			“Hey, Liz,” he said, walking the last few stairs to stand next to her. She took a few steps backward. “You look great.”

			“What are you doing here?” she asked numbly.

			“I came to see you.”

			Liz just stared at him. “You drove all the way to Chapel Hill to see me?”

			“It’s not like it’s the first time. I used to do it all the time,” he said with that same stunning smile he’d always had.

			Liz really took a look at him. The last time she had seen him he had been messed up from finding out about Brady, outing her to the paper, and then not hearing from her for the weekend. He had looked like a wreck. He didn’t look like a wreck anymore. He was wearing pressed khaki shorts and a baby blue polo. His Ray-Bans were hanging from green Croakies and his hair was perfectly styled, a little shorter than normal. But something was different. It was almost like his hazel eyes seemed . . . sad.

			“No, but that was before . . .” Liz mumbled.

			“I know, but I just really wanted to talk to you. I haven’t seen you in months.”

			“There’s a reason for that,” Liz said, crossing her arms.

			“I know that, and I know you’re . . . with him now.” He didn’t seem to be able to say Brady’s name.

			“Then why would you think to come here?”

			“Because . . . I don’t know, I just wanted to talk to you. I wanted to see you. I wanted to make sure you were okay,” he said. “I want to make things better.”

			“How did you even know I’d be here?” she asked.

			Hayden looked sheepish. “I checked the exam schedule for your classes, but I guess you finished early. I assumed you’d be at the paper. You live at the paper.”

			Liz laughed in his face and then covered her mouth. It was a symbol of how much had changed with her that she could even laugh at that fact. “I was forced out.”

			Hayden stared at her, stunned. “They kicked you off?”

			“Suggested I take a temporary leave of absence,” Liz said, rolling her eyes.

			“Because of the article?”

			“Yes.”

			“Wow, I’m sorry,” he said. Liz could see the pain in his eyes for what he had done. An awkward silence ensued before he spoke up again. “What . . . what have you been doing in the meantime?”

			“Basking in the greatness of my new relationship.”

			He cringed. “I deserve that.”

			“Yeah.”

			He took a deep breath, and if it was possible he looked sadder, like someone had just kicked his puppy.

			“I think I should go. I’m meeting Savannah for lunch on Franklin. I was just passing through,” she said, walking past him to the stairs. She heard him following her and sighed.

			“Do you think I could walk you?” Hayden asked once they reached the bottom.

			He wasn’t going to make this easy, was he? “I think I know how to get to Franklin. It’s like a five-minute walk.”

			He gave her a knowing look. “Please let me.”

			“Why are you pushing this?” she demanded.

			“I have to make it right sometime. Might as well start today.”

			“You could have made it right by never reporting about what happened, but you didn’t. You told Calleigh and you slapped your name on it. This is worse than that, Hayden.”

			“I shouldn’t have done it,” he said, holding his hands up. “I can’t time-travel and change things, but you’re happy now . . . with him. What does it hurt for me to walk the five minutes with you to Franklin?”

			“It had better not hurt a damn thing,” she said. She walked to the exit and he kept up with her at an easy pace.

			“You really do look nice today, Lizzie.”

			Liz shook her head at the nickname. Too many memories flashed before her mind all at once. Their first kiss in D.C., getting together on election night, lying near a waterfall in Hawaii, walking out of the newspaper together every day. They had spent so much time together, and that one nickname brought it all back fresh to her mind.

			“Flattery is not accepted,” she said, looking away from him.

			“I guess I’m glad I went with nice then instead of gorgeous, because that really would have been flattery.”

			“Still not accepted.” She didn’t know how many times Hayden had called her gorgeous when they had dated. He needed to stop bringing up the past. The past was over. Things might be more complicated with Brady than they were with Hayden, but at least when she was with Brady she knew that she didn’t want to be with anyone else. That hadn’t been something she could say while dating Hayden.

			He smiled faintly next to her and they started walking toward Franklin Street. It wasn’t exactly uncomfortable. Things with Hayden had always been easy. Her romantic attachment to him had stemmed out of adoration for the way he ran the office, and his charismatic nature. It was only now that she was with Brady that she realized so much of her relationship with Hayden had been an extension of their friendship and less of the passion that came with romance.

			That had been fine at the time, but knowing the alternative, it just seemed plain to her now.

			“How was your spring break?” Hayden asked after a couple minutes.

			“It was nice,” she said. “I spent it in D.C.”

			“Ah,” he said, understanding perfectly. “That makes sense. I finally got some time off to visit my parents, and Jamie said she saw you at a gallery exhibit.”

			“She did!” Liz gasped. “I didn’t see her.”

			“I think she didn’t know what to say.”

			“That would be a first,” Liz said.

			He smiled. “It would be.”

			“Well, maybe I’ll look her up when I’m next in D.C. I don’t want her to feel like she can’t say hi,” she said softly, even though she knew exactly what Jamie had been feeling.

			“I think she’d like that.”

			They continued to Top O, where she was meeting Savannah, and then stood together for a couple seconds. Liz wasn’t sure what to say. She didn’t want any kind of relationship with Hayden, but it had been nice having a normal conversation. Things would never be how they were before. They couldn’t just erase their relationship or its disastrous ending. Hayden looked as if he wanted to say something more, but he didn’t.

			Liz averted her gaze from his searching hazel eyes and finally spoke up. “Well, I should go on up and find Savannah.”

			“Yeah. Okay. It was great seeing you.”

			Liz bit her lip to keep from responding. It had kind of been nice to see him.

			“Do you . . . think we could do this again?” Hayden asked tentatively.

			“I don’t know.” Brady would hate for her to see Hayden. She knew how he felt about him. And she didn’t really blame him.

			“I’ll be here on Thursday, because I’m covering graduation this weekend for the paper. Maybe we could get coffee or lunch?”

			“I don’t know,” she repeated.

			“Well, just think about it,” he said, not pressing his luck. “I do want to make this right. And I’d like to see you.”

			“Maybe. I’ll get back to you on that.” She was going to have to tell Brady. She didn’t know how much he was going to freak about this, but she hated holding grudges. She would never get over what Calleigh did, but Hayden was a different story. They had both made mistakes in that relationship.

			“Giving me some hope. I’ll let you get to Savannah,” he said with a smile before departing.

			Liz tried to clear her head as she jogged up to the stairs to Top of the Hill. Savannah was waiting for her at a table overlooking the street. She jumped up when Liz arrived and looked frantic.

			“Oh my God, was that Hayden?” Savannah asked immediately.

			“Yeah. It was . . . interesting.”

			“I can’t believe he would come here to see you.” She took her seat and Liz sat across from her.

			“Me either. He said he wants to make amends and that he wants to see me again this week to try to . . . I don’t even know,” she said, struggling to explain. “Maybe apologize?”

			“Sounds sneaky. Brady isn’t going to like that.”

			Liz nodded. “No . . . he isn’t.”

			


		
			Chapter 14

    AN OKAY PLACE
 
			You did what?” Brady demanded, his tone harsh when she told him later that day that she had run into Hayden.

			“He was on campus.”

			He paused before responding. “I don’t want him anywhere near you.”

			She had been expecting this response. Even if she hadn’t dated Hayden for a year and a half and he hadn’t had sex with her after finding out about Brady, she knew that Brady would hate him. He had always been the jealous type. When she had kissed Hayden two summers ago and told Brady about it, he had freaked out. They were in a much better place than that now, but that didn’t change how he felt about Hayden.

			“I know you don’t, but I couldn’t really help it.” She plopped back down on her bed and waited for his response.

			“I don’t care. You shouldn’t have let him walk you anywhere.”

			“What did you want me to do?” she asked, getting irritated. “Push him down the stairs?”

			“It would have been preferable.”

			“Maybe, but I mean . . . nothing happened. He just wanted to apologize and make things right.”

			Brady sighed. “Liz, that is guy code for he wants you back.”

			“No, it isn’t,” she said, sitting up straighter. “Plus, that’s not even an option.”

			“Trust me. Him talking to you, stalking you to your class, showing up on campus, trying to apologize means he just wants you back. And frankly, he can’t have you.”

			Liz shook her head. Yeah, Hayden had complimented her, but he couldn’t honestly think that she would still be interested in him after what had happened between them. “You know my heart belongs to you.”

			“I just don’t like the idea of him being able to get to you,” Brady said. “I can’t be there all the time. I’m not even getting in for graduation until Saturday morning.”

			“You don’t have to protect me,” Liz told him earnestly. “It’s just Hayden.”

			“You’re talking about the guy who raped you,” Brady whispered.

			Liz cringed. She hated that word. She still didn’t relate to it or believe that it had happened. Yes, they’d had sex when she didn’t want to, but she didn’t tell him no or try to stop him. “That word, Brady.”

			“I’m just reminding you that he’s not always had good intentions. I don’t want him to hurt you, and the best way for that to happen is for you to just stay away from him.”

			“Well, he’s going to be in town this weekend for graduation and wants to get coffee,” she said, laying it out plainly.

			“Absolutely not.”

			“I wasn’t aware I was asking for permission,” she spat.

			“I’m telling you this is a horrible idea. You know it’s a horrible idea. What good is going to come from it? You forgive him for the shit he put you through and suddenly you’re friends again? The world doesn’t work that way.”

			“I forgave you for the shit that you put me through!” she yelled back, standing and walking across her room in frustration. “And I never even said I was going to forgive him. I didn’t say anything. I’m just willing to hear out what he has to say.”

			“Why? Why must you torture me with this? Hearing out your ex-boyfriend is the last thing that is good for us.”

			“You saw and talked to Erin,” Liz pointed out.

			“Erin didn’t hurt you!” Brady cried. He was clearly pissed off at this point and it just made her more frustrated. She hadn’t even wanted to see Hayden, but now this whole thing just irritated her.

			“Erin made me lose my job! Erin pushed us back into the papers! You flaunted Erin in front of me for a year! She hurt me plenty.”

			“Hayden sold us out to the papers in the first place!”

			“Just because you want to hurt him doesn’t mean I can’t see him.”

			“I do want to hurt him,” Brady admitted. “I hate the guy. He’s a douche bag. He’s unstable. He’s one more thing that kept you away from me. Can’t you see that you shouldn’t be around him?”

			“Don’t tell me who I should see. I can make decisions for myself.”

			“I’m not telling you! I’m asking you not to see him because it’s fucking stupid, Liz.”

			“Glad to know my decisions are fucking stupid,” she grumbled.

			“It’s not your decisions that are stupid. It’s just anything that involves him. He’s a parasite. He’s feeding off of your good nature.”

			“My ex-boyfriend is a parasite?” Liz asked in disbelief. “You’re really winning your cause.”

			“Fine. Go see him. Because that makes perfect sense.”

			“I didn’t even want to see him! God!”

			“Then why are you pushing this?” he asked, exasperated.

			“Because you’re making it seem like I can’t see him if I want to. He didn’t say he wants to get back with me. He said he wants to make things right. If he makes one move or says one thing about wanting to get back with me, I’ll walk out of the building and let you tell me you told me so.”

			“I’d rather not have to tell you.”

			Liz sighed and tried to see Brady’s side in this. They were finally together and now her ex-boyfriend, who for a long time Brady had thought she had left him for, was trying to come back into the picture. Not so crazy for him to be pissed about it.

			“Look, I don’t blame you for feeling like this, but I’m not one of your staffers. I’m your girlfriend.”

			“I know you are,” he said with a sigh. “I’m not trying to dictate to you. I’m obviously poorly explaining my position. Let’s hope I do better on the campaign this year. Tell me how to convince you this is a bad idea.”

			“Just trust me. If Erin came back to you, apologetic, begging to see you for coffee or lunch to make things right, what would you do? You would see her,” Liz answered for him.

			“What would you say if I went?” he asked.

			“I’d be insanely jealous, but I’d know that you left her for me and that is what matters. That it’s you and me.”

			“Can you and me not include . . . him?”

			“It is just you and me, but . . .”

			“But?” he prompted.

			Liz sighed, trying to mull it over. “I don’t know. If I decide to see him, I don’t want you to be pissed at me.”

			Brady cursed under his breath. “You make this damn difficult, woman.”

			“Well, you’re not the easiest person to live with either, Congressman.”

			“No one ever said I was. But if he hurts you now, I can’t beat the shit out of him like he deserves,” Brady said coldly.

			“I’m telling you that Hayden doesn’t want me back and he’s not going to hurt me. If he does want me back, then I’ll hurt him, okay? You have nothing to worry about.”

			“I’m not worried about us. I just . . .” Brady paused. “Hold on. Heather is calling.”

			“Okay.”

			Liz waited on the line for a few minutes, trying to dissect the conversation they’d just had. At first she had thought Brady felt threatened by Hayden, but even the idea of that was preposterous. Even while she had been with Hayden, she had been thinking about Brady.

			“Hey, baby, I have to go. Can we continue this conversation tonight?” he asked.

			“Sure,” Liz said with a sigh. So much to think about. She wished they could have worked it all out before he had to get off the phone, but maybe it would be good for them to cool down before they got into another argument.

			Liz tossed her phone back on her bed and ran her hand back through her hair. The whole conversation had spiraled so far out of control.

			Trying to clear her head, she walked into the kitchen, popped open a bottle of red wine, and poured herself a glass. Victoria walked in just then and raised an eyebrow.

			“Long day?”

			“Exams are over,” Liz said, raising her glass and taking a big gulp.

			“I can’t believe we’re going to graduate in six days.”

			“I can’t believe you’re moving to D.C. right after that.”

			Victoria grabbed a glass and started pouring herself some wine. “You’ll be up there all the time anyway with Brady.”

			“Yeah. It’s just weird. We’ve lived together for four years.”

			“I’d totally go lesbian for you if that’s what you’re getting at,” Victoria said with a wink.

			Liz rolled her eyes and laughed. “Hardly.”

			“So, who were you on the phone with? I heard some raised voices.”

			“Brady,” Liz said, taking another sip. “Hayden showed up on campus today and said he wanted to talk to me.”

			“God! Can’t he just leave you alone and not interfere with your life?”

			“I don’t know. He just wants to try to make it better.”

			Victoria shook her head. “You know how I feel about Lane. I think you should let him suffer.” Liz cringed and drank some more. “Seriously, you just don’t like to see anyone hurting, do you?”

			“Not really. I made up with Massey today.”

			“Massey is fine. Whatever. She didn’t sell you out to the newspaper,” Victoria said pointedly. “I know you. You’re going to see him, aren’t you?”

			“I haven’t decided, but Brady got all pissed off at me.”

			“Rightfully so, bitch! Think about it.”

			“I have!” she cried. “I’m not rushing into things. I didn’t even really want to see him, but then talking to Brady, I kind of talked myself into it.”

			“If you ruin this thing with Brady because of Hayden . . .”

			“No! No way. I’m not going there,” Liz said vehemently. “Brady is everything. He’s my past, present, and future. I just kind of want to close the lid on Hayden. It’ll make it easier to stomach everything that happened knowing that we’re in an okay place.”

			“He doesn’t deserve an okay place,” Victoria told her.

			“Maybe not.”

			They stood together like that, going through a couple glasses of wine each. School was officially over and it was strange for both of them having nothing they had to do. They had spent the last four years working endlessly and now it was all coming to a close.

			When they lapsed into silence, Liz turned to absentmindedly scroll through her phone. Her thoughts turned to her career and what she was going to do now that she was only days away from graduating without an acceptance letter to graduate school and no job on the horizon.

			Then she remembered a lunch conversation with her friend Justin a year ago, when he had tried to convince her to come work for him. He had originally been part of Liz’s scholarship program, but after he got a DUI, the university had stripped his scholarship. He’d dropped out of school and started his own company online that was just getting off the ground. He had tried to recruit Liz, but she had always been too busy. If he was interested, maybe she could use that as a starting point.

			She jotted out a text to him.

			Hey, do you have a free minute?

			He responded almost immediately.

			Sure. What’s up?

			She dialed his number and he answered on the first ring. She waved her phone at Victoria and then, on wobbly feet, took her wine into the living room.

			“Hey,” she warbled.

			“What’s up? You sound tipsy.”

			“Just a bit.” She plopped down on the couch.

			“Cool. What did you want to talk about?”

			“Do you still need help with your blog?”

			“Yeah. Why? You interested?” he asked.

			“Um . . . yeah. What would you need me to do?” She had kind of called on a whim. All she knew was that Justin was running a company based around organizing YouTube videos and compiling them in a coherent categorical system.

			“You’ll just run the blog and keep the masses entertained. I can send you over the information. Just write your opinion.”

			“You know what? Sure. Let’s do it.”

			“I knew you’d come around,” Justin said cheerfully. “When can you start?”

			Liz couldn’t believe it was really that easy. “Now?”

			“Awesome! I know you’ll be perfect for this.”

			Liz laughed and then they got off the phone. She had just gotten herself a job! No strings attached. It felt good to know that her writing was still valued, even if it wasn’t on the same level or even in the same discipline as she had been trained. Professor Mires had said one door closed, and another one opened.

			Liz was starting to believe her.

			


		
			Chapter 15

    PRIORITIES
 
			Thursday rolled around quicker than expected. Liz still had to decide what she was going to do about Hayden. Now that she’d had time to cool down after her argument with Brady, she had realized just how stupid the whole thing had been.

			She and Brady hadn’t talked about it since their argument Monday, but she knew him well enough to know that he was anxious about what she was going to do. And she didn’t like that. Their relationship wasn’t always going to be perfect. In fact, it had never really been perfect. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t work with him.

			Liz crawled out of bed, took a quick shower, and then tidied up her room. Her parents would be in town tomorrow for graduation, so she had to get her house ready. She was afraid to look in the living room; with all the packing Victoria was doing, the place looked like a pigsty.

			Liz was both excited and nervous for her parents to meet Brady. They weren’t thrilled that their daughter was in the newspapers for having an affair with a congressman. No matter how much she told them that it wasn’t like it was in the news, her father still had reservations.

			Logging on to her computer, she opened her email to spend a few mindless minutes on the computer before her weekend was taken over by graduation. One email caught her eye. She opened it and just stared at the words.

			“Accepted,” she whispered.

			Her article had been accepted. She had submitted a few pieces anonymously online to editorial columns. Nowhere too big or fancy. She knew that most would require her name to publish, but she had found some strictly online sites that allowed her to write without tipping off the editor that she’d had a stint or two in the papers herself.

			The email went on to ask for her contact information and to discuss freelance payment for the column in question. She nearly jumped out of her seat she was so excited. It wasn’t the New York Times or even Raleigh News, but her article on education policy reform had still been accepted and was going to be published in an online magazine. Her own ideas and words in print once more!

			Liz grabbed her phone off of her nightstand to call Brady, and saw that she had a text message from Hayden.

			Hey, when and where are we meeting today?

			Oh yeah, she had never given him an answer. She bit her lip and jotted out a message back.

			I don’t think we should.

			After a short pause, her phone dinged again.

			Please let me try to make it up to you. I hate how everything ended.

			No. I’m sorry. I can’t.

			She sighed, feeling bad, but she knew it was for the best. She had said Brady was her past, present, and future and she meant it.

			A second later her phone started ringing. Hayden. This wasn’t going to be fun.

			“Hey,” she mumbled.

			“Hey. I thought we were going to get coffee,” Hayden said.

			“I said maybe, and now I’m saying no.”

			“Why?”

			“It’s not a good idea,” Liz said. “You didn’t like me seeing him when we were together. You should understand.”

			“Yeah, but you did it anyway, and I doubt you’re going to kiss me. Unless I’m missing something.”

			Liz shook her head. “No, of course not.”

			“Then what’s the big deal? I’m not asking for anything except coffee. I just want to make things right.”

			“You keep saying that, but I don’t even know what that means,” she told him. She was gripping the phone tightly in her hand.

			“It means that I’ve felt terrible about what happened and how we ended. I want to know that we can salvage what happened even if we can’t be together.” He sighed heavily. “You meant . . . mean so much to me. I don’t like the idea of us being on such bad terms, even if it is my fault.”

			“I understand what you’re saying, Hayden, but it’s over between us.”

			“I’m not trying to get back together with you!” Hayden said, exasperated.

			“I believe you,” she said. Sort of. “I’m just saying if you want things to be right between us then, fine. Things are right. But this is the end of the road for me.”

			“You really think everything can just be better like that? Just by saying they are?”

			He sounded disbelieving, but she knew that she was making the right choice.

			“I think the more you dwell on it, the more obsessed you’re going to get with the notion that you have to make this up to me. You can’t. You betrayed my trust,” Liz told him flatly. “But I’ve moved on. I’m happy. And it’s not worth potentially hurting him to make you feel better about the fact that you sold me out.”

			“So . . . I’m wasting my time here?”

			“I guess. If you want to make things right, then just let it all go. I’m in a good place in my life. I know we have some good memories in our past and I’m thankful for them. They’re just in the past, though. My new memories are going to be with Brady.”

			“What you’re saying is he doesn’t want you to see me,” Hayden guessed with a biting tone.

			“He doesn’t and you can’t blame him for that. But this is my decision. I told him he would have to accept whatever decision I make whether I see you or not. I decided not to.”

			“Nothing I can do to change your mind?”

			“I’m sorry. No.”

			He blew out his breath heavily. “All right. Well . . . I hope he really is the one then.”

			Liz hung up the phone after that and sighed. She knew that she had done the right thing. Trust was hard earned once lost, but closure was as easy as shutting the door and being willing to move on.

			She felt kind of drained, so she just jotted out a text to Brady letting him know about the article. He would get back to her later when he was out of his committee meeting.

			Deciding that she would be better off with some exercise while she waited for Brady, Liz grabbed her racket and drove over to the tennis complex. Easton was just striding into the lobby drenched head to toe in sweat with a doe-eyed high school student when she arrived.

			“Liz! I didn’t know you’d be in today. You here for lessons?” he said, waggling his eyebrows up and down.

			“Hardly. I’m here to kick your ass,” she said.

			“Have you ever beaten me before?”

			“First time for everything.”

			“But not today, kid.” He winked at her.

			“I’m not a kid. I’m older than you. I’m graduating on Sunday.”

			“Oh, right! My cousin is graduating too. I’ll be at the ceremony,” he said, placing his racket on the counter and signing out the student he was with.

			“Fun! You’ll have to find me.”

			“Yes, because it’s easy to locate one person in Kenan Stadium.”

			“Whatever. Are we going to play?” Her phone buzzed in her purse and, thinking it might be Brady, she pulled it out. Savannah.

			Just saw Hayden on Franklin. Are you meeting him? Did you know Calleigh was with him?

			Liz’s mind buzzed. Calleigh, the redhead reporter who had sold them out to the press, and Hayden’s ex-girlfriend. They worked together at the Charlotte Times.

			He called me earlier and I told him I wasn’t going to meet him, but he didn’t tell me he was with Calleigh.

			Good! Don’t see him. Come have lunch with me. I’m so bored now that I’m done with finals. Just avoid Qdoba.

			I’m at tennis. After?

			Savannah agreed.

			“Did you hear anything I just said?” Easton asked.

			“What?” Liz questioned, looking up. “No. Sorry.”

			“I haven’t eaten all day. I was about to get lunch. Can we do this later?”

			“You want me to play tennis after I’ve eaten? If I vomit on you, it’s your fault.”

			“Why don’t we just get lunch together instead?” Easton suggested.

			“I guess. Can my friend join us? She was just asking about lunch.”

			“Is she hot?” he asked.

			Liz rolled her eyes. “Yes.”

			“Then definitely.”

			Liz shot Savannah a text message and then hopped into Easton’s Jeep. Parking was kind of limited downtown, especially with the graduation crowd already coming in, so they thought it would be better to take one car.

			They met Savannah at Mediterranean Deli, as far away from Qdoba as possible on Franklin Street. It boasted the best Greek food in town.

			“Liz!” Savannah called when they walked in. She waved at them from a table in the corner.

			“Hey. This is my tennis instructor, Easton.”

			Savannah looked him up and down as if she were going to have him for dinner. Liz admitted he was hot, especially after working up a sweat on the courts, but she just didn’t really get the appeal. She figured she was a little biased to Brady.

			“Nice to meet you,” he said, taking her hand in his and working his charm.

			Liz left them to ogle each other and ordered some hummus and a gyro. Easton hopped up to go order the food when Liz returned, and Savannah’s eyes had that same expression every other one of Easton’s students had.

			“Okay. Why haven’t I met him before?” Savannah asked as soon as he was gone.

			“You were dating someone?” Liz said.

			“I dated a couple people. But come on, look at him. Wait, don’t. You’re dating my brother. It makes me look like a bad sister.”

			“He’s a good-looking guy. Plus he’s smart, wants to go to law school, become a politician.”

			Savannah wrinkled her nose. “You’re losing me. I’ve had enough of law school and politicians.”

			“I thought you’d only been into motorcycles, tattoos, and drug dealers,” Liz teased.

			“Hey! Forrest was not a drug dealer. He just . . . was on drugs.”

			Liz arched an eyebrow. “Sounds like a winner.”

			“Why can’t Easton be hot and into something that’s not related to my family?”

			“Beggars can’t be choosers.”

			“I’m not begging,” Savannah said stubbornly.

			“You’re a lot like your brother, you know?”

			“Clay or Brady?”

			“Both!”

			“How insulting.”

			Easton returned at that moment and took the seat across from Savannah. They immediately took up a conversation as if they had known each other for years. Easton was an expert conversationalist. Liz had never felt a dull moment while around him. It made sense to her that he would want to be a politician.

			They had just dug into their food when Liz’s phone rang again. She glanced down at the screen. Still no Brady.

			“I have to take this. It’s Heather,” Liz told them.

			Savannah’s brow furrowed. “That’s strange. What does she want?”

			“We’re about to find out.” She walked away from the table and found a seat on a bench outside. “Hello?”

			“What did I say about staying out of the papers?” Heather asked icily.

			“What are you talking about?”

			“I said anything that might be suspicious, anything that might show up in the papers, anything that might make Brady look bad went through me,” she all but growled. “I thought we were clear on this. We haven’t had any negative incidents recently.”

			“Heather, I don’t know what you’re talking about.” But she sure didn’t like the sound of it.

			“You were out gallivanting around with your ex-boyfriend? The one who, I don’t know if you remember, wrote the article outing your relationship to the press!” Heather cried. “What made you think that was a good idea?”

			Liz sat up straighter. How did Heather know that, and what did it have to do with the press? “Did Brady tell you that I saw him?”

			“Brady knew about this?”

			“I talked to him about it Monday. Why?”

			“And neither of you thought to inform me of your catastrophic error? You allowed yourself to be photographed.”

			“Photographed?” Liz nearly shrieked.

			“Yes, congratulations! Tomorrow your photo with your ex will be in the tabloids. I’m sure with some stupid slogan about cheating on Brady. Just what we need.”

			“No.” Liz shook her head. “I did the right thing. I told him that I didn’t want to see him. I told him Brady was more important.”

			“Well, none of that is going to show up in the tabloids,” Heather said, giving her a reality check. “You became complacent. But you can’t be complacent in this job. I don’t care what you want to say about your relationship with Brady, but because he is in the public eye part of your relationship is a job.”

			“Heather!” Liz cried, her emotions all over the place. She couldn’t believe how she was talking to her, but the worst part was that she was right in some ways. She had tried to treat her relationship with Brady like any other relationship and her life as it had been before showing up in the papers. Now she was about to be in them all over again because of it.

			“I could have prevented this. Now we just have to deal with your poor choices,” Heather said. “Be on the lookout for more information from me regarding the severity of the situation. In the meantime, hole up somewhere and try not to cause any more problems.”

			Click.

			Liz stared down at her phone in disbelief. Heather had hung up on her again. She had done everything right in this situation except happening to walk for five minutes with Hayden and the whole thing backfired in her face.

			Tears marred her vision and she tried to keep everything under control. She was simply too choked up. She glanced up and down the road that she was on and decided it wasn’t safe. Heather was right: she should hole up. Now she would have her face in the papers two days before graduation. Just what she needed.

			She stumbled back into the restaurant and over to Savannah and Easton. They were speaking animatedly when she approached, but their conversation cut off when they got a look at her.

			“What happened?” Savannah asked. “Is Brady okay?”

			“Yes, he’s fine.” Liz wiped at the tears in her eyes. Easton didn’t really know anything about her life and she wanted to keep it that way for as long as she could. “Can you take me back to my house? I need to call Brady.”

			“Of course.” Savannah grabbed her purse. “Sorry. Maybe we can meet up later?”

			“Yeah, of course. Liz has my number,” he said, and then turned to look at Liz. “Are you going to be okay?”

			“Fine. Just fine.” She turned away from him. The last thing she wanted was sympathy.

			“Okay. Get home safe. Let me know if you need anything,” Easton said.

			Savannah and Liz quickly exited the restaurant, and Liz pulled her phone back out to call Brady.

			“What happened?” Savannah asked.

			“Pictures of me and Hayden together are going to show up in the tabloids tomorrow. Heather just got wind of it.”

			“Shit! Was she pissed?” Liz just stared at her. “Of course she was. Brady should really handle her. She’s getting out of control. She shouldn’t take this shit out on you.”

			“Shouldn’t she? It’s my fault. I should have thought about this. I let my guard down.”

			“Hey,” Savannah said, grabbing her arm. “Listen to yourself. You are not the campaign. You’re not running for office. You weren’t born into this. It’s okay to let your guard down. You’re dating my brother, and that doesn’t mean that you can’t walk down the street with Hayden. Don’t let her get to you.”

			“Okay,” Liz said. She had no will to argue. She dialed Brady’s number and he answered on the third ring.

			“Hey, Heather just called and told me pictures of Hayden and me are going to show up in the paper tomorrow.”

			“Did you go see him?” Brady asked, clearly frustrated.

			“No! I told him no,” she told him. She wiped her eyes once more and sniffled. “I told him I didn’t want to see him, that it wasn’t worth it. These are from Monday when I first saw him.”

			“Shit! Where are you right now?”

			“I’m with Savannah. We were out to lunch when Heather called,” Liz said, leaning back in the seat of Savannah’s BMW.

			“All right. I’m going to deal with Heather. She shouldn’t be calling you and sending you into tears. I can’t have that,” he growled. “I’m tired of her shit. You’re with me. She needs to fucking get over it and treat you like you belong with me.”

			“She’s only doing her job,” she whispered. She had no idea why she was defending Heather’s actions except that she felt like complete shit about what had occurred.

			“Her job is on the line if she doesn’t start treating you right and trying to make you happy.”

			Liz laughed lightly. “She’s not going to like that.”

			“Well, if she doesn’t like it, then she can find someone else to work for. She acts like she’s irreplaceable. She’s not. You are.”

			


		
			Chapter 16

    GRADUATION
 
			Liz couldn’t stomach the pictures of her and Hayden together in the tabloids. Victoria had to read the attached article and give running commentary about what was said. By the end, Liz was doubled over in laughter from Victoria’s ridiculousness. It didn’t push aside the suggestions that, as Heather had predicted, she was cheating on Brady, or that she and Hayden had rekindled their romance.

			Clearly none of it was true, but having it in print didn’t look good for her, and it certainly didn’t look good for Brady. Brady didn’t say anything about his disapproval about the pictures. She knew he didn’t like to see them, but most of his anger was directed at Heather.

			Brady and Heather had gotten into a huge argument about how she had treated Liz. She figured Heather deserved to get chewed out for her actions, but Liz didn’t like to see a rift in his campaign right before primary season.

			Luckily, she didn’t have much time to dwell on it, because her parents arrived that afternoon. They lived in Tampa, where her father worked as a calculus professor at the University of South Florida. Her mother was a third grade teacher at a local elementary school. Liz hadn’t seen them since Christmas, and it was a reunion filled with tears, especially on her mother’s part, about her baby girl growing up.

			They ate dinner at a low-key restaurant and then stayed up to chat until late in the evening. Her parents seemed as anxious to meet Brady as Liz was for them to finally be introduced. It probably was never going to be easy to introduce a sitting congressman as her boyfriend.

			Brady’s flight was getting in early Saturday morning and, once he picked up his Lexus from his house, he met them for brunch. As Liz stepped inside the small diner, she was reminded of the first time they had come here together. They had agreed to continue their relationship on Brady’s terms. She could have walked away at that point, but she hadn’t. Maybe she never really could.

			He was seated in the back of the restaurant when they arrived, and Liz directed her parents toward him. Her heart fluttered. He looked incredible in a blue button-down and khakis. Really casual for him.

			He stood and gave her a quick hug. She folded into his arms and could have stayed there all day to avoid what was about to happen. Brady didn’t even look fazed by this at all. She had been insanely nervous to meet his parents, sweaty palms and all. But he went on autopilot.

			“Mr. and Mrs. Dougherty, it’s so nice to meet you. I’m Brady Maxwell,” he said, extending his hand to her parents.

			“We’ve heard so much about you,” her mother said, taking his hand. She gave him what Liz knew was her “social” smile. “Please call me Julie. This is my husband, Lewis.”

			Brady shook her father’s hand too. “Lewis,” he said cordially. Her father’s lips were tight as he returned the handshake.

			Brady gestured for everyone to take a seat. Liz breathed a sigh of relief when she sat down next to Brady and he laced their fingers together.

			Liz was anxious to have everyone in the same place, even knowing that Brady was incredibly charming, because her father in particular still had reservations about Liz dating Brady. The fact that he was a congressman, that she had shown up in the papers because of him, the age difference, the drastic shift in her career trajectory all were strikes against him.

			“How was the flight from Tampa?” Brady asked. He shot Liz a mischievous glance, and she couldn’t hold back her smirk. Airplanes.

			“Not too bad,” Lewis said, frowning at them. “We were just happy to get into town early to spend more time with Liz.”

			“She’s always so busy,” Julie needlessly explained. She ran a hand back through her short brown hair. Liz had always thought she looked more like her mother, with her bright blue eyes and clear complexion, but she had her father’s blond hair, even if it was graying at the temples now.

			“I know,” Liz said. “It’s hard to find time to come home.”

			“Well, it’s good that y’all are here now,” Brady said. “I see my father all the time, but usually for work. I finally get to spend some quality time with them tomorrow night. Will you be joining us for dinner?”

			“Oh, I’d been meaning to tell you about that,” Liz said to her parents.

			Her mother gave her a warm smile and then nodded. “That sounds lovely. We’d love to go,” Julie said, nudging her husband. “Wouldn’t we, Lewis?”

			Her father nodded. “Yes. Unless we have other plans.”

			“I don’t think we do?” Julie asked, turning to Liz.

			“No. Plus, you’ll love Brady’s parents. They’re really nice,” Liz said.

			“Meeting the boyfriend and his parents all in one weekend,” her father said, flourishing his hand. “Trying to overload us?”

			“Obviously,” Liz said, shaking her head. She cracked a smile. “I’m overloading you.”

			“Don’t tell us you were nervous,” her mother said with the real smile that Liz knew and loved. “You’ve been telling us that everyone likes Brady all weekend.”

			“Oh, yes, we’ve heard it nonstop,” Lewis said. He finally seemed to relax back into his chair.

			“Convincing yourself or them?” Brady asked. He chuckled and squeezed her arm.

			Liz threw her hands up and laughed. “Don’t gang up on me. I can’t take it.”

			Everyone broke into laughter, and seemed to dissipate the lingering tension. The way that Brady managed to fall rather easily into their joking attitude was good news. It meant her parents were starting to accept him.

			By the end of brunch, it was clear that she had worried for absolutely nothing.

			The day passed easily with her parents and Brady. They went back to her place and she changed into graduation attire so that her parents could take pictures. They walked around campus and her father played photographer with a giant SLR. He had been taking lessons in his spare time and was eager to showcase his newfound talent. They ended at the Old Well, where people were lined up to take pictures in front of the iconic symbol of the university.

			When it was her turn, they snapped a few shots of her posing before her mother pushed Brady into the picture. He jogged over and grabbed her around the middle as he had in the airport and swung her around. Liz laughed when he placed her back on her feet and stared up into his face. He dropped a quick peck onto her mouth and she sighed.

			Whatever papers were reporting about Hayden had clearly never seen her with Brady. There was no one else in her life.
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			Commencement began the next morning at nine thirty. Liz, Victoria, and their families were up bright and early doing last-minute touchups to hair and makeup, demanding an exorbitant amount of coffee, and looking bleary-eyed and excited.

			Liz left her parents with Victoria’s parents in the living room to answer the door when Brady showed up around eight thirty to walk with them to the stadium. He was in a light gray suit and Carolina blue tie with a silver UNC tie clip.

			“How are you this put together this early?” Liz asked.

			“It’s my job,” he said. He placed a kiss on her cheek.

			“You probably haven’t even had coffee,” she grumbled.

			“Guilty.”

			“So not fair.”

			Brady laughed. “Can we have a minute alone before we leave?”

			Liz’s eyes widened. “I don’t think . . .”

			“Not for that!” he said, scandalized. “Your parents are here.”

			“And I thought nothing stopped you,” she said, walking him into her vacant bedroom.

			“Almost nothing,” he said, slapping her ass once he shut the door behind them. “I just wanted to give you a part of your graduation present alone.”

			“Graduation present?” she asked, arching her eyebrows.

			“Nothing too big . . . yet.”

			“Oh, God. Please nothing bigger than the earrings,” she said, flashing him the diamond drop earrings he had given her in D.C.

			“I make no promises about that.” He had a devilish smirk on his face when he reached into his suit pocket and pulled something out for her. “I know the necklace I got you wasn’t anything extravagant, but it had . . . has special meaning to me. I like to see that you still wear it, and I thought I could add to it.”

			Liz bit her lip and pulled the necklace out from under her Carolina blue sundress.

			“You’re wearing it,” he said, his eyes lighting up.

			“I went over a year without it. I don’t want to do it again.”

			“You won’t have to,” he assured her, then handed over a small pink box. “We have a whole hell of a lot more to look forward to than a necklace and a few charms.”

			Liz’s smile widened and she took hold of the box. Inside was a small blue charm in the shape of a star. She looked up at him quizzically, wondering how this fit in with all of the other charms. An airplane for the very first time they had met and he associated her in a positive way to the feeling of flying he had always had as a child, the number 4 for the Fourth of July when he won her vote, a key for the time he gave her a key to his house at the gala, and a topaz gemstone to signify the end of November, when they were supposed to be together. Things hadn’t worked out quite the way they were supposed to, but the two of them were here now.

			“You can’t guess?”

			She shook her head. “What does it mean?”

			He ran his hand down along her jawline and stared deeply into her eyes. “Your most romantic date is to lie in an open field and stare at the stars, but every day I’m with you is more romantic than the next. Romance had no meaning before you. So you must be my stars.”

			Liz held the little star in her hand with a newfound appreciation. Brady always picked the most thoughtful charms. Each one held its own meaning for their relationship. Holding this star reminded her that she was his universe.

			She dropped the tiny star into her locket and sniffed. Tears had started forming in her eyes and she hadn’t even realized it. “Oh, God.”

			“No crying,” he said, wiping aside a tear that had escaped.

			“I’m just so . . . happy. I never thought we would get here, and now we are. I love this so much, Brady,” she told him. “Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome.” He kissed her deeply on the mouth and she felt her body swooning into him.

			Brady pulled back and just stared at her for a second. A smile touched his lips. “Liz,” he whispered. “I love you.”

			A gasp caught in her throat.

			She had known. But he had never said those words. Not like that. Not to her.

			“I love you too.”

			“I shouldn’t have held that back from you for so long. I’ve known how I felt, but before it was timing and now . . . well now I don’t have a reason. I love you, and I see nothing that could ever change that.”

			Liz threw her arms around Brady and he held her against him for a long time. Probably longer than they should have stayed cooped up in her bedroom with guests over. When they walked back into the living room, Victoria had finally ventured out of her room. Daniel walked out of the living room to see her. He had graduated yesterday from Duke and was now joining Victoria for her commencement.

			Victoria was in a skintight blue-and-white dress and mile-high blue heels. Her dark hair was piled high on her head with tendrils escaping. She looked gorgeous. If Liz had attempted the same updo, she probably would have looked ridiculous, but Victoria pulled it off.

			“Hey, bitch,” Victoria said. “You look hot.”

			Liz shook her head. “My parents are in the living room.”

			“So are mine.” Victoria shrugged, nonplussed. “Let’s go graduate from this place. There is so much ahead of us.”

			“Not even a little bit nostalgic?”

			“I haven’t left yet. Where is the nostalgia?” she asked. “Don’t get all sentimental on me.”

			“I’ll try not to.”

			Victoria linked their arms together and paraded everyone to the front door. The walk wasn’t that long, and there was so little parking on campus that it didn’t make sense to drive. Their surrounding neighbors had the same idea and their group passed a ton of people in graduation caps and gowns.

			Brady came up behind her and took her hand. Sometimes it was strange that she could still be out in public like this with him, but she wasn’t complaining. At least if there were pictures today, it would show them together and happy.

			They located Savannah at the entrance, and to Liz’s surprise she was standing with Easton.

			“Who’s the guy?” Brady asked Liz.

			“My tennis instructor.”

			“That’s who you’ve been taking tennis lessons from?”

			“Kind of hot, right?” He shot her a glare. “Joking. Savannah is totally into him. I guess I kind of set them up by accident.”

			“Well, he looks better than the last one. What was his name? It was something ridiculous.”

			“Forrest,” Liz offered.

			“Yeah. That’s him.”

			“Well, Easton is nice. He’s applying to law school and wants to be a politician. So be nice.” She elbowed him in the ribs.

			“I’m a politician, baby. I’m always nice. You should know that,” he said, his voice dipping seductively.

			“You can be nice like that later,” she whispered.

			“I fully intend to.”

			They reached Savannah at that point and Brady gave his little sister a hug. Easton puffed up a little until he got a good look at Brady.

			“You’re Congressman Maxwell,” Easton said in awe.

			“That I am,” he said, sticking his hand out.

			“Honor to meet you, sir.”

			Liz laughed and shook her head a little. “Easton, this is my boyfriend, Brady.”

			Easton shook Brady’s hand and then dropped it as if he couldn’t figure out exactly what Liz was saying. “I knew you were dating someone, but . . .”

			“Yeah, you’re not too observant,” she said with a giggle.

			“So that makes you . . .” He pointed at Savannah.

			“His little sister,” Savannah offered.

			“I’m in the presence of political royalty.”

			Savannah just laughed. “I guess so.”

			“Well, it’s really nice to meet you,” he told Brady, “and put all the pieces together.”

			Victoria came up and nudged Liz along. “Show’s over, folks. We’ll see you after graduation!”

			Brady gave Liz a kiss on the cheek before Victoria dragged her out on the football field. They found seats next to each other and started flipping through their commencement booklets. Soon the entire stadium was full of graduates and their friends and families.

			The chancellor stood up and gave an introductory speech, and then it was an endless bout of speeches ending with the keynote speaker, a certain basketball player who had played at UNC during college and gone on to play professionally for the Chicago Bulls. Then students stood, diplomas were issued, tassels moved from one side to the other, a congratulatory response followed, and then they were free. Hats flew in the air all around Liz. She laughed and hugged Victoria, tears streaming down her friend’s beautiful face.

			“I thought you weren’t nostalgic,” Liz cried.

			“We hadn’t graduated then,” Victoria told her. “I’m going to miss everything so much.”

			“Me too.”

			They hugged again. Four years together had officially come to a close and now they had to venture out into the real world. It was daunting, terrifying, and exhilarating all at the same time. Liz smiled at Victoria and threw her own hat up into the air.
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			The group from graduation arrived at Bin 54 to celebrate later that evening. Victoria’s parents had left that night to get back to New Jersey, so she and Daniel had even joined them. The restaurant was a madhouse because of graduation. Luckily Brady’s parents had reserved the cellar room well in advance, and there was enough room for everyone.

			Savannah was walking up the stairs toward the bathroom when their group arrived. She grabbed Liz by the arm and whispered, “Do you have a minute?”

			“I’m here with my parents. I have to make introductions and such,” Liz offered apologetically.

			“Everything okay?” Brady asked, looking between the girls.

			“Fine,” Savannah said immediately. “Just wanted to talk to Liz. Can you do introductions?”

			“Sure, Savi. You sure you’re okay?”

			“I said I was.” She straightened taller and gave her best impression of the Maxwell confidence.

			Brady nodded. “All right. I’ll see y’all in a minute.”

			Liz followed Savannah up the last few stairs and then stood at the top curiously. “What’s this all about?”

			“I invited Easton.”

			While that was surprising, since Savannah and Easton had only met this week, it wasn’t completely unheard-of for Savannah. She had invited Liz in a similar fashion to one of these events last year. “So?”

			“Lucas is here,” she whispered, glancing over Liz’s shoulder.

			“Oh.” Well, that made more sense. Savannah and Lucas had had an off-again, off-again relationship as far as Liz could tell. Savannah was head over heels for him, but he showed interest only when it was convenient for him.

			“What should I do?”

			“What do you mean, what should you do? You invited Easton, who is a great guy, to dinner with your parents after knowing him a week. You can’t exactly kick him out now.”

			“I know,” Savannah said, swatting her hand. “But what do I do about Lucas?”

			“Do you still like him?”

			The answer was written all over her face. “I mean . . . I guess.” She shrugged.

			“Right. Well, do you like Easton?”

			“I just met him . . .” Savannah glanced away. “But yeah, I do. He’s not like other guys at school.”

			“Then I think the best thing to do is to probably concentrate on Easton. If it doesn’t work out then you’ve done nothing but make Lucas insanely jealous,” Liz offered. She wasn’t sure she was the best person to ask advice about what to do when you liked two guys. Her answer had always been Brady . . . even when it shouldn’t have been.

			Savannah laughed in an uninhibited manner, which really worked for her. So often she was reserved because of her upbringing. In moments like these, she was stunning.

			“Okay. Thanks,” Savannah said. She looked down and then back up at Liz. “You know how I once told you that I would never like my brother’s girlfriends after Erin tried to act like my sister?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Well, I guess I lied. You’re one of my best friends, and I really wouldn’t mind you as a sister,” Savannah admitted.

			Liz placed her hand on her heart and then hugged Savannah. “Thanks. Maybe a bit ahead of yourself, but thanks.”

			“Sorry to keep you from introducing your parents. God, I’m a wreck.”

			“You’re fine. Don’t worry about it. You probably saved me.”

			“Brady is great at introductions anyway.” Savannah shrugged.

			“True, but you can never be too sure,” Liz said.

			“All right. See you in a minute. I’ll space out our entrances so it doesn’t look like we were conspiring.”

			“Were we conspiring?”

			“Just get down there,” Savannah said, gently pushing Liz toward the stairs. Liz laughed and then jogged back down to the dining room.

			She really was unprepared for the number of people who were in attendance for this dinner. It was more like a graduation party. At the head of the table sat Brady’s parents. Her parents were seated across from them and then Daniel and Victoria, a blank seat for her, and then Brady. On the other side of the table sat Lucas’s parents, whom she had met at this restaurant last year, their youngest daughter, Alice, then Savannah’s open seat was wedged between Lucas and Easton. Surprisingly enough, seated next to Easton was Clay’s girlfriend, Andrea, which could only mean one thing . . .

			“Hey, beautiful,” Clay said, wrapping Liz around the middle and pulling her into a hug.

			Liz laughed, returning the hug lightly. She could feel Brady’s eyes on them. “I didn’t know you would be here.”

			“How could I miss your graduation?”

			“I wasn’t aware you knew I was graduating.”

			“Family outing and all that,” he said, gesturing behind him. “You do remember Andrea, right?”

			Liz glanced at his girlfriend, who was tall and slender, with too much makeup, bleached blond hair, and clothes that probably cost more than Liz’s entire wardrobe. Andrea glanced up at them then and smiled at Clay.

			“Yes, I remember. Nice to meet you again,” Liz said.

			She looked up at Liz as if she were an alien. “Have we met?” Andrea asked.

			“Yes, at Jamie’s art exhibit in D.C.”

			“Oh, Jamie!” Andrea crooned. Her entire face changed. She lit up like a lightbulb. “I love her work. She’s so megatalented. She is selling her work at a fraction of what she should be selling them. Seriously like mega brillz. I want to keep her in my house and have her just paint for me so I can fill the house with her work.”

			“You already have,” Clay teased her. Their eyes locked and a moment passed between them before Andrea scoffed at the attention.

			“Don’t make fun of her work. She’s the fucking shit, Clay.”

			Clay raised his hands to fend her off. “Who am I to talk about the things you love in life?” he asked with a teasing smile.

			Liz extracted herself and walked toward Brady just as Savannah entered the room.

			“What was that all about?” Brady asked as she slid into her seat.

			“Girl stuff.”

			“With Clay,” he corrected.

			“Probably wants to piss off his girlfriend,” Liz offered.

			“Or me.”

			“Not everything is about you.” She glanced over at Clay and Andrea and saw them glaring at each other, but there was something about them that showed that they cared. Maybe it was the years that they had been together, or maybe she was just imagining it, but she was pretty sure she had seen something pass between Clay and Andrea that almost seemed like affection.

			Savannah took her seat between Easton and Lucas and sent Liz a sly smile. Stuck between two guys, what a rough life.

			Glancing around the table at her family, Brady’s family, and all of their friends, Liz couldn’t help but admire the entire group. Everyone she cared most about was sitting at this table right now, and they all looked completely comfortable. Well, aside from Savannah.

			Liz’s parents chatted easily with Brady’s parents. Victoria was making somewhat pleasant, albeit inappropriate, conversation with Lucas. Daniel was leaning over the table to talk to Marilyn about his and Victoria’s decision to go to Johns Hopkins. Brady was trying to get to know Easton, and Savannah had just said that she wouldn’t mind Liz as a sister. It all felt so right.

			A waiter came around and filled champagne flutes for everyone except Alice, who was only sixteen.

			“Excuse me, everyone. I’d like to propose a toast,” Brady said, sliding out of his chair. “To Ms. Liz Dougherty, for being the most beautiful, brilliant, strong-willed, caring, and gracious woman I have ever met in my life. Congratulations on completing your degree. You’ll always look back on these days with fond remembrance, but this is most assuredly only the beginning of a very successful and prolific career.” Brady raised his glass. “To Liz and Victoria.”

			Everyone raised their glass and toasted Liz’s and Victoria’s graduations.

			Liz’s smile couldn’t have been bigger as she stared up at the man she loved. Seeing the adoration on his face made the rest of this day have even more meaning. He was right. She had felt it at the ceremony. This was just the start of her life.

			


		
			Chapter 17

    POSTGRAD STRESS
 
			Liz’s parents left the next day with all the reluctance that was to be expected, offering to help pay for things if she needed it, and encouraging her to continue to pursue her dreams. As if there were another option for her.

			Her first article went live on the website that week. Liz had very low expectations for an article about education policy in an online magazine. She was just proud that she was published all on her own and received her first paycheck from it. Brady celebrated by taking her out for frozen yogurt and the most normal thing he could think of: they went and saw a movie.

			He had to be back in D.C. for the week, and since she had no other plans at the moment, she agreed to go with him. When they were seated in first class, Liz pulled up her email and saw she had something from the website.

			
			 

			Dear Miss Dougherty:

			Your recent article has been quoted in the Washington Post regarding the upcoming education policy bill that is in the House of Representatives at the moment. Our traffic on the article has quadrupled in a matter of hours. Would you be interested in writing a follow-up article? We could post it next week.

			Please respond to let us know if you are interested, as this is a timely piece. Also, we would like permission to publish your name for the article so that you receive the credit in the feature.

			
			 

			Sincerely,

			Tom Vernon

			Editor

			 

			Liz read and reread the short email until she thought she might burst. Her article had not only done well, but it had been quoted in the Washington Post. She went in search of the article and, after seeing her quote with a link to her article, she literally squealed.

			Brady’s eyes got big as he turned to look at her.

			“Sorry,” she said, lowering her voice. “Check this out.”

			She passed over the computer to him and he scanned the email. “You were quoted in the Post?” he asked.

			“Yeah. Look.” She showed him the article.

			“Congratulations! This is your first article too.”

			“I know. I’m kind of freaking out,” she said, bouncing up and down.

			“They want you to publish with your name,” he pointed out.

			“Yeah. I’ll deal with that, but, Brady . . . my paper is quoted in the Washington Post,” she repeated.

			“Baby, I’m happy for you, but you know you can’t post your name.”

			“I know,” she said softly.

			And she did know. The press was already having a field day with their relationship, not to mention how it would look to the campaign. The media would probably think that she was just trying to feed the public Brady’s agenda or something equally likely to make her look like a biased journalist. Plus, she liked the idea of having a little slice of something that she could control. Seeing her words in print again, even without her name attached to them, was exhilarating. It showed her that her work was still valued and not garnering attention just because of all the extra drama that seemed to be attached to her name lately.

			“They seem to really want the follow-up,” Brady said.

			“I know. I can’t wait to write it.”

			“I have no idea where you would get all this information about education policy,” he joked. “It’s not like you’re dating the Congressman who is on the education committee proposing the bill.”

			“And you think the only reason I have information is because of you?” she asked, arching her eyebrows. If he thought that, then he was definitely mistaken. She had been invested in education policy long before she had ever known him.

			“I don’t think it hurts.”

			“I believe that I was the one to stump you at the press conference the first time we met,” she reminded him. “I was the one who kept badgering you about education policy while we were dating. I don’t need you to get information on education policy.”

			“Clearly,” he said, gesturing to the computer. “You got into the Post without any help from me . . . just like you wanted.”

			Liz smiled. “I’m pretty much a badass. Got into the Post on my own, got my boyfriend to be on the education committee instead of the budget committee . . .”

			“I believe I’m not on the budget committee because I represent the Research Triangle. Though it was nice to tell you I was on the education committee when I walked into your panel at the political journalism colloquium.” He smirked down at her. “You should have seen your face.”

			Liz smacked him on the arm. “You did that on purpose!”

			“Of course I did. I wanted to see you.”

			“You wanted to throw me off balance.”

			“Did it work?” he asked, lowering his face close to her mouth.

			“It’s working right now. What were we talking about?” she breathed.

			Brady kissed her deeply. “I believe we were discussing what I was going to do to you once I got you back to my place,” he whispered just loud enough for her to hear.

			“Now I remember. Something about me laid out on your bed and your tongue all over my body.”

			“Is that a request, Ms. Dougherty?”

			“Oh, yes.”

			His eyes slid down the front of her shirt and then back up to her eyes. “I might make a few requests myself.”

			“I’m always open to suggestions.”

			“I’ll keep that in mind.”

			Just then the flight attendant started up the instructions and safety tips, and they began to taxi down the runway. Their banter tapered off and Liz was left aroused.

			By the time they landed, she had drafted a letter to the editor accepting his offer to write a follow-up, but requesting to remain anonymous. She tried to argue that anonymity was important for her personal privacy. She hoped that would suffice.

			The next few days were spent much the same as her spring break—more like a vacation than the end of her college career. She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to feel like, but primarily she felt as if she was just floating. She didn’t have anything really to do besides write the follow-up article for the online journal and write a few blog posts for Justin now that he had sent over the information for the blog. She wasn’t sure how long it would take to get used to working for herself. Even as editor at the university paper, she had always had demanding deadlines, people reporting to her, and her reporting to the university. Now . . . it was just her.

			The only downer came through rejection letters to graduate school that week. Professor Mires had said that she would hear by June 1 at the latest, and some had already trickled in. Not surprisingly, Columbia and Northwestern turned her down. She got into American University and was still waiting to hear from Missouri and Maryland. American was her backup school, but she was still holding out for Maryland, her number one choice.

			On Thursday night when Brady returned from work, Liz was lounging in his living room with her computer on her lap and Pride and Prejudice on in the background. He started loosening his tie as he walked over to her. “Are you feeling like Elizabeth Bennet today?”

			“Only if you are going to be as positively stubborn and arrogant as Mr. Darcy.”

			“Well, that sounds like me, but Darcy had his reasons for acting like that,” Brady said.

			“Are you defending him for snubbing her?”

			“I’m defending him for getting a bad rep for what simply boils down to miscommunication,” he said, picking up her laptop and moving it to the table.

			“Darcy does not have a bad rep. Everyone loves him.”

			“Darcy and I are sounding more and more alike.” Brady sat down next to her and scooted her into his lap. He started trailing kisses down her neck and she sighed.

			“How do you do that?”

			“What?” he murmured.

			“Make me forget everything we were arguing about.”

			“Were we arguing?”

			“Lovingly discussing the merits of Mr. Darcy,” she said. Her hands gripped the front of his suit.

			“I thought we were talking about the rest of your graduation present.”

			Liz pulled back to look at him. Her hand immediately went to the charm necklace she had been wearing nonstop. “The rest?”

			“You can’t think that a charm is all you’re getting. I told you there was more.”

			“You don’t have to get me anything, though, Brady.”

			“If you don’t want it, then we don’t have to go to New York City this weekend to visit Chris and his girlfriend,” he said with a sly smile.

			When he put it that way, there was no arguing. Of course she wanted to visit Chris, and it was as much a present for her as it was for him to go visit his best friend. She hadn’t seen Chris since the gala she had attended with him the night that Brady had given her a key to his house.

			They left early the next morning for New York. She was jittery when they landed, excited to be back in the city for the first time since she had been fired from her job with the Times.

			Their luggage was carried out to a waiting town car that whisked them downtown. This was a far cry from the last time she had been in the city over Christmas break, but she wasn’t complaining. Brady lived a certain lifestyle. He preferred first class to coach, a town car to a taxi, and designer suits to jeans and a T-shirt. It wasn’t a life she was accustomed to, and it was strange to think that it was her life now.

			The driver dropped them off in front of an apartment building in Chelsea and promised that he would be on call when they needed him next. They walked inside and had the receptionist call to let them up. Chris was on the fourteenth floor at the end of a narrow hallway.

			Brady knocked on the door and Chris greeted them with a big smile.

			“Hey, man,” Brady said.

			“About time you got here.”

			The guys reached out and hugged each other as if they hadn’t seen each other in ages.

			“Liz,” Chris said, turning his attention to her. “I always knew you’d be back.”

			“That makes one of us,” she joked. They hugged and then he let them inside.

			The apartment was a decent-size two-bedroom. It had a really homey feel, with brown suede furniture, a wooden coffee table, and framed photographs everywhere. It fit Chris’s personality. Where Brady was all politician charisma, Chris was totally laid-back. And when they were together, Brady seemed to feed off of Chris’s eternal good mood. They had been friends their entire lives and loved each other liked brothers. She wished Chris were around more often.

			“Y’all have good timing,” Chris said. “I took a half day and just got back. Let’s get out of here. We have to meet Mollie for her lunch break.”

			Brady sent a message out to the town car and it met them at the entrance when they got downstairs. Chris gave the driver their destination and then they were swept through the city. Liz stared out the tinted window at the skyscrapers they passed. Brady and Chris seemed to be discussing the finer merits of the NBA draft, which she promptly tuned out.

			Soon enough the car stopped in front of a gray stone building. The building was decorated in rich reds and browns with low lighting and exquisite chandeliers. The bar took up a large portion of the room, but there were private dining spaces along the far wall and a second level to accommodate smaller private parties. The hostess took them to one of the upstairs tables, where a slender woman with straight shoulder-length brown hair sat by herself staring at the menu.

			“Mols,” Chris said, drawing her attention. She looked up from her menu with a soft smile.

			“There you are. Did you get caught in traffic?”

			“Some.” Chris bent down and kissed her cheek. “As promised, Brady Maxwell and his girlfriend, Liz.”

			“Nice to meet you. I’m Mollie. Chris didn’t tire you with his antics already, did he?”

			“I was bored to tears,” Brady joked. Chris sighed heavily as he plopped into the seat next to Mollie.

			Liz slid into her seat. “He was just fine. Don’t listen to Brady.”

			Chris slung an arm over the back of Mollie’s chair. “No, really, don’t listen to Mollie. She thinks I can talk your ear off.”

			“You can,” she said.

			“She just thinks I do it all the time.”

			“You do!”

			Liz giggled just as the server arrived to fill drink orders. She perused the menu and her eyes bulged. Lobster as an appetizer. This place was classier than the sundress she had on. Oh well, Brady hadn’t said anything, so she must be fine.

			The waiter brought a bottle of wine for the table and poured out the glasses for everyone. Mollie held her glass out in front of Chris. “Do not let me drink more than one of these. I have to go back to work.”

			Chris winked at her. “I’d never encourage inebriation at work.”

			“Looks like Liz is going to have to be my advocate. Chris likes to get me drunk. Watch my back.”

			“Sure thing. Where do you work?” Liz asked her.

			“At an advertising company. Right now I mostly focus on women’s fashion.”

			“Chris tells me you work with some pretty high-end clientele,” Brady chimed in.

			“I do actually. Some of the outfits are beautiful and some are hideous, though. As with all fashion, I suppose. Either way, I love it. Plus it’s how Chris and I met, actually. He came to my company’s Christmas party and we totally hit it off.”

			“That’s one way to tell the story,” Chris said with a laugh. “I was there with someone else, but I left with Mollie.”

			“Isn’t that obligatory at company Christmas parties?” Liz joked.

			“I thought so,” Chris said.

			Mollie rolled her eyes and swatted at him. She redirected her attention to Liz. “What do you do?”

			“I . . .” Liz paused. What exactly did she do? Before she would have said she was a reporter or a journalist. Now she didn’t really have an occupation, so she went with the closest thing. “I’m a freelance writer.”

			“Ah,” Mollie said, averting her eyes.

			“She’s very talented,” Brady said, “and has been writing very sought-after pieces online.”

			“Oh really?” she asked. “Where?”

			“The Washington Post recently quoted me regarding a piece I wrote on education policy,” Liz said.

			“Well, that’s brilliant,” Mollie said, seeming more enthusiastic at hearing the Post mentioned. “Doesn’t Brady work in education policy? Wasn’t that what you were telling me, Chris?”

			“Oh, hmm?” Chris asked, oblivious. “Yeah . . . on some committee in Congress.”

			“The education committee,” Brady offered.

			“That’s the one.”

			“You two complement each other,” Mollie said. “That’s good long-term.” She placed her hand on Chris’s arm.

			Liz leaned into Brady with a sigh. At least she wasn’t the only one who thought so.

			Shortly afterward the waiter came to take their orders. The conversation shifted back to the guys’ basketball addiction, since they had played in college. Mollie seemed to tune out as much as Liz did. Liz caught her eye and they both started laughing.

			“What’s so funny?” Brady asked, pinching her leg under the table.

			“You two and basketball.” Liz rolled her eyes. “You could talk all day about it.”

			“What would you prefer we talk about? Tennis?”

			“Do you play tennis?” Mollie asked, her eyes wide.

			“Yeah, I do,” Liz said.

			“That’s exciting. I picked it up this year and I love it. So much fun and a great workout. I’ve been trying to convince Chris to play doubles with me, but he refuses.”

			“It’s so boring,” Chris complained.

			“It is not!” Mollie and Liz said at the same time.

			“You’re probably just not good,” Liz told him.

			“Hey! I’m good!” Chris said. She had bruised his ego.

			“Then it’s set,” Mollie said. “We’ll play doubles tomorrow. I’m so excited.”

			“Brady and I will kick your ass. Guaranteed,” Chris boasted.

			Mollie put her head in her hand and sighed. “You don’t even want to be my pair?”

			“Guys versus girls, Mols. We’ll show you how it’s done.”

			“Oh, I’m sure. When was the last time you even picked up a racket?” she teased.

			“It’s like riding a bike.”

			“This should be interesting,” Liz mused.

			“Don’t worry,” Brady said, nudging her. “We’ll go easy on you.”

			She narrowed her eyes. He knew that she played, but he had never seen her in action. He was in for a rude awakening. “Bring it, Maxwell.”

			All of those extra practice sessions with Easton were going to pay off. If she had done this before working out with him two or three times a week, she would have been winded after half a match. Now she could play for over an hour straight. These guys were going to need more than good luck on their side.
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			Chris quickly found out that playing tennis was not like riding a bike.

			After having a few drinks last night, they had called it a night relatively early and gone back to Chris’s house. Liz and Brady spent the night wrapped up together on the guest bedroom’s queen-size bed. The next morning they had risen relatively early and taken the town car to the gym where Mollie worked out. They had indoor tennis courts, which really worked to Liz’s favor, since she was used to playing outside in the North Carolina heat.

			“How long have you been playing?” Mollie asked as she watched Liz warming up.

			“Since I was seven,” Liz told her.

			“This is going to be great.” A slow, ruthless smile spread across her face. “Let’s crush them.”

			The guys let the girls have the first serve. Liz happily obliged them with an impressive serve that took Chris completely off guard. Her next serve Brady took and volleyed back to Mollie. Liz could tell that Brady had more experience than Chris, so he was her real opponent. Plus, he looked really hot in gym shorts, a Dri-Fit T-shirt, and tennis shoes.

			Mollie’s return serve showed Liz that she did have training, but nothing compared to Liz. Chris did start to get the hang of it again about halfway through the game, but by then the girls were already up by two sets. They volleyed back and forth for the next set, which went to the guys after Brady delivered a powerful stroke that neither of them could return.

			He seemed triumphant about that, but strangely silent throughout the rest. She knew that Brady was incredibly competitive. He wouldn’t be into politics if he weren’t. But this was her sport. He could kick her ass at basketball and probably everything else, but not tennis. And she was going to prove it.

			They played by official rules, where the winner needed to win six sets and beat the other team by at least two sets. Liz was playing on adrenaline and barely even noticed the time pass, but by the time they were down to the wire it was clear everyone was tiring. If they won the next point then that would be the game.

			She could see the determination on Brady’s face as they squared off. For a second it felt as if it were just the two of them. Their competitive natures wouldn’t let them back off.

			Liz raised her racket and served the ball across the net. Brady returned it where it was almost out of reach for her, but she got it last minute. It sailed over the net and hit the court once. Brady dove to get the brilliantly placed ball, but he was too slow by a fraction of an inch and it bounced out of court.

			“Game!” Mollie cried. Her breath was coming heavily, but she was still jumping around victoriously.

			Liz bent forward at the waist and took in a few deep breaths. Her heart was beating a million miles a minute. From across the court, she locked eyes with Brady and winked. She had beaten him. It didn’t matter that it was at a game she had been playing nearly her entire life and it had been kind of close. She had still won and it felt amazing.

			“Okay, you two,” Mollie said, pointing across the court. “Since you lost, you have to take us to Schiller’s for Pimm’s.”

			Chris groaned. “Killing me, woman.”

			Mollie giggled. “It’s only fair.”

			Liz walked across the court to shake hands with them, as was customary. Chris slapped her hand for a high five and then hobbled off the court mumbling to himself, “I knew there was a reason I didn’t play this game.”

			“Hey, you,” she said, walking up to Brady. “Good game.”

			“You were phenomenal,” he told her.

			“Didn’t think a girl could beat you, huh?”

			“You proved me wrong. It makes me want to take lessons. Is that guy Savannah is seeing available?” he asked.

			“You can’t steal Easton from me! Find your own instructor,” she joked, batting at him.

			Brady pulled Liz toward him.

			“Ew. I’m all sweaty.”

			“You’d think I’d be used to it,” he said with a smirk. “I have an idea. How about I ask my girlfriend to give me lessons?”

			“Is she good at tennis?” Liz asked innocently.

			“The very best. She’s so good, in fact, that her boyfriend is going to have to remind her who’s in charge the best way he knows how.”

			Liz’s eyebrows shot up. “And how do you propose that?”

			He dropped his mouth to her ear and nibbled on the earlobe. “Tonight when I have you all alone, I’m going to remind you exactly what happened the night you brought a Senator to his knees.”

			


		
			Chapter 18

    PAY UP
 
			As promised, that night the guys planned an evening for the girls that included Mollie’s drink of choice. Liz went on a shopping excursion to acquire a cocktail dress. Brady tagged along and played Pretty Woman with the associate at Bergdorf Goodman. By the end of the encounter, Brady had insisted on a pair of Jimmy Choos and a dark magenta strapless dress that cinched at the waist to accentuate Liz’s figure.

			When they returned to Chris’s apartment, Liz took over the bathroom. After a shower, she blew out her long blond hair until it fell loose past her shoulders. She spent extra time on smoky makeup to finish off the elegant ensemble. Chris greeted her with a whistle when she exited the bathroom. Brady just shook his head at his best friend and brought his girlfriend in closer.

			“You look stunning,” he told her. He kissed her once on her nose.

			“You don’t look too bad yourself,” she said.

			Actually he looked fucking unbelievable in a tailored black suit with a checked green tie that complemented her dress. And that smile . . . as bright as the fireworks on the Fourth of July, all for her. She could have melted right then and there.

			“I think I could get used to taking you shopping if you look this radiant in everything I purchase,” he said, assessing her.

			“Am I not good enough for Brady Maxwell in a T-shirt and sweats?”

			“No. Certainly not.”

			Liz arched an eyebrow. “I do hope you’re joking.”

			“Someone as beautiful as you should be wearing designer clothes at all times. It suits you.”

			“Are you getting me designer sweats?” she asked.

			“I’ll put in an order.”

			“You’re ridiculous.”

			“For you. Though you already know that I love you in whatever you’re wearing. It’s this brain of yours that I fell for.”

			“And here I thought it was my body,” she purred.

			He slid his hand down the curve of her waist. “Don’t get me started. I have a promise to keep tonight.”

			“Time to head out,” Chris called, interrupting the lustful glance between them. “We still have to pick up Mollie before the show.”

			Brady placed a kiss on her lips and then ushered her out the door. She followed Brady and Chris down to the lobby of the building. A black stretch Hummer limo greeted them at the curb.

			When Liz had first gone home with Brady that night at the Jefferson-Jackson gala, she had been shocked by the luxury. Even though she had been in a limo since that night, it still made her heart jump. It fit them.

			“After you,” Brady said.

			He took her hand and helped her slip into the dark interior. Expensive champagne chilled in a bucket, and soft music played in the background. She had to down two glasses of champagne that first night together to calm her nerves. She hadn’t been sure about her decision to leave with him. Now she thought it was the best one of her life.

			Brady and Chris slid in after her and immediately started pouring champagne for the ride. They toasted their good fortunes and good times and sipped the crisp champagne. Liz couldn’t keep the smile from her face. A few months ago she would have never envisioned herself in a limo in New York City with Brady. Now she couldn’t imagine her life any other way.

			Sure, there were aspects that were far from desirable, but Brady seemed to overshadow them all. She wasn’t one to define herself by a man, and even now in these moments she didn’t feel as if she did that. Her career and independence were still crucial to her. It was why she couldn’t accept help from him with her job. But her life felt more complete than it ever had before . . . even when everything had been going right. Now she had the man she loved, loving her back and encouraging her to pursue her dreams despite the obstacles. They had a fight for the election ahead, but she wanted to be there for him just as he was there for her.

			She glanced over at Brady laughing at one of Chris’s jokes and a smile touched her lips. She knew the future was uncertain, but she felt confident in him . . . in them. There were conversations that needed to be had about that future, but she didn’t fear having them as she once had.

			When they finally made it through traffic, the driver parked in front of a tall building. Chris hopped out to retrieve Mollie, leaving them all alone in the limo. Brady’s hand immediately trailed down her inner thigh. Her legs were crossed, but that didn’t seem to stop him, and really she wasn’t planning to anyway. He pried her legs apart with ease.

			“Don’t move them,” he growled in her ear.

			Her body clenched at the command and she did her best not to squirm as his hand explored her thighs. She could feel her body warming up to his touch as it so easily did. His fingers brushed up against her sensitive skin and she couldn’t help but jump.

			He smirked at her. “No panties?”

			“You like me better without,” she whispered throatily.

			His other hand closed around her wrist and brought it to rest on the front of his pants. She felt his dick lengthening in her hand and her eyes bulged.

			“Do you see what you do to me?” he asked. She nodded and squeezed to emphasize her point. “Now let me see what I do to you.”

			He ran his fingers along the opening to her pussy gently at first and then probingly. Her wetness coated his fingers, betraying how turned on she was.

			“Mmm,” he sighed as he slipped up into her.

			Her eyes fluttered closed and she dropped her head back on the headrest. She didn’t know how much time they had and right now she simply didn’t care. She had been craving him all day. She didn’t care what he did to her as long as she got her release. And she felt it building beautifully, euphorically. Her whole world centered in on this moment, and her heavy breathing gave away how close she already was.

			“Are you going to come for me, baby?” Brady whispered in her ear.

			“Close,” she groaned.

			“How close?” His fingers slid in and out of her. His thumb circled her clit, drawing out the pleasure as long as he could.

			Liz bit her lip, completely unable to answer him coherently. Her walls clamped around him, begging for what he was offering.

			And then just like that he removed his hand, pushed her legs together, and straightened his suit to hide his erection. Her body protested the sudden movement. The climax hovering just at the brink was receding. Her eyes fluttered open and she began to protest, when the limo door flew open.

			“Miss us?” Chris asked when his face appeared in the doorway.

			Liz tried not to show how affected she was by what had just occurred. Chris’s eyes flickered between the two of them and he laughed as if he knew what had just happened while he had been gone.

			“Hey!” Mollie cried, pushing past Chris and sliding into the limo. She was wearing a slim black halter dress that flared out around her knees, and strappy black heels. “You ready for the show?”

			“We’re ready,” Brady said. He dropped his hand over Liz’s shoulders. “Aren’t we?”

			“Very,” Liz responded. Son of a bitch.

			“Awesome. I’ve seen this one, and it’s my absolute favorite. You’ll love it.”

			Chris dropped in beside her, the driver closed the door, and then they were off again. Mollie poured herself some champagne and refilled Liz’s now-empty glass. Liz was going to need more than that to come down from her high.

			They arrived at the theater and were directed to their own private box. Chris and Mollie stepped through the red curtain first, but Liz stopped Brady.

			“Did you do all this?” she asked, gesturing around.

			“If you mean taking my girlfriend out, then yes.”

			“I mean . . . all of it . . . the limo, champagne, box seats . . .”

			“Well, Chris and I agreed, but it was my suggestion,” he said with a shrug. “Do you not like it? You seemed to like it earlier in the limo.”

			“No, I like it! And I liked the limo . . . though I wished you would have given me one more thing,” she said suggestively.

			“What would that be?”

			Liz ran her hands down the front of his suit. “I think you’ll have to figure it out later when we’re alone.”

			“Who says I have to wait until we’re alone?” he asked, brushing his lips against her mouth.

			“You just want us to get caught, don’t you? Our faces all over the paper for indecent exposure.”

			Brady chuckled. “If it’s news that I’m sleeping with my girlfriend then I’m doing something wrong here.”

			“Maybe if you’re sleeping with her in the middle of a crowded Broadway show . . .”

			“Who would even know?” he asked, backing her against the wall in the darkened corridor. The show was starting any second, all the lights were out, and they were in a private area where no one was around. The only people who would come by would be waiters asking them about drinks and their friends sitting at the front of the box.

			“S-someone,” she stuttered uncertainly.

			He pressed his body firmly against her and she felt him through his suit pants. He wanted her. And, God, did she want him too. “No one will see us as long as no one hears us. Do you understand?”

			Her whole body tensed. She loved this side of him. She loved how easily he commanded her presence and elicited these emotions from her. Her body was on fire from earlier, but just the demand in his voice made her hot all over again.

			“Liz, do you understand?”

			She nodded. “Yes.”

			“Are you two coming?” Mollie’s voice called as she stepped into the hallway. “Oh, sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt.”

			Brady smirked at Liz before backing away. “No interruption. We’re coming.”

			Mollie quickly darted back into their private booth.

			“We’d better be,” Liz peeped as she passed Brady. He smacked her on the ass as she walked by and she bit her lip to keep from crying out.

			“What did I say?” he growled.

			“She didn’t hear.”

			“Let’s try this again,” he said, swishing back the curtain to let her into the balcony. “No talking. No noise. Not a peep. Follow my directions and I’ll let you come this time.”

			“Let me?” she asked as if his words didn’t make her body tremble with desire.

			“Yes,” he growled, drawing her into him. He moved his mouth very close to her ear. “You know how I feel about begging, baby. I’m going to make your pussy beg for it.”

			It already was.

			Brady took a seat at the back of the box and Liz moved to take the seat next to him. The lights flickered, the orchestra started up, silencing all conversation, and then the show began. As soon as the audience’s full attention was on the show, Brady motioned for Liz to take a seat in his lap facing forward.

			She did as she was told without a word, but glanced around, waiting for someone to notice that something was amiss. But no one could see into the box from this angle, and Mollie and Chris were dead set on the show. The skirt of her dress covered Brady’s lap as he unbuttoned his pants and withdrew his cock. She felt the length brush against her thighs and she shivered all over. She couldn’t believe they were doing this. Yet she had no intention of stopping him.

			His hand slipped under her skirt and circled around her clit once more. She bit back her moan and just leaned into the pleasure. She had been so close earlier that it took nothing to wake her body up. They had been playing cat and mouse all day, and she was craving him so badly that she didn’t even care how she got off at this point.

			He slipped a digit inside of her and found she was slick and ready for him. Brady pushed her up to that point all over again before removing his hand and angling her body so he slid all the way in.

			Liz’s head lolled as he filled her. She fought for composure, but she had none. It took everything in her power not to groan right then and there and alert their friends to what they were doing in the back of the theater box.

			Brady rearranged her skirt so that it completely covered his lap from view and then started rocking up into her. Her body tightened all around him, urging him on and demanding the release he had held back from her earlier. Her fingers dug deep into the rich material of the box seat at the same time his sank into her hips.

			Her breath caught as a whirlwind of emotions hit her all at once. She wanted to cry out and scream and let the world know that she had the heart of this elusive man. She felt as if she was on top of the world despite everything else that had come crashing down around her. Her heart beat double time in her chest, her pulse quickening with every thrust, her skin superheating as adrenaline coursed through her body.

			Brady pushed her down over and over again, and she was sure they were the only ones who could hear the soft sounds of their bodies meeting in rhythm. It was the privacy and intimacy of their joining amid the public atmosphere that pushed them toward climax. The orchestra played to their tempo. The actors sang their tune. The song hit a crescendo and Liz felt her own body come undone.

			She collapsed onto herself as she came down from her own crescendo. Brady pushed up into her once more and she felt him finish, shuddering with his climax. They both sat there for a few minutes more until their breathing steadied out, before Liz excused herself for the restroom.

			By the time she returned, Brady had righted himself and seemed completely engrossed in the show. He smiled a confident heart-stopping smile and motioned her over. She moved to take the seat next to him, but he pulled her into his lap once more.

			“You were spectacular,” he whispered, wrapping his arms around her waist and leaning her into him.

			“You act as if I was part of the show.”

			“You were the whole show, love.” He placed a kiss on her collarbone and traced his lips up to her neck.

			Liz leaned forward and kissed Brady with every ounce of passion she had. There were no words to convey how she felt about him. There was only this moment.
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			When the show ended, they returned to the limo to go get drinks. Mollie gushed the entire time about the production and how she thought that it was even better than the last time she saw it with her girlfriends. Liz smiled and nodded at the appropriate times, but she hadn’t really paid attention to much of what had happened.

			Soon enough the limo reached their destination, and they all piled out into the chic bar. Liz thought she might feel overdressed, since she was used to the college scene, but everyone inside was in business suits and dressy attire. She received a few envious glances as she passed with Brady on her arm. She didn’t know whether they were green over Brady or her dress. Maybe it was both. But she just raised her chin as if she belonged in high society.

			Chris procured a booth in the back and a waiter came by to get their orders. Chris insisted on putting his card down, even after Brady tried to argue with him. But after a minute, Brady gave up and let Chris pay.

			“I never thought I’d see the day,” Liz said.

			“What?” Mollie asked.

			“Brady lost an argument and actually backed down.”

			“Oh very funny,” Brady said. He pulled her close to him and planted a kiss on her cheek. “I didn’t lose an argument.”

			“You’re letting Chris pay. You never let anyone do anything you don’t want.”

			“Then maybe I wanted to let Chris pay.”

			“No, you didn’t,” Chris said, shaking his head. “Don’t let him fool you. He hates when people do things he can’t control.”

			“Oh, no,” Liz teased. “You hate me?”

			Chris started laughing. “She’s got you there, B.”

			“I don’t want to control you,” Brady said. “Chris has it all wrong.”

			“Now that sounds accurate,” Mollie said.

			“Wow. Thanks for the vote of confidence, Mols.”

			“Just call ’em like I see ’em,” she crooned.

			Their drinks appeared shortly and they all raised them to toast a night out with friends. Liz was so glad they had taken the time off to relax with Chris. She knew that it was the precursor to a very busy election season, and she was glad they at least got a bit of time alone before that happened.

			“Brady’s a control freak and I’m a know-nothing. Sounds like college, huh, Brady?” Chris joked.

			“College is a bit of a blur,” Brady confessed.

			“Too much booze,” Mollie said.

			“Basketball,” he corrected. “Takes over your life.”

			“That it does,” Chris agreed. He raised his glass to Liz. “So, Graduate, now that you’re out in the big world writing articles and getting quoted in the Washington Post, what are your big plans? You two lovebirds moving in together?”

			“Uh . . .” Liz mumbled. Yeah . . . that was one of those conversations they hadn’t had yet. They had only been officially together since February. Four whole months. Blissful months, but that was kind of fast.

			Surprisingly the idea didn’t bother her at all. This was Brady. She had known for two years that she wanted him, and now that she had him everything felt as if it was moving at a perfect speed.

			Brady tapped his fingers on the table and leveled Chris with an are you kidding me? look.

			“What?” Chris asked innocently. “Have y’all not talked about it? I thought that was a done deal. You only moped around about this girl a million years. What’s the holdup now that you’re together?”

			“Chris, you’re so tactful,” Mollie said. She rolled her eyes and nudged him.

			“I don’t need tact with my buddy.”

			“I’d tell you to learn some,” Brady said, “but after nearly thirty years of this, I should be the one to know better.”

			“Probably.”

			She wondered what exactly she was going to do about the living situation now that Victoria had moved out. It seemed sad to be in Chapel Hill by herself. Plus, after spending the week over spring break and the week after graduation with Brady, she found that she really liked being around him all the time. She liked being the person he came home to, spent his time with, got dinner with, talked about his job with. It made their relationship feel more complete. The phone could never do justice to that.

			“I can’t believe you haven’t asked her,” Chris said, pushing.

			“Well, I was planning to talk about this in private after we go back, but Chris jumped the gun,” Brady said, shaking his head. He turned to Liz and cupped her hand in his. “Will you move in with me?”

			“I don’t want you to feel pressured,” she whispered, conscious of Chris and Mollie watching them.

			“I’ve wanted you by my side since we got back together. Now that you’re out of school there’s no physical barrier between us and I don’t want there to be ever again.” His brown eyes were intense and sincere. “Please move in with me. I have the election ahead of me and I want my woman by my side.”

			“Are you sure?” she breathed emotionally.

			“I’ve never been more sure. I don’t want to control you or your decisions. If you don’t want to move in with me yet, please tell me, but know that I want nothing more than to have you with me all the time,” Brady said, his voice laced with power and seduction that came with a life built for politics.

			“Okay,” she whispered without another moment of hesitation. “I’ll move in with you.”

			


		
			Chapter 19

    ROAD TRIP
 
			When they returned from New York City, Brady hired someone to move Liz up to D.C. A box of clothes and some toiletries were sent to his house in Raleigh for when they were in North Carolina, but otherwise her life now officially belonged with Brady.

			He had wanted to have her car shipped up to D.C. for her, but she thought that was ridiculous. It was only a five-hour drive and she had done it before by herself. She badgered Brady enough about how stupid it was to ship her car no matter the cost that he finally gave up. It was a mini victory.

			When the time came and she had the backseat full of stuff that she didn’t trust the moving company with, she offered to drive Brady to the airport.

			He gave her a reproachful look. “You think I’m letting you drive the five hours without me?”

			Liz’s mouth dropped open. “Do you drive anywhere?”

			“I remember driving you to my lake house and back.”

			“That’s different. This isn’t necessary.”

			“Will I get to spend the five hours in the car with you?” he asked.

			“Well, yeah . . .”

			“Then it’s necessary.”

			“Brady, you don’t have time. Heather is going to flip. You have that rally to get ready for this weekend. It’s the kickoff for the campaign. Aren’t you supposed to be in meetings?” Liz asked.

			She did not want to be blamed for this. Even if Liz hadn’t heard from Heather since Brady bitched the other woman out, Liz could still feel her disapproval across state lines.

			“What did I tell you about worrying about Heather? Leave her to me. You’ll see enough of her once the campaign starts. No use worrying what she thinks now,” Brady told her. “Now hand over the keys so we can get going.”

			“Ex-excuse me?” Liz stuttered, clutching the keys to her chest.

			“I’m driving.”

			“Um . . . no.”

			Brady put his hand out. “I always drive.”

			“You always drive your cars. You’ll have to take shotgun and be happy with it.” She slid into the front seat without listening to another complaint from him.

			She knew that she was pushing his buttons a little in the process, but when he sat in the passenger seat she felt immense satisfaction. He would comply if she were adamant enough. Not that she had any intention of getting rid of the dominant side of her boyfriend, but she didn’t mind ordering him around a bit.

			The drive to D.C. was all sorts of awesome for Liz, who found out that Brady actually liked late-nineties boy bands and Disney music, which came up randomly on her iPod.

			“What? I have a younger sister,” he argued.

			Liz just giggled and sang along to the ★NSYNC song that came on next.
 
			He wasn’t in the car long enough anymore to listen to audiobooks, he told her, but he used to listen to them all the time before he got into Congress. He said it was harder to concentrate on them when he was flying. She only had the last Harry Potter audiobook tucked away in her car, but she found no complaints from him when she switched over to that for the second half of the ride.

			The only thing that interrupted their impromptu road trip was a call from Heather. Brady silenced the radio.

			“Do you have to answer that?” Liz asked, glancing over at his cell phone in the car.

			“She can’t be that mad that I’m going to be three hours late, can she?”

			“Are we talking about the same Heather?”

			“It’ll be fine. Just don’t drive us off the road.”

			“If she asks, you make sure to tell her that I told you to fly,” Liz told him.

			Brady just laughed and answered the phone. “Hey.”

			“Hey! Hey?” Heather shrieked through the phone loud enough for Liz to hear. Brady shrugged and put it on speaker. “Hey is all you have to say?”

			“How can I help you?” Liz snickered into her hand and Brady pressed a finger to his mouth.

			“You were supposed to be here thirty minutes ago, Brady. We have the rally on Friday. Alex wants to talk strategy. There is a lot going on. More important things than moving your girlfriend when you’ve already hired a moving company. Where are you?” she demanded.

			“I’m on my way to D.C.”

			“You’re talking to me from the airplane?”

			“Car actually.”

			Heather breathed out heavily. Liz could almost picture her closing her eyes and pinching her brows. “You’re driving back to D.C.?”

			“I’d consider myself more of a passenger. Liz is driving.”

			“I’m just glad you don’t have to be in Congress today. You’re acting like a teenager. Are you forgetting all of your responsibilities for this girl?”

			Liz blushed at the statement. She felt ashamed at stealing so much of his time. She didn’t want to take him away from everything that was important to him. But the venom in his eyes stilled her thoughts.

			“That’s enough, Heather. I am not a teenager; nor am I forgetting anything. Certainly not my duties to my country or my constituents. I am taking a short road trip through Virginia with my girlfriend and will be back in just under an hour and a half. Now, is there a reason for this call?”

			Liz chewed on her lip as she waited for Heather’s response. She hated being a constant source of conflict between Brady and Heather.

			“Yes,” Heather snapped. “I finally got some information about those pictures from graduation.”

			“What pictures?” Liz whispered.

			“What did you find?” Brady prompted.

			“I’m starting to see a trend here. Do you remember the lovely young woman Calleigh Hollingsworth?” Heather asked with her biting tone. “My sources tell me that she sold the picture of Liz and her ex to the tabloids. It reads like a setup to me. Ex happens to stroll into town. The girl he wrote the article with sells the photos.”

			Liz opened her mouth to protest. She didn’t think Hayden would do that, but Brady shook his head. She really wanted to say something, but Heather didn’t know she was listening in.

			“I’m going to have a team keep tabs on her and see if anything else suspicious comes up. I don’t want her to wreak any more havoc. I know we don’t have a real threat for the primary, but I don’t want to risk it. Any challenger is bad enough with what we’ve been through. I know Russell Kleeb has only done community activist work in Durham, but I think we should take it seriously. He’ll latch on to anything that he can, and Lord knows what we’re going to encounter come general election time.”

			“We’ll make it through. Keep me posted of anything else. I’ll be in the office soon,” Brady told her.

			“Loud and clear, Congressman,” she said crisply. The line died in his hand.

			“Does she always do that?” Liz demanded.

			“What?” he asked.

			“Hang up. She always hangs up on me. It’s so annoying.”

			“Oh. That’s just Heather. She is tight with her time,” Brady told her.

			“Huh. I just thought she hated me.”

			“She doesn’t understand you,” Brady admitted carefully. “Heather was interning for my father when I met her. I was about to graduate from college and had lofty plans to become president.”

			“I believe you still have those plans,” Liz said. She was fascinated by the insight into his life and to find out more about Heather.

			“I do.” He winked at her. “My father said that she was the hardest-working person he had ever met, but not the easiest person to work with. I kind of took that as a challenge, and hired her on full-time to help with my first State Senate race. She proved invaluable. Though I do have to say that she has only gotten harder to work with. She’s kind of rough around the edges, but she’s earned the right to be.”

			“Rough around the edges is an understatement, but I guess I can get it. Politics is a hard world.”

			“Heather sees the world in black and white. If you’re not good for the campaign, then you’re useless. The woman has no clutter in her house at all. It’s kind of terrifying.”

			“You don’t have clutter,” Liz said.

			“I live at the office. There’s clutter,” he said.

			“Not anymore!”

			“Well, you can clutter up our place.”

			“I like the sound of that.”

			“Me too,” he admitted. “I know Heather is coarse, but she just doesn’t think you’ve proven to be useful. She doesn’t see that you don’t have to be of a certain mold to be an asset to the campaign. You’re an asset to me. I love you. That’s what matters in the end.”

			The rest of the drive to D.C. was left to the Harry Potter audiobook narrator. Liz had a lot to think about, but she wasn’t sure how to bring it all up to Brady yet. She wanted to collect her thoughts first, and she was stuck on what Heather had said about the pictures of her and Hayden being a setup.

			She didn’t know how someone would act if they were setting someone up to take their picture, but she didn’t think that had been Hayden. She would have assumed some nerves at the very least. Probably more likely would be excessive touchy-feely displays to try to make the pictures look worse than they actually were, but he hadn’t done that. He had seemed too sincere in his apology to set her up like that even after everything that had happened between them.

			Liz pulled into the parking garage to Brady’s apartment sometime later. He had already procured the available spot next to his Range Rover for her car. Brady grabbed two boxes of clothes and Liz carried an antique jewelry box that had belonged to her mother.

			They reached Brady’s penthouse and she followed him to the front door. A smile touched her lips as she realized that this was now their place. Her stomach did a somersault as she crossed the threshold. Brady deposited her boxes in his walk-in closet. Liz followed him and placed the jewelry box on his dresser. She opened it and pulled out Brady’s locket. She liked wearing it when he left so that she felt as if she had a piece of him close to her heart.

			“What’s that?” he asked, standing behind her.

			“Your necklace.”

			“No. That.” He reached inside and pulled out a small packet of charms. “Did you get new charms?”

			Liz’s cheeks turned rosy. “Uh, no.”

			He gave her a questioning look. “Care to explain?”

			“Hayden got them for me when we were dating.”

			Brady’s face turned murderous. “He got you charms for my necklace?”

			“He didn’t know it was your necklace, just that I used to wear it a lot. He thought I might want updated charms so I’d wear it again,” she said softly.

			“And?”

			“What?” she asked confused.

			“Did you wear them? Were you walking around with me dangling between your breasts?” he asked, fingering the locket where it was hanging. “With another man’s charms inside them?”

			“No,” she told him, trying to remain calm. She knew that he wouldn’t like that Hayden had given them to her. “I never wore them.”

			“Then I guess you don’t need them, do you?” he asked, tossing them into the trash can and walking out of the bedroom.

			Liz stood there in the wake of Brady’s temper. Her hands were trembling slightly as she stared at the charms sitting at the bottom of the otherwise empty bin. She had no emotional attachment to the charms that Hayden had given her, but they were still hers to keep or throw away as she saw fit.

			“Hey,” she called, jogging into the living room. “You didn’t have to do that.”

			“Did you want to keep them?” His arms were crossed over his chest and he looked as though his jealous streak had gotten the better of him.

			“Not particularly, but it’s my choice. Not yours. And you don’t have to be angry with me about it.”

			“I shouldn’t be angry that your ex-boyfriend gave you charms for my necklace?” he asked.

			“They don’t mean anything to me and I never wore them. What does it even matter?”

			Brady eyed her suspiciously. “I don’t like reminders that you were with him.”

			“I definitely do not think about Hayden like that. I’ve only ever wanted you. Now that I have you, I’m certainly not letting you go for anyone else.”

			“And yet you won’t believe that he set you up for those pictures,” he pointed out.

			Liz’s mouth dropped. “What? How did you—”

			“I know you.” He dropped his arms with a sigh. “I saw it on your face when Heather said it. Why won’t you believe that he would do that after everything else he has done to hurt you?”

			“It just doesn’t seem like Hayden. He didn’t act like that when I saw him. He was there to apologize.”

			Brady shook his head. “A hunch isn’t good enough, Liz. I can’t accept that from his past behavior.”

			“Well, then let me contact him,” she blurted out. Brady gave her a sharp look. “I’ll ask him about the pictures and see if he knew about them. I know him. I’d know if he was lying.”

			“No.”

			“Brady, seriously.”

			“I don’t want you talking to him. We’ve been through this,” he told her.

			“What’s the worst that could happen?” she asked.

			“You tip him and Calleigh off and so she’s more careful about who she sells information to,” he growled.

			Liz sighed. “What if I don’t mention Calleigh?”

			Brady grabbed her face between his strong hands and brought her close to him. “If you must talk to him, then fine. I don’t like it. I’ll never like it, and I don’t want this to become a routine thing. I don’t want to have this argument again.”

			“I don’t want it to be routine either. I just want to get to the truth,” she said. Her eyes were locked on to his brown ones and she thought she was going to drown in that gaze.

			“I trust you,” he said, kissing her on the lips hard. “I’m going to have to tell Heather about this. So please report back as soon as your brief conversation is over.”

			“I will.” He started walking toward the door, but she reached out for him. “I’m sorry that it’s this way.”

			“Do I get you forever?” he asked, his words as smooth as silk.

			The words caught her off guard. They had never talked about forever. They had never really talked about anything until he had asked her to move in with him.

			“Yes,” she murmured.

			“Then it’s worth it.” He kissed her again before leaving. She was left to wade in the lingering ecstasy of his lips on hers and the whispered promise of forever.

			With a sigh, Liz found her phone and hesitantly dialed Hayden’s phone number.

			“Hello?” he answered. He sounded both shocked and tentative, like he didn’t know why she would be calling.

			“Hey, Hayden.”

			“Is . . . something wrong?”

			“No. Well, not exactly,” she said softly.

			The silence hung between them, thick with the breakdown of their failed relationship. She knew that she needed to say something, but she felt as if her tongue was stuck to the roof of her mouth.

			“As much as I enjoy hearing from you, I am curious as to your reasoning,” Hayden said. “I assume you have a motive?”

			“Did you set me up?” Liz gasped out. “With the pictures.”

			“What?” he asked. “What do you mean?”

			“I mean did you plant a photographer to get pictures of us in the paper?”

			“Are you joking?” Hayden sputtered.

			“You need to be honest with me here. If this is all true, then we’re going to have serious issues. I don’t know what your motive is, but it’s not going to work. I just need you to tell me the truth.”

			“I’ve never lied to you before, Liz,” he said. “I would never plant a photographer. I was there to apologize, not to try to break up your relationship. Guess my message was lost on you.”

			“I’m serious, Hayden!”

			“So am I! I don’t know who took those pictures. I’m sorry that they were in the paper, but I had absolutely nothing to do with that. Why are you asking me now anyway? That happened two weeks ago,” Hayden demanded. “Wait . . . do you know who took the pictures? Is that why you’re accusing me?”

			Shit! He knew her too well.

			“Should I even hazard a guess, since you’ve come to me to ask about it?” Hayden said dryly. “I hadn’t thought about it at the time, but who had a personal vendetta against the subject and would know I was going to be in Chapel Hill?”

			Liz held her breath. He was too smart for his own good. Not that it was doing any harm at the moment. He hadn’t known that Calleigh was involved. It was clear in his voice. Crystal clear. And now he actually sounded pissed.

			“Calleigh, huh?” Hayden guessed.

			“I can neither confirm nor deny . . .”

			“Oh, don’t go all reporter on me now, Liz. I taught you everything you know.”

			“Not everything,” she spat.

			“Fine. Not everything,” he said awkwardly. “Calleigh stalked me when she knew that I was coming to visit. I’d really like to know what she’s up to.”

			“Wouldn’t we all.”

			“It’s probably good that I work on the inside then, huh?”

			“What do you mean?” She didn’t even know why she was continuing this conversation, but something had changed in Hayden when everything had snapped into place for him. He sounded more like himself—driven, ambitious, dedicated to the truth. She hadn’t seen this person in a long time.

			“She’s taking this personally because I chose you, Liz,” he said tenderly. “I just . . . think that maybe I could keep an eye on her.”

			“And why would you do that?” She wanted his intentions out in the open loud and clear.

			“Partly because she’s messing with people I care about, partly because she stalked me, and partly . . . because she got her promotion over me.”

			“The promotion for uncovering that I was Sandy Carmichael? God, she’s such a bitch!”

			Hayden laughed. “She sure has her moments.”

			“Every moment,” she grumbled. “Well, I should probably go. I just . . . I guess I’m glad I called.”

			“Here to help. If I see anything strange, I’ll just shoot you a text or something.” He sighed as if he were contemplating saying more and then decided against it.

			“Thanks, Hayden,” she whispered, and then said good-bye before hanging up.

			Knowing that Hayden wasn’t involved in Calleigh’s sinister plots made Liz feel as if a weight was lifted off her shoulders. Their conversation actually felt, if she dared to consider it, normal—or as normal as it was ever going to get with Hayden.

			


		
			Chapter 20

    THE KICKOFF
 
			A few days later on the afternoon before Brady’s kickoff rally for his reelection effort, Liz and Brady lounged around their apartment in D.C. She had started calling it their apartment after Brady had reminded her over and over that they shared it now and it didn’t just belong to him. If she was living here, then it was theirs. That was all that mattered.

			They would be flying out the next morning into Raleigh. Liz was nervous about her first official event at Brady’s side. She had been to dozens of political events as a reporter. She had even been to a number with Brady in D.C., but the campaign trail was a whole different story.

			She was worried about keeping up with her life while Brady was on the campaign trail. She had recently received her acceptance letter to Maryland for the fall term, which she was ecstatic about, since that was her top choice. Not to mention it was within the D.C. metro area, which kept her close to Brady while she focused on school. She had liked that they could be closer, but if he was gone through the November election she might still miss him a lot.

			Plus she was concerned about keeping up with her writing. She had just turned in her follow-up piece to the online paper, and after glowing compliments from Justin, she had started posting more articles to his blog.

			In fact, she had begun spending a lot of her free time on the computer, interacting with people who were now following what she considered her blog. Even if it was about YouTube movie ratings and other popular culture–related themes, she was the one writing the articles, and she liked talking to the people who enjoyed her pieces. It was a different level of personal involvement than she had ever had in journalism.

			She was scrolling through the comments on the website as Brady practiced his speech for tomorrow. She had heard him reciting it to himself in the mirror the past couple of days. Actually, she could probably recite chunks of it back to him at this point.

			“What do you think of that line?” Brady asked suddenly.

			“Hmm?” Liz looked up from her computer. “Which one?”

			“This one,” he said. “ ‘I personally believe that working for the people in Congress has been the most memorable experience of my life.’ ” He dropped the paper on the table. “Do you think that sounds too high school yearbook?”

			Liz laughed. “No. I think that sounds fine as long as you deliver it with your normal charisma. But if you’re asking my opinion, I think the stuff about Chris and staying to work in North Carolina is kind of repetitive, especially from last term.”

			“Yeah? I thought the consistency worked well.”

			She shut her laptop and snatched the speech from the coffee table. She skimmed the section she was talking about before continuing. “Okay. I see what you mean—it does have the consistency factor—but tomorrow is going to be people who know you and probably primarily people who have seen your stuff from two years ago. They support you no matter what, but you want to fire them up, right?”

			A smile lit up Brady’s face when she glanced up at him. “Right.”

			“What?” she asked.

			“Just keep going,” he encouraged.

			“So, I think you’re missing that. You talk about why you decided to work here and why the state is important to you, and used a personal example to drive it home. It’s a clever trick to get people to empathize with you.”

			“I didn’t realize you had dissected my speeches so completely.” Brady walked around the table and took the seat next to her. He crossed one leg over the other and draped an arm across the back. He managed to look completely engrossed in what she was saying and totally laid-back. She swore they taught politicians how to do this.

			“I’ve seen all of your speeches. When I did research on you two summers ago, I watched the ones from your State Senate races. Your father basically invented the formula. It works. Very effective. But I think you’re missing your pull here. You’re not convincing these people to vote for you. They already will. You’re convincing them to essentially work for you, whether through time or money.”

			“All right. I see your point. What would you suggest?” he asked, leaning forward and brushing a loose lock of hair from her face. He ran his hand down her jawline and stared at her so intensely that she found it hard to get out her next comment.

			She was actually directing one of his speeches. A speech that he’d had a professional speechwriter work on for him. Someone who knew him and had likely been on staff for years. Oh, well, she couldn’t back down now.

			“I’d focus on what keeps people motivated, not what motivated you to begin with. What continues to keep you motivated? Your work in the education committee, fulfilling your commitment to the Research Triangle, bringing back money to support education. I’d focus on that from a fulfillment aspect, not an issue aspect, and then bring it home with a personal example . . . perhaps a political colloquium you attended while in office.” She laughed softly, though she thought it might be a good idea, since the colloquium had been a way to show his dedication to the people and the university system that was so important to his district. “There are other examples that you could use; that was just my suggestion.”

			“You know, you’re pretty brilliant, baby.” He dropped his mouth onto hers and she forgot everything they had been talking about. They moved in perfect unison, his hands tangling in her hair, their tongues volleying for position. Everything slowed to that moment and she reveled in the feel of her handsome, successful boyfriend finding her to be the brilliant one.
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			They arrived in a town car to the side entrance of the rally point. The event wasn’t nearly as big as the Fourth of July event she had attended two summers ago, but it still boasted a relatively large stage, with a crowd pressing in. Liz could see the flashes of the press anxious to nab a picture of Brady . . . maybe even to a get a picture of her.

			Their relationship was hardly a secret, but they had an unwritten rule to avoid press as much as they could. On the campaign trail, there would be no avoiding them. The worst of their relationship woes had passed, but they were still a story, especially now that Brady was running for reelection. D.C. was the Hollywood of politics, and Brady was their fresh young star.

			Liz had already read articles recently about their moving in together. They hadn’t been secretive about that, but still, it was strange to see it online. She had wanted to claw her eyes out when she read the comments. Slut, whore, gold digger, and home wrecker were the nicest things she was called. Apparently they were also rushing into things because she was pregnant, and she and Brady were going to have a shotgun wedding in a few weeks to try to cover it up. Not to mention Brady felt bad for her and was using their relationship to hide his other rampant affairs. The Internet was a really pleasant place.

			She had confessed to Brady about it when he found her upset over the comments one afternoon.

			“You cannot let people make you feel like this. Are any of those things true?” he had asked.

			“No,” she had whispered.

			“Then don’t even bother yourself with them. There is a certain level of discretion you have to learn. When you’re in the public eye, you have to actively choose to ignore and avoid things like this. Nothing good comes from it.”

			So she had stopped looking. She didn’t think that she was strong enough to build up a complete resistance to it, but it was a start. Her journalism background made her naturally curious, which wasn’t helpful in this situation.

			Their car came to a stop and Brady exited first. She followed him into the sea of reporters. His hand reaching out for her and guiding her through the crowd was the only thing keeping her steady. She didn’t duck her head and hide from the cameras as she would have four months ago, but it still unnerved her.

			When they reached the roped-off area where she and Brady would wait along with much of his staff, Liz let out a sigh of relief. It was still strange that reporters made her so uneasy when she had always wanted to be one. She tried to brush off the encounter and focus on what was going on around her.

			Heather was speaking swiftly to the reporters on the other side of the roped-in area. Liz had seen these conversations before, usually to talk about interviews, spotlight segments, Q&A time, and more. Elliott was on his phone, talking animatedly to whoever had his attention. Alex, Brady’s campaign manager, was sitting at a nearby table lost to his computer. He was all strategy and planning and not usually the person in the field.

			And then there was Brady, her Brady, going over last-minute details of his speech with the speechwriter. Liz had rewritten some of Brady’s speech to show him more what she was talking about. To her surprise he had taken it to his speechwriter and they had agreed to keep it. Her own words in one of Brady’s speeches! She had felt a tingle shoot through her at the prospect of him reciting her words to his captivated audience.

			She could feel a buzz of excitement running through everyone in the vicinity. This was the big leagues. This was what it was all about. The start of everything Brady was working toward. She peered out at the crowd and was staggered to see that the tent that was erected for the event was full of people.

			Then she heard it. Max-well. Max-well. Max-well.

			Her breath caught as the cheer started off quiet and then slowly began to rise as more and more people picked up the chant. Soon the sound of Brady’s name was deafening, taking over the rally space.

			She glanced over at him and he was smiling brightly. She saw it for what it was. He lived for this. Born and bred to be the magnificent person he was, to crave the spotlight and people cheering his name, to mold the country for the people. And he was hers.

			“All right,” Heather snapped, walking back over to them. “Are you ready?”

			“Born ready,” Brady said confidently.

			“Of course you were. Now let this crescendo and then make your entrance. Afterward I’ve arranged a few interviews, then a quick meeting with some donors, and a dinner with Chelsea about that fracking thing she keeps shoving down your throat.”

			“Chelsea, really?” he asked. “Can’t that wait?”

			“They’re sending a ton of money our way trying to sway your vote on that. You have to meet with her.”

			“Who is Chelsea?” Liz interrupted.

			Heather barely gave her a passing glance. “After that you’re free for the night, but tomorrow morning we have a photo op with the mayor.”

			“Sounds good, Heather,” he said in a dismissive tone. Heather gave him a pointed look and then walked over to stand by Elliott. Brady turned back to face Liz. “Chelsea works for an environmental lobbying firm that’s trying to get me to make a statement about fracking in the North Carolina Mountains. They’re huge supporters, so I can’t ignore them. So we have dinner plans.”

			“We?” Liz asked, surprised.

			“Of course. You’re part of my life. You’ll entertain at my side.” He swept her up in his arms and kissed her briefly on the mouth. “Now I have to charm the crowd as much as I did you.”

			“Let’s hope you use different tactics,” she said breathlessly.

			He popped one more kiss on her mouth and smirked. His campaign mask slid easily into place, all charm and charisma with an underlying arrogance that no one could ignore, and just a touch of something that inherently drew people to him. Brady had it all.

			“Good luck,” she whispered.

			“Don’t need it, baby. I’ve got you.”

			With that Brady turned and sauntered up the small set of stairs and onto the stage as though he owned it. The chant turned into uproarious applause as his followers extolled his very presence. She moved next to Heather on the side of the stage to watch him deliver the speech he had been working on all week.

			Heather stood with her arms crossed and her mouth set in a straight line. Liz wondered what it must be like for her—always worrying about every minute detail related to Brady and the campaign and never having a moment to truly enjoy it. She and Heather were on bad terms, but that didn’t mean that Liz didn’t understand where Heather was coming from, especially after Brady had told her more about how they had started working together.

			Liz was jarred from her thoughts as Brady’s smooth voice filled the speakers. “Welcome!” he cheered.

			The crowd went crazy, screaming, clapping, and throwing Maxwell banners into the air.

			“It’s good to be back home, Raleigh. Good to be back with the good people of North Carolina and every single one of my supporters here!”

			Liz felt herself relaxing into his speech. She had heard it dozens of times this week and almost knew it by heart. She would never be comfortable enough to give a speech in front of dozens of people, but Brady was a natural. He commanded attention. Each time his eyes were cast out on the crowd it was as if he were speaking directly to every individual in the audience.

			She even saw Heather nodding along with Brady’s speech. It was nice knowing that she wasn’t immune to his onstage demeanor. Though it shouldn’t have surprised her. Heather was a professional, but believed in Brady and what he stood for. She wanted to further her own career through him, but she trusted him.

			Liz trusted him too. Hearing him speak about his love for the people and his desire to continue to enact change only reminded her all over again why she had fallen for him and how he had won her vote. She had thought that he was just in it for the fame and fortune. Lining his pockets with ill intentions while fooling everyone with a pretty face and good pedigree. He couldn’t have proven her more wrong.

			She held her breath as he got to the next part of the speech, the part that she had helped him work on. His audience was captivated as he started in.

			“When I was elected to serve as the member of Congress for the Fourth District of North Carolina, you conferred on me your support and your trust. You believed me when I said that I was going to take your beliefs and ideas to D.C. with me and look out for your benefit,” Brady said, pacing the stage. “Over the past two years, I’ve done exactly that. Whether I was spending my time on the education committee trying to enact better legislation for our future leaders, helping to get more appropriations for the research community we have invested in, or just spending countless days working among you, listening to you, and taking into account your concerns.

			“I was in Chapel Hill just this last year for a special political journalism colloquium hosted by the university. At that event, I, along with several of my colleagues, spoke about the future of our country. We reached out to students, faculty, as well as any other citizen who chose to attend the function. We wanted to hear you and we wanted you to hear us. We’re here for you. No matter where you come from or what you’re doing right now, this is your country.”

			Liz smiled as she heard her words spoken into the crowd. It was magical, almost like a fairy tale, to hear someone so compelling deliver her words. It almost gave her the same amazing feeling as when she read her words in print and when she saw other people reading them too. But this time it was Brady, and he was swallowing the room whole with them.

			The next part was what Brady added, and it made her blush every time.

			“A particularly precocious young woman spoke during this colloquium regarding education policy. I asked her one question—what important factor from her research should I take back to D.C. regarding education? Her response stuck with me to this day. She said to treat students as individuals and not as numbers on paper. I could never agree more. I never want to treat any of you as a number, but rather as individuals. And the only way I can do that is to win another term in the Congress.”

			The crowd cheered uproariously at the mention of him seeking another term. Brady waited until the crowd died down and then finished the remainder of the speech that his speechwriter had put together. It was brilliant. He was brilliant. He had the crowd at attention and she knew just by hearing the chants and seeing their enraptured faces that they were with him through and through.

			Brady barreled down the stairs and scooped Liz up. He planted a kiss on her lips before releasing her. “You were incredible,” she told him.

			“They loved your words, baby.”

			“They love you!”

			“We’re a team,” he whispered. She shivered at the way he said that and couldn’t keep from inwardly jumping up and down. That was nothing short of what she wanted with Brady.

			“That was fantastic,” Heather told him. “Now let’s move on to the interview and soon enough you’ll be on your way to dinner.”

			The rest of the afternoon passed quickly. Brady answered question after question regarding his reelection efforts. He smiled and stood for photos. On occasion she would even stand with him when interviewers asked if their photo could be taken together. Heather scowled every time it happened, but she could hardly deny them when Brady himself seemed eager for her to be standing there.

			Liz excused herself from the donor meeting that Brady had to be in attendance for to work on her next article. Since her previous columns were still getting some good press, the editor had offered her a feature piece. He still tried to get her to use her real name, but after she had explained to him that she had no desire for it to show up in papers, he had stopped bothering her. He had started jokingly titling her papers Dear Congress, as a play on the advice columnist Dear Abby, and the name had stuck.

			This was the first article that she had written where the idea had manifested from a conversation with Brady. It had taken hold while she was helping him write the speech he had just delivered, where the emphasis was on the individual rather than the masses. She hoped that it didn’t align too closely with his speech, and she might even have him take a look at it just to be sure. In the meantime she just needed to get something down. She couldn’t fix a blank page.

			“Knock-knock,” Brady said, appearing in the open doorway.

			“Hey,” she said with a smile.

			“You ready to get out of here?”

			“Dinner?”

			He nodded. “I wish we were going straight home.”

			“To bed?” She closed her laptop and stood.

			“That works.”

			“Do we have time for me to change?” She had been in this blue cotton shirtdress all day and she wouldn’t mind a change in appearance before they met with a lobbyist.

			“Not much time.”

			Liz sidled up to him and he wrapped an arm around her waist. “I’ll be quick.”

			He leaned over and whispered in her ear. “Only when we’re in a crowded theater.”

			“Tease,” she purred.

			“No. If I was teasing,” he said, turning and pressing her back into the wall. His hand slid up her thigh and pulled it up around his hip. “I would tell you about how much I want to fuck you just like this.”

			A moan escaped her lips and all she wanted to do was tug him closer.

			“But I’m not a tease,” he said before stepping away from her.

			Liz dropped her leg and stuck her bottom lip out. “Not nice.”

			“Come on, baby. If you want to change out of that dress before dinner, we need to leave now.”

			She threaded his tie through her hands and tugged him closer. “Two can play at this game, Congressman Maxwell.”

			“I look forward to it, Miss Dougherty.”

			They took the town car out to his house so Liz could change. She latched on to his arm when they pulled into the driveway. “Come with me?” she whispered.

			He gave her a searching look. “We don’t have time.”

			“Please?” she pleaded.

			“Begging,” he groaned. She loved using his weaknesses against him.

			Brady followed her out of the car and spoke briefly to the driver before following her inside and up into his bedroom. She plucked a green strapless dress out of the closet and a pair of nude pumps.

			“You requested my presence?” he asked, walking toward her.

			“Stand right there and don’t move.” She must have sounded convincing enough, because Brady stopped and did as she told. “You can look but not touch.”

			He arched an eyebrow, but made a big show of stuffing his hands into his pockets. If he could slam her into walls and turn her on then she could certainly do the same to him.

			Ever so slowly, Liz started turning in a circle so that he could feast his eyes on her body. Her hands went to the buttons on her dress and from top to bottom she plucked each one open. By the time she reached the last one, Brady had taken two steps closer to her. She could see the desire on his face.

			She turned her back on him, shaking out her blond curls, and then dropped the dress over her shoulders. It pooled at her feet, leaving her nearly naked from the behind save for her baby-pink bra and matching silk thong. She heard Brady suck in a breath behind her and she couldn’t help but smirk.

			Her hands reached behind her and undid the hook and eye that released her breasts from the bra. She tossed it to the ground behind her at Brady’s feet and then slowly turned back to face him. He had moved forward another few feet. This time his expression didn’t just hold desire; it was outright need. He looked ready to pounce on her, but she held her hand up.

			“Uh-uh. Look. No touch,” she cooed.

			His breathing was increasingly ragged as she continued to boss him around. She plucked the side of her thong like a guitar string. His hands twitched in his pockets as if he wanted to be the one doing that. Then she dragged the underwear down her thighs to the floor. She was left before him in nothing but her black heels.

			“What do you think?” she asked, twirling.

			“I think that you’ve teased long enough.”

			“Ah-ah!” she said, stepping out of his grasp. “We have an important dinner to attend. I need to get dressed.”

			“You make this impossible.”

			Liz giggled and walked over to her dress. She pulled it off the hanger and began unzipping the back. She felt Brady’s hands slide around her. “I love you,” he whispered.

			She smiled. “I love you too.”

			“Get dressed and we’ll fix this problem when we get home.” His hand slid between her bare legs and she shook all over. Brady sighed. “All right. Let me just text Chelsea and tell her we’re going to be late.”

			Liz nodded and walked back into the closet to change. She pulled the dress on and started fixing her hair in the mirror, when he returned.

			“Take that off,” he commanded.

			“What?”

			“Off. Now.”

			“What about dinner?”

			“Dinner is canceled. Chelsea asked to reschedule, because she’s not feeling well. She asked if we could just talk at the Jefferson-Jackson gala next weekend.”

			“Is that already coming up?” she asked.

			“Later than last year,” he said with a shrug. “Now back to business at hand. That dress belongs on the floor.”

			


		
			Chapter 21

    JEFFERSON-JACKSON GALA
 
			Three weeks later, Liz stepped out of Brady’s limo in a floor-length teal off-the-shoulder gown. She and Victoria had gone shopping earlier that week for the dress, and the silky material fit like a glove. Her hair was swept into an elaborate updo, with a braided section pulled back into an intricate bun. She brushed her bangs to the side, to conform to the natural wave of her hair, which she tucked loosely behind her ear. She wore dangly diamond earrings and a thin diamond necklace that brushed her collarbones.

			She remembered how two years ago she had shown up in a simple black knee-length gown. She had caught Brady’s eye then, and now she was on his arm. Not for the first or last time, she felt as though she were living a dream.

			Brady stepped out behind her in a tailored black tuxedo. He was all sharp lines and perfectly angular features. His brown eyes were intense and formidable, but his campaign mask slid into place just as quickly. The charm returned with more confidence than most people carried in a lifetime. He offered her his arm, and she slid her hand into the crook of his elbow.

			They walked gallantly into the event. The last time she had attended the Jefferson-Jackson Gala was the first time she and Brady had slept together. Their chemistry had been electric, and after only one dance, she hadn’t ever envisioned herself saying no to him. Of course she had, and they had been separated for a time, but that was their past. The five months prior had been some of the best moments of her life, and all she saw when she looked at Brady was her future.

			They drew eyes around the room at their entrance. Some still whispered about the way they had gotten together and vague details that Erin had given the papers, which had died away with time. Some looked on with judgment in their eyes. But others did seem to be coming around to the fact that they were always together. The sooner they looked less like a spectacle and more like a couple the better.

			“This way,” Brady said.

			He guided her over to a front-row table that was already full. Each table sat ten people and there were at least fifty tables throughout the massive room decorated in the classic red, white, and blue.

			Brady introduced her to the people seated at her table. Three of the men had worked with Brady when he had been a State Senator and each of them were accompanied by their wife. The only other person at their table was a small woman and her date.

			“Liz, may I introduce you to Chelsea Young, lead lobbyist at EMi.”

			“Nice to meet you,” Liz said, sticking out her hand. Chelsea was shorter than Liz by nearly a handbreadth, with almond-shaped brown eyes and blond highlighted shoulder-length hair. She wore a lavender hi-lo spaghetti-strap dress and pale pink lipstick.

			“The pleasure is all mine,” Chelsea said. “And this is my date, Ben.”

			They all shook hands again before taking a seat with Liz to Brady’s right and Chelsea to his left.

			The room quieted as a figure walked out onstage—Brady’s father. He had been the introductory speaker two years ago when she had been here.

			Brady’s father took the microphone in his hand and smiled that Maxwell politician smile. “Hello and welcome to the fifty-fifth annual Jefferson-Jackson gala.” Everyone applauded and Jeff waited for the cheers to die down before continuing.

			“It’s always a pleasure to stand before you at this annual bipartisan event that brings us together as a reminder of the mutual goals we are all looking toward—bettering this great nation. Two years ago I stood before you as your opening speaker, and the Jefferson-Jackson committee has once again honored me by asking me to speak before our esteemed keynote speaker.”

			Liz saw Chelsea lean into Brady and whisper, “Your father seems to get better and better at this every year.”

			Brady smiled politely and nodded. “All the practice.”

			“Are we going to be able to have a word after dinner?” she asked.

			“As promised,” he agreed.

			“Perfect.” Chelsea retreated from Brady and crossed her hands over each other in her lap.

			With the hustle and bustle of the last three weeks on the campaign trail, Liz had forgotten about the dinner meeting with Chelsea that had been canceled. She had been relieved at the time that she got to continue with her little striptease, but was back to being curious about the lobbyist’s role in the political side of the campaign.

			If Brady took the money from the company, how obligated was he to work with their interests? She knew that lobbying companies held a lot of influence. They swayed politicians one way or another with tactics from expensive dinners to just being downright annoying.

			Brady’s father finished his speech to the sound of applause and then dinner was served. Brady ordered drinks from a passing waiter, and a glass of red wine was placed in front of Liz shortly afterward.

			“So, Brady,” the man to her right said. “How is life in Congress?”

			“Exceptional. We’re fighting the good fight.”

			“And that education bill you’ve been working on—do you think that will come to the floor?” another man asked.

			Brady had been working pretty extensively on a bill in the education committee that did a number of things, including lowering student loan interest rates for college students and removing fees for underprivileged students to apply to college and take standardized tests. Liz knew that ideally Brady wanted to include something that scaled back some of the mandates on teachers that put all the emphasis on test taking and less on applied learning, but he wasn’t sure if he could get that through Congress.

			“We’re working on it right now,” Brady said vaguely.

			“Getting stalled in the Rules Committee?” the first guy asked.

			“Just waiting to get it on the calendar. I don’t think we’ll have too much trouble once it’s there.” Brady’s confidence about his projects oozed from every pore. She knew that when he was alone he had his doubts, but everyone was entitled to them. Brady just couldn’t allow his to show in public.

			“Well, I think education reform is essential,” the wife of the second speaker spoke up. She was in her early fifties and strikingly beautiful, with short brown hair and long earrings that dangled to her shoulders. “Have you seen some of the things on the news right now? They say we have the highest test scores and grade point averages for incoming classes, and yet retention rates are down. I think this starts in the primary schools, and once professors get ahold of these students it’s almost beyond their repair.”

			Liz smiled brightly. It was almost as if she were hearing her own words being spoken back to her. Her feature piece had been on this very subject, and it was encouraging to hear that someone else had similar ideas. “I completely agree,” she said, speaking up. “How do you expect professors to teach students critical thinking when they’ve only been taught memorization and how to take the test? You can’t. We need to be treating these students as more than just machines. They should be learning and experiencing subject matter, not plodding away, only able to recall what they had learned for their last exam. My father is a professor, and he always attempted to explain to me how the subject matter had a practical application, which assisted in cognitive reasoning skills. Seems pretty straightforward to me.”

			“This is exactly the kind of forward thinking we need,” the woman’s husband said, tapping the table enthusiastically.

			Brady found her hand under the table and squeezed gently. She smiled back at him softly just as dinner arrived. Brady had prime rib. Liz had decided on a braised chicken. She saw that Chelsea had just ordered a salad and was barely picking at it. They resumed the conversation as people began to eat their meals.

			“You know, I recently started following this columnist and I think you would love him,” the woman said, pulling her phone out of her purse.

			“Oh, really?” Liz asked enthusiastically. She was always looking for new people to follow.

			“Yes! He hasn’t written much, but his pieces really strike a chord in the current debate. I was lucky that I caught his first piece quoted in the Post.”

			Liz’s heart leaped into her throat. No . . . that was just a coincidence. Tons of people were quoted in the Post.

			“Here we are. Oh, well he doesn’t list his name now that I’m looking for it, but he goes by Dear Congress.”

			All of the air whooshed out of Liz’s lungs at once. She felt Brady’s hold on her tighten. He knew about her secret identity and she was sure he was listening very closely now. Neither of them wanted to be found out just yet. It was taxing knowing that she couldn’t reveal herself as this mysterious person, but at the same time exhilarating that her words were making a difference, they were being heard, and she had a voice once again.

			“Dear Congress,” Brady said with a chuckle. “Sounds like someone I should start paying closer attention to.”

			“You really should. He might help you with that bill you’re working on.”

			“I’ll brush up on him—or her—when I get home, Barbara.”

			Liz bit her lip and tried to keep from giggling. She knew that she shouldn’t think it funny, but it still was to her. If she was penetrating the reading circles of elite politicians, then it could only mean good things.

			The conversation turned to lighter subjects and soon dinner was cleared away. The keynote speaker was a prominent North Carolina activist named Harold Carmine, who gave a charming speech centered around the bipartisan nature of the occasion and advocating compromise in the current divided times.

			Carmine finished up his speech, the lights dimmed, and music started playing through the speakers. This was the beginning of the real party, where everyone could mingle and dance. Last time Liz had made it as far as the dessert table for Oreo cheesecake when Brady had swept her into a dance. This time she was looking forward to that dance, even if she still wasn’t that great a dancer.

			Brady placed his hand on the small of her back and leaned into her when they stood. “I have to meet with Chelsea for a bit. Will you go with Barbara? She likes you.”

			Liz laughed and nodded. “All right. Save me a dance.”

			He arched an eyebrow. “You want to dance with me?”

			“I think I do every night,” she whispered.

			“That is a very different kind of dancing.”

			“And I’m much better at it.”

			“I’ll have you prove that to me later,” he said, squeezing her arm and then following Chelsea over to a now-empty table.

			Liz followed Barbara over to another group of women and listened to them chatter among themselves. It was clear that they had all known one another for some time. Liz was introduced to several of the women and then conversation resumed. After a few pleasantries, the women started talking about some event they had all attended. Since Liz obviously hadn’t been there she found herself tuning the conversation out and just smiling and nodding at the right points.

			Her eyes found Brady across the room. He and Chelsea’s postures were incredibly comfortable. She was leaning forward as she spoke animatedly about what Liz could only assume was the environmental policy. Brady had his leg crossed at his ankle and the man managed to make it look damn sexy in a tux. Brady shook his head at whatever she had been saying and splayed his hands out in front of him. She could see him stiffen, as if he were trying to get her to see his point and she was resisting.

			There was something about Chelsea that Liz couldn’t put her finger on. Despite the physical differences between the women, Liz thought that Chelsea was a lot like Heather: always working, headstrong, and ambitious. Chelsea might be short, thin, and have a sort of reserved elegance in her features, but she still seemed just as hard and calculated as Heather.

			Liz shook her head and turned her attention back to the conversation at hand. The women were discussing charity work, which she had always had an interest in.

			“What charity are you heading for the upcoming season?” Barbara asked Liz.

			Everyone turned expectant eyes toward her.

			Charity. What charity she was heading. She had been to enough events to know that many of the women in attendance didn’t work and instead just helped plan fund-raising parties for charity. A few of them would even take a position on a board. Liz hadn’t been in the political arena long enough to have investigated anything like that. She already had a range of charitable organizations that she agreed with, but she had never had time or funding while she had been in school to do much about it. Now that she had the means it only made sense to help however she could.

			“A children’s literacy and education charity,” Liz said quickly.

			It was a politician’s truth. She was absolutely interested and invested in education policy. She just hadn’t taken that a step further, but she would talk to Brady about it later and they would figure something out. It complemented the work that he had been doing in Congress anyway.

			“That’s lovely,” one woman said with a smile.

			Liz was about to reply when she felt someone brush her elbow. “Mind if I interrupt?” Brady asked smoothly.

			Her eyes glanced up into his and then over to the table he had been sitting at with Chelsea. The woman was gone.

			“Of course.”

			“You owe me a dance.” Brady took her hand in his and nodded at the women. “You’ll have to excuse us.”

			They preened and relented as Brady escorted Liz out onto the dance floor. He could charm anyone, even people who were immune to the charisma within the political arena.

			“That was a quick meeting,” she said once she was in his arms again.

			“Chelsea has some very different ideas about how to get me to agree to her position than what I can accommodate,” he told her.

			“What does that mean exactly?”

			“She likes to make demands and her company likes to throw money, but I’m not a man to be bought. You were the one who thought I was in it for the money, and apparently she also believes that.”

			Liz sighed. She had inferred that from one meeting with Brady, but knowing him now she knew it wasn’t the truth. Brady actually believed wholeheartedly in everything he worked on. “Well, do you not agree with her position?”

			He seemed to ponder this as he twirled her around the ballroom dance floor. “I agree with her underlying policies, but not with her methods. Also, I don’t think that what EMi is asking for is feasible in Congress. It’s hard enough getting education policy reform in the climate right now. It’s all well and good that we’re at a bipartisan event, but the world works in partisan ideologies that frequently clash. She wants something more extreme than I can promise would go through.”

			“So, do you think it’s better not to introduce anything at all?” Liz asked. She could gauge his feeling on the matter, but she wanted to know exactly where his head was.

			“I could introduce an anti-fracking bill knowing it would fail, but it does feel unethical. If she’s going to fund my campaign, then I want her to know why she’s doing it.”

			Liz leaned into Brady as they danced. Here was the man she had accused of entering politics for profit, talking about turning aside money for ethical reasons.

			“You know, you’re really nothing like I thought you were when we first met. I’m so glad I got to know the man underneath the mask.”

			“And I’m glad I finally found someone worth sharing it with,” he whispered.

			


		
			Chapter 22

    FOURTH OF JULY
 
			Liz and Brady’s town car rolled up to the Fourth of July festivities three weeks later. Brady’s family, Clay’s girlfriend, Andrea, as well the rest of Brady’s team were in the cars following behind them. The park where the event was held was filled with families excited about the fireworks later on that evening. Kids wearing red, white, and blue outfits were chasing one another, grills were set up around the perimeter, and all around people were enjoying the outdoors after the parade that had gone through the park earlier.

			When Liz had been at this event two years ago, Calleigh Hollingsworth had actually given her a press pass so Liz could be backstage for questions. She had just come to see Brady’s speech, the very speech that had won her vote. She fingered the locket around her neck that had the number four in it and smiled at the memories.

			As soon as they reached their destination, people crowded in on all sides. Liz looked over at Brady with her eyes wide. “What’s going on?”

			“They’re just here to see us. We had a crowd the past two years too,” he said, drawing her closer for a kiss.

			The driver came around and opened the door for them. Liz stepped outside, but people didn’t part for them. They just crowded in more. She froze, unsure how to proceed. Brady stepped out behind her and urged her forward, but people weren’t moving. They weren’t getting out of their way. She knew that reporters hassled people and followed them. She had been exposed to that herself, but she had never felt more claustrophobic than that moment.

			Just then a large man dressed in all black appeared through the crowd. “Sorry, Congressman Maxwell. This way,” he said and then started walking them toward the stage.

			Liz steeled herself and then followed the man through the crowd of reporters. Flashes were going off on all sides and Liz smiled as she walked. Then she heard someone call out over the crowd.

			Home wrecker.

			Liz had looked out into the crowd and realized that the person was talking about her. Then someone else chimed in.

			Whore. Slut.

			Her mouth dropped open at the familiar accusation and she bristled all over. How dare people say that about her! She and Brady had been dating since February. She knew that people wanted a story and could see them wanting to provoke her, but what the hell?

			She didn’t have time to process it. She had to follow their escort, and with Brady’s soothing hand on her back she pushed forward, trying to ignore the insults.

			Once they had been shepherded through the group and landed safely in their closed-off area, Liz turned to Brady with questions in her eyes. His family and staff appeared a second later. It seemed that the crowd had no interest in them . . . just her.

			“What the hell was that?” Liz asked Brady.

			But Heather was the one to speak up. “There are still rumors flying that you broke up Brady and Erin. It’s been circulating again in the tabloids.”

			“It’ll blow over,” Brady said confidently.

			“When? When will it blow over? It’s been five months. You and Erin broke up in October.”

			“Yes, but I never announced that publicly.”

			“So now it looks like I’m the home wrecker,” Liz said.

			She hadn’t been looking in the papers after that first breakdown. She hadn’t wanted to know what people were saying about her. But now she knew that was her grave mistake. She wasn’t prepared for this.

			“Are they still saying I’m pregnant?” She touched the stomach of her loose, flowing red-and-white dress. It wasn’t the best choice if she wanted people to think that she wasn’t carrying Brady Maxwell IV at the present moment.

			“We know you’re not.”

			“But they still think I am?”

			“Yes,” Heather answered.

			“Don’t you think that’s important for me to know?” Liz gestured down. “A skintight dress might deter some of that reasoning.”

			“Then they’d just say that you’d had an abortion or faked it,” Heather said callously.

			“Why don’t you just shut the fuck up!” Liz screeched at her.

			Heather glared at her, but Brady shot her a warning look. He put his hand on Liz’s shoulder and she immediately sagged into him. God, she was wound up. “It’s okay. It doesn’t matter.” He stroked his hand back through her hair soothingly. “We know the truth, baby.”

			“It doesn’t matter if we know the truth,” Liz whispered. “People are going to think what they want to think, and that’s going to negatively affect the campaign, isn’t it?” She looked up at Brady expectantly.

			His jaw was set and he just nodded.

			“I did say this from the beginning,” Heather said.

			“Oh, because ‘I told you so’ is really going to help anything right now,” Liz snapped.

			Heather looked as if she was ready to yell at Liz when Clay stepped in. “You know, Heather, you have a lot of pent-up anger. I think I could help with that.” He winked at her and she turned her glare on him. “Just a helpful suggestion.”

			“Aren’t you full of them,” Brady said, shaking his head.

			“You were the ones raising your voice in public. Now, you know I prefer that we’re actually acting like humans rather than robots, but dare I say . . . you’re bit of an embarrassment, Big Brother.” Clay had his devil-may-care smirk on his face as the words tumbled out of his mouth. He looked as if he had been waiting to say that his entire life.

			“He’s testing my patience, isn’t he?” Brady asked, directing the question at Liz.

			And she couldn’t help it. She laughed. “Yes, he is. Don’t worry; you’re not really an embarrassment . . . I am.”

			“She should have picked me,” Clay said with another wink.

			“As if there were even a choice,” Liz said.

			“Ouch.” He covered his heart as though he was wounded.

			“Clay,” Andrea snapped, grabbing his arm. “Why are you being an asshole again?”

			“It’s in my blood, babe,” he said, retreating to his girlfriend’s side.

			“That’s the damn truth,” she muttered.

			Heather took a deep breath as if she was trying to calm herself down. “Maybe you should make a statement, Brady.”

			“I already did, when we first got together. Nothing else needs to be said,” he said.

			“Maybe if they heard you refute the rumors then they would lie low for a while. We have to get through the primary still.”

			“I’m making a statement every day just by being with her. I don’t need to say anything. The rumors will go away,” he said sharply. “Addressing them makes them seem like they matter, and they don’t.”

			Heather looked as if she wanted to say more, but even she knew a losing battle when she saw one. “Well, just get ready for your speech then, and I’ll talk to the press, and to the police about clearing the area.”

			She walked off and left Brady and Liz alone. Liz didn’t know what to say. A part of her agreed that they shouldn’t say anything about it and just let it blow over, but the other part of her wanted to scream at the media to stop following them around. She had only been with Brady for five months, and already the entire political process exhausted her.

			“Try not to worry about the press, okay, baby? Things are going to blow over. We’ll always be in the spotlight, but there’s not a whole lot we can do about everyone else. As long as we’re good then that’s what matters. And we are good, right?”

			“Of course,” she told him.

			“Good.” He leaned down and kissed her. “I can’t wait to get you to Hilton Head and really be able to be with you.”

			“Me either.” She wanted to replace the memories of when Brady had flown her out to Hilton Head. This time he wasn’t going to ignore her. There wouldn’t be another woman as his date—only be the two of them together with his family for a whole weekend on a much-needed vacation.

			“Well, I should run through the speech before going up there. You know, I love that we work together and that part of the speech is part of you.”

			Liz smiled at the compliment. He had started practicing his speeches in front of her and asking her to point out anything she would change. It had become a fun routine between them and always ensured that she heard his speech a million times before he walked up to that podium to deliver it.

			Almost as soon as Brady walked away, Savannah took his place. “How are you holding up? I heard what those people were saying.” Her brown eyes were large and concerned.

			“I’m all right. Just frustrated.”

			“I don’t think most people actually believe the media.”

			“Someone has to or they wouldn’t latch on to it,” Liz said.

			“They’ll find something else to talk about soon. You and Brady are the real deal. I’ve never seen him happier,” Savannah said, glancing at her brother. “Others will see that too.”

			“I hope so. What about you? Are you and Easton still hanging out?”

			Savannah tried to hide her own smile. “Yeah. We’ve been together all summer. He’s really great.”

			“But?” Liz prompted.

			“I didn’t say but.”

			“Yeah, but I know you.”

			Savannah sighed. “I invited him to Hilton Head with us.”

			“And?” Liz had a feeling she knew where this was going.

			“Lucas is going to be there.”

			“Do you think something will happen between you and Lucas?”

			Savannah shrugged. “I don’t know. No. He’s been home all summer and we’ve been hanging out again. I just get mixed signals from him. Nothing has happened since Fourth of July two years ago, but it’s just weird between us. Or maybe it’s weird how normal it is. I can’t keep it straight.”

			“It’ll work itself out, just like this media bullshit,” Liz said. “You really don’t need a guy who hasn’t made a move in two years. I made that mistake. Hayden was only interested in me once Brady and I had already started dating. I swear, it’s like a beacon for guys.”

			Savannah laughed. “An ‘unavailable’ beacon. It screams, ‘I’m dating someone else, so come hit on me.’ ”

			Both girls started laughing. There was really nothing else to do at that point. No matter what happened in life there were always going to be problems. It was finding out how to deal with them that determined character.

			Brady was walking up to the podium to give his Fourth of July speech with his father. Liz moved over to the side of the podium so that she could watch him. Marilyn strode over a moment later, just as Jeff began speaking.

			“You know, dear,” Marilyn said, not taking her eyes from her husband, “love blooms in the most unlikely of places. It flourishes in the most difficult circumstances. And it lasts despite all reasons it shouldn’t.”

			Liz felt tears prick the corners of her eyes. That one piece of advice grounded her. She and Brady hadn’t said that it would be without difficulty. They had said it was worth it. And it was.

			“Thank you,” Liz whispered.

			“I have been in your shoes. It’s not without its moments of hardship. When I met Jeff, he was in business school at Chapel Hill while I was in college. I had no idea what I was getting into, knowing that he wanted to be a politician like his father. I’ve not regretted a moment. Sometimes you have to fight through the bad times to get to the best moments of your life.”

			Marilyn reached out and grasped Liz’s hand.

			“Yours are before you. Of that I’m sure,” Marilyn assured her.

			They stood like that together with the weight of mutual understanding between them as they watched the men they loved deliver speeches. It might have been only a handful of times for Liz, but it had been a lifetime of speeches for Marilyn. And she still gazed up at her husband with utter admiration for the work he was doing and the man that he had remained during their marriage.

			“Thank you so much for having me out today. Looking forward to another two years. Happy Fourth of July!” Brady called from the stage at the close of his speech.

			The crowd applauded, and then father and son descended the stairs. Jeff clapped his hands together. He had a big smile on his face that showed how much he was looking forward to this trip. “Couple minutes with the press and then get out of here?” he asked.

			Brady agreed and they wandered off to the media area. Liz and Marilyn trailed behind them to listen in on what was going on and to smile for the cameras. Two years ago Liz had stolen Brady away for five minutes to tell him how he had won her vote. They had ended up in an argument and then he had skipped the first day of his vacation to stay home with her. She was glad that this year they were able to vacation together.

			Liz immediately noticed the flaming red hair in the crowd of reporters. Calleigh Hollingsworth. And she was walking right toward Brady. The bitch had nerve, continuing to badger Brady. She must think that since he was the story that got her the promotion she was craving, that he might be able to provide her with more juice to go even further, or maybe to another paper.

			At the same time, it felt personal. If she was looking for another promotion, then why would she put so much effort into taking pictures of Liz and Hayden and then selling them to the tabloids without attaching her name to the photos? She was up to something. Liz wasn’t sure what it was, but she sure wanted to find out.

			Without thinking twice, she excused herself from Marilyn’s company and walked right up to Calleigh. “Miss Hollingsworth, what a pleasure,” Liz said, her voice sweet as molasses.

			Calleigh turned to Liz, and Liz wanted to do a little dance when she saw the surprise on her face. She quickly recovered, but it was clear that she hadn’t expected Liz to ever talk to her again.

			“Miss Dougherty, how are you?” Calleigh said, trying for similar pleasantries.

			“Amazing. I’ve never been better, really.”

			“Even without your New York Times reporting position?” she asked smoothly.

			“I think I’ve finally found the right career move for me, but I don’t think I would ever really be happy without the man I love. I couldn’t imagine going through life pining over someone who doesn’t want me.”

			Calleigh’s jaw clenched at the jab. “What is this new career exactly? Following around your boyfriend to campaign events and mooching off of his money?”

			Liz took a deep breath. Calleigh was baiting her because she was pissed that Liz had made a stab at the fact that Hayden didn’t want her. She needed to keep a level head. “That’s so nice of you to say. How is your boyfriend?”

			“I’m not currently dating anyone,” she said flatly.

			“Then perhaps you shouldn’t judge mine. We’re perfectly happy,” Liz said with a smile. “Write about that.”

			Brady came to her side a few seconds later. “Miss Hollingsworth,” he said cordially. “What were we talking about over here?”

			“How perfectly happy we are,” Liz said, wrapping her arm around his waist.

			“That we are. You’ll have to excuse us. We have prior engagements to attend to.”

			“Always great talking to you two. You’re so very . . . insightful,” Calleigh said.

			Liz followed Brady back to his family, who all seemed ready to head back to the line of cars waiting for them. Heather had worked her magic and police had cleared an area for them to walk through. A minute later she and Brady were cloistered in a town car bound for the airport.

			“Did you really have to go talk to her?” Brady asked with a resigned sigh.

			“She’s up to something.”

			“And you thought goading her was going to get her to stop?”

			Liz turned her head to face him. “I was just talking to her. She started goading me by making fun of me losing my job and then saying I was mooching off of you! I even ignored those statements when I could have been a bitch back, but I wasn’t. She should know that I’m not afraid of her.”

			“She’s an annoyance. Nothing more. Just ignore her from now on.”

			“She feeds off of that,” Liz insisted.

			Brady’s phone buzzed and he pulled it out to check it. “You feed off of goading her.”

			“I’m not goading her! The woman just deserves to be put in her place.”

			He typed out a reply, then tossed the phone back into his suit pocket. He looked really irritated. “She does, but not by you.”

			“Is everything all right? You’re not really mad at me, are you?” She hadn’t meant to upset him.

			“No, baby, it’s not you,” he said, lacing their fingers together. “Chelsea won’t stop badgering me about this fracking issue, as if it’s the only thing on the agenda.”

			“She’s texting you about that?”

			“Yeah. She’s insistent.”

			Liz chewed on her bottom lip. “Isn’t that kind of unprofessional?”

			“A bit, but it’s not the first time. You’d be surprised what people will do to get what they want.”

			Would she? Glancing up at Brady, Liz really didn’t think that she would.
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			They arrived on Hilton Head Island later that afternoon. They had a car waiting for them, which drove them to Brady’s parents’ beach house. Liz had dreamed about coming out here and being welcomed by his family when she had been here two years ago. Now she was actually doing all of this.

			The Maxwells’ beach home was a massive three-story construction on a secluded piece of land. A butler came forward and began to unload their luggage as Brady whisked her through the front door and began to tour her through the house. It had seven bedrooms, a kitchen the size of Liz’s entire house back in Chapel Hill, and a projection screen that took up a whole wall in the living room. The back door led out to a clear blue resort-size pool with lounge chairs and cabanas. She smirked when the memory of having sex with Brady on a cabana in Hilton Head came back to her, and Brady seemed to guess and shared the memory by planting a deep kiss on her lips.

			Beyond the pool was a small beach and the Atlantic Ocean as far as the eye could see.

			“It’s beautiful,” she whispered.

			“My great-grandfather had the house built in the thirties and we’ve maintained it ever since.”

			He led her back into the house to change into bathing suits, and then they spent the rest of the afternoon doing the most amazing thing she could think of—lounging around lazily by the pool, taking periodic dips to cool off from the blazing South Carolina sun, and walking hand in hand down the beach.

			The next day Brady gave her a tour of the town. They rented bicycles and went on a several-mile-long nature ride. When they returned to the beach house, sticky from sweat, they raced each other through the house, stripping down to their bathing suits, and then doing cannonballs into the pool. Andrea screamed at them for getting her wet, but they were lost in the euphoria of being together. They knew that when they returned to reality there would be so many more demands on their time. They wanted to cherish each moment that they had now.

			Later that night, they were wrapped up in each other’s arms in bed and Brady was stroking her hair back and kissing her forehead. “You’re so beautiful.”

			She sighed and nuzzled closer to him. “You’re not so bad-looking yourself.”

			“Well, glad that I meet your approval,” he joked.

			“Always.”

			“That’s how I feel about you.”

			“That I always meet your approval?”

			“No,” he whispered. “You’re my always.”

			Liz’s breath caught at the word. Always. Forever. Brady was making promises with those words, and he always kept his promises.

			“Hey, come with me,” he said, pulling the sheet off of their naked bodies and straightening.

			“Why? We were so comfortable.” Her eyes dropped to his dick, already lengthening at the sight of her silhouetted in the light from the moon.

			“It’s three in the morning. Everyone’s asleep.” His hands slid down her hips and roughly dragged her toward him. He bent at the waist and started trailing kisses down her stomach. She groaned deep in her throat. “Just come . . . with me.”

			“You’ve convinced me,” she said breathily.

			He laughed and continued his way down until he was buried between her legs. Her fingers dug into the sheets as she felt his tongue lap and swirl and tease her most sensitive area. He pushed her legs farther apart for him and then slid a finger inside of her.

			“More,” she groaned.

			He obliged her and pushed a second finger up into her. Her back arched off of the bed as he started sliding his fingers in and out. She felt as if at any moment she might combust. He knew every inch of her body and how to extract the maximum amount of pleasure from each stroke. And just when she thought she couldn’t handle any more, she came with an intensity that made her see stars.

			As she came down from her release, Brady pulled on some swim trunks and found a bathing suit for Liz. She stood on wobbly legs and managed to get into her suit with only a little assistance from Brady.

			He grabbed her hand and started directing her down the two flights of stairs, through the kitchen, and out onto the back patio. There was only one light on near the cabana overlooking the stairs that led down to the ocean. Otherwise everything was pitch-black and silent.

			“Where are we going?” she whispered into the stillness.

			“I want to take you in the pool . . . I mean take you to the pool.”

			Liz glanced back up to the quiet house. All of the lights were out in all of the windows, but that didn’t mean that no one would look down and see what they were doing.

			“Everyone’s asleep,” he repeated. He started guiding her out into the clear blue water. Even with the superheated temperatures, the pool was still cool to the touch, and it took Liz a minute to get used to the water.

			Brady turned so that he was walking backward. His hands were on her waist, pulling her deeper into the water. When he was shoulder deep, he scooped her up into his arms and paddled them over to a secluded step on the other side of the pool.

			She took a seat on the lowest step and then scooted up to the highest step so her body was in only a few inches of water. She leaned her head back on the top step and sighed. “This is a dream, right? Everything is too surreal, too amazing, too all-consuming, Brady.”

			“I want it to always be like that,” he said, running his hands up and down her bare thighs.

			“I never thought life could be this good until you.”

			“I thought that life was just work before you.”

			“Even when you were with other people?”

			His eyes found hers in the darkness. “Everyone else worked around my work, but I don’t do that with you. I still have my work priorities, but you’re part of that. I’d rather drive the five hours to D.C. with you than get back an hour early to sit in a meeting. I’d rather have you help me with my speeches and have your beautiful face to return to when I’m finished than anything else. I want you to be happy and have your own life, but I want it to coincide with mine.”

			“It will,” she said.

			His hands found the strings on her bikini bottoms and untied them. “It was hard to see before that the campaign, the politics, all the work was worthwhile only if I had someone to share it with.”

			Liz ran her fingers back through his hair and then pulled him forward for a kiss. Their bodies melded as the words filled her heart with joy at finally finding its match. Brady kept their lips pressed tight together and undid his trunks to release himself from the confines of his shorts.

			He pushed himself up into her in one swift motion. She was already so warmed up from what had occurred earlier that her body tightened around him instantly. She wanted this. All of this. Everything he would give her.

			His body. His heart. His soul.

			As they got closer, Brady thrust harder and harder inside of her. She felt the steps dig into her skin, but she lost all sense. The pain didn’t matter, the tangled mess of her hair didn’t matter, the water lapping around her body didn’t matter. It was just the here and now.

			They finished together in a wave of emotion. Her body ached all over from every jolt against the steps, but at the same time she felt euphoric. She and Brady were completely in sync. All was right with the world.

			And then they heard voices.

			Brady yanked Liz off of the step and farther into the darkness. She worked quickly to tie her suit back in place and she felt Brady straightening himself out behind her. They remained completely still as they waited to see who was coming up from the beach at this hour. If they had been caught having sex, it would have been pretty embarrassing.

			Liz recognized Savannah first, and then saw Lucas appear. Brady moved behind her, but she put her hand out to stop him. She put a finger to her lips and shook her head. Brady looked at her curiously but stayed hidden. Liz was pretty sure that Brady didn’t know the extent of what had happened between Savannah and Lucas, and she didn’t want them to think anyone had seen them.

			Lucas stopped on the last step and grabbed her arm. They spoke for a few minutes and Savannah continually grew angrier with him. A second later he grabbed her around the waist and placed a rough kiss on her lips.

			Savannah pushed Lucas back forcefully. A loud crack rang out into the night air as she slapped him across the face. Liz gasped softly just as Savannah stomped away from him. Lucas followed close at her heels, but the rest of their interaction was lost to Liz and Brady.

			“I’m going to beat the shit out of him,” Brady said, shaking his head.

			Liz laughed. “I don’t think that’s probably the best thing for Savannah.”

			“You knew about this?” he accused.

			“I knew that she liked him, and was torn about bringing Easton.”

			“Correction. I should call Chris, get him down here, and then we can both beat the shit out of him.”

			“We were in their position not too long ago, Congressman Maxwell,” she joked, poking him in the ribs. “They’ll figure it out themselves without big-brother interference.”

			“I’m glad she trusts you with this stuff.” He grabbed her and pulled her in close again.

			“She was one of my closest friends before we became a couple.”

			“It’s just nice knowing how much my family likes you,” he said, trailing kisses down to her ear, “because I’m never letting you go.”

			


		
			Chapter 23

    BONFIRE
 
			The first weekend in August, Liz was invited to Charlottesville for Justin’s bonfire birthday party. After spending the past two months doing nothing but writing articles as Dear Congress, posts for Justin’s blog, and following Brady around the campaign as though it were her job, she was excited to spend the weekend with her friends.

			“What are you doing?” Brady asked. He had just walked into the bedroom and she had an empty suitcase sitting on the bed. They were back in D.C. for the week, but she knew that he always had weekend plans now that the campaign was in full swing.

			“I’m going to Charlottesville for Justin’s birthday, remember?”

			“I thought that was next weekend.”

			“Nope. His birthday is the first.”

			“Hmm . . .” he said, taking a seat on the bed.

			“Hmm?”

			“Well, that changes things.”

			“And what does that change?” She rearranged the pile of clothes sitting next to her suitcase. She was only going for two days but she had no idea what to pack.

			“My plans for the weekend,” he said simply.

			Liz dropped the shorts she had just picked up and looked up at him. “What?”

			“I’m coming with you.”

			“Where?”

			“Liz . . .”

			“You want to come to Justin’s kegger?” she asked incredulously.

			“You act like I’m above a kegger. I went to one or two when I was in college. I still remember what they’re like. I doubt they’ve changed much in seven years.”

			Liz shrugged. “I just don’t see my suit and tie at a kegger with a guy who was in a frat and was more or less kicked out of school for a DUI.”

			“I think I’m more than just a suit and tie,” he said sternly.

			“You know what I mean.”

			Brady walked around the bed to face her. “You wanted me to go with you before, when I thought I was busy. If it were next weekend then it would have been impossible, since it’s the gala, but I can go with you this weekend.”

			Liz reached up on her tiptoes and planted a kiss on his lips. Brady’s kiss was deep and passionate this time. And he seemed to have no real desire to let her go. He pressed her knees back into the bed and she leaned back onto her clothes. Liz giggled against his lips and came up for breath.

			“Clean clothes!”

			“Priorities,” he said with a headshake.

			“My priorities are making sure both of us are packed and in my car in the next hour so we can drive to Charlottesville.”

			“Oh, so now you’re letting me go with you?” he teased.

			“It’s not that I didn’t want you to come to Justin’s. I just didn’t think that you’d be interested or have time.”

			“Well, I want to come. I always want to come.”

			“Mind, meet gutter,” she joked. “We only have an hour before I need to leave.”

			“Who said I needed an hour? No suits or ties needed this weekend. I’ll just throw some stuff in a duffel and we’ll have the other fifty-eight minutes to ourselves.”

			“Whoa, there, Casanova. It might take you two minutes, but you know women take a bit longer.”

			“I always focus on you,” he growled. His hand ran up her bare inner thigh.

			“I’ll be as quick as I can,” she insisted, skipping around him. He sighed as she scurried back into the closet.

			She was quicker than she expected and as soon as her suitcase was snapped shut she was lost in Brady’s arms once more. They never seemed to be able to get enough of each other. She hoped that they never would.
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			About two hours later Brady pulled into the outskirts of Charlottesville. He had insisted on driving his Range Rover, since he had ridden in her car for the five-hour road trip and claimed to have feared for his life. Once he had started talking about getting her a new car, she had relented to having him drive just to get him to shut up. She knew he had been joking, but she loved her car.

			The navigation system directed them through the town and to a brick town house with a line of cars as far as the eye could see. So clearly this party wasn’t going to be a small affair.

			Brady looked around incredulously. “You sure you want to crash here tonight? I could get us a hotel.”

			“Then we couldn’t get wasted,” she said, slinging her purse over her shoulder.

			“I could drive.”

			“You missed the key word we.”

			“Then I’d call a cab,” he said as if it didn’t matter which option they chose.

			“Just slum it with me, Maxwell.” She walked around to the trunk and extracted her suitcase.

			He immediately retrieved it from her and hoisted his duffel onto his shoulder. He looked really hot in khaki shorts and a fitted Brooks Brothers T-shirt.

			“It’s never slumming with you, baby.”

			They walked up the stairs and through the front doors. A half-dozen people sat in the living room, Liz could hear voices down the hallway, and at least another dozen were out on the back porch. Just then Justin came jogging down the hallway and barreled into her. He lifted her off her feet and swung her around.

			“Hey, my favorite employee,” he said casually.

			Liz laughed and stepped out of his reach. “You’re so ridiculous. Justin, this is Brady. Hope you have room for one extra.”

			“The more the merrier,” he said and then stuck his hand out. The guys shook, sizing each other up for a second, and then released.

			“Nice to meet you,” Brady said cordially.

			“You too. I’m just used to seeing you as a floating head on TV.”

			“Good to know I have a body attached,” he said.

			“Sure is. You want a beer, man?” Justin asked, falling easily into the frat-boy host.

			“Lead the way.”

			Liz followed the guys back into the kitchen. She waved at a few people she recognized before exiting onto the patio, where the keg was set up. Justin poured them each a drink in a red Solo cup. Just as she went to take her first sip, a blond girl rushed up the stairs.

			“Justin didn’t tell me that you were coming!” Massey screeched in excitement. She rushed over to Liz and threw her arms around her as if the last time that they had seen each other hadn’t been awkward at all. She was already really drunk.

			“Surprise, sugar,” Justin said, grabbing Massey possessively around the waist and planting a sloppy kiss on her cheek.

			Liz’s brow furrowed as she took in what she was seeing. “I’m sorry . . . are you two . . . together?” She knew that they had made out at her birthday party last year, but that had been over a year ago. No way they had been together that long.

			“Well, yeah,” Massey said with a shrug. She tossed her shoulder-length blond hair to one side and her brown eyes went wide. “I start grad school in like two weeks, but I moved up here right after graduation.”

			“Oh right, you’re going to UVA,” Liz said, the pieces falling into place.

			“Yep. Justin and I kept in touch after your birthday party. Then once I moved here, one thing led to another . . .”

			“And now you’re together.”

			“Yeah. God, I’m so glad you’re here. I was so fucked up at school about all that newspaper stuff. I should have never kicked you off,” Massey drunkenly rambled.

			“It’s really okay,” Liz said awkwardly.

			“Wait, she was the one who kicked you off?” Brady asked. He looked mystified by the drunk girl standing in front of him.

			“Oh. My. God! You’re Brady Maxwell,” Massey cried.

			“Yes, I am.”

			“Well, fuck me sideways. Y’all really are dating.”

			Liz shook her head. “I’m not sure how I could have made that more clear. And how much have you had to drink?”

			Massey shrugged. “We started with whiskey and then mixed it with tequila. And then I’ve been washing it down with beer.”

			Liz’s stomach protested at the thought.

			“Brady, this is Massey,” Liz said as an introduction. It was strange having Brady meet the rest of her friends.

			Brady politely stuck out his hand and Massey shook it. “You know, you’re way hotter in person.”

			“Thank you,” he said, all signs pointing to the fact that he was trying not to laugh at her.

			“I see why she fucked you on the side.”

			Liz cursed. “Okay, lush, you’ve had one too many and need to start in on the water.”

			“God, do you remember your birthday, when you thought that shit tasted like Kool-Aid? You were so fucking adamant about it,” Massey reminded her.

			“I bet it would taste like Kool-Aid to you right now.”

			“No way. I’ll never be as far gone as you were that night.”

			Justin kept her from stumbling and laughed. “Chill your hot ass. I don’t want you passing out before we get the bonfire going.”

			“I’m not going to pass out!”

			“You did last time.”

			“Whatever. It’s not my fault. We were smoking too. You know that messes me up.”

			Justin just squeezed her tighter. Something seemed to catch his eye and he stood up straighter. “Well, look what the cat dragged in.”

			“The life of the fucking party. Obviously,” Victoria said, strutting out on the patio in a silver minidress that barely covered her ass, and black high heels. Daniel followed on her heels in a checkered button-down and black shorts. He had black-rimmed glasses on, and they worked for him.

			“Vickie!” Liz cried. “If I’d known you were driving down from D.C., then we could have ridden together.”

			“Last-minute change of plans. We didn’t think we’d be here,” she said.

			“Hey, man,” Brady said, shaking hands with Daniel.

			“ ’Sup. How’s the campaign?” Daniel asked. He ran a hand back through his hair, then stuffed his hands back into his pockets.

			“Smooth sailing so far. How was the summer lab work?”

			Liz stared between them, dumbfounded.

			“What are you guys, like, buddy-buddy now?” she asked when she got closer to Brady.

			“Daniel is a good guy. My mother introduced him to a colleague he worked for this summer. We kept in touch.”

			“Networking really is your thing, isn’t it,” she said.

			“It’s not what you know but who. That’s why I wanted to help you find a journalism position earlier this year, but I should have known you could do it all on your own.” He kissed the top of her head and drew her in closer.

			“I am a bit stubborn.”

			He raised his eyebrows. “A bit? You make a filibuster look like compromise.”

			“Oh, ha-ha. I’m not that bad. I don’t need sixty senators to get me to change my mind.”

			Brady tried to hold in his laughter, but he wasn’t able to and it erupted out of him. “I’m hoping you’re only going to need one.”

			“You’re not a Senator yet, Representative Maxwell.”

			“Give me a few years.”

			“You’re as strong-willed as I am.”

			“Just as ambitious.”

			Liz shook her head. “No one is ambitious as you.”

			“That’s why I always win.”

			Liz smiled and hoped that remained a fact. She didn’t want to be the reason he lost; that was for sure. She would do everything in her power to ensure that didn’t happen.

			Justin started crowding everyone down to the fire pit. They spent an exorbitant amount of time building it to extreme heights. It reached a full inferno just as the sun fell over the horizon. By then even Brady seemed to have reached a tipsy point, which rarely happened.

			“I can’t believe we’re having a bonfire when it’s a hundred degrees outside,” Victoria complained.

			“Well, it’s a good thing you’re not wearing any clothing then, or else you might be hot,” Justin joked.

			“Hilarious, asshole.”

			“It is ridiculously hot,” Liz agreed. “Aren’t you glad you’re not in a suit?”

			Brady glanced up from his phone. “I would be sweltering in a suit.”

			“Are you working?”

			“Just Chelsea.”

			Liz crinkled her nose. “Why does she always text you? Just tell her to schedule a meeting or something,” Liz said, the alcohol making her haughtier than she normally would have been.

			“All right,” he said with a laugh. “I’ll turn it off. No work this weekend.”

			“Heather is going to love that.”

			Brady tucked the phone back into his pocket. “Who cares?”

			As the night wore on, the numbers around the bonfire started dwindling. A lot of the people who had been there were locals, so they just headed home. There were only a few other people from out of town. As expected, Massey was completely passed out in Justin’s lap while he smoked a cigarette. He passed one to one of his frat brothers who had driven up for the party, and he lit up.

			“So Liz, what are you doing up in D.C. besides working for me? You just hanging out doing charity work for starving puppies or whatever the other Stepford Wives do up there?” Justin asked, blowing out smoke.

			“Justin, you’re such a twat,” Victoria spat. She adjusted her tiny dress and rolled her eyes. “Liz could never be a Stepford Wife.”

			“She really couldn’t,” Brady chimed in. “She’s too strong-willed and independent.”

			“Well, we all know that I wasn’t a GDI,” Justin said, laughing to himself.

			“You’re reminding me why I’m a goddamn independent and not Greek.”

			“Don’t hate the player, hate the game, babe.” Everyone groaned.

			“Anyway I’ve mostly been writing for you and following Brady to campaign events before grad school starts,” Liz said.

			“Give yourself some credit.” Brady nudged her. “You’ve practically been writing my speeches all summer. If you weren’t already set on journalism, then I might suggest speech communications. You’re better than my speechwriter.”

			Liz beamed at his compliment. “Thank you.” She had never considered speech communications or even speech writing before Brady, but she did enjoy it.

			“You’re at Maryland, right?” Justin asked. “How much is that going to interfere with the site?”

			“I’ll make time. I like the blog.”

			“That’s what I like to hear.” Justin turned his attention back to his cigarette.

			Liz glanced over at Brady. “It completely slipped my mind until Justin just mentioned it, but when we were at the JJ gala I was asked what charity I’m heading.”

			“You’re not heading a charity.”

			“Well, yes. I know that. But I told them I was working with underprivileged children and education. I figured it was a politician’s truth.”

			He tilted his head to look at her. “You mean you want to do the work?”

			“I don’t want to head any charity,” she quickly amended, “but you know how passionate I am about education, especially reform in primary education. I thought it would be an easy thing to move into and I thought . . . you know . . . since, well . . . you know people.”

			Brady eyed her curiously. “Are you asking for my help?”

			“I thought it might be good to have something to stand behind while I stand beside you.”

			“Are you sure you want to add more work to your plate?”

			“It isn’t work,” she insisted. “It’s doing something I believe in and helping people less fortunate. The same thing that you’re doing in Congress, just on a different scale.”

			“I’m going to keep you,” he whispered into her hair.

			“I sure hope so.”

			“I’ll get you in contact with the right person. Thank you for letting me help you.”

			She closed her eyes and breathed in the late-night air mingling with the smoke from the bonfire. She let her mind drift away as she lay snuggled in Brady’s arms, content in the company of good friends and the love of her life.

			


		
			Chapter 24

    A REDO
 
			Liz tugged anxiously on the black-lace sheath that hugged her figure like a glove. It had detailed cap sleeves and a lace V neckline. Her hair hung loose to the middle of her back in delicate finger waves, and light, smoky makeup had been carefully applied. This was her big debut at Brady’s biggest fund-raising gala of the year.

			Two years ago Brady had brought someone else to the event, but had ended up confessing that he loved Liz later that night. It had all been so confusing at the time, and some of that old anxiety materialized inside of her once more.

			“Would you relax? You’re going to be fine,” Brady assured her. He placed his hands on her shoulders and slowly kneaded the tense muscles.

			“I know. I know.”

			“Then would you lose some of the tension? You’ve been to gala events with me before.”

			“I know, but never one for you, where I’ll have to parade around and pose for pictures with you all night,” she said softly.

			“You’re not just arm candy. You’re the woman I love. I want people to get used to seeing you with me. Where you belong.”

			Liz sighed softly and turned to look up into his brown eyes. “Do you always say the right thing?”

			“It’s my job.”

			“Okay. Let’s go then. I can’t be any more ready than I am right now.”

			“You’ll do fine. Don’t worry. The limo is waiting,” he said as he walked toward the door. “Can you grab my phone?”

			“Sure.” Liz snatched her gold beaded clutch up off of the table. Brady’s phone was sitting next to it. She grabbed that too, stashing it into her purse as she followed him out the door.

			The driver opened the door for them and they both slid into the darkened interior. Brady wrapped an arm around her waist and planted soft kisses down her neck and over her shoulder.

			They pulled up to the front entrance of the convention center a few minutes later. Heather was waiting outside with a photographer and a woman who Brady told Liz was the event planner. The photographer snapped shots of each of them stepping out of the limo. Brady placed his hand on the small of her back and more photos were taken. Liz smiled until her jaw hurt and then smiled some more. The photographer finally stopped and the event planner rushed over.

			She walked Brady through the last-minute details as Liz stood a short distance from Heather, waiting to go inside.

			“Are you happy that the primary is so close?” Liz asked Heather, trying to strike up conversation.

			“Sooner it’s over the sooner we can work on the real race,” she said, barely glancing at Liz.

			“Crazy how much has changed in two years. This was the night you first found out about me and Brady.”

			“Perhaps you shouldn’t just say everything that’s on your mind tonight. No one needs to know you were here before,” Heather said harshly.

			“Look, I know you hate me, but do you mind toning down the condescending-bitch voice for two seconds? I was just carrying on a perfectly normal conversation with you, and every time I try, you snap at me. I’m not here to mess up Brady’s chance at reelection. In fact, I’ve done nothing but support him. I’ve even been writing Brady’s speeches. Good speeches! I’ve done everything exactly how I’ve been told.”

			Well, aside from the Dear Congress articles, but she wasn’t about to bring them up.

			“He loves me. He told you two years ago, and it still hasn’t changed. I’m going to be around for a while. I’d appreciate if you started treating me like a human being.”

			Heather didn’t say anything for a moment, and then she turned to look at Liz. “You’re right.”

			“What?” Liz gasped.

			“Would you prefer I disagree with you?”

			“No. I just . . . was expecting you to.”

			“You’re a liability. That much is very certain, Liz. I’ve stood by that from day one.”

			“Yeah. I remember.”

			“But . . .” she said, cutting Liz off. “He is happier.”

			Liz beamed. She made Brady happier. She wasn’t sure Heather could have said anything that would have made her feel better in that moment.

			“He’s not happier with me, mind you. And even I can objectively admit that your speeches are good. I read the draft you gave him of his acceptance speech for the primary.” Heather cut her eyes back to Liz. “It’s solid.”

			“Thank you,” Liz said, a little shocked.

			“The only problem with that is that you can’t fuck up now.”

			“I didn’t plan on it,” she said stiffly.

			“If you hurt him, if you break him, if you make him forget what is important, then you’ve ruined a brilliant and driven man. Just remember that.”

			Well, it seemed the old Heather still existed.

			“I’d never do that.”

			“Intentionally. Now don’t do it unintentionally either. Prove to me that you’re not going anywhere,” she said before turning and walking to the event planner.

			“How pleasant,” Liz muttered under her breath.

			“Ready to go, baby?” Brady asked. He extended his arm and she placed her hand on his elbow.

			“Ready as I’ll ever be.”

			They walked through the double doors into the massive ballroom decorated in black and gold. A group of people waited at the entrance to greet them. And then came the almost endless number of pictures. Liz was introduced to person after person she was sure to never remember. Only a few faces were familiar from previous events, and even then she wasn’t sure she remembered all of their names.

			Barbara, whom she had met at the Jefferson-Jackson gala, was there and hugged her as if they were old friends. Liz promised to find her later to talk about the education for underprivileged children that they had discussed earlier in the summer. Apparently Barbara had thought it a great idea and wanted to help. Liz was a bit floored by it, but Brady just whispered how important and charming Liz was and then they moved on.

			Finally at the end of the entrance line was Brady’s family, with Clay noticeably absent. Marilyn gave her a firm hug. “You’re doing great,” she said discreetly, then pulled back to observe her for the cameras. “You look lovely, dear.”

			“Thank you,” Liz said graciously.

			Savannah was in a strapless gold number in a silky material that hung on her frame as if she were a runway model. They hugged and Liz realized how much she had missed her. They hadn’t been around each other much since Hilton Head. Liz had never had a chance to ask her about what had happened with Lucas, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to admit to having even witnessed it.

			“We should hang out more,” Savannah said with a laugh.

			“I know. I feel like we’ve been together but apart all summer.”

			“Agreed.”

			“Is Easton here?” Liz asked, glancing around.

			“No. He went home for the summer after he left Hilton Head.”

			“That sucks.” Or maybe it didn’t. Liz spotted Lucas standing near Chris and his girlfriend, Mollie.

			Savannah followed her gaze and her face darkened. “Well . . . that doesn’t suck,” she said pointedly, nodding her head at Lucas.

			Savannah sighed. “If you say so.”

			Liz didn’t get to say anything more, because Brady touched her arm to motion her for another picture. Liz stood among his family as if she belonged there. The flash went off several times and then they were free of the first crowd. Now they had to mingle with the other guests for pictures.

			After a seemingly endless number of people she didn’t know, though Brady somehow remembered every single person’s name, they found a familiar face.

			“Chelsea,” Brady said in welcome. “You remember Liz?”

			“Yes, of course. We met at the JJ gala,” Chelsea said. Her hair was tied in a stylish French twist and her makeup accented her almond-shaped eyes. She had on a stunning blue beaded halter gown.

			“Nice to see you again,” Liz said politely. Liz wasn’t sure how happy she really was to see Chelsea. The woman had been aggravating Brady all summer about that damn environmental bill.

			Just then Clay materialized at Chelsea’s side. “Hey, babe. It’s been a while since I’ve seen you,” he said, putting an arm around her waist.

			Chelsea rolled her eyes as Liz herself had done a number of times. “Hello, Clay.”

			Brady fumed at the sight of his brother. “Clay,” he said warningly.

			Clay put his hands up as if he were innocent. “I was just talking to our old friend. I didn’t realize she was even going to be here. God, it’s been what, like two years, Chels?”

			“I’m typically around during election time,” she said dismissively. “It’s kind of my job.”

			“I bet,” Clay said with a wink.

			“Picture?” the photographer asked, rearranging them so Brady was between Liz and Chelsea, and then snapped the photo.

			Brady leaned forward toward Clay, but Liz could hear what he whispered to him in a dangerously low voice: “Try to stay out of trouble for once in your life.”

			“High on my priority list,” Clay said sarcastically.

			Liz placed her hand on Brady’s arm. “Just leave him.”

			Brady nodded and walked away with her after he excused himself from Chelsea. “He is the only person who gets under my skin.”

			“Other than me?” she joked.

			“You’re different.”

			“Just imagine what it’s like living in your shadow. He graduated from the best law school in the country and is clerking for the Supreme Court and you’re still the golden boy. That can’t be easy.”

			“Why are you defending him?”

			“Because you’re as blind to the good in Clay as he is to the good in you,” she told him plainly.

			“If there was ever good in Clay, then he lost it a long time ago,” Brady said, as if he were unable to reconcile the image he’d had of his brother for so long with the one Liz was presenting.

			“You should just give him a chance. You’re more alike than you realize, which is where I think some of the tension stems from.”

			“I’m nothing like him.”

			“Well, you’re both stubborn,” she pointed out. He shot her a warning look. “This won’t be resolved tonight, but maybe you should consider resolving it in the future.”

			He thought a moment before responding. “I’ll consider it.”

			Well, that was as good as it was going to get.

			They finished their circuit of the room and ended up where Lucas, Chris, and Mollie were standing. She and Mollie hugged as Chris and Brady shook hands. Liz watched Brady out of the corner of her eye. She knew he wouldn’t do anything tonight, but this was the first time they had seen Lucas since Hilton Head, and she knew Brady was still pissed about what had happened.

			Champagne was passed out to the guests as Brady walked up to the stage to deliver his speech. Liz felt her phone buzz twice as she walked over to the podium to stand with Chris, Mollie, and Lucas. She wanted to pull it out, but felt as though she should be paying attention.

			Brady tapped the microphone once and waited for his audience to become silent. The crowd hushed and Liz felt another buzz from her purse. God, so annoying.

			“Hello and welcome!” Brady called into the microphone. “It’s my pleasure to be here tonight and have each and every one of you in this room supporting me. Winning my seat in the House of Representatives would not have been possible without you all in this building right now, and it won’t be possible for me to remain there working for you if I don’t have your continued support.”

			Liz felt her phone buzz at least three more times while Brady gave the opening to his speech. Jesus, someone must really need to get a hold of her. Maybe her parents were calling. Maybe it was an emergency.

			With a sigh, she opened her clutch and saw Brady’s phone light up. She had completely forgotten it was in there when they had left. Her eyes scanned the first message to make sure it wasn’t an emergency.

			I’d rather you were fucking me than giving this speech.

			Chelsea. Liz’s stomach dropped out of her body. Her mouth went dry and she felt all the blood drain out of her face. She tried to swallow, but found she couldn’t. Her heart was racing in her chest as she stared at the message. Another one came in.

			I miss Hilton Head. Ditch the girlfriend and take me instead.

			Her hands shook and she was afraid that she might drop the phone. No. No way. This . . . this wasn’t even possible. She tried to rationalize. Brady wouldn’t do this to her. He loved her. She was his world. He’d said forever and always. Those were promises.

			Make up an excuse and meet me in the back room. It’ll be worth it.

			She couldn’t read any more. Liz dropped the phone back into her purse and tried to collect herself. Her breathing was heavy and she placed her hand on her chest. She needed to get out of there. She needed to clear her head and think and figure this out. She couldn’t keep listening to Brady’s speech, the speech she had helped him with, with Chelsea’s words in her head.

			She stumbled sideways into Chris and he placed a hand on her arm. “Excuse me for a second,” she mumbled and then walked purposefully away from the stage. She could feel Brady’s eyes on her as she left, but she didn’t turn back to look for him.

			She knew where the side exit was to the restroom. She had used it two years ago in this very room to meet with Brady about him bringing another woman to the gala. Was history repeating itself and now she was the other woman?

			Liz heard footsteps behind her and just as she made it through the door, Chris caught up with her. “What’s going on?” he asked. “Are you sick?”

			“Sick,” she scoffed. “That’s one word for it.”

			“Are you going to throw up? Do you need anything?” he asked, concerned.

			“How long have you known, Chris?”

			“Known what?”

			“About Chelsea.”

			Chris looked uncomfortable and scratched the back of his head. “I mean . . . like forever. They were on-again, off-again in college.”

			“Since college,” she gasped. “Wait . . . environmental lobbyist.” Her head spun as the pieces all fit together. Brady had brought a date to the event he had held at Hilton Head two years ago when he had flown her down there and had said that it was an environmental lobbyist he had known since college. Chelsea fit the bill. Chelsea must have been that date. He had said that nothing was going on then, but that had clearly changed. “She went to Hilton Head with him.”

			“Um . . . a couple times. Why?”

			“Why?” she demanded. Liz pulled Brady’s phone out, lit up the screen, and handed it back to Chris. “I would think my boyfriend cheating on me would be reason enough.”

			“What? Brady would never . . .” He trailed off when he started reading through the texts that were visible on the home screen.

			“Tell me again what Brady would never do.”

			“I’m sure there’s an explanation for this,” Chris said.

			“There’s always an explanation,” she said, shaking her head. “Take that back to Brady. I need to disappear for a little while.”

			“Liz,” he said, grabbing her arm.

			“What would you do if you saw those texts on Mollie’s phone?”

			He sighed, seeing he was caught, and then released her. “I’ll take it to him, but he’s going to come after you.”

			“Looking forward to it,” she said sarcastically, and then turned to walk down the hallway.

			When Chris left, she paced, trying to clear her head. All it seemed to do was make things worse. Brady was irritable every time Chelsea messaged him. That was exactly how he had been with Liz. Brady had turned his phone off at Justin’s birthday party after Chelsea had texted him. He had done the same thing when Liz had been at Hilton Head. And it seemed as if he had been messaging with her all summer and she had been at events for him under the pretenses of working for EMi. Hadn’t Liz done the same thing as a reporter?

			It all fit so closely together that she almost felt stupid for not having seen it for what it was sooner.

			


		
			Chapter 25

    ONE AND THE SAME THING
 
			Liz heard the door open behind her. She sighed, resigned to speaking to Brady about this. She would rather hide out in the bathroom, but that wouldn’t help anything. Her emotions were running high, though. She wished she had more time to try to rationalize this before hashing it out.

			Expecting Brady, Liz turned around and found Clay instead.

			“Hey, sexy,” he said with that insufferable smirk.

			“Do you need something, Clay?” She was already irritated, and Clay never seemed to help that.

			“I just saw you dart off looking pale and sick.”

			“And you decided to be nosy?”

			“I decided to come check on you. Something happen with Brady? I saw you scrolling through your phone.”

			“What, are you stalking me?” How was she always so transparent to Clay?

			“I just know the signs. So what happened?”

			“Like I’m going to give you more ammo to hate Brady.” She was defending him even now, when he had majorly fucked up.

			“Do you have ammo? I thought he was perfect.”

			“Oh. Ha-ha. You’re hilarious. I don’t need any of your shit tonight,” she said, turning away from him.

			“Whoa. He must have really fucked up if you’re being a bitch to me.”

			Liz spun around. “Do you walk around calling all women bitches? Or am I just lucky tonight?” She glared at him and crossed her arms. “Mind finding someone else to harass for a change? I don’t know why I defend you to him anyway.”

			“I don’t need defending. I’m fine with everything exactly how it is. But you’re just picking a fight with me because you’re mad at him.”

			She looked away from his probing gaze. He was right. She was mad at Brady. And Clay was just trying to make sure she was okay.

			She looked back up at him and he gave her a small nod, as if he had read her mind. She sighed heavily. “What do you know about Chelsea?” Liz asked.

			“Ah,” Clay said, his dimples showing.

			“What does that mean?”

			“You’d think that when he has someone like you and went through all the trouble to keep you . . . that he would let the past rest.”

			A knot formed in the pit of her stomach at Clay’s words. This wasn’t encouraging. “Chris said they were together in college,” she offered.

			“I’m sure he meant that they’ve been fucking since college,” Clay said casually, as if it didn’t make Liz feel as if she had been slapped across the face.

			“No. I just . . . can’t believe he would do this,” she whispered.

			His eyes roamed her face and he shook his head. “God, you’re so innocent. Do you think that you were the first he ever hid? You were the one he got caught with. He’s like a kid with his hand in the cookie jar. He would have eaten the cookies if he hadn’t got caught, but he never would have fessed up to it.”

			“You’re such an ass,” she said hoarsely.

			“I’m a realist, and I know my brother.”

			“Just . . . leave me alone. I thought for a second you might be here for some semblance of comfort. Instead you just brought salt to rub in the wounds,” she said. Her hands were fisted at her sides. “Go back to your arranged marriage and leave my life out of your scheming.”

			“Fine. Just remember this feeling when he tries to change your mind,” Clay said with a shrug before turning to leave.

			Liz really wished that she had something that she could throw at that moment. Clay’s departure only pissed her off more, and she wouldn’t have minded aiming something heavy at the back of his head.

			She sagged with the weight of her anger. She couldn’t just stand here. Liz stormed around the corner to the bathroom that she and Brady had had a confrontation in two years ago. She had thought that she liked getting to redo so much of their relationship, but she didn’t want to ever relive this feeling.

			Liz walked into the bathroom and bolted the door. She leaned forward heavily on the sink and blew out all the air in her lungs. Her face was pale, but her eyes didn’t hold the sick feeling that went through the rest of her body. Her eyes looked livid. And she realized that she wasn’t actually sad or disappointed or sick . . . she was pissed.

			How could he do this to her? She had given up everything for him. She had given up the New York Times, the UNC paper, her credibility, her privacy. God, she had moved in with him and spent her whole summer on the campaign with him. She didn’t even know when he would find time for this, but then again, he had found time for her.

			She wanted to think that she was jumping to conclusions, but Chris’s and Clay’s remarks made her think that she wasn’t. She was clearly losing her touch as a reporter if she couldn’t even put together the most in-your-face details like this.

			A knock at the door pulled her out of her thoughts. “Occupied,” she called back even though she was pretty sure she knew who was on the other side.

			“Liz, open the door,” Brady said brusquely.

			Liz took a deep breath and then unlocked the door. Brady was inside the bathroom in a split second with the door closed, holding up his cell phone. “This is not what it looks like,” he said immediately.

			“Really? It looks like Chelsea wants you to meet her in a back room, take her to Hilton Head, and fuck her. As far as I’ve gathered . . . those are all things you’ve done before,” she said coldly.

			He cringed. Brady Maxwell actually cringed. “They are, but that’s long in the past.”

			“Long in the past like two years ago, when she was your date that time you flew me to Hilton Head?”

			“She was my date, but if you remember correctly, I told you that she wasn’t much of a date and that nothing was going on between us. Because nothing is going on between us, Liz. Absolutely nothing,” he told her.

			She wanted to believe him. She really did. But she wasn’t sure she could trust his words at this moment. “Then how do you explain those messages? That doesn’t read like absolutely nothing.”

			“Those texts were completely out of line. Chelsea and I had a sort of relationship for a while. It wasn’t serious.”

			“It wasn’t public? It was on your terms? You had her when you wanted her?” Liz asked harshly.

			“No. Please listen to me,” he said, his voice softening. “She is nothing like you. She can’t even compare to you.”

			“Then why is she sending you messages asking you to fuck her?” she yelled in his face.

			Brady remained resolute. “I don’t know. Probably because she’s drunk. She messaged me at the start of the summer insinuating that she wanted to start something up again, and I told her no, that you and I were serious.”

			“What about all the text messages? What about turning your phone off when she messaged you at Justin’s? What about you acting exactly the way you did when you and I were hiding something?” she demanded, crossing her arms.

			“I can say it a million times if you want me to. There’s nothing going on with Chelsea and me. I wasn’t trying to hide anything. She was messaging me about work. Insistently, really, and it was annoying,” he said with a sigh. “If I was trying to hide her would I keep telling you that she was calling and have her show up at events and give you my cell phone?”

			“Oh, yeah, because it’s great to know that if you really wanted to hide something from me you would be better at it.”

			“I’m not saying that! God, this is all coming out wrong,” he said, reaching forward and grasping her shoulders gently. “I’m saying that I love you. I love you with all of my heart. I love you so much that when I look at you I feel completely right . . . like I’ve both found myself and lost myself in the depths of your blue eyes. I could never cheat on you, because the thought of being with another woman repulses me. You intrigued me from day one, and each day it only gets better. Don’t you remember? I’ll always be your airplane.”

			Liz closed her eyes as she soaked in Brady’s words. Airplanes. Damn airplanes always did her in.

			Why did he have to be equal parts charming and persuasive? Couldn’t she have fallen for someone whose career didn’t depend on being able to convince thousands of people to like him? And the hardest part was that she didn’t like him . . . she loved him wholeheartedly. She wanted to succumb to his easy words, throw herself into his arms, and forget that any of this had happened. But the ache in her chest held her.

			“Why didn’t you tell me about Chelsea? I was around her this whole time. She was probably laughing in my oblivious face. You spend all of this time hating on Hayden and being jealous of a relationship that’s dead, but you don’t think that I have the right to know that I’m going to be around an ex of yours?” she asked. Her eyes fluttered open and she met his gaze head-on.

			“To be honest, it didn’t cross my mind. After I told her that I no longer saw her that way, I assumed she would just move on and act professionally by never bringing it up again. I was clearly wrong.”

			“How does it feel to admit that?” she asked with a harsh laugh.

			“It doesn’t happen often, but I do make mistakes.” One hand slid to the small of her back and the other up into her hair. “Like letting you walk out the door two years ago and not following you . . . demanding you see reason . . . offering you the world.”

			He dropped his mouth down onto hers, but she pulled back after a second with a sigh. She shook her head and walked away from Brady. Her head was still spinning with everything she’d heard tonight. All she wanted was to forget that this had all happened, but it had happened. So now she had to deal with it.

			“You still don’t believe me?” Brady asked.

			“I want to. I really do,” she said earnestly.

			“Do you want me to get down on my knees? Do you want me to beg forgiveness for not telling you about Chelsea sooner? Do you want me to plead with you to reconsider? I’ll do it. Whatever you want me to do. I’ll do it,” he insisted. “You mean everything to me. I don’t want this to ruin the best thing in my life.”

			“Then why didn’t you tell me? If it meant nothing and it was no big deal, why didn’t you tell me?” she demanded, searching his eyes for the explanation. “You should have told me.”

			Brady hung his head for a second to collect his thoughts and then seemed to relent. “You’re right. I should have. You deserved to know, even if it meant nothing. And it means nothing.”

			“Not good enough,” she said, backing away. “When Hayden came up to me at school because he wanted to see me again, I called you and told you as soon as I got home. I didn’t hide anything from you. Not even for a day.”

			“I wasn’t purposely hiding it from you. When it happened, you were already dismantling your life and stressed about graduation, being in the paper, and then moving in with me. I didn’t want to lay more stress at your feet.”

			She had been insanely stressed out at the start of the summer. Everything seemed to be piling on top of her head, but still she would have wanted to know what was going on. “What about after that, when I met her? No heads-up?” she asked.

			“It was over by then. The only contact I had with her the rest of the summer was completely professional and you were there every time. These texts came out of nowhere, and I’m going to ask to work with someone else from EMi from this point forward,” he told her. “I assume they assigned her to work with me because I’ve known her a long time. But I’m cutting off contact. I don’t need this to interfere with the love of my life or my career.”

			“Aren’t they the same thing?” she whispered harshly.

			“Liz, please just think about this for a minute,” he said, closing the distance between them once more and backing her up against the wall. He placed his hands on her hips and then rested his forehead on hers. “I love you. You are the love of my life. Please . . . please,” he said hoarsely, “don’t let this ruin us.”

			She sighed. Blind trust. That’s what he was asking for. Did she trust him? Did she trust him not to play her like that? That nagging feeling crept through her, but then she let his words wash over the anger. This was Brady, the man who wouldn’t even tell her he loved her when he knew he did because he couldn’t promise her a relationship. Now he was promising her everything that she’d ever wanted, and she couldn’t stop thinking that it was all too good to be true.

			But Brady wouldn’t give her those things if he didn’t want to. He wouldn’t have gone public, had her move in, travel around the campaign, use her speeches, or tell her he loved her if he didn’t mean it. He had made all of that clear from the get-go. But he was doing those things, and it made her reevaluate her reaction to this.

			Maybe it was one-sided. Maybe Chelsea just wanted what she couldn’t have anymore. Maybe he wasn’t playing her. Maybe.

			“You love me?” she whispered.

			“So much.”

			His lips found hers again, soft and tender, with every ounce of that love pouring between them. It was as sweet as honey and intoxicating as the hardest liquor. She couldn’t let a few text messages ruin their relationship. It hurt to even think about letting this go. She wanted it . . . she wanted Brady more than anything else in her existence.

			They stayed like that for a few minutes, lost in each other’s embrace, forgetting that an entire gala went on behind them. There was only Liz and Brady, the taste of his kiss, the feel of his lips, the ecstasy of being completely wrapped up in him.

			After another minute passed, they broke apart simultaneously. “We should get back,” she whispered.

			“Are we okay?”

			Liz nibbled on her bottom lip and then nodded. “Yeah.”

			She might be hurting emotionally, but who was she kidding? She was never walking away from Brady Maxwell again.

			


		
			Chapter 26

    THE PRIMARY
 
			Two years ago today, Liz had walked out on Brady. She had given him the campaign and his career free of worry about a relationship that he couldn’t commit to. She had chosen his happiness over her own and inevitably had just made them both pretty miserable. Now they were back in the same spot and yet . . . not in the same place at all.

			Standing backstage at the election results party where Brady would give his acceptance speech, Liz paced the small conference room. Brady kept shooting her a look that said calm down, but there were no reporters, so she was able to feel the jitters that she would have to hold back in a minute when they exited.

			Heather grabbed her arm. “You’re making me anxious. Go out in the hallway if you’re going to pace.”

			“Sorry,” she said, running her hands down the white-eyelet dress.

			“If you’re like this now, how are you going to handle the general?” she probed.

			“I’ll be fine.” Liz’s eyes drifted to Brady and a smile crept on her face. “I’m just excited to be here for him.”

			“You’ll do more good if you appear composed and resolute,” Heather said, dropping her voice as she issued the advice. “He needs someone strong. Be strong for him.”

			Liz opened her mouth to say that she was strong and composed, but knowing Heather she would have snapped at her that actions spoke louder than words. So she just closed her mouth, stilled her feet, and found an empty seat.

			They had spent the last week working nonstop on the primary campaign. Brady met with constituents, spoke at even the smallest of events, and Liz watched as more and more Maxwell for Congress signs went up around the Triangle. Most nights she fell into bed exhausted from a long day working, then got up early the next morning to start it all over again.

			She knew that if the information about her and Brady hadn’t come out earlier that year, this would have been an easy primary election for them. Brady’s opponent could hardly be considered competition, yet he was garnering support from people who were influenced by the negative reports they had gotten about Brady’s character.

			It made Liz want to work twice as hard to help Brady before she started graduate school in a couple weeks. She was everywhere at once, and Brady continually told her how appreciative he was to have her there at his side. Part of that was the aftereffect of the Chelsea text messages.

			Brady had spoken with EMi the next day requesting a new representative, and within a day he had a meeting with a lanky man in a cheap suit named Gary who looked and acted nothing like an ex-girlfriend.

			“So, what happened to Chelsea then?” Liz had asked after they met Gary.

			Brady had shrugged. “I never asked. I’d assume if she still has a job that she was transferred out of the state.”

			That put Liz at ease. It did make her feel bad that she had potentially gotten the woman fired, but then she had to remind herself that Chelsea was the one who had acted unprofessional. It had been the wrong circumstances. In the end, Liz could only think about herself and Brady, and it was better for them not to have her around.

			It made Liz see their relationship with new eyes. Their relationship wasn’t damaged or hurt from what she had discovered. In fact, they were stronger than ever. If anything it was Liz’s hurt feelings that had clouded her mind when she had first found out about it. She hadn’t wanted to believe that he would do this, but her insecurities bloomed and she couldn’t see past it to the man who loved her. She had no such problem right now.

			Brady’s eyes flickered to her once again as his campaign manager walked away to talk to some other people in the room. “You want to take a walk?”

			She nodded. “That sounds nice.”

			They exited the conference room and walked to the waiting area that led to the stage where Brady would be giving his speech. His family was standing there in a small circle, along with Andrea, Easton, and Chris. Liz peeked a look at the audience from their vantage point and gasped.

			“What?” Brady asked, concerned.

			“There are so many people.”

			He smiled, bright and brilliant. “More than there were two years ago.”

			“Yes,” she agreed. “I mean, there were a lot of people for you then, but now . . . it’s packed.”

			Two years ago they had nearly filled up a convention ballroom in Raleigh. This time Brady had chosen one twice as big as that on the UNC campus and it was filled to the brim with supporters and press. She could see the press line along the center of the room set up to film and photograph the events that were taking place. But the most beautiful thing of all was the sheer number of everyday citizens here to celebrate their own Congressman. Brady inspired people to take action, and it showed today.

			“All here to hear your speech,” he said with a wink.

			“No one is even going to know that I wrote it,” she insisted.

			“Maybe.”

			“They’re here for you, Congressman Maxwell. Not for your scandalous girlfriend.”

			“I’m sure someone out there is here for the scandal,” he joked.

			Liz rolled her eyes. “Yes, those people seem to be everywhere.”

			Liz had managed to avoid the news as much as she could, but Heather was sending sporadic updates when Liz showed up in the papers. The rumors were vicious, and even though Brady insisted that the people were just jealous and looking for a story, she still didn’t like it.

			Luckily she was swamped and didn’t have a ton of time to dwell on it. The only thing that she had managed to do in the small moments of spare time she had was to write another article for her Dear Congress column about the environmental fracking legislation that was going around right now. Funny to think that Chelsea had given her the idea.

			The editor had turned her column into a biweekly thing, and she didn’t want to miss a post amid her hectic schedule. She had even put the blog with Justin on hold for the time being. She told him she would start up again once the primary was over. It was getting harder and harder to do everything that she had on her plate, but she was trying to keep up.

			Chris appeared at their side while Liz was still peering out to Brady’s captivated audience. “Hey. Y’all ready?”

			“Of course,” Brady answered immediately. “Good to have you here this year.”

			“And you?” he asked Liz with his ever-present goofy grin.

			“I’m not the one giving the speech.”

			“Still, your first election and you look a little jittery.”

			“Gah, am I that obvious?” The guys just shrugged. “What? Are y’all born with the ability to hold your nerves in during the election?”

			“Just a lot of practice,” Brady told her, rubbing her back comfortingly.

			“Well, where’s Mollie? This is her first election. She should be here nervous with me,” Liz said.

			Chris glanced away and grit his teeth. “We, uh . . . broke up.”

			“What?” she and Brady asked at the same time.

			“You didn’t tell me,” Brady said.

			“I know; you’re in the middle of an election.”

			“What happened?” Liz asked.

			Chris shrugged, looking uncomfortable. “It actually happened after the fund-raising gala. Well, you know she left early for work stuff. That wasn’t the first time that happened. I was fed up with always coming behind work. She didn’t take it very well. It’s been kind of a rough week.”

			That sucked. She liked Mollie, but Chris deserved someone who would put him first.

			Brady glanced at her and she could see he was thinking the same thing. She was glad that they were on the same wavelength.

			“Well, I just wanted to check on y’all. I’m not still in your speeches, am I?” Chris joked, trying to lighten the mood.

			“I got a new speechwriter,” he said, placing his arm around Liz’s shoulders. “And she insisted that I take you out of them.”

			“Thank God. The man needed new material. I was tired of hearing my sad story replayed over and over again,” he said, nudging Brady. Then he turned to Liz. “So, you’re writing his speeches now, huh? Busy girl. Speeches, grad school, and those articles you’re writing.”

			“I have to keep up with my boyfriend,” she joked.

			Brady kissed her on the top of her head. “You’re the only one who can.”

			Chris laughed softly. “I’m glad that Brady manned up and went after you. You two belong together.”

			Brady’s team emerged from the back conference room and Chris took that as his cue to leave. Heather and Elliott led the group with Alex trailing, permanently attached to his iPad.

			“We just received word that results will be in in a matter of minutes,” Heather told him.

			All eyes turned to the mounted television screen, where muted broadcasts of the primary results were taking up the local news channel.

			“Do you hear before they announce on television?” Liz asked.

			“The results come to us first and then they’re reported out,” Elliott informed her.

			Liz realized she was wringing her hands and quickly hid them behind her back. Composed. Resolute. Strong. She repeated the words that Heather had uttered like a chant in her head. It helped her get through the next few agonizing minutes.

			“Just got it,” Alex said. Brady’s campaign manager walked forward. “Here we go. Final numbers read fifty-nine to forty-one percent to Congressman Maxwell.”

			A cheer rose up from the people backstage with Brady. Liz turned and threw her arms around him. She didn’t know why she had been so freaked out. She knew the likelihood of his losing was small, but this was her first election. She felt compelled to hold on to her nerves for the unknown. Maybe one day this would all seem like a piece of cake, but right now it was fresh and new and exhilarating.

			“Congratulations,” she whispered in his ear.

			“Thanks, baby.” He squeezed her and then placed her back on her feet.

			Everyone backstage seemed to want to come over and congratulate him too. Liz took a step back as Brady shook hands with the team that stood behind him the whole time and then his family. Just as Brady bent down to give his mother a hug, uproarious applause broke out in the convention center.

			“They’ve just heard the news,” Heather explained.

			It was so strange sometimes to see all of this from the other side. To get the election results before the news media, before she would have gotten them as a reporter.

			And then she heard one of her favorite sounds. A cheer rose up from the crowd. Max-well. Max-well. Max-well.

			“That’s our cue,” Heather said with a huge smile on her face. Liz had never seen Heather smile so brightly. “Congratulations, Brady.”

			“Y’all act as if you were worried,” he joked, but it was clear all the tension had left his body. He had an entire general election to contend with, but at least one obstacle was out of his way.

			Heather strode out onto stage, a total natural before the audience. She stepped up to the microphone, with a smile. “Ladies and gentlemen, we’re pleased to have you here tonight at the celebration for Congressman Brady Maxwell III.”

			The crowd cheered at the mention of Brady’s name.

			“With the announcement that he has won the nomination for the Fourth District, I’m happy to introduce you to the man who you entrusted two years ago and who you continue to believe in today. Congressman Maxwell!”

			Brady’s campaign mask slipped easily into place as he walked with confidence and power onto the stage as if he owned it. He was bred for this. It was what he was best at. He could wow a crowd, and tonight was his moment.

    The crowd started up their chant again and the applause hit a record high. Bulbs flashed as people took pictures from all areas of the room. Red, white, and blue MAXWELL FOR CONGRESS banners hung everywhere. People were holding the signs above their heads and waving American flags in the air. It was a madhouse; Brady couldn’t even speak because the enthusiasm was all-consuming.
 
			He laughed softly into the microphone. “Thank you. Thank you.”

			It proceeded like that for nearly five minutes before Brady was finally able to speak. And then he delivered the acceptance speech that she had written for him.

			She could hardly listen to her own speech without tears welling in her eyes. Brady had worked on it with her to tailor it to his cadence, and still she felt emotional. It mirrored the speech he had given at his last acceptance in some ways and spoke of the people he had met along the campaign. Liz had met many of the people that she referenced. An older woman who always donated to candidates she believed in each race, even though she didn’t have much money to spare. A young man who organized his high school to try to get all of the eighteen-year-old students registered and voting, and he was now actively working for the campaign.

			There were so many stories. She couldn’t ever hope to capture them all. But she just wanted to focus on the things that were important to Brady—dedication, ambition, trust, hope, and working for the good of the community.

			And when he finished, the cheers were even louder than they had been before.

			Heather leaned over toward Liz and spoke low. “You did a really good job with that speech.”

			Liz just stared at her, stunned. She was still not used to Heather acting normal, but ever since Liz had confronted her at the gala she seemed to be trying harder. “Thank you.”

			Brady came offstage and scooped her up into his arms. “Brilliant. So brilliant. Like nothing else I’ve ever experienced,” he muttered against her skin.

			Liz breathed in for what felt like the first time. She had survived her first election, and not just survived—Brady had won!

			


		
			Chapter 27

    MINE
 
			The celebrations seemed to last forever.

			Brady spent hours talking to reporters and answering questions about his victory. Then he spent even more time with the constituents who had come out tonight to see him. He was a star—smiling for pictures, shaking hands, kissing babies—the politician’s agenda. The room had an energy about it that seemed unstoppable.

			It was certainly infectious. Every second that she felt as if she was getting tired, her feet were hurting her, or she couldn’t keep a smile on her face, she saw the people who greeted Brady. They were the reason they were even here today, the reason Brady had won.

			After the primary party, they moved to another celebration for his high-end donors. Most of them had been at the fund-raising gala last weekend. They had been seated at the primary party, but Brady liked to thank them in additional ways. It was good to keep donors happy.

			Liz sipped champagne and smiled at the faces that she had seen over and over this summer. She wondered what each of them wanted in return for their donation. How many of them had agendas they wanted to press on Brady, as Chelsea had?

			She forced those thoughts out of her head and just enjoyed a night of celebration. Brady had the rest of the week off before delving into the general election, and she looked forward to those precious moments alone with him before school started. Between school and the campaign she wasn’t sure either of them would have much time together. Her chest ached at the thought of not being there to help with every speech as she had over the summer, but she had to sacrifice some of that for the greater good—her own independence.

			She loved Brady like mad, but she needed a life beyond him. Liz was ready to begin anew. The more she thought about it, the more excited she got about her work in the PhD program. The thought of working in journalism, creating original research in the field, to maybe one day become a professor like her mentor was all too intriguing.

			Marilyn approached her near the end of the evening and pulled Liz into a hug. “It is really wonderful to have you here, dear.”

			“Thank you,” she said. Her voice was always thick with emotion whenever she spoke with Brady’s parents.

			Marilyn pulled back to look at Liz with her hands still on Liz’s shoulders. “Don’t be a stranger when you start school. We’ve enjoyed having you around this summer.”

			“I’ll be back on the campaign every chance I get.”

			“We know you will,” she said with an easy smile. “Good night.”

			Jeff said good night as well and then they departed. Clay and Savannah had never made it to this event and Chris had retired about an hour ago. The numbers were dwindling and only a few older drunk couples remained dancing in the center of the room.

			Brady returned to her side after escorting his parents out. “Are you about ready?”

			“Dying to get out of these heels,” she admitted.

			“I’ll have someone pull the car around.”

			Brady said a final farewell to the remaining guests and then they exited the party. It was just past three o’clock in the morning when they finally sat down in the back of the town car. Liz sighed heavily and leaned into Brady’s arm that he had wrapped around her shoulder.

			“This was an amazing night,” she breathed.

			“I loved sharing it with you.” He kissed her temple and she just sighed louder.

			Liz had a feeling that she was going to fall asleep on the drive back to Raleigh. Her mind was exhausted as much as her body was. She couldn’t wait to sink into the soft mattress and wake up to five full days with Brady lounging around the house.

			A second later, Brady was shaking her awake and she realized that she must have passed out. She fluttered her eyes open and yawned wide as she came to. “Are we home already?”

			“No, baby, just a short detour,” he said. The door opened and Brady helped Liz out of the car.

			She glanced around her, trying to figure out where they were. It was pitch-black. The car headlights and the light of the moon offered the only illumination of where she was. There were no buildings and it appeared that they were at the end of a paved road. Everything before them was gravel.

			“You brought me to the woods?” she asked, confused.

			Brady didn’t have a chance to respond before the driver handed him a few things and then with a nod returned to the car. Brady passed her a jacket, which she took, though she was utterly confused. Next he handed her a flashlight.

			“Ready?”

			She stared down at her heels. “What is going on? And do you expect me to walk through the woods in these?”

			Brady laughed. “It’s a short walk, and not through the woods. There’s a path.”

			“Okay,” she said apprehensively.

			Liz slid the jacket on over her party dress. It was mid-August so it wasn’t exactly cold outside, but the wind whipped up around her, causing her to shiver. She flicked the flashlight on and walked with Brady across the street to the concrete path that led down the dirt road.

			She felt a bit as if she were at the beginning of a horror movie. Walking around in high heels at night in the middle of the woods with nothing to defend herself and only a flashlight that was probably going to break in a matter of seconds. She had so many questions, but Brady didn’t seem as if he was going to answer any of them, so she just kept pace next to him and listened to the crickets chirping in the woods surrounding them.

			True to his word, they stopped after only a few minutes when they reached the end of the sidewalk. Before them stretched nothing but a cleared grassy knoll that led down to a glistening uninhabited lake.

			He kissed her softly before she could say anything and then gestured for her to walk a short distance down the hill. Brady unrolled the bundle that the driver had handed him. It appeared to be a relatively large quilt, which he spread out before her.

			“Take a seat,” he said, and then took his own advice.

			Liz gratefully kicked off her high heels and then sank down onto the quilt. She was terribly confused, but too tired to fight him. Plus she was curious as to what they were doing here.

			“Are you going to explain yourself?” she finally asked when he remained silent for another moment.

			“I took a girl out to dinner once,” he said. “She had been uncertain about the election for longer than she had been uncertain about me. We’d been apart for a long time, and I wanted to prove to her that my feelings were genuine.”

			Liz smiled. “Me? I’m that girl.”

			“You are. I took her out to dinner. I wanted to be seen with her. I wanted to claim her. I wanted to claim you.”

			“Well, I’m yours.”

			“And that night you said that the most romantic thing was sitting in an open field looking up at the stars.” He gestured around him. “I give you the stars. I already have mine.”

			Liz’s mouth fell open. The stars. He was giving her the stars. She glanced up and realized exactly what was going on. They had driven out of town to a secluded park with no lights for distraction simply to stare up into the night sky, as she had said six months earlier to him on a whim while they were out to dinner.

			“I love you,” she whispered. “You . . . you seem to understand me unlike anyone else.”

			“I feel the same way. We’re a matched set.”

			“Brady, you gave me the stars.”

			“I’d like to give you a lot more than that,” he said.

			Then as Liz stared at him, stunned by his words, Brady shifted to one knee and pulled a small blue box out of his pocket. Liz’s eyes widened and her hand flew to her mouth.

			“They say the measure of a man is what he does with his power. I’ve come to find that I have no power without you. So, I want to share it with you for the rest of my days.” He opened the box, and a glittering princess-cut diamond with matching diamonds to either side shone bright in the moonlight reflecting off of the lake. “There is no other option for me. It’s just you. I don’t need to wait any longer to see if that’s true. I lost you this day two years ago, and I never want to live without you again. This time you’re mine, and I plan to do right by you.”

			Liz felt tears prick her eyes at his words and she wasn’t sure if she was breathing.

			“Will you, Elizabeth Anne Dougherty, do me the honor of marrying me?”

			A million thoughts flew through her mind all at once. Was she ready for this? They had been together six months. In the grand scheme of things it wasn’t that long, but it had already felt like a lifetime.

			He had told her once before that he could never be cajoled into marrying. That he could date, but marriage wasn’t on his horizon for a long time. But he loved her, and wanted this life with her.

			She felt a tear run down her cheek as she nodded. “Yes. Yes, of course I’ll marry you.”

			A smile broke out across his face. He plucked the ring out of the box and slid it gingerly onto her finger. It fit so perfectly that it was as if it were always meant to be there.

			And then Brady was kissing her. Their lips melded together. His hands tangled in her hair and hers grabbed on to his waist, trying to get him as close as she could. She had never seen this moment coming. Even in her wildest fantasies she hadn’t pictured this happening until years down the road, but here and now couldn’t have been more perfect.

			Brady was right. There was no need to wait. They had already been through hell and back. They had already realized they couldn’t live without each other. They lived together and worked together and traveled together. There weren’t any obstacles holding them back from this. And she wanted it.

			She wanted to be with him. She had always wanted it. Life without Brady had always been like walking out of Technicolor into black and white: drab and lifeless.

			They stayed like that until they both broke apart gasping. Brady wiped the tears from her cheeks with his thumbs. Tears of joy and happiness and contentment.

			After a moment, Brady laid them back on the quilt, cradling her body against his. They lay there staring up at the stars, lost in the euphoria of their engagement.

			


		
			Chapter 28

    RIGHT DIRECTION
 
			Liz and Brady spent his five days of vacation celebrating their engagement. The day after the primary, they had lunch with his family to tell them the news. The welcome she received brought tears to her eyes. Marilyn and Jeff both hugged her and told her that they were happy to have such a wonderful future daughter-in-law. Savannah was jumping-up-and-down excited. Even Clay smiled at the news. Though it did seem to make Andrea more pouty and bitchy than normal.

			Clay had hugged her when they were leaving and whispered in her ear, “I guess the golden boy is still perfect, huh?”

			Liz had smiled as she drew back. “Don’t worry. No one will take your black-sheep title.”

			He had laughed and shaken his head. “I was never worried about that.”

			“You should be worried about Andrea, though. She looks like she’s ready to be married off.”

			Clay had just shrugged. “She’ll survive.” He had looked pensive for a moment before deciding that he could continue. “I want what y’all have.”

			Liz hadn’t been sure that she had even heard him right, and then he was gone. Sometimes that man confused the hell out of her.

			That weekend Brady had flown them down to Tampa. She had wanted to see her family before school started; now she had the excuse—to tell them about her engagement.

			Her parents were, as Liz had expected, shocked. She and Brady had only been dating for six months and that seemed fast to them. But she explained that she couldn’t think of her life without him and she was insanely happy about the decision. After that they seemed to relax. She didn’t blame them for having an is this man taking advantage of my baby? feeling, but that was so far from the truth that it was easy to dispel it.

			As soon as the apprehension left their faces, her mother immediately launched into preparations and they didn’t stop until the minute they were getting back on the plane. What kind of dress do you want? You look lovely in white, dear. Will Victoria be the maid of honor? I loved the Trenton wedding last year, and she had champagne and rose as the color palette. Are you thinking something like that? I wonder what floral arrangements we should look into. Orchids or lilies? Spring or fall? Tampa or D.C. or Chapel Hill?

			The questions went on and on and Liz just listened, answering as best she could. The only thing that she knew for certain was that they wouldn’t have any time to plan until after the election. November 3 was Election Day and then after that . . . they would have the rest of their lives.

			Liz’s first day of school at Maryland in the journalism program was on Monday. She met with her advisor that morning for the first time. She took a seat in an oak chair facing his desk.

			“Welcome, Liz. We’re pleased to have you in Maryland’s Journalism Department.”

			“It’s a pleasure to be here, sir.”

			“Feel free to call me Terry. We’re colleagues now,” he said with a warm smile. “Lynda spoke wonderfully of you when I spoke to her. She said you were hardworking, and we’re always glad to have students like that here.”

			Liz smiled and imagined the conversation between Terry and Professor Mires.

			“I went ahead and got together your class schedule as well as your teaching assignment for the semester. We put you with Dr. Mary Whitley’s Tuesday/Thursday ten a.m. section and you’ll have a breakout Thursday afternoons at two.”

			“That sounds great,” she said, relieved. She didn’t want to have any Friday classes so that she could be with Brady during the campaign as much as possible.

			“I placed you in the four prerequisite classes as you can see here,” he said, passing her a sheet of paper. Four classes starting at three thirty in the afternoon Monday through Wednesday and Friday. Her stomach dropped. She knew that she would have a heavy load, but she hadn’t anticipated a Monday and Friday class.

			“Sir . . .”

			“Terry, please.”

			“Terry,” she corrected herself. “Is there any way that I can take the Friday editing class next semester? As you might be aware, my fiancé is running for Congress in Chapel Hill.”

			He nodded. “Yes, I think I heard that. Maxwell?”

			“Yes. Well, if it doesn’t disrupt my entire schedule, I’d like to be able to be helping on the campaign as much as possible.”

			Terry looked through his notes and started reading a piece of paper. “Ah. You do have an interest in political journalism. Well, I’ll check with the head of department to verify that we can make an exception, but I don’t see why not. We like to tailor curriculum to our students.”

			“Thank you, sir.”

			Terry smiled again and laughed. “Please call me Terry.”

			With her schedule arranged and everything seemingly in order, Liz moved easily back into the academic setting. Her classes were small and the classwork rigorous, but she found that, as she always had, she enjoyed the work. It kept her focused and motivated. It did make juggling her Dear Congress articles and Justin’s blog, which she’d resumed writing after the convention, much more difficult.

			Sometimes as she was writing a new article, she found that she actually wished that she could be interacting on the blog. It was a strange new dynamic. Her journalism work still had followers, but it was hardly as interactive as Justin’s blog. She worked more or less as a moderator for the social media rating platform, which was Pinterest meets Goodreads for movie and YouTube addicts. She would start topics and write posts based on her conversations with others on the site. It was . . . fun. A good hobby that paid well without the stress of her career.

			But she was determined to be dedicated to both as best she could without stretching herself too thin with the campaign, the engagement, graduate school, and her charity work with Barbara. Her nerves were shot just thinking about it. And two weeks after school started, when she was overwhelmed with a pile of work, Brady dragged her away.

			“Come with me to New York this weekend.”

			“What?” she asked, glancing back at her work.

			“Just for Saturday. We’re shooting the commercial and I’d like to celebrate the engagement with Chris. Better yet, bring Victoria. Then we’ll have the maid of honor and the best man all in one place.”

			“Brady . . . I have so much work.”

			He stroked a hand back through her hair. “You’ll get it all done, but stressing about it every second of every day isn’t productive.”

			“Kind of like you and the campaign.”

			“The campaign has an expiration date.”

			“A new one every two years,” she teased.

			“You’re frazzled. There’s so much you want to do and not enough hours to do it all. It’s making you be less productive. Take a day off. Come with me,” he pleaded. “I want my fiancé at my side.”

			God, the way he said that word. Fiancé. It rolled off the tip of his tongue, circled around her, and drew her toward him. She just wanted to sink herself into the word.
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			Brady, Liz, and Victoria arrived in New York City at an ungodly early hour on Saturday morning. Liz had dozed on the plane, but Brady, as usual, was unable to relax for much of the flight. A town car carried them across town to Chris’s apartment. He slid into the car with them with a yawn as a greeting.

			The car pulled away from the curb and started driving them toward the studio where Brady was filming his campaign spot today.

			“So, you’re finally getting hitched,” Chris said.

			“One of us had to,” Brady said. He was rubbing circles into Liz’s hand, which he held in his lap.

			“Well, if you knew Liz then you wouldn’t be surprised,” Victoria said. “She’s a long-term-commitment kind of person.”

			“Am I?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.

			“You are.”

			“I’m glad for that,” Brady said.

			“My bestie is a keeper,” Victoria said, patting her arm. “She didn’t do any of the wild and crazy things I did. Though she did fuck a senator once.”

			Everyone in the car started laughing.

			“More than once, I’ve heard,” Chris said.

			“Oh, don’t y’all know the gossip? I’m a slutty home wrecker who caught the guy by getting pregnant.” She placed her hand on her stomach. “I’m at least six months now and not even showing. Such a mystery.”

			“Well, obviously you got rid of it once you trapped him. That’s a thing,” Victoria said dismissively.

			“That’s how I trapped him, after all,” Chris said, fluttering his eyelashes.

			“Getting you pregnant was the most awkward experience of my life,” Brady joked.

			“If only the reporters could hear you now,” Liz said.

			“Let’s thank God that they cannot.”

			They arrived at the building just on time. Brady was rushed away by the hair and makeup team. Chris teased him incessantly about it until the door closed behind him. They were given a brief tour of the studio Brady was using, which wasn’t much more than a few workrooms, a changing area, wardrobe, and then the main set with a green screen and very expensive camera equipment. Their escort left them to sit on a couch where they could see what was being filmed, but not interfere. Plus, there were doughnuts!

			Thirty minutes later, Brady appeared from makeup. He looked like himself and not. An even more perfect version of himself.

			“His flawless face has to withstand the high-definition lighting and camera work,” a man explained when Chris started to make fun of him again.

			“You look great,” she encouraged.

			“I would kiss you right now, if it didn’t mean I would have to spend another thirty minutes in makeup.” He looked weary of the chore, and it made her giggle. Served men right to see what women had to go through on a regular basis.

			Liz had heard Brady memorizing lines for the commercial earlier this week. She hadn’t had time to work with him on what he was saying, but she knew that he would be brilliant. Also, in film there were dozens of takes, so they could get it perfect.

			Brady thumbed through a stack of note cards and turned the phrases over in his mouth before the director walked him over to the comfortable brown chair. They had a couple different furniture pieces, from the chair to a podium to a large presidential-looking desk. They wanted to see which one suited him best with the lines delivered. The backdrop would be chosen from a computer screen, likely an American flag or a cozy study.

			And so they began. The first thirty minutes it was interesting to watch the new experience. Brady had done ad spots before, so he knew the drill, but Liz had never seen any of this. Victoria, however, got bored very easily and ended up spending much of the time texting with Daniel on her phone.

			“You know,” she said, “we should have dropped him off and went and looked at wedding dresses.”

			“You’re probably right.”

			“How much longer do we have? We could still go,” she offered, looking up.

			“I have no idea. I wouldn’t even know where to begin with dresses, though. Plus, you know I’m not really getting started with that stuff until after the campaign.”

			Victoria sighed heavily and sank back into her seat. “I know. Have you decided anything, though? Fill me in! I miss you! I’m stuck in school all damn day and I need something lavish and entertaining to fill my travel-deprived mind.”

			Liz laughed lightly at her dramatic friend, but told her everything they had decided in the three weeks since Brady had proposed. “Brady wants to do a Biltmore wedding in Asheville.”

			“Holy fuck! How much is that going to cost?”

			“Do you think I’m going to ask that?” Liz’s gaze shot to Brady. “His parents were married there and it’s gorgeous. I’m really excited to visit and see the gardens.”

			“Fuck. I can’t wait. What else? What groomsmen do I have to choose from?” she asked with a wink.

			“Aren’t you bringing Duke Fan?” Liz asked with a hesitant smile. She never really knew with Victoria.

			“Oh yeah. Of course, but maybe he’ll be up for playing.”

			“I don’t even want to know.”

			“Probably not,” she conceded.

			“Back on topic. I’m thinking just you and Savannah for bridesmaids. That means Brady will have Chris and Clay.”

			“He’s actually going to take that arrogant brother of his?” Victoria asked, surprised.

			Liz had wondered the same thing. She had been happily surprised when Brady had said he wanted Clay in the wedding. Clay . . . the man who had tried to sleep with her and hated everything about Brady’s career. “I think deep down he loves him.”

			Liz hadn’t even realized that Chris had slipped away until he returned, looking frazzled. “What’s wrong?” she asked immediately.

			“I need to speak with Brady,” he said, averting his gaze.

			“You can’t. If you interrupt him with your news then he’ll never finish his commercial. At the very least, he’ll never reach the same level of composure,” she told him. “Not the way you look right now.”

			“Just spill,” Victoria said, standing between them.

			“I had a call from Mollie.”

			“About what? I thought y’all were broken up,” Liz said gently.

			“We are.” He took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Liz.”

			“Sorry about what?” she asked cautiously. Instinctively she braced herself for what was coming.

			“Mollie was freaking out. She was talking with one of her friends who works for CNN.” Liz didn’t like where this was going. “They were out to lunch and her friend mentioned that they were writing an article on the real identity of Dear Congress.”

			Liz placed her hand on the table to steady herself. “Okay. So CNN is writing an article about me?”

			He splayed his hands out in front of him. “I’m so sorry.”

			“Did she say who told CNN that it was me?” Liz asked, trying to remain calm.

			He shook his head. “I don’t know. Her friend was just gossiping, I guess, and didn’t think it would matter. Mollie pretended to use the restroom to tell me, she was so frantic.”

			“So, what’s going to happen?” Victoria asked. “Who even cares about some stupid articles Liz wrote? She’s not running for office. Brady is. And they weren’t even controversial articles.”

			Chris shrugged again. “I don’t know their spin on the issue. I just know that Brady should know so that he can get Heather to find out.”

			Liz knew he was right. She looked over at Brady smiling casually for the camera as he delivered his lines effortlessly. He finished that run-through and caught her staring at him. He must have realized something was wrong, because he stood, spoke to the director, and then walked over to them.

			“What is it?”

			Chris and Liz exchanged a glance and she nodded. Chris dove into the story he had just told Liz. Brady’s face grew darker and darker.

			“Great,” he said, blowing out a breath. “I’ll get on the phone with Heather immediately.”

			“I should probably get a hold of my editor to talk about damage control,” Liz said. “How do you think they’ll spin it?”

			“How would you spin it?”

			Liz slowed her mind enough to think about it from a reporting side. “Congressman Maxwell’s girlfriend is spinning articles on policy to promote his platform. Or maybe Congressman’s girlfriend hiding behind another pseudonym—what else are they hiding?”

			Everyone stared at her and she clenched her jaw. “I only think of the worst because it was my job.”

			“I’ll go call Heather.”

			“Just when she was starting to like me,” Liz whispered.

			“It’ll be okay,” he insisted before pulling out his phone and making the call.

			Liz wasn’t so sure. She had a decision to make. She had had something like this blow up in her face before, and she had no intention of it happening again. Before she had sat idly by as the media displayed her life how they saw fit. She had an opportunity to take control and she was going to need to seize it now before anything destroyed all that she and Brady had worked toward.

			She opened up her email and wasn’t all that surprised to already see one waiting for her from the editor, Tom Vernon. So, he already knew, and he wanted to speak with her on the phone. He had listed his number.

			Tom answered on the second ring. “Hello?”

			“Tom, this is Liz Dougherty. How are you today?”

			“Miss Dougherty, what a pleasure to finally speak to the person behind Dear Congress.”

			“Thank you, sir. You are headquartered in New York City, correct?”

			“What? Oh yes.”

			“As this is a difficult situation, would you mind if we met today to discuss it in person? I’m in the city until late this evening.”

			After a brief pause, he responded. “I believe that can be arranged.”
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			Tom Vernon’s office was cluttered with old cups of coffee, empty 5-hour Energy shots, and piles and piles of paper. The sight of the office probably explained why it took so long for him to get back to her most days.

			“Miss Dougherty, so nice to finally meet you.”

			“You too,” she said politely.

			“I trust you found the office just fine.”

			“Yes, I did.” Liz crossed her legs and sat up straighter. “Do you mind if we get to the point of this matter? It’s clearly out to the public that I’m Dear Congress.”

			Tom straightened his tie at her curt demeanor. “Well, yes, of course. I was the one who contacted CNN about it.”

			Liz’s mouth fell open slightly. “You did what?”

			“It’s an election year, Ms. Dougherty, and we’re always trying to garner more readers. So I made a discreet call to a source at CNN. With your celebrity status we could be huge!”

			“You outed me to the press for more media coverage?” she asked, shocked.

			“Look, we love your work here as Dear Congress and we’d like to keep you on. You generate buzz. You’re popular. People are interested in reading what you have to say, and they were interested in it before finding out who you are. Do you know what it will be like come Monday when it appears on CNN? Through the roof.”

			His eyes were shifty, his smile too big; his entire body language was overly enthusiastic. All she saw when she looked at him was desperation oozing out of every pore. He wanted her to stay and he wanted it badly. He liked the controversy. He liked the promise of increased readership to the online column that the scandal could deliver. He would probably pay her double or triple what he had been paying her. All because her name was attached to it.

			“Thank you for the offer, Mr. Vernon, but I have to decline,” she said, standing.

			“What? I don’t understand.”

			“Besides the fact that you outed me to the press without my consent? When we had a deal to keep my work anonymous?”

			“But it’s going to generate huge numbers for you!”

			She wished that she knew how to explain it to him in a way that would make sense. When she had written her first article for him it had been because she didn’t have any other options. She had wanted to prove to herself as much as to everyone else that she could still write articles and be successful on her own. She had needed these articles.

			Now what did she have? Brady, school, her charity, and Justin’s blog, which she loved. The world was at her feet. The need that she’d had before was gone. She had already proven to herself that she was good enough. Plus, so much of the fun of being the Dear Congress persona had been the anonymity and knowing that no one else really knew who she was. Without it, the idea lost some of its intrigue.

			So, Liz raised her chin and gave him the best answer that she knew how. “No amount of notoriety would be worth it, Mr. Vernon. Furthering my career off of my relationship with Brady wouldn’t be right. If that means leaving the articles behind, then so be it,” she said. “I quit!”

			She wasn’t a pawn in someone else’s game. She wouldn’t let the media or Tom Vernon or anyone else dictate how she was going to live from now on.

			


		
			Chapter 29

    FIANCÉ
 
			So you got fired again?” Justin asked over the phone later that day.

			“I wasn’t fired. I quit,” Liz insisted.

			“You hold down jobs worse than I do.”

			“You started your own business and seem to be doing okay with that.”

			Justin snorted. “Only because I’m the boss.”

			“Well, whatever. I decided that I was with the company only because I had been desperate after graduation. It filled a void and now I don’t really need it anymore.”

			“Wait, wait, wait,” he said, his casual demeanor momentarily disappearing. “You’re not calling to break up with me, are you?”

			Liz rolled her eyes. “If you’re asking if I’m leaving the site, then no. Not unless you don’t want any more drama behind my name. I just thought you would like to know the nonsense your employee is getting into.”

			“Oh. You know I don’t give a fuck,” he said, sounding relieved. “I just thought you’d want to leave, since you’re going to be Mrs. Maxwell and all.”

			Mrs. Maxwell. Her whole body tingled. Holy shit! She was really going to marry Brady. She sighed pleasantly at the thought.

			“Just because I’m getting married doesn’t suddenly change who I am. I’m still getting my PhD, working with a children’s education charity organization, writing political speeches, and running a movie blog for a certain someone. I’m more than the man that I’m in love with, and I enjoy the work. It’s fun to interact with the people on the blog. It’s nice to have a hobby.” Though she did miss tennis. She had no idea when she would fit that in with everything else.

			“Good. Then you’re not getting out of it. I’m going to hire a lawyer or something and make you fill out a contract that says you’ll stick with me.”

			Liz laughed. “I have a team of lawyers here who will be happy to look that over for you.”

			“I’ll make sure they don’t find the loopholes.”

			“You’re ridiculous.”

			Justin murmured something under his breath and then sighed softly. “Thanks for sticking with me. It means a lot.”

			Oh, wow. He sounded . . . sincere. “Of course, I really do like it.”

			Brady tapped her on her shoulder. She was in Chris’s guest bedroom and hadn’t realized that he was behind her. “Need to talk to you,” he whispered.

			“Hey, Justin. I have to go. Tell Massey I said hey.”

			“Will do. See ya.”

			Liz stuffed the phone back into her pocket and turned to face Brady. She had informed him about quitting Dear Congress as soon as she had returned. “What’s going on now?”

			“Just spoke to Heather again. CNN announced the news.”

			“And what does that mean for us?” Liz asked. She hated that this was all happening, but they were trying to stay on top of it, control it. That had always been the strategy. The only problem was that Brady didn’t want to address the rumors; he didn’t want to tell people that the media were all liars and to ignore what was in the news. The media twisted stories and he thought addressing it would only make it worse.

			“I think I’m going to have to speak to the press. Heather thinks it’s a good idea. I guess we’ll be announcing our engagement a little bit early,” he said, wrapping his arms around her middle and dropping his lips onto hers. She eased into him, letting the tension wash off of her.

			“I’m excited,” she told him. “Do you know what you’re going to say?”

			He seemed to consider for a second, and then a smile spread across his face. “Yes.”

			[image: flueron.jpg]

			The pile of paperwork that she’d had to work on earlier in the week had come with her to Raleigh, where Brady was getting ready to address the press. As suspected, her Dear Congress articles were already being warped by Brady’s opponent as some kind of ill-conceived attempt to make Brady’s policies seem more influential. Liz didn’t think it really made sense. Her articles weren’t all related to what Brady was working on in Congress, and she had never once mentioned him.

			But anything that happened on campaign was an issue. Just as she had been a liability two years ago, because she could have been used by his opponent to negatively impact Brady. She just hoped that this conference would dull the blade that his opponent was driving in with the news of her articles.

			She heard a knock on the door and turned from her work to see Savannah walking into the room. “Hey!” Liz said, jumping up and hugging her.

			“Two weeks into school and you’re already causing trouble?” she asked.

			“All in a day’s work. What about you? How is the Washington division?” Savannah had been made head of the division, which Liz and Massey had run the two years prior on the campus paper. She was setting herself up to be editor-in-chief next year. Liz couldn’t believe that Savannah was already a junior. Time passed so quickly.

			“It’s all right. I’m glad Josh replaced Massey, though. She could never replace you, and the paper was kind of shit all spring semester,” Savannah admitted.

			They hadn’t really talked about her leaving, because it had hurt Liz too much at the time to think about it. Now she was just glad that Savannah was happy again on the paper. Liz knew that they were both in the right places in their lives.

			“Well, that’s good. Josh will do a good job. I worked with him some before Massey took over,” Liz told her. “You and Easton still together?”

			“Yep. We actually have dinner plans tonight, so make this press conference quick.” She snapped her fingers twice.

			Liz laughed. “I’ll do what I can. So what ever happened with Lucas?”

			“Lucas who?” Savannah asked coyly. “No, I just gave up on waiting around for things to change with him. It was never going to happen, and Easton is so great.”

			“Good! I’m so glad for you,” Liz said enthusiastically. “You know you’re going to make a beautiful bridesmaid.”

			“Oh my God, I can’t believe we’re going to be sisters,” Savannah gushed. “I never wanted a sister, but I couldn’t imagine one better.”

			“Thanks. Let’s go watch your brother tell the world.”

			Liz smiled at Savannah. She felt really lucky—as if she had the world on her shoulders. Now they just needed to get through the campaign.

			The girls walked to the waiting room, where Brady was talking animatedly with Heather. He glanced up at her when she walked in and immediately stopped talking. “Everything all right?” she asked when she reached him.

			“Fine. We were just disagreeing about methods for this press conference.”

			“Isn’t Heather the best?” Liz asked.

			“Yes. I just want to do things my way on this one.”

			Liz completely trusted him, but he didn’t normally go against Heather’s suggestions. She wondered what he was going to do. Not that she thought he would do anything to harm his career, but she couldn’t help but worry for him.

			“Don’t let them bait you when they get to the Q&A,” Liz warned him.

			He gave her that gorgeous smile wrapped in his campaign mask as he backed up toward the entrance. “As if I could be baited.”

			Liz arched an eyebrow. “Airplanes, baby.”

			He laughed heartily. “Touché.”

			And then he was gone. Liz followed his staff to a position where they could watch him address the media. She had done this dozens of times and still she wasn’t used to being on this end of things. She wondered what it would feel like now to have her voice recorder in her hand, pushing through the crowds, and vying for a chance to get the Congressman’s attention.

			She was almost certain that it wouldn’t feel the same as it once had. Reporting had lost some of its flair when she had lived life on the other side.

			With a smile that radiated confidence and energy, Brady walked up to the microphone. He had such an incredible presence about him that was hard to ignore. Even when Liz had openly disagreed with his policy positions, he had still captivated her.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you so much for coming out today on such short notice. I don’t intend to take up much of your time. I simply came here to address some of the accusations that are being thrown around about me and my fiancé.”

			The quiet room filled with buzz. Liz heard the word spoken over and over again. Fiancé. What an entrance. If the audience hadn’t been taken in by his confidence and tenacity, they were all listening now.

			“Ever since our relationship was made public, rumors have flown around about why we’re together. As if I need a reason to be with the woman that I love. As if I need a reason to pick her. As if in some realm of this universe, she isn’t good enough for me, a sitting congressman. The names that I have seen and heard hurled at her, at us, have been disgraceful. It would be nothing short of traumatizing for a woman walking into a public relationship, if that woman were anyone other than Liz Dougherty, who is without a doubt one of the strongest people I have ever encountered.”

			Liz felt her face flush. He was refuting everything those people had said about her even though he hadn’t thought that it would do any good. She saw it on his face then. He didn’t care. He just wanted to defend her. He didn’t want to see her cry ever again or have to deal with the backlash of another failed attempt at a journalism career. He wanted to take the pain away.

			“So, let me stand here right now and set the record straight. Liz Dougherty and I started a relationship two years ago. We broke up and then got back together in February of this year. At no time was I with anyone else while Liz and I were together. She’s not a home wrecker. She’s not pregnant. And she’s certainly not doing anything to try to get me to stay with her other than being the amazing woman she is.”

			Brady paused to let the words sink in. “As for her work as a journalist, yes, she is Dear Congress, as the media made known yesterday afternoon. The articles she wrote were not in collusion with me. They were an outlet for her after graduation. They were fun. A hobby that received mass acclaim from little-known media outlets such as the Washington Post, the New York Times, and CNN. Yesterday she quit of her own volition after the editor requested that she continue writing these articles. She didn’t quit because of me; she quit because she is getting her PhD and needed more time for her career than for her hobby.

			“I implore you to see our relationship for what it is, and not what it is being twisted to mean. Judging someone is easy. Accepting the truth that Liz and I are happy together seems to be much more difficult. So just for the record, Liz Dougherty is the best thing that has ever happened to me, and it is my pleasure to announce that we will be getting married next year.” Brady raised his hand to the audience as a signal to them. “Thank you and have a nice day.”

			The room exploded as everyone seemed to speak at once. But all Liz saw was Brady. She couldn’t believe what he had just done, and now she understood why Heather had been arguing with him. She probably hadn’t wanted him to be so . . . brash and condescending, but it sent a very clear message. He loved her. They were getting married. Whatever the media hurled at them didn’t matter, and he wouldn’t tolerate it any longer.

			Brady went on to the Q&A section, but Liz didn’t need to hear the questions. She took a step away from the entrance with a pleased sigh.

			Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she slid it out to check the message.

			Are you at the conference?

			Hayden. Well, damn. She hadn’t heard from him since the start of the summer, when she had accused him of conspiring with Calleigh against her and Brady.

			Yeah, I’m here.

			She received a reply almost instantly.

			Can we meet up?

			Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen. How would it look to have Brady confess his love for her and that they were getting married, only for her to go meet her ex-boyfriend? Not smart.

			I can’t. Why?

			I have a lead on C.

			C. Calleigh. She had almost forgotten that Hayden had agreed to keep his eye on Calleigh and tell her if anything was amiss.

			How bad?

			There was a pause as she waited.

			Nothing concrete yet, but I’ve overheard a couple times that something is being planned. I’m trying to figure it all out. I only have strong suspicions that I thought I’d tip you off to now. Then y’all could investigate. I’d rather do it in person, though.

			Liz chewed on her bottom lip. I can’t meet. If you can, send me what you think now and I’ll pass it along.

			Okay.

			Liz started to put her phone away, thinking that was the end of the conversation, when it buzzed one more time.

			Congratulations on your engagement.

			She cringed and got rid of her phone. She knew that he was only being nice, but she could feel his pain in those four words. Hayden had wanted that with her, but it hadn’t been in the cards. And he’d had to stand there in the audience while Brady announced their engagement to the world and talked about how much he loved her. She didn’t feel bad that Hayden knew, just that it hurt him.

			With a heavy sigh, she returned to the opening and stood next to Heather. “How is he doing?” she asked.

			“Great. The reporters seemed surprised by his brashness, so they’re feeding off of it. I’m going to wrap it up here soon, though.”

			Liz turned her attention to Brady and the reporter who pushed her way through the crowd to speak. Calleigh Hollingsworth.

			“Congressman Maxwell, you refute the claim that Miss Dougherty is the reason for your breakup with Miss Edwards. Yet, you are the reason that Miss Dougherty left her boyfriend, are you not?”

			“Miss Dougherty was not on good terms with her boyfriend and they broke up as a result of miscommunication.”

			“I see,” Calleigh said. “Miscommunication over the extent of your relationship?”

			“Over a past relationship that had no bearing on who she was dating at the time. As much as that relationship has no bearing on the current now,” he said curtly.

			“And you don’t think that she turned to you simply because her previous relationship failed? Or that she is using you . . .”

			Brady cut her off with a swift slap to the podium. He still looked calm, but Liz knew him well enough to know that he was actually pissed.

			“For the record, I am very much in love with Liz Dougherty. I plan to spend the rest of my life with her. You can keep asking me questions about how we got together and what effect that has if you want, but I don’t see how they’re pertinent. What matters is that we are together and will remain so.”

			He shot Calleigh a biting look.

			“I just hope if you find yourself in a similar situation, someone doesn’t judge you for falling in love.”

			


		
			Chapter 30

    SWIFT BOAT
 
			I have some evidence.

			The text came from Hayden six weeks after the press conference where Brady confessed his love for Liz and told the whole world of their engagement. Since then it had been nonstop action. Between her classes and teaching Monday through Thursday and helping Brady on the campaign Friday through Sunday, Liz was about spent. She enjoyed both aspects of her life, but she felt a bit like a head case.

			She was thankful she had Brady, who never showed how overworked he was on the campaign, but she saw his private moments of weariness. If even he was tired from the work, then she was definitely allowed to be.

			You’re not going to like it.

			Great. Liz wasn’t looking forward to this conversation. She had been hoping that whatever Hayden had been talking about all those weeks ago had just blown over. She had hoped that Calleigh Hollingsworth had just gotten over herself and she and Brady could move on with their lives. Apparently not.

			Is it serious?

			She didn’t really want to see Hayden or have him waste her time. But if she thought that whatever Hayden knew would hurt Brady with only two and a half weeks left in the campaign, then she would do whatever it took to make sure that it didn’t.

			Worse than I thought.

			Liz sighed and closed her computer. She wasn’t going to get any work done now with all of this swirling around in her head. She was already planning to meet Brady in Durham tomorrow for the Delta Rae show that night. The band was from the area and had come out in support of his campaign. It was going to be really fun, but now she was going to be spending some of that time dealing with this shit.

			I’ll be in NC tomorrow. There’s a show in Durham. That would be the easiest time to meet.

			Liz jotted out the information to him and then called Brady to let him know what was going on.

			“How do you even know he actually has information?” Brady asked.

			“I don’t,” she said with a sigh. “But do you want to risk it?”

			“I’m going to be there when this happens.”

			“What? No. You know he won’t talk if you’re around,” Liz insisted.

			“The guy doesn’t even deserve to see your beautiful face, let alone get to talk to you after what happened. I haven’t forgotten, and I don’t trust him. I need to be there.”

			Not that she blamed Brady for how he was feeling, but having him around to get vital information from Hayden probably wasn’t a good idea. Hayden had enough reason to dislike Brady, just as Brady had reason to dislike Hayden. She would rather avoid the awkward moment of bringing them together. “Shouldn’t you be working?” she implored.

			“In the middle of the concert?” he asked, exasperated. “I’ll be a figurehead at the beginning and end, but they’re the main show. It’s just my event.”

			“You’re not going to budge on this, are you?”

			“No.”

			Liz sighed. “Okay. Just . . . tell Heather, and figure out a way for Hayden not to be seen coming in and out of the building. We don’t need another problem.”
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			Liz arrived with Brady to the theater later that evening. Brady left Liz in a back room, where the majority of the noise was muffled.

			“I have my opening speech and then Heather will bring Hayden backstage to discuss the supposed evidence.”

			Supposed evidence. She knew how much Brady hated this, and he was trying to make light of the situation. Hayden had better have something concrete or she was never going to live this down. Liz had a sinking suspicion that he did, though. He wouldn’t have contacted her out of the blue for nothing. Or at least she hoped not.

			The wait felt like an eternity, but soon enough she heard the band start their first song. She hadn’t realized that she’d been wringing her hands in anticipation. With a deep breath, she tried to calm her nerves and release the tension.

			Brady returned to her side. After planting a kiss on her forehead, he leaned back against the wall and crossed his arms. He seemed as though he wanted to be ready in case Hayden tried anything, which she thought was unlikely even if Brady wasn’t in the room.

			Heather walked in a second later with Hayden on her heels. She firmly closed the door behind them. Liz caught Hayden’s eye and saw him assess the situation with a reporter’s eye. He shifted from Liz to Brady to Heather and back in a millisecond and his smile dropped.

			“Quite a party to do business,” Hayden said.

			Brady nodded at Heather, who shrugged and left. She would hear the whole thing later. If it made him more comfortable with one less body in the room, then by all means.

			Hayden’s eyes were trained on Liz. “Is he staying?”

			“Yes.”

			“I see.”

			“Is there a problem with that?” Brady asked.

			“Brady,” she murmured softly. “Just leave it.”

			Hayden just shrugged. “No problem. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.”

			“What kind of evidence do you have on Calleigh?” Brady asked without further ado.

			Liz rolled her eyes to the ceiling with a sigh. “Thank you for agreeing to meet with me today. I don’t know what you have, but I’m sure it wasn’t an easy decision to decide to let us know.”

			“It was quite simple,” Hayden said, tossing a manila envelope onto the table. “Calleigh ruined everything, and you don’t deserve the way she’s been treating you. It’s personal, not professional. She’s getting sloppy, because she’s treating it like it’s a vendetta rather than an actual reason to attack y’all.”

			“Well, still . . . thank you.” She could feel her cheeks burning under his gaze. She held no lingering feelings for Hayden, but it was clear that he still cared for her. And he was doing this because of that.

			“Don’t thank me yet. We have to stop her first.”

			“What exactly are we stopping her from doing?” Brady asked, pushing off of the wall and leaning over the desk.

			“The specifics I don’t have. I only know what I heard and have gathered from this,” he said, pointing at that paperwork. “I overheard Calleigh on the phone a couple times in the past few weeks talking about an ad spot, and Brady’s name came up. It was never anything solid, and over the past couple weeks I debated messaging you again to let you know that she was planning something. But you said I needed evidence, and I got you some.”

			He slid the manila envelope across the table to Liz and Brady. She opened it and saw that there was a small stack of Calleigh’s emails. Liz’s eyes widened. “How did you get these?”

			“Calleigh had a computer glitch one day and came into my office freaking out. She asked me to look at it. When I didn’t immediately fix the issue she got irritated and said she was going to see if anyone from IT was back from lunch. I tinkered with the computer a few minutes and got it running again. When everything came back up that email was on the screen. I’d heard Calleigh mention the name Ted before, and I saw that it matched the email address. So, I just printed the whole conversation and hoped that was enough.” Hayden sighed. “I’ve read it all. It doesn’t detail exactly what the ad spot is for, but they’re filming something negative. And she has a meeting with this Ted person tomorrow in Greensboro.”

			“Hmmm . . . I have an idea.” Both guys looked at her skeptically. “You’re not going to like it.”
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			Liz stood in front of a large gray building, staring up at the small gold plaque that announced it was a production studio. Strange place for a meeting, but a perfect place to film an ad spot. She hoped that she was making the right decision.

			Her hair was slicked back into a ponytail and she was wearing dark jeans and a blazer. Her voice recorder was tucked into her front pocket—conveniently hidden from sight. She switched it on before walking inside and felt the familiar flutter of butterflies at what she was about to do.

			She squared her shoulders and hoped she looked confident and professional. Then she pulled open the heavy door and walked inside. A receptionist was on hand. Her face was buried in her computer, and from what Liz could gather she was playing a computer game rather than working. Perfect.

			“Excuse me,” Liz said, drawing the woman’s attention.

			“Yes. Sorry. How can I help you?”

			Liz took a deep breath. “I’m here to see Ted. I have an appointment with Miss Hollingsworth.”

			The woman checked her computer and seemed to confirm that both Ted and Calleigh were supposed to be here today. “Oh, you’re right on time. Ted is already in the studio.” The woman stood, waved her card across the door, and opened it for her. “All the way to the back.”

			Liz thanked her and then quickly passed through the door before the woman could reconsider. She made her way down the hallway. The door was closed, but there was a window that Liz could peek through. There was a guy sitting in a chair who she assumed was Ted, a few cameramen, and a handful of women off to the side. One woman was standing in front of the camera. No one looked familiar. No Calleigh.

    As quickly as she could, she pulled out her phone and snapped a few pictures of the room, zooming in on the faces of the people standing around, and then the sign next to the room. It read CT AD SPOT and underneath it LEAD: CALLEIGH HOLLINGSWORTH. CT . . . hmm. Probably Charlotte Times. Did the paper know what she was doing or had Calleigh just used their name?
 
			Liz pocketed her phone again and backtracked down the hallway. She peeked into some of the rooms. Most were empty. Few people used a production company on a Sunday afternoon. Where was Calleigh?

			She heard the door opening behind her and swiveled. Calleigh stormed through the front entrance, all flowing red hair and tight black clothing. She stopped dead in her tracks when she saw Liz.

			“What the fuck are you doing here?” Calleigh demanded.

			A smile spread on Liz’s face. “We need to talk.”

			Calleigh glanced uneasily down the hallway to the production studio. “How the hell did you know I would be here? Are you stalking me?”

			“No. I just came here to talk to you. Can we have a minute or do you have to be in production?” Liz asked casually.

			“What do you know about the production?” she asked, narrowing her eyes.

			“Perhaps that’s something we could talk about.” Liz gestured to a few of the empty rooms.

			Calleigh seemed to be deciding whether or not it was worth it to ignore her. “Fine,” she muttered, and walked into the nearest room. She plopped down into a chair and Liz took the one opposite her. “So, what is all this about?”

			“I could ask you the same thing. You do realize what you’re getting yourself involved in, right?” Liz asked.

			“I’m not getting involved in anything,” Calleigh said, crossing her arms.

			“Sure. You know, when this blows up, it’s blowing up in your face. You’re going to take the fall. Your name is on that door.” Liz pointed back out to the hallway.

			Calleigh threw her chair back as she stood. “And what do you think, you’re some saint coming to warn me?”

			“I’m trying to make you see reason. I know you don’t care about me or Brady. I know that you’d like nothing more than to see us crash and burn. But I thought maybe by appealing to your sense of self-preservation, you would reconsider your schemes for one moment. Because I assure you that if you go through with what you’re planning . . . you’ll crash and burn just as we will.”

			“At least we’ll go down together,” Calleigh said mercilessly.

			Liz shook her head in disgust. What kind of life was it to live with such desperation for revenge that Liz didn’t even deserve? “You want Brady to lose the election.”

			“Obviously,” Calleigh said, rolling her eyes. “He doesn’t deserve to be in Congress and you don’t deserve to be at his side.”

			“Don’t you think that’s up to the people to decide?” Liz asked.

			It was Calleigh’s turn to crinkle her nose in disgust. “No.”

			And then Liz remembered the conversation she’d had with Calleigh over two years ago. They had been discussing whether Brady would win, and when Liz had said that she just wanted people to vote, Calleigh had said she would prefer only the educated be allowed, a high school diploma at the minimum, a college degree preferred. She really didn’t believe that the people should decide. She was an elitist who thought that the highly educated should be making decisions. Liz thought it was very shortsighted.

			“So, you think that by releasing this fabricated ad spot, you’re doing the people a favor? All because Hayden wanted me and not you?” Liz asked in shock.

			“Don’t even bring him into this,” Calleigh growled.

			“That’s what it is. Isn’t it? Hayden left you, he and I dated, and then even after we broke up he still doesn’t want you. So, you’re taking it out on me. You should be happy. I’m the one who got you that promotion!” Liz said, laying into her.

			“Oh yeah, thanks for being a whore and letting me write about it,” Calleigh said cruelly. She walked across the room and got up into Liz’s face. “I love how you think everything just revolves around you! You think you’re so special. You’re not the only one Brady hid. And once I tell the rest of the world, I hope your perfect little world really does come crashing down. Then maybe you’ll remember who you’re messing with.”

			Liz took a step back, astonished. “That’s who those girls are in the production room? Brady’s old . . . conquests?”

			Calleigh looked hesitant for a moment. She opened her mouth to speak and then closed it, as if she had realized that Liz had baited her into telling her what the ad was about.

			“You’re getting women to say that he slept with them like me. You’re going to make a joke out of our relationship, tarnish his entire reputation, have him lose the election all because of some stupid vendetta. You’re sick,” Liz whispered.

			“He did sleep with these women. The world deserves to know what kind of family man he really is. Do you know how many he has been with since you’ve been together?” Calleigh asked.

			“Yes,” Liz answered without a doubt.

			“Well, soon the world will too.”

			“The answer is zero.”

			“Keep telling yourself that.”

			“You’re going to put up an ad with a bunch of women who are going to lie about sleeping with Brady in the last nine months? Because you and I both know that none of those women were with Brady.”

			Calleigh pushed past Liz to the door. She turned back once more to look at her. “Sometimes the truth doesn’t matter,” she said, and then exited.

			As soon as she was out of the door, Liz palmed her voice recorder and switched it off. “Sometimes the truth will set you free.”

			


		
			Chapter 31

    CHANGE
 
			Cease and desist.

			Those had never been words that Liz thought she would be happy to hear. But after she had brought the voice recorder and pictures of the production studio back to Brady, Heather, and Elliott, coupled with the emails and Hayden’s testimony, they had a pretty solid case. Heather had been pissed to hear what Liz had done, but after listening to the voice recording even she had reluctantly agreed that she was glad that Liz had gone.

			The paperwork went out to Calleigh and the Charlotte Times. They’d had plausible reason to believe that CT on the door had stood for the paper, and since Calleigh was an employee of the paper, a recognizable name, and she represented them, the campaign wanted to cover their bases. As an unbiased news source, who relied on advertisement money from both sides of the aisle, Liz was sure they weren’t going to be happy to hear what had happened.

			“Well, I suppose you did the right thing,” Brady begrudgingly admitted.

			“You seriously doubted me.”

			“I never want to send you in the line of fire. So many things could have gone wrong.”

			“Hey, I’m a good reporter. I might have given it up, but I still know the tricks.”

			He drew her into his arms. “You did good.”

			“What do you think will happen to her?” she asked after a moment.

			“She’ll be demoted, but more likely fired.”

			Calleigh was getting what she deserved. She had even admitted to trying to tear them down for no other reason than because Liz had once had something that she wanted. Even after getting her promotion she hadn’t been satisfied. Maybe she would never be satisfied.

			Feeling Brady’s arms around her, Liz knew that she would never have that problem.
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			Liz had gotten one of the other teaching assistants to cover her classes and informed her instructors that she would be absent the week before the election. She spent her days walking through neighborhoods, knocking on doors, making phone calls with volunteers, and handing out Vote for Maxwell fliers wherever she could. The poll numbers coming in had everyone on edge. Some numbers showed him down by a percentage point and then up by a percentage point, but either way the win-lose ratio was negligible. It was a perfect toss-up.

			Volunteers pushed forward with renewed energy in the last leg of the race, encouraging people to vote down ticket for Brady after they voted for their presidential choice. There was always a tailcoat effect when it came to presidential elections. In a toss-up race, it generally helped the candidate who was of the same political party as the president. But the presidential race seemed to be just as close as the congressional race, so Liz wasn’t sure how much impact it would have. She hoped they both came out on top.

			Clay and Andrea showed up Thursday afternoon to go canvassing, and asked for clipboards. Liz stared at them. As far as she knew Andrea didn’t do anything that involved walking or getting hot, unless you counted hot yoga. And Clay had never supported his brother in anything.

			“What’s the catch?” she asked as she passed them clipboards.

			“No catch,” Clay said.

			“Do you even know how to canvass?” she asked him.

			“Babe, I’ve been canvassing longer than you’ve been alive.”

			“So . . . why are you doing it again?”

			He shrugged it off. “It’s just what you do.”

			“Even though you don’t agree with your brother?” Liz pushed.

			“Just drop it. It’s no big deal.” He handed Andrea another clipboard and then they left.

			Liz was dumbfounded. There were so many sides to Clay Maxwell that she couldn’t tell up from down when he was around.

			“You know Clay is out canvassing for you?” Liz said when Brady showed up later.

			“Yeah.”

			“I don’t get it with you two.”

			“Campaigning is in our blood. We’ve been doing it all our lives. He wants to be attorney general one day,” Brady said, calm and unconcerned, as if Clay always came around to helping before elections. But maybe it wasn’t that he always did it, rather that it was expected of him. Another Maxwell trait.

			Savannah showed up every afternoon to help out despite her rigorous coursework and the school paper. Some days Easton would come with her to help, and he joked with Liz about how she needed to come back to tennis lessons. She missed them, but she didn’t even have time to plan her own wedding. Tennis was a little farther down the list.

			The Saturday before Election Day, Brady addressed an outdoor Halloween festival. Hundreds of people showed up to hear him speak right before the election. Alex always stressed the importance of face-to-face contact. It was the old shaking-hands-and-kissing-babies branding, but it worked. He spent half the day doing just that—speaking to the people. Each contact brought him that much closer to winning the election; each person was one more vote.

			When the event was nearing a close, Brady finally returned to her side. He wrapped her in his arms and kissed the top of her head. “Don’t tell anyone I’m exhausted.”

			“I wouldn’t dare.”

			“I still have to talk to the press. Come with me?”

			“Of course,” she said, taking his hand.

			They walked over to the reporters and questions immediately started flying for Brady. He answered them all with his campaign mask firmly in place. No traces of his exhaustion were present. In fact he looked as vibrant and confident as ever.

			Heather came to stand at Liz’s side as she stood idly by, more as a source of comfort than anything.

			“I can’t believe it’s almost over,” Liz mused softly to Heather.

			“It’ll be back before you know it.”

			Liz wasn’t sure if that was meant as encouragement or not but she let it slide off of her. There were only two more days until Election Day.

			“You know,” Heather said, “you should go stand up there with him. I bet there are more than a few reporters who wouldn’t mind asking you a question or two.”

			Liz’s head whipped so quickly to the side that she got a twinge in her neck. She cringed and massaged the aching spot. What the hell was Heather getting at? “You . . . want me to talk to . . . reporters?” she stammered, certain she had heard her wrong.

			“Do you think that you’re not capable?”

			“No. Oh no, I do. I just . . . I’m confused.”

			Heather sighed and then did something miraculous. She smiled at Liz. A real smile. “I believe you’ve earned that position at his side. I might not always approve of your methods, but they are effective. You stopped a potentially election-threatening scheme from unfurling. You have been with him every step of the way, even when it fatigues you considerably. You help him with his speeches and give him strength when he seems to be flagging. Though no one would know that but you or I. He loves you. The media will learn to love you. Go show them why.”

			Liz stumbled over a thank-you, too shocked to know whether Heather understood what she was saying. She hadn’t thought she would earn Heather’s approval for years to come. She had been prepared to fight for it. And somehow she had earned it before the end of the election.

			She took the few meager steps to stand at Brady’s side. The temperature had gradually dropped since they had arrived, and she was glad that she had the blue scarf knotted around her neck and the white peacoat to keep her warm. Raising her chin and pushing her shoulders back, she let Brady’s confidence flood through her, warm her, and then she smiled.

			He glanced at her with tenderness in his eyes. He didn’t have to ask to know that Heather had sent her up here. One nod from him was all she needed to know that she was doing the right thing.

			Reporters looked hesitant for a moment, unsure of whether she was taking questions. Brady started talking to the woman standing beside him. Liz waited patiently, not sure whether she should offer first. She had never done this before. Then one reporter stepped forward through the throng and stuck his microphone out toward her.

			“Miss Dougherty, how did you and the Congressman meet?”

			Liz sighed. That was an easy question. She could do this.

			“At a press conference. I asked him a particularly troubling question. I don’t think he liked me very much,” she said with a wink.

			The reporter laughed. A few others did too when they realized it was a joke. “Did you start a relationship that night?”

			“Oh, no. It wouldn’t start until many weeks later. I wasn’t interested in getting involved with a state senator, but eventually he changed my mind.”

			A particularly brave reporter stepped forward. “Was it simply a sexual relationship?”

			Liz tried to keep from blushing, but wasn’t sure how well she succeeded. She glanced over at Brady and he seemed ready to jump in whenever he was needed. “No,” she barely whispered. Then louder. “No. Where my fiancé is concerned it was never purely physical. Next question, please.”

			The questions turned from their relationship to who she was, what she enjoyed, what she was studying, her dreams and aspirations, and on and on. She was sure details about her life would show up in newspapers all over the country this week. Who was the mysterious Liz Dougherty?

			She had once told Brady that the only secret she had was him, and now everyone knew that one. But she was strangely okay with it. Her place was at Brady’s side, and she wanted to see him to the White House. Their home, as Brady had jokingly called it.

			Brady stepped away to do a video interview with a reporter, which Liz suspected would air in clips on the evening news. Her questions kept coming and she was surprised to find how exhausting it was. She had never considered how much work it was just to stand around and answer the incessant questions hurled at her. People were polite, but she couldn’t keep from feeling tired. But this was her life now, and she wanted to do her part. After Tuesday, she would return to D.C. to finish the semester and start planning her wedding to marry Brady. The thought strengthened her, and she kept going.

			Numbers lessened and it looked as if they were about to close down the Halloween festival when one last reporter started asking Liz questions.

			“How do you feel about the accusations of being called a slut, a whore, and a home wrecker?” she asked impassively.

			Liz swallowed. She hated those names. They were so false and hurtful. “I’d encourage people to stop using those terms. Brady and I have been together for nine months now. It’s quite clear that those things aren’t true.”

			“Nine months,” the woman said disapprovingly. “So, then you didn’t have his child? Or did you cover it up and have it hidden somewhere?”

			Liz sputtered and then tried to collect herself. “No. We don’t have a child. I was never pregnant.”

			“Why do you think that you can direct people as to what they think of you? And do you think it’s fair to tell them to stop calling you true names? You did rip apart the Congressman’s relationship with Miss Edwards.”

			“People may think whatever they want, but I did not separate Erin and Brady. They broke up on their own terms months before we ever got back together.”

			“Do you feel like a sham of a reporter standing here answering questions for your fake relationship?” the woman pushed.

			Liz’s mouth dropped open. What the hell? How did she even respond to that? Maybe she shouldn’t. Maybe she should just say no comment and retreat. The woman was trying to get a reaction out of her. It was tactless.

			Before she could speak up, she felt a presence at her side. She was immediately grateful that Brady had returned, but looked up and found Clay. “I’m sorry for interrupting, but I couldn’t help overhearing the wonderful conversation you were having. I thought I would answer some of these questions for Liz.”

			Liz’s eyes widened. Oh fuck! That was not a good idea. She shook her head slightly to try to tell him to stop. But he just smiled that wicked grin, a dimple appearing.

			“I’ve had the opportunity to witness Congressman Maxwell’s relationship with Liz since the beginning. Or at least almost the beginning,” he said with that same arrogant smile for Liz. Then he turned to face the reporter. “And if we’re evaluating reporter tactics, maybe you should reevaluate your own professionalism. My brother loves this woman very much. There was no adultery, no home wrecking, nothing distasteful about it at all. They only problem was that they fell in love at the wrong time. It’s a model relationship. One of commitment, dedication, honesty, and loyalty. Perhaps you should start bothering someone else with these kinds of questions, because there is nothing else to be found on my brother.”

			Liz openly gaped at him. Where the hell had that come from?

			“Thank you. We’ll take no more questions,” Clay said with a curt wave. He tucked Liz’s hand under his arm and then walked her away from the reporters.

			When they were out of earshot, Liz finally found her voice. “What was that?”

			“I believe I just defended your relationship with Brady to a particularly troubling reporter,” he answered.

			“Yes. Thank you, but . . . what the hell was that, Clay?”

			Clay shrugged and smiled down at her. He still had that uncanny amusement in his expression, but she saw that he was serious too. “What? I’m not completely heartless.”

			“No. But you don’t agree with our relationship, and you certainly don’t believe in your brother.”

			They stopped and Clay turned her to face him. He brushed a strand of hair out of her face and a strange looked passed over his face. “Maybe someone proved me wrong.”

			“Me?” she whispered.

			“No someone else,” he said sarcastically. “Of course you. You’ve changed him. He loves you. There’s an . . . energy between you that is hard to explain, but it’s there. It’s obvious to everyone who knows him. And maybe . . . just maybe it makes me see what you had been telling me all along. Maybe he’s actually in this for the right reasons.” He paused and glanced off into the distance. “And not just because our father wanted it for him and not me.”

			Liz felt for an instant as though she finally understood Clay. She could see his life stretched out before him. The second brother with Brady the prodigal son, the golden boy always one step ahead. Maybe he had even once wanted to become a politician. Maybe he had wanted to become president, but his father had encouraged Brady. And Clay’s love for both politics and Brady had hardened with time. What would become of the man now that it was finally thawing?

			Clay kissed her forehead softly at her clear astonishment. “Be good to him. He needs you.”

			And then he walked away.

			“What was that about?” Brady asked when he appeared at her side a minute later.

			“Nothing. Clay just told a reporter off for degrading our relationship and basically endorsed you for Congress.”

			It was Brady’s turn to look startled. “Are we talking about my brother still?”

			Liz smiled and nodded. “He loves you. He just doesn’t know how to show it.”

			Brady seemed to ponder this for a moment. “Well . . . I suppose at least we have that in common.”

			“You have a lot more in common than I think you’ll ever realize.”

			“Well, I’m thankful I have you to realize that for me.”

			“I’m always going to be here,” she told him.

			“I sure hope so, or else I’m going to need my ring back,” he joked.

			Liz slapped her hand over the ring. “You can’t have it.”

			He grabbed her firmly around the middle and kissed her lips feverishly. “Good. You’re mine?”

			“Always.”

			He brushed his nose against hers. “It’s worth it?”

			“You’re worth everything,” she whispered.

			


		
			Chapter 32

    BRADY
 
			Every Election Day morning growing up, Brady would wake up super early with his family. He would dress with care in what his mother had put out for him the night before. She would make sure he looked presentable, and then the whole family would pile into his father’s Mercedes and he would drive them to the polls.

			As a child, Brady remembered liking it more than Christmas, even without the presents. The months of anticipation leading up to this one big momentous day for his entire family brought them all closer than they ever were. And every other year, when his dad came home victorious once more, they celebrated—just the four of them, and then when Savannah was born all five of them—before his father went to all the necessary parties.

			When Brady got older, he thought that the ritual might diminish—that he would enjoy Election Day less, since it really was so much work, but the small moments with just his family were unlike anything else. As time passed, Clay helped and participated only begrudgingly, and as they grew further and further apart so did Clay’s love of the election. Clay saw it as a duty, whereas it remained to Brady a gesture of love and devotion.

			Brady remembered the first time that he walked into the voting booth after his eighteenth birthday. He cast his ballot for his father and knew as he had known his whole life that there was nothing else for him. Politics was what he loved more than anything—his greatest joy from his childhood and his deepest ambition as an adult.

			All of that had changed with the entrance of Liz into his life. He had never thought that anything could replace his dreams of becoming president. When he had fallen for her, he had fought tooth and nail to keep his life exactly how it was. But he couldn’t do that with Liz. Without even meaning to, politics slid down a spot, and she became his number one priority.

			Liz was still sleeping when he woke up on Election Day. Her bare chest was pressed firmly against him and her head nuzzled his shoulder. An ache throbbed in his groin at the sight of her nearly naked in his bed. Exactly where she belonged.

			He was seeing the spark of a new Election Day tradition.

			“Baby,” he growled into her ear. He ran his hand demandingly down her side, under the covers, and onto her thigh. She roused softly and he felt himself harden further as her body moved against him.

			“Brady,” she whispered.

			His hand slipped in between her thighs and brushed lightly against the black lace boy shorts she had worn to bed. He preferred when she slept naked, but he couldn’t keep himself from wanting to fuck her all night. The panties didn’t help all that much, though. He had ruined a few pairs.

			“Mornin’,” he muttered. He rolled her onto her back and brought his lips down hard on hers. She responded with the fervor that always exploded from their kisses. He couldn’t get enough.

			“Someone is in a good mood.” Her blue eyes were alight and he could see the need evident in them.

			He bent down and nipped at her neck. The moan that escaped her lips urged him on. “I love your body.” And he let his hands worship the soft, smooth skin of her breasts, down her flat stomach, to her hips.

			His thumbs hooked around the boy shorts and he eagerly dragged them to her feet. She squirmed under his scrutiny, but held his gaze, ignoring any self-consciousness. He had forced that out of her. Or maybe he had just opened her up to what was already lying dormant inside of her.

			“Make love to me,” she whispered.

			Fuck! The way she said that. The way she pleaded with her big blue eyes. Begging was a particular weakness for him. And some days he just wanted to fuck her senseless when she opened her mouth and asked for it. But he could make love to her. He wanted to. God, he loved her.

			Love sliced through him. It held on tenaciously, never giving up even when he had wanted to give up. It didn’t care about the past, present, or future. And every day that he held on to that searing emotion, he felt as though he was finally living.

			He kissed up her thighs and she whimpered at the tender caresses. He would take his time with her, savor every inch of skin, her eager pants of pleasure, her body as it responded so perfectly to his commands.

			He spread her wide and slowly slid his fingers into her. She was already wet and needing him, tightening around him, trying to fill that ache. He slid in and out and in and out until her eyes rolled back and her body struggled for release. Then, when he felt her dying for it, he leaned forward and flicked his tongue against her clit. Another groan left her mouth, encouraging him, and he feasted on her body until she came apart at the insistence of his mouth.

			Then he discarded his boxers and readied himself before her opening. Her eyes fluttered back open when he pushed her legs even farther.

			“God, yes,” she said in the same breathy voice she got right after orgasm. “Take me.”

			So he did. He slid his cock all the way into her, grasping her hips in his hands and pushing just a little bit farther.

			“Fuck,” she cried.

			“You feel so fucking good, baby.”

			He leaned forward over her, brushed her hair out of her face, and brought his lips down to her. They kissed tenderly as he started up an easy sensual motion. He could do this all day. Who needed the election? He had his prize already.

			She broke away with a gasp, her body arching back as she tried to get him deeper. “I take it back,” she whispered. “Fuck me.”

			He nipped at her earlobe and thrust once fiercely into her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t hear you.”

			“Please. Please fuck me,” she pleaded. She already knew that was what he wanted from her. “God, I want you.”

			“Like this?” he crooned, starting up a quick pace. Their bodies slammed together. All he could hear was her encouraging pants, and the smacks of skin on skin.

			She bit out one word. “Harder.”

			Well, he could fucking oblige her.

			He grabbed her leg, threw it onto his shoulder, and then pushed into her deeper. The feel of her so tight around him nearly made him lose it, but he wasn’t going to finish without her. She was so damn close. He thought she might come at any moment, and he loved to get her at least twice.

			“I love you,” she said, reaching out and digging her nails into his shoulders.

			“I love you too, baby.”

			He felt the tension burst out of her as she pulsed around him. He had no control in that moment. She sucked the life right out of him. He grunted, collapsing over on top of her as he emptied himself within her beautiful body.

			They lay like that together until it was clear that their busy schedule was going to interfere with Brady’s request for round two. After a quick shower, Brady put on a fresh suit with his favorite blue tie. Liz appeared out of the bathroom like a vision. Her wavy hair had been straightened, her blue eyes were bright, and the white dress she had chosen was modest but fit her perfectly. He knew what was lying underneath it and he couldn’t wait to get his hands back on it.

			He pulled her toward him. “Your mother was right. You look great in white.” She blushed at the compliment. “I can’t wait to see you walking down the aisle toward me on our wedding day.”

			“You’re just excited about the lingerie afterward.”

			“I’m excited for you to become my wife and take my name,” he said, running his finger around the diamond ring on her hand. “We have the rest of our lives for everything else.”

			He kissed her tenderly before they exited the house together. He wouldn’t have minded taking the town car to the polling location, but following tradition, they got into his Lexus and drove into town.

			A camera crew greeted them when they arrived. Brady had warned Liz that one would likely be there to ask a few questions after he cast his ballot. Standard protocol.

			“So,” he whispered as they got into line behind a little old woman with a cane. “Who do you plan to vote for?”

			Liz giggled and shook her head. “You’re silly.”

			He raised an eyebrow.

			“You, of course,” she said, shaking her head.

			“Oh good. I need every vote.”

			Liz laughed and walked in front of him to cast her ballot. Brady took his own card from the poll worker and walked into the voting booth. He stared down at his name with a sigh. He hoped he never got used to the feeling of seeing his name there. It should never be commonplace to have the people vote for him. He wanted to win, but it was a privilege earned, not a right.

			He filled out the card, punching his name last, and then exited the voting booth. A woman handed him an I’m a North Carolina voter sticker with a toothy grin. He slapped it proudly on his suit and then walked outside.

			Liz was waiting for him. She looked giddy from the experience. “I just did my civic duty,” she told him triumphantly, pointing at her own sticker.

			He leaned forward and whispered in her ear. “And here I thought you did that this morning.”

			She blushed and smacked him lightly on the shoulder. “Brady Maxwell.”

			“At your service.”

			“Congressman Maxwell,” a reporter called, interrupting them. “Mind if we have a word with you?”

			“Of course not,” he said amicably.

			He walked over to where the reporters were standing and answered their questions. It felt good to be free. He had cast his ballot, and he had done everything that he could to ensure his victory. There were volunteers out right now trying to get people to the polls, and there would be people doing that until the polls closed.

			He had a busy day ahead of him to get out the vote, but he did it cheerfully. If he couldn’t be out there with his supporters to get the word out, why would they bother?

			The day passed in an exuberant blur. Everyone was in an incredible mood. The city was alight with the buzz of Election Day. Whether it was volunteers eager to help where they could or just the everyday citizen happy that the campaign signs would come down, their voice mails would stop being filled with chatter, and the television would be free of advertisements, there was something in the air that day.

			It was nearly poll close when Brady and Liz retreated to headquarters to wait out the reports. Liz was exceptionally quiet and lost in thought as information came back to them from the field confirming his victory or loss of a particular precinct.

			“So . . . where do we stand?” Liz finally asked. He realized that she looked nervous.

			“We’re down,” he told her. He had seen the look in Alex’s eyes without even tallying what had come in.

			“It’ll be a toss-up,” Alex corrected. “It’ll come down to the wire again. Hopefully we have the votes. You two should get ready for the party tonight.”

			Brady nodded and Liz just chewed on her bottom lip. “What’s going on in that pretty head of yours?”

			She turned her head from him and seemed lost in thought. “If you lose, it’s my fault,” she whispered.

			“Is that what you’re worried about?” he asked with a laugh. He grasped her chin and forced her to look at him. “If I lose, it’s because the people of North Carolina in the Fourth District didn’t want me to represent them. That’s the only reason. Nothing you or I could do would change that. All right?”

			“But . . .”

			“No. I’m not going to let you take the blame. If I lose, it’s on me,” he told her earnestly. “But I haven’t lost yet.”

			“I know. But . . .”

			“Let’s wait until the final results are tallied and then start talking blame.”

			“Sorry,” she said, shaking her head. “I guess I’m just worried.”

			His hand brushed back into her hair and then he kissed away every worry in her head. She had become his rock, his strength. He could give her some of what she always gave him when he got stressed out.

			When he pulled back, she was unsteady on her feet, her lips slightly swollen, and a blush crept onto her face. “How do you do that?” she whispered.

			“What?”

			“Make me lose myself so completely with you.”

			“Only giving you a taste of your own medicine.”

			She smiled up at him and he was lost all over again. He wasn’t sure how he had ever thought that he could live without that smile. He knew that tonight was a big night for them. They had come out to the public about their relationship in February, knowing the consequences that might await him in November. Tonight they would find out if those consequences materialized.
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			Brady changed into a fresh black suit and knotted a navy tie with tiny red-and-white polka dots around his neck. He hadn’t thought it would be possible for him to be more nervous about getting the results in the second time he ran for Congress than the first. He had been in such an overwhelming state of depression when he had won two years ago that even though he had been nervous, his thoughts had automatically turned toward Liz. Wondering if he should have gone after her, wondering what she was doing, wondering if he had made the right decision.

			Now he was on the precipice at the end of his first term, and similar questions plagued him. He was glad he had finally gone after her, and he knew that he had made the right decision. He just hoped that hadn’t cost him his job. Not that he would change a damn thing if he could do it over. She was worth it all.

			Liz appeared in the entryway in a knee-length purple pleated dress he’d ordered for her from New York, and her Jimmy Choos. Around her neck hung the necklace he had gotten her so long ago. Diamond drops in her ears and a massive diamond ring on her finger told that she was all his. She would always be his.

			“Are you ready?” she asked, her nerves from earlier already dissipated. She looked like strength, wearing what she called his campaign mask as if she had invented it.

			He had always said that politics was a perfect balance of openness and restraint. It was what he loved so much about Liz. She had restraint in spades, but when she let go, it shook his world. She did everything with such unbridled tenacity, and went after the things she wanted headfirst, with a self-assurance that he had seen in few people.

			“Very,” he replied.

			“We should go. Everyone is probably waiting.”

			“I’m so honored to have you at my side,” he told her.

			“Honored?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

			“Yes. You are the most amazing woman I’ve ever met,” he said, closing the distance between them. “It’s an honor to have you there with me.”

			“Well . . . I’m honored to be there.”

			“I’ve been thinking a lot about how we started.” He fingered the necklace dangling between her breasts. She narrowed her eyes. “I know that it wasn’t the best of scenarios, but it brought you into my life. We might be unconventional, but who needs convention? I fell in love with you. You stole me away, and I’m glad that you didn’t give me back.”

			“Never,” she insisted.

			“Good. Now let’s go win an election.” He kissed her lips and then they exited the house together.

			A town car drove them to the grand hotel downtown, where Brady’s election party would be in full swing in one of their massive ballrooms. His friends and family were congregated in a small reception room, where they would receive the news. Everyone he cared about was in attendance, just the way it had always been. Liz had even included Victoria and Daniel in the festivities. Chris was there with his family. Brady kept a close eye on Lucas, whom he still didn’t trust near his sister. Luckily, Savannah had brought her boyfriend, Easton. The guy seemed all right. Had a good head on his shoulders.

			His mother and father greeted them when they walked into the room. His father wouldn’t be up for reelection until next term, and it was nice to have his constant presence here for him during the hardest two elections of Brady’s career.

			Heather and Elliott appeared next, as serious and reserved as ever. But he knew them well enough to know that they were nervous but excited. They wanted him to win. They had staked their careers on it. They were two of his closest friends.

			In just a few minutes he would find out if it had all been worth it.

			Liz wandered off to talk to Victoria and Savannah. They fawned over her dress and giggled about nonsensical things. He was glad they were there for her. He knew that she was as stressed and nervous about the outcome as he was.

			Heather looked as though she wanted to say something, but he just smiled. “Excuse me for a minute.”

			She nodded and returned to her conversation with Elliott. There was something he probably should have done a long time ago, but the election had gotten in the way.

			He approached his brother, who was sitting there seemingly bored by whatever his girlfriend was going on about. Clay turned his gaze to meet Brady’s and his brother scowled.

			“Andrea, do you think you could give us a minute?” Brady asked.

			“Uh . . . sure. Whatever,” she said, grabbing her cocktail and walking away.

			“Did you need something?” Clay asked. He already looked bored again.

			Brady stuck his hand out. “I wanted to thank you for helping me.”

			Clay stared down at his outstretched hand as if it might attack him. “Is this some kind of joke?”

			“No. Thank you for your time and especially for what you did for Liz. I really appreciate it.”

			Clay tentatively put his hand into Brady’s and they shook. “Well, she needed the help.”

			“I know. Usually she doesn’t.”

			“That’s the truth,” Clay agreed.

			They dropped their hands and Clay stood awkwardly, as if he was waiting for Brady to lay into him for something.

			“You know, this morning I was thinking about when we were younger and how Election Day used to be like Christmas.”

			“Are we going to go into one of your stories?” Clay jeered.

			Brady ignored him. It was just Clay’s usual sidestep. “We’d wake up early and go to the polls with our parents even before Savannah was born. We’d get ice cream at the victory after-party. As we got older something changed between us. I know it might not be salvageable, but hope that one day we can change that.”

			Clay stared at him blankly for a few seconds. Brady thought that he might laugh in his face and tell him to fuck off. Typical Clay. But after a minute he nodded. “I think I’d like that.”

			They shook hands again, and a bond that Brady hadn’t felt since they were kids flowed between them. He hadn’t realized until that moment how much he had missed Clay.

			He turned to return to Liz’s side. “What was that about?” she asked. She never missed a thing.

			“Making amends like I should have done years ago.”

			A bright smile broke out onto her face, and she was about to say something when the doors to the reception room opened. Everyone turned to face the front as Alex walked inside. His nose was buried in his iPad like always.

			When he looked back up at his audience, Brady felt as if all of the air had been sucked out of the room in anticipation. Then Alex’s eyes sought his in the crowd and he smiled. “Congratulations, Congressman! You’re in for another term.”

			Brady scooped Liz into his arms and swung her around as a cheer rose up from the room. Everyone was hugging, applauding, and cheering his victory. He had done it. Against all odds, he had won a second term.

			“Congratulations,” Liz whispered into his ear. “How do you feel?”

			“Like I’m on top of the world,” he admitted. “How do you feel?”

			“Like I’m on the top of the world with you.”

			“Every day for the rest of our lives.”

			


		
			Epilogue

    TWELVE YEARS LATER
 
			Jefferson, if you do not stop tormenting your sister I won’t let you have ice cream after the conference,” Liz snapped at her nine-year-old son. He was the spitting image of his father, but had the devilish tendencies of his uncle.

			“I wasn’t doing anything,” he said. He put his hands behind his suit as if he were innocent.

			Liz bent down and wiped the tears from her daughter’s face. “It’s all right, Jacqueline. Jefferson will apologize. He didn’t mean it.”

			“He did mean it! He hates me,” the five-year-old girl cried dramatically. Her blond hair fell in curls past her shoulders and seemed to be perpetually knotted, but her big blue eyes kept Brady wrapped around her little finger.

			“He doesn’t hate you. Do you?” Liz asked. She looked warningly at her son. “Jefferson?”

			“I don’t hate you, Jackie,” he said, rolling his eyes to the ceiling.

			Well, that would have to do.

			“All better?” she asked her daughter.

			She sniffled twice and then nodded. “Do I still get ice cream?”

			“Yes. Of course you do. Now, are you ready to join your father? It’s a big day,” Liz said with a bright smile for both of them.

			Liz straightened and ran her hands down the front of her cream-and-navy dress. Her hair was twisted back into a conservative bun. She took a deep breath and then urged the kids forward. Big day indeed.

			“Jeff, will you hold my hand?” Jacqueline asked, widening her blue eyes.

			“Girls are gross.”

			“I’m a sister, though.”

			Liz was about to intervene, but Jefferson sighed and stretched his hand out. “Fine.”

			They walked hand in hand into the conference center. Staff were milling around with their heads buried in computers, signaling to one another, and otherwise looking frantic. A representative ushered them across the room. Liz’s eyes locked with Heather’s when she spotted her and she smiled.

			Heather shuffled through the crowd with ease and dismissed the other representative with a flick of her wrist. “Liz, so glad you’re here.” She bent down, ruffled Jefferson’s hair, and gave little Jacqueline a quick hug.

			“How is he?” Liz asked.

			“Oh, you know. The same,” Heather said with a shrug. “Excited to see you and the kids.”

			“We would have been here sooner, but I had that symposium,” Liz told her, which wasn’t really necessary since Heather knew Liz’s schedule as well as Brady’s by now. She had graduated with her doctorate from the University of Maryland and accepted a position in the Journalism School at UNC Chapel Hill. She had spent the last seven years working with her mentor, Professor Mires, at the university.

			“Of course. Well, he’s waiting for you,” she said and then started leading Liz back to Brady’s room.

			Heather knocked twice and then entered. “I brought you something.”

			Brady’s head popped up from the cards he was reading and he broke out into a smile. “Nothing better in the world.”

			“Daddy!” the kids screamed, launching themselves across the room.

			Brady hoisted them into his arms and planted firm kisses on both of their cheeks. “I’ve missed you two like crazy.”

			“We missed you too,” Jefferson said.

			“Yeah, Daddy,” Jacqueline said. “Mom promised us ice cream, though.”

			Brady glanced up at Liz and her body melted at the sight. He arched an eyebrow. “Bribes, baby?”

			“Ice cream is tradition. You know that.”

			“Of course. What flavor do you want?” Brady placed Jefferson on his feet and planted Jacqueline in his lap. “Huh, pretty girl?”

			“Chocolate!” she cried.

			“Chocolate it is!” Brady said. “Jefferson?”

			“Cookie dough.”

			“My favorite,” Liz said, walking up behind him and straightening out his hair back in place.

			Liz’s and Brady’s eyes met, and she felt herself relax all over again. The past twelve years had been good to them. Though their two beautiful children, Brady Jefferson IV and Jacqueline Marilyn, would always be their greatest accomplishment in life, they had so much to be thankful for. Brady had spent two more terms in the House of Representatives before serving two four-year terms as governor of North Carolina. The commute between Chapel Hill and Raleigh had been much easier on them than to and from D.C.

			“How long will we have after this?” she asked him while the kids debated ice cream flavor choices.

			“I negotiated the rest of the week. I thought we could take the kids to the lake house.”

			“They’d like that.”

			“Should we bring a babysitter?” he asked with a wink.

			She laughed softly. “Might not be a bad idea, knowing you.”

			“And I’m the only one?”

			She couldn’t keep a coy smile from her face. “Of course not.”

			“I love you,” he said, leaning forward and kissing her lips.

			“I love you too.” She reached out and straightened his blue tie. “You’re going to be wonderful.”

			“With you at my side.”

			Heather walked back into the room at that moment. “Brady, it’s time.”

			“Come on, kids,” Liz said, ushering them behind their father.

			They reached the entrance to the stage and Liz saw the massive crowd that had come out that day to hear Brady speak. Tears welled in her eyes and she tried to push them down. This was a happy day. They had been looking forward to this for a long time.

			Liz already knew the drill after so many years of being a politician’s wife. Press conferences and rallies had become second nature. She felt the time approaching and gave Brady a big hug.

			“Wish me luck,” he whispered.

			“You don’t need it.”

			“You’re the best thing that ever happened to me.”

			“I know. I’m so proud of you,” she said, laughing lightly. “I’ll always be your airplane.”

			He kissed her cheek. “That’s right. Airplanes, baby.”

			She swallowed the lump in her throat and then pulled back from her husband. She gave him an encouraging smile and then she heard it.

			“Governor Brady Maxwell!”

			The crowd roared all around them and Brady stepped out onto the stage. Liz followed close behind with the kids holding her hands. They stood on the stage to the left of Brady, who immediately launched into his prepared speech.

			Liz let her eyes drift over the crowd. It was filled to the brim. She would never get tired of the cheers that ran through the crowd. Max-well. Max-well. Max-well. It was a chant that never failed to bring a smile to her face. A chant that she had once associated with her husband’s success now she associated with their success. She was a Maxwell too, after all.

			Brady was coming to the close of his speech and he gestured to her. She smiled and walked forward with the kids. Brady took her hand in his and smiled down at their children.

			A lifetime of politics leading up to this one moment.

			Brady’s strong voice carried through the speakers. Liz sighed when she finally heard him utter the words she had been waiting for since she had met him all those years ago.

			“I am Governor Brady Maxwell, and I’m running for President of the United States.”

			


		
    ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
 
			From the beginning, I’ve thought about these books as three parts—Part I, the Campaign, Part II, Postcampaign, and Part III, Reelection. As a campaign worker myself, I’ve experienced all three of these parts of life and tried to interject the feelings inherent in each of these sections into the books. The Campaign is a whirlwind of energy and excitement. Postcampaign elicits what we jokingly refer to as PCSD, Postcampaign Stress Disorder. After living for months with one objective in mind, you find yourself lost, stressed, and inactive. Reelection comes around and you get the itch to go back and work on a campaign, to feel that vibe all over again.

			In a way, I feel as if this encompasses Brady and Liz’s relationship in the same way that it is significant to someone who works on campaign. So, I must thank all the people who kept me alive to live through all three parts of this experience, and to inevitably use those experiences to write the Record series. Thank you—Meera, Gregg, Alex, Hannah, Daniel, Kiran, Susan, and so many more!

			Without a number of people in the industry this book would have never existed. I’d like to thank my agent, Jane Dystel, for finding me a happy home with Montlake Romance, and my editor, JoVon Sotak, for believing in the story and working with me.

			To early readers who helped me get through this book—you are my rock stars! Jessica, Bridget, Trish, and Rebecca—you were all there when I needed you most. <3 you guys!

			And of course, my fiancé, Joel, who put up with me while I was writing and watched our puppies.

			Most of all—to my readers! Thank you for loving Brady Maxwell and wanting more of his story with Liz. I hope you enjoyed their happy ending and are picturing them blissful on their journey to the White House!

			


		
    ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 
			[image: author.jpg]

			Photo © 2014 Claire Diana Photography

			K.A. Linde grew up a military brat traveling the United States and Australia. While studying political science and philosophy at the University of Georgia, she founded the Georgia Dance Team, which she still coaches. Postgraduation, she served as campus campaign director for the 2012 presidential campaign at UNC Chapel Hill. She is the author of ten novels, including five in the Avoiding series and three in the Record series. An avid traveler, reader, and bargain hunter, K.A. lives in Athens, Georgia, with her fiancé and two puppies, Riker and Lucy.

		

	1/OEBPS/Images/00011.jpeg





1/OEBPS/Images/00010.gif
OFFz.
RECORD

RRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR





1/OEBPS/Images/00012.jpeg





3/images/00007.jpeg





3/images/00006.jpeg





3/images/00005.gif
FOR 2.
RECORD

RRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR





3/images/00004.gif
FOR 2
RECORD





3/fonts/00003.otf


3/fonts/00002.otf



1/OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
(\_ &

|

RECWRD
ko noe g

R |






2/OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
£

P K.A. LINDE '3





2/OEBPS/Images/00007.jpeg





2/OEBPS/Images/00006.jpeg
FOR .
RECORD





2/OEBPS/Images/00005.jpeg





2/OEBPS/Images/00004.gif
ON e
RECORD

RRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR





2/OEBPS/Images/00003.gif
ON e
RECORD





2/OEBPS/Misc/00002.dat


2/OEBPS/Fonts/00001.otf


1/OEBPS/Images/00009.gif
OFF s
RECORD





1/OEBPS/Fonts/00007.otf


1/OEBPS/Misc/00008.dat


1/OEBPS/Fonts/00005.otf




1/OEBPS/Fonts/00004.otf


1/OEBPS/Fonts/00001.otf


1/OEBPS/Fonts/00002.otf


cover.jpg
(\_ &

|

RECWRD
ko noe g

R |






3/cover.jpeg
USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

K.A. LINDE





