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His Campaign


Chapter 1
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Rebecca Jones wasn’t sure what there was about the man in line ahead of her that made her think of the past. The coffee line was moving very slowly at Starbucks this morning, and something about him caught her eye. And not having anything better to do with her time, she gawked.

Even from the back, the man was worth gawking at. He was a big man — tall, broad-shouldered — with dark hair that curled at the nape of his neck. He was wearing a black T-shirt that looked painted on; it stretched tight across his back and even tighter across those biceps. It was a T-shirt that proclaimed here was a hard-bodied man. 

She hadn’t seen biceps like that in 10 years. Maybe that’s what brought him to mind. Dark hair that curled at the nape and biceps. She drew in a shuddering breath, let it out slowly. Think about your upcoming class lecture, she ordered herself. Think about the problems of explaining a constitution written by slave-owners being used by a strict constitutionalist Supreme Court. Think about anything but the past.

It did no good. Her mind was going back in time, and it was on a groove it knew well, like a bobsled on its course. It wasn’t going anywhere else until it was through the whole course. She closed her eyes briefly and left the line. She’d have to face her class uncaffeinated. She fled out into the bright sunny March day. March 1? Of course she’d be remembering the events of 10 years ago — to the day, no less.

She needed 10 minutes in her office to let her mind finish its painful recall and to recover. Therapy had been helpful. If she couldn’t stop the recall, at least she could cope with it. But damn it, had been 10 years. Would the anxiety attacks never go away?

Apparently not. Because she was back in the past.

She’d gotten to her fiancé’s campaign office early that day — a surprise. She was excited to tell him she’d been accepted into a doctoral program in political science at Boise State University. It was perfect. He was running for state senator in west Idaho, and he was expected to win. He’d be in Boise most of the time. So would she now. Who knew what might happen now that they might actually be in the same city more nights than not?

She and Jon Whitaker had grown up together. Small town kids, both eager to get out to the big city lights. Jon had gone to Boise State on a full-ride football scholarship. She’d gotten academic scholarships to Idaho State University in Pocatello. Not ideal, but only three hours away. And the small town they’d grown up in — Payette, a wide spot in the road near the Idaho-Oregon border — was just 40 minutes further. She went to see him play every home game.

She was shy. She didn’t really make friends with the girlfriends of the other players. Jon assured her that was fine. “I don’t need to party with them,” he said. “I have you.”

He’d been her first boyfriend. Her first kiss. Her first lover. She glanced at the ring on her finger. And grinned. He’d proposed at Christmas. She still got a bit giddy when she got a flash of the diamond in her ring. Just a small one, set into the ring so that it didn’t set up and catch on things. She loved it.

When Jon graduated from college and went home to Payette where his family owned a furniture store, there were already murmurs about him having a future in politics. His grandfather had represented that district in the statehouse for decades. His father was mayor of their hometown. The plan was for Jon to work for a couple of years, make connections, raise some money, and then he’d run for public office — probably for state Senate. The man who held the seat was getting near retirement. Jon Whitaker would step in, and the seat would be held by a Whitaker again.

Rebecca Jones had complete confidence he would do it. And she’d be there to help. She’d been running his campaigns since class president in the sixth grade. She fast-tracked her BA and got her master’s degree so she could be by his side when he started his first race. She was confident it wouldn’t be his last.

Her BA was a double major in history and political science. She did it in four years. Everyone said she was smart. Scary-smart, was what Jon said when he teased her. She’d been class valedictorian. He’d been most likely to succeed. Homecoming king, and because he was, she’d been homecoming queen. 

Only in a small town like Payette — and with a boyfriend like Jon Whitaker — would a plain girl like Rebecca Jones ever get elected homecoming queen. And to be honest, it wasn’t even something she wanted. Jon did. He said he was proud of her. So she sucked it up and smiled a lot.

Rebecca’s father was the pastor of the local Baptist Church. She’d grown up wearing hand-me-downs in a family with more kids than money. She loved them all and wouldn’t trade any of them or any of their life as a family for better clothes and makeup. Those things were never important to her. And the things that were? Like books? Well, that’s what libraries were for.

Now, Rebecca was practicing the breathing exercises her therapist had taught her. Just get me back to the office, she prayed. She didn’t want to have a meltdown outside Starbucks where everyone could see. Damn it, she thought, what triggered this? Just a man with biceps and a curl at the nape of his neck? After ten years?

Rebecca was short and it always looked like she needed to lose weight, but really? She was just a DD on top, and not enough ribcage to have a waist to show it off. She wore massive bras for support and to suppress them, because she’d always been embarrassed by her big breasts.

Jon had laughed, and told her never to be embarrassed by big boobs — every man wanted a woman with them, don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. Her shoulder-length hair was dishwater blond, although she never understood why the color was called that. Most certainly her mother never let dishwater get that color before draining it and starting fresh.

Pale blue eyes. Plain features. But it hadn’t mattered. She looked at Jon and knew he loved her and that was all she would ever need.

Well, that and books. And someday a house full of kids, maybe. 

The memories rolled on, but Rebecca was back in her tiny cubicle of an office now, and she could shut the door. She sat behind her desk, looked at the clock on her computer, and set an alarm for 10 minutes before her class. It would take eight minutes to get there. She reconsidered and set it for 15. She didn’t want to show up with red eyes.

She tipped her head back against the chair’s head rest and let the memories flood on. Get it over with, she thought. She was due for an inoculation against men anyway. This daymare as she called it — a nightmare but while she was awake — would serve that purpose quite nicely. 

So, the quiet, bookish mouse and the football star who was going places? Rebecca had been really happy. She finished her master’s in time to work on his campaign, and the campaign was going really well. She wasn’t his campaign manager like she’d been in school, of course. His uncle and his father had that in hand. She showed up when she was told to, stood by him and smiled when they decreed. And if she disagreed on some of his campaign platform? Well, it was his platform. What troubled her was she didn’t think he agreed either. When she tried to talk to him about it, he’d brushed it off. Got to get elected to make a difference, he said. 

True enough. But it bothered her anyway. It felt calculating to tell people what they wanted to hear instead of what you really knew to be true. And in this polarized world of social media and information echo chambers, it was even more important that he speak the truth to his voters. But, it was his campaign, not hers. Although truthfully, it wasn’t his either. He just showed up when he was told, too.

But that morning, her acceptance to the PhD program at Boise State arrived in the mail. She came flying down to the office, running in the back door. She could hear Jon’s father yelling. Jon was shouting back. She slowed down to listen. Jon’s uncle was trying to reason with them.

“Your catting around is going to get out, Jon,” his father said. “You’ve got the perfect fiancée, a preacher’s daughter no less, and you’re out chasing fast women, and partying late into the night in Boise? I get one scandal hushed up, and there’s another waiting in the wings. Do you want to be elected, or don’t you?”

“Of course, I do,” Jon said. “And I will be. But I am 24 years old. Maybe being saddled with a wife who doesn’t know how to have any fun is fine for you two — you’re in your 50s. And Dad, don’t think I don’t know about your affairs on the side, all right? But I want to have a good time. Rebecca wants to read. Fine.”

“Rebecca is smart, scary smart,” Jon’s uncle said quietly. “You don’t think she’s going to figure it out? What then? Do you think she’s going to put up with it like your mother did? It’s a different generation, Jon. And your mother is not scary smart.”

Jon had snorted at that.

Rebecca liked Jon’s mother, but she had to agree, scary smart wasn’t a description anyone would use to describe her. She wasn’t sure it was meant as a compliment when they used it to describe her either.

“I get elected, and I won’t need the preacher’s daughter on my arm,” he said. “I will need someone people can admire — and admire me because I’ve got a beautiful wife. And let’s face it, if no one called Mom smart? No one has ever called Rebecca beautiful. She’s a little brown wren of a woman. That’s not what I need.”

Rebecca had swallowed hard as the words had hit her like hammer blows.

“And if you think she’s going to figure it out? She hasn’t yet. And I’ve been playing the field — as they say — for a very long time.”

There was a moment of silence. “It occurs to me that maybe we should run Rebecca and let you party,” Jon’s father said disgustedly.

“Like you’ve got room to talk?” Jon said back at him.

Rebecca swallowed hard. She pulled off the engagement ring she’d worn since she left for Idaho State. She had a flash of the evening Jon had proposed and had the ring waiting for her. She walked into the room. Jon’s uncle saw her first.

“Awww, shit,” he said. He turned around and walked out the front door. Jon’s father looked bewildered by his brother’s exit, and then he saw her.

“Rebecca?” he said. “What are you doing here? We weren’t expecting you for a couple of hours yet.”

Jon had turned then. She met his eyes, and she knew. Knew he’d never loved her, never was faithful to her. None of it had ever been true. It had been a political strategy. She would reassure older voters that their charming, handsome candidate was also a sincere, mature man. Her eyes filled with tears but she refused to shed them. Instead of handing him the ring as she intended, she carefully set it down on the credenza and turned around and walked out of the office. The outer office, full of volunteers, most of whom she’d known her entire life, was silent. She didn’t say a word. She walked through that office and outside into one of the first bright sunny days of the year. March 1. The tears clouded her eyes, and now she brushed at them angrily as she found her car. 

Jon’s uncle was standing there.

“I’m sorry, Rebecca,” he said quietly. “But better you find out now than after you’re married and have two kids like his mother did. Jon has grown up with a piss-poor role model, and you’re paying the price. But I’m truly sorry.”

She looked at him. “And what kind of legislator do you think he’ll make?” she asked. 

He shrugged. “No better, no worse than most of them,” he said. 

She nodded. She got into her car and drove to her parents’ home. She packed her things, and then she called and accepted the offer to the doctoral program at Washington State University instead of Boise State. They’d offered a great package two weeks previously, but she’d been holding out for Boise State because it would’ve been just perfect.

Jon didn’t win his first race for state senator. The incumbent decided he wanted to keep the Senate seat for another two years, and there was too much scandal whispering around Jon for him to be able to win the primary. He did win two years later, and he’d made the whole ‘man about town’ work for him that year. A woman on his arm at every function. Different women. His handsome looks. The college sports career. The connections.

Rebecca got her doctorate the same year Jon was re-elected to the state Senate. University of Idaho right across the border in Moscow hired her. Her dissertation on John Evans and his role as a Democratic governor in Idaho’s conservative politics had been much praised, and she’d been able to rewrite it as a book. That book got her tenure at UI in Moscow last year. The nucleus of the idea for her dissertation was the question she’d asked Jon: How can you run on a platform you disagree with? And his response, before you can change things, you’ve got to get elected. So you say the things that will get you elected, the things voters want to hear. Well, Governor John Evans begged to disagree.

At University of Idaho she made friends. Marilee Dupont had taken her under her wing — she was known as a member of Marilee’s Squad, which made her laugh. She knew some of her colleagues thought she was gay. She wasn’t.

She thought it might be easier if she was.

No, she was just heartsick.

And she had been for 10 years.

It wasn’t the buzzer on her computer that pulled her out of the well-worn path her mind had taken. Someone knocked on the door. She glanced at the computer clock. She needed to go. “Coming,” she called. She dabbed the tears out of her eyes with tissues. She had this down. These daymares didn’t happen very often anymore. She couldn’t recall the last one she’d had, maybe a year ago? Probably when Jon had announced his candidacy for governor.

She opened the door to tell whoever it was to come back later, during her office hours. And looked up into the familiar face of Jon Whitaker. She briefly registered the black T-shirt of the man from the coffee line earlier.

“Hello, Rebecca,” he said quietly.

She looked at him, and then she pushed past him and walked down the hall.

“I have class,” she said without looking back. “Go home, Jon. There’s nothing for you here.”
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Jon Whitaker stood in the doorway of Rebecca Jones’ office and watched her walk away from him. Hell, he thought. That wasn’t the way he’d planned for things to go. What did she say? She had to teach class?

He closed the door to her office and checked to make sure it was locked. Then he went down to the Political Science office. “Dr. Jones had to go teach,” he said, and he smiled at the office manager. “Can you tell me when she’s done with it? And where it might be?”

The office manager studied him a moment. “You’re Jon Whitaker, aren’t you?” she said. “You’re running for governor?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, turning up the charm.

“Blue country. Latah County. Birkenstock Central,” she reminded him. He laughed, and let his practiced smile relax into something more natural.

“Fair enough,” he said. He wasn’t likely to carry Latah County, no matter how much he turned on the charm. “But Rebecca and I grew up together. I’d hoped to catch up with her. And I caught her as she was flying out the door. All she said was, “No time. Have to teach.”

“Sounds like her,” the woman said. “She’s got a lecture in Renfrew Hall. It’s an hour class — out at 10 minutes ‘til. Here’s a map. Her office hours are this afternoon from 1 p.m. to 3 p.m.”

“Thanks,” he said. He took the map, oriented himself. He nodded at the woman and strode off. He should have a jacket, he thought. But it had been warm in that Starbucks. He hadn’t expected he would be chasing Rebecca all over campus. He had time, he could go back to the car for his jacket. Or he could track her down now while he still knew where she was.

He didn’t think Rebecca had aged at all in 10 years. They were both 34 years old. He had aged. A lot. Too much alcohol. Too many drugs. Too many late nights, partying. One failed marriage. A second one on the rocks. And he was in the midst of a campaign for governor. The second wife was going public with her request for divorce any day now. And it was going to be ugly. She wanted money — a lot of money — money he didn’t have. He partied away what money he did have.

Going into politics so young meant he hadn’t built up a nest egg of any kind before getting elected. He was basically a government bureaucrat. And not a particularly well paid one at that. Not that Kristin cared. She was pissed. He had cut off her money she’d been spending on coke and forced her into rehab. She was due out this week. And her claims against him weren’t pretty. He’d already heard them from friends.

Well, not friends. People he knew. People he partied with, even if they were supporting his opponent in the primary. And his opponent was going to gleefully use Kristin and her allegations to cut away his chances at the nomination. He didn’t care if they were true or not. 

Hell, some of them were true. He did party. He had used weed, still did discreetly. How else was he going to manage the stresses of the campaign? And coke, too, although he’d stopped that when it was decided he should run for governor. He drank too much, as well, and too often. 

And yes, there had been other women. Kristin might act outraged, but she was one of the other women who caused wife number one to leave him. Seemed hypocritical to scream about them now. He shrugged.

He partied a lot. It was the life he knew in the state capital. One hard slog of a session. Long days. Longer nights. Most of it paid for by lobbyists who wanted something from him. 

Everyone wanted something from him.

He found Renfrew Hall and Rebecca’s classroom. He hesitated, looked at his watch. She still had 30 minutes. He grinned and opened the door quietly to slip into a seat in the back row. It would be interesting to hear Rebecca teach.

It was a large, lecture-style class in a stepped auditorium. Must be 200 students in it, he thought. Rebecca was down front. He had no idea what class this was. He looked around at the students who seemed to be listening. Amazing. He had always been bored in large lecture classes, preferring to sit in the back, pass notes, and send texts on his phone. 

He focused on Rebecca. His first impression had been right. She had hardly aged at all. Same hair style, same full breasts. He smiled. He had always liked her breasts. She was wearing a blue plaid shirt-style tunic with a short, blue skirt. She had good legs for it. And she was wearing low heels, also blue. Someone had taught her how to dress, he thought. Her clothes were flattering. 

He had learned to recognize such things. Presentation was everything. Clothes mattered. He was wearing a black T-shirt and black jeans today — confident man on vacation. His suits in Boise were expensive, and he looked good in them. He’d better. He had an image consultant to make sure he did. She also curated a selection of suits for campaigning. Less expensive ones, more in keeping with his voters. He looked like a successful small-town businessman, he thought, which was exactly the image voters wanted. Or so he was told. Successful but approachable. Someone they might know.

“So, the founding fathers were writing a document that they hoped would set the direction of the republic. And we have not only honored those words, we’ve set them in stone. We forget the context that they were said in. And that the context we live in is very different. The men who wrote the constitution talked about ‘the people’ but they meant ‘people like them.’ White men who owned property — and yes, that included slaves. Men who were educated, prosperous. And even then, they thought they were being brave to be so inclusive. Ironically, they had borrowed liberally from the government structures of the Iroquois and then deprived them of any standing in the new country. So, let’s take a look at the government the Iroquois had designed.”

Jon raised an eyebrow at that view of the U.S. Constitution. That was... a controversial thing to say, he thought. Did people know what she was teaching? He continued listening.

She was an effective teacher. She had visuals that she used to explain the history of the Iroquois and how their ideas had influenced the early leaders of the new nation.

“We also want to turn to the French philosophers of the Enlightenment. The French revolution would follow our own, but the Enlightenment began there and influenced our leaders immensely. Its ideas of justice, liberty and freedom heavily influenced the early leaders.”

He looked around the room again. People were taking notes on their computers. Well, he thought they were. They could be writing email for all he knew. A few were actually using pen and paper to take notes. Body language said they were actually paying attention. 

“A recent controversy has forced historians to re-examine the roots of what made us a country, and to think more deeply about the role of slavery in both the revolution and the formation of the government. There is evidence that the revolution was actually a revolt against the trends in England to end slavery. Our slave-owning founding fathers rebelled to keep their slaves. In that light, you could say that the Confederacy didn’t rebel against the Union, but that the Union was rejecting the long commitment to slavery that had influenced the Revolution. The Union was advocating for a “more just and equitable Union.”

Jon blinked. Was Rebecca teaching the 1619 Project? In an Idaho university? He was pretty sure they’d passed a law preventing that. Had it been signed into law? He was sure it had. Damn it, Rebecca!

“For the next class, you will find reading materials in the online section for this week. Pick one and write a short summation of its three key points. Pick a second article you feel disagrees with the first and summarize. Finally, write just a paragraph or two to give your analysis of the two pieces. Please remember to apply our previous discussion of the difference between summary, analysis and opinions.”

There was laughter at the last, and Rebecca grinned at them. Jon got the feeling her students liked her, and that she liked them. But dear God, had he just witnessed a professor breaking the new law?

Well, maybe not the letter of the law, he thought. The intent? Oh, hell, yeah. But the law had been written in language that tried to cast the conservative concerns about critical race theory and all this revisionist history crap as a concern for equal treatment of all races in how history was taught, and that ‘no individual should be blamed for the past actions of their race, gender,’ etc. etc. And they might still get hoisted on their own petard for that, he thought sourly. He’d argued against the proposal, although he’d voted for it like a good little party member. But the far-right wing was in control of the party right now. Jesus, one member had used To Kill a Mockingbird as evidence that CRT had been creeping into schools for a long time. Never mind that it was a classic novel that had been taught in schools forever, and that it actually pre-dated CRT. Those idiots were making them all look stupid. 

And Jon had a great respect for the ACLU and their lawyers. He could just see them now, figuring out ways to use that language in all kinds of ways that would appall his conservative colleagues. Hell, he partied with some of those bastards. He knew they were laughing at conservatives for handing them a weapon to be used against them. 

The conservatives said history doesn’t matter.

And Rebecca Jones had just delivered a lecture that said it did. Did she know she was in defiance of the law? Was this just a lecture she’d delivered many times before? Or was she deliberately defying the law? And how long would it be before one of her students ratted her out?

Hell, he thought. One of her students? He, a state senator who had helped to pass the damn law, had just sat here and heard her lecture. What was he going to do about that? Pretend he didn’t understand the significance of what she was teaching? Sounded good to him, quite frankly. But he had to wonder what the list of articles was that students were being asked to read and respond to.

No. He didn’t want to know. It had nothing to do with why he was here. 

Did it? He thought about what kind of controversy was going to explode here, centered around Rebecca Jones. Even in ‘Birkenstock Central’ it would happen, sooner or later. And he couldn’t let that controversy touch him or his campaign for governor. People already doubted he was conservative enough for the nomination. Which was exactly how Idaho had elected Democrats for governor in the past — the Republican nominee had to veer so far to the right to get the nomination that he couldn’t get back close enough to center to win the general election.

Damn it. Now what was he supposed to do?
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Rebecca Jones had seen Jon come in and sit down. Of course, she had. But she ignored him and continued her lecture. Compared to other things she had ignored over the years in her large lectures, ignoring one ex-boyfriend was almost easy. She knew when the Mariners won a game because invariably someone was watching it on their laptop, pretending to take notes, and they would forget themselves and cheer. Or the young men who thought wearing obscene T-shirts and sitting in the front row was funny. But her all-time best story had been the couple making out in the back row. And they’d been way past ‘first base’ too.

Jon Whitaker was here. And he seemed to be waiting for her as the students filed out, some giving him curious looks. She considered giving bonus points to any of them who recognized him as running for governor. Maybe she would.

She took a steadying breath. She’d had anxiety attacks for a long time after she had fled Payette for WSU. Fortunately, WSU had a good mental health center, and a sympathetic woman had given her some tools to cope. Breathing was a big one. Holding your breath when you’re experiencing anxiety was a good way to pass out. Not good in front of 20-year-old students in a large lecture class. So, she focused on breathing and on the several students who came down to ask questions after class. She liked students. She liked their questions. Even the squirrelly ones.

Maybe especially the squirrelly ones. Might be why she had the longest list of advisees of anyone in the department. She suspected the truth was closer to the fact that the chair dumped advisees on her because she was young and a woman. Just like the university dumped committee assignments on her so there would be diversity on the committees — and then complained that her service record was longer than her publication list, and she needed to focus more on research. She rolled her eyes. As long as they gave her the merit pay, the complaints didn’t matter. But she did need to figure out a way to carve out time for some research before she went up for full professor. 

She’d like to look into that stupid law that tried to ban history from the classroom. She was still brainstorming research approaches. She set that aside and tried to focus on the student with a question in front of her.

“I still don’t get the difference between analysis and opinion,” he was complaining.

“In short form, analysis asks did the author support the claim they were making? Opinion says I think that piece sucks because I disagree with it,” Rebecca said, tongue in cheek. The other students laughed. The young man grinned. “Got it,” he said cheerfully and walked away.

She gathered up her stuff and slowly moved toward the door, still listening to the students chattering away at her. She thought she might get away with walking past Jon and leaving him sitting there. She envisioned the expression on his face if she did, and it made her laugh.

It didn’t work. Jon stood up and joined the group around her. Her students took one look at him, and decided they could ask their questions another time.

Yup. She was going to give an impromptu question for points next class.

“I need to talk to you,” Jon said. “Can I buy you lunch?”

She considered the man beside her. He looked tired, stressed, unhappy. She was shocked at how he looked, actually. Lunch? She thought about that. She wanted to say no, but it seemed a safer way to get through whatever brought him here than pushing him away. Because obviously he was determined.

“Sure,” she said with more cheerfulness than she felt. Breathe she reminded herself. “There’s a good Mexican place at the edge of campus.”

He fell in step with her, and she tried not to let her awareness of his body and his presence show. He was just someone she once knew, who was now active in politics, and was seeking her out for a favor.

Because she knew he wanted something. Why else would he be here?

“I’d offer to help carry things, if you don’t go all independent woman on me,” he said.

She raised an eyebrow at that, and then dumped her computer and visual materials into his arms. “Thanks,” she said, keeping her purse. Although adding that to his load might be fun.

He laughed.

And it went straight through her; she bit her lip to keep from crying out. She had always loved his laugh — not the calculated one, but this one. The genuine, carefree laugh. And she loved it when she’d been able to make him laugh like that.

“Why are you here, Jon?” she asked. She couldn’t pretend the old-friends thing like she’d hoped.

“Over lunch,” he promised. “It’s kind of a long story.”

“Cut to the bottom line. You want something. What is it?”

She stopped and looked at him. She just waited. 

“I want you to join my campaign,” he said finally.

She snorted, and started walking again. “No,” she said. “You don’t stand for anything I believe in, and I openly oppose a lot of the things you have supported. I won’t even vote for you, much less campaign for you.”

“I need you, Rebecca,” he said. “Things are a mess, and they’re going to get ugly — uglier.”

She shook her head. “You’ve already got a campaign manager. I assume your dad and uncle are still running the show.”

“They are,” he said. “I’m not looking for a campaign manager. I’m looking for a wife.”

Rebecca wanted to flee. Maybe dumping her stuff in his arms hadn’t been very bright. “You have a lot of nerve to come here and say that to me,” she whispered. She took a deep breath. I will not cry in front of this man, she chanted. I will not cry. “You know what? I’m not very hungry. Give me my stuff, and you go on. I’m sure there are constituents here that you need to make nice to.”

She took her stuff from his arms and started to walk away. Get to my car, she thought. Get away. She could cancel office hours. She was ill. Go out to Marilee Dupont’s ranch and pet the horses. There might even be new calves to watch. 

Jon grabbed her arm to stop her. “Rebecca,” he began.

“Let go of me,” she ordered coldly. Treat him like one of her problem students, she told herself. 

He let go.

She looked at him. “You have a wife,” she said finally. “And an ex-wife. To come here and say such a thing to me is beyond belief, Jon. That sets a new low for insensitivity — and I didn’t think you could beat your previous record.”

She started off for her car, and he let her go. She felt relief. And maybe a bit of disappointment? She chastised herself for that. 

He wanted her to be what? A campaign wife? What the hell?

She got to her car, a shiny red Mazda MX-5 hardtop — because no one tried to drive a convertible in a Moscow winter— and put her things in the trunk. The car was one of her only indulgences, but she loved it. She got in the car, and just sat there for a moment. Jon Whitaker was here.

She fished her phone out of the large bag she carried and referred to as a purse and called Marilee. “Tell me you are at home,” she said when her friend picked up.

“I’m heading there,” Marilee said. “Why? You want to come out? What’s wrong?”

Rebecca closed her eyes. Breathe, she told herself. “Jon showed up,” she said, knowing Marilee would know who he was, both personally and politically. “And I need a secret hideaway.”

Marilee laughed. “It is that,” she said. “Come out. We’ll eat lunch, you can drink wine and tell me what’s going on.”

Rebecca put her phone away, and started her car. Damned if she even knew what was going on, she thought grimly. And she was too scared to stick around and find out.

She wanted to be angry. To be dismissive. But all she could feel was wounded. It was a wound that just never healed, and now he was back to twist the knife in her back again. She almost wanted to stop and see if there was blood. She shuddered.

And then she started to cry. It was going to be a long drive if she had to do it in tears, she told herself. She choked them back, and wiped at her eyes with one hand. Focus on the road. Don’t think about anything else.

He wanted her as a wife? What the hell did that even mean? 
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Chapter 4
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Well, that went well, Jon Whitaker thought self-depreciatingly. You were in diapers the last time you were that ham-handed with a woman.

But then he had never had to work for Rebecca’s approval. She just gave it to him unstintingly. Other women? He needed to charm them. Undecided voters? Party leaders? Lobbyists? All of them needed to be charmed. Rebecca just gave him her support and her approval. He hadn’t realized how rare that was.

He’d been a real prick back then.

He snorted. Face it, Whitaker. You’re still a real prick.

He went back to his car, a discreet gray Chevrolet Malibu. He got a new one every two years. Same thing. It made him look successful, his image consultant said, but not flashy. With his reputation, he didn’t need flashy.

True enough. He wondered what Rebecca drove. She’d had an old-style Volkswagen bug back then. That thing had been ancient. Her father was good with cars, and kept it running for her. She probably had some sensible car like a Prius, environmentally conscious, of course. 

A red Miata roared out of the parking garage, close enough that he jumped back. He caught a glimpse of the driver. “Rebecca?” What the hell?

He ran for his car and followed her. 

He’d been in Moscow before, not many places in the state he hadn’t been at one time or another. And so when he got a glimpse of her car making a left onto the Pullman-Moscow highway, he knew he could catch her. There weren’t many turnoffs on that road. He had to catch up with her before Pullman, however.

He gave into the impulse to chase — how alpha of him, he thought amused — and inched up his speed. He didn’t want a speeding ticket in Idaho. Washington? Well, that was different. He grinned.

His phone rang, the ring tone for his father. He grimaced. “Answer,” he said.

“Did you find her?”

“Yes.”

“What did she say?” 

She said she had to go teach class, Jon thought with a laugh. “She said she disagreed with me about everything and not only would she not campaign for me, she wasn’t going to vote for me either.”

“Damn it, Jon,” his father began. “You’re not taking this serious enough. Your political future rides on this. I had that media person your uncle hired write up some press releases, but they need to go out before Kristin gets out of rehab. You have to set the frame for the story. We’ve got a window of just a few days.”

“Well, you’d better think up a backup plan, then,” Jon said coldly. “Because this is not going to work. She’s not the shy wallflower, you remember. She’s scary smart, you remember that phrase? It’s still true.”

“Well go after her, boy,” his father grumped. “You used to have enough charm. Did you lose it?”

“Oh, I’m going after her,” he said with a laugh, as he slowed down for the Pullman city limits. He could still see her red sports car ahead of him. He doubted she knew he was behind her. “But I tell you now, she’s not going to do it.”

“I’ll make some calls,” his father said, and he hung up.

Now what did that mean? Jon wondered. He started to call his uncle and ask — his uncle was always the more sensible of the two — but he saw Rebecca’s red car turn onto the road to Colfax, and he needed to catch up with her. 

Where the hell was she going anyway?

She turned onto a country road and slowed down. Way down. So did he. Then the pavement turned to gravel, and he dropped it down a notch further. He watched the car ahead of him with a bemused smile. Where was she going? Nothing out here but cattle ranchers and wheat farmers. 

Was his little political scientist shacked up with a farmer? Now that was a complication his esteemed father hadn’t foreseen. Be almost worth it to be able to fling that in his face.

She made a right turn into what looked like a driveway. A long one. Cattle ranch, he thought. And sure enough, when he made the turn, there was a sign that said Dupont Ranch.

A short woman in a oversized barn jacket, jeans and boots came out of the house to greet Rebecca. Rebecca got out of the car and was talking animatedly when he eased his own car down the driveway.  The ranch owner needed to get a grader out here and fix the potholes, he thought as pulled into the parking place next to that pretty red Miata. The two women had turned to look at the strange car. He grinned.

Prepare for fireworks, Whitaker, he told himself. And he got out of the car.

“What the hell!” Rebecca exclaimed, hands on her hips. “You followed me?”

“Well, this flashy little red car about ran me over in the parking garage,” Jon said with an exaggerated western drawl for effect. “And who’s driving it? The very woman I came to see. So of course, I followed you. Didn’t expect you to lead me into the hinterlands of southeast Washington.”

The other woman laughed. Rebecca whirled on her. “I told you: Slow down in the parking garage,” she said. She turned to Jon. “I’m Marilee Dupont, and this is Dupont Ranch.”

“Jon Whitaker,” he said, and flashed a trademark smile. 

Rebecca rolled her eyes, and he ignored her. 

“Candidate for the Republican nomination for governor of Idaho,” the woman — Marilee? — said with a nod. “So I heard. So you can now just turn that car around and go back to Idaho, Jon Whitaker. Because there isn’t anything for you here. Not even a single vote.”

He considered the woman. Were these two lovers? Was Rebecca gay, now? Not only was she teaching a version of history she was barred from teaching in Idaho, was she gay too? Jesus.

Rebecca looked at him narrowly, and reading him accurately, she started laughing. “He thinks we’re lovers,” she said, gasping for air. She was laughing so hard she was holding on to her middle.

The other woman, a short woman with masses of dark hair, pale skin and bright blue eyes, grinned. He thought she was about the same age as Rebecca, maybe a year or two older. And now that he looked closer, he realized she was pregnant. Oh. Very pregnant. Like Jesus, do we need to get her to the hospital ASAP pregnant.

“Shall I tell him we are? Make him go away in disgust?”

Rebecca kept laughing. “Half my department already thinks I’m gay,” she gasped out. Then she straightened up and regained some composure. “I’m not gay, Jon. I’m just not interested in anything you have to offer.”

Well. That told him, didn’t it? He shrugged and laughed. “Fair enough, but you haven’t even heard what I am offering, yet. So let me give you the spiel. Then I can honestly tell my father I tried.”

“This is some scheme your father thought up? Figures,” she said. She sighed. “Marilee? Some iced tea?”

“Come in, then,” Marilee said. “I gotta say, I’m curious what a conservative candidate for governor of Idaho wants with the most liberal professor on campus.”

Gawd, Jon thought. He wished he could tape this for his father to hear. Or maybe give it to his uncle. His uncle had a sense of humor. He was convinced his father had only a sense of himself.

He followed the two women into the log house. It was huge and old. He saw evidence that it had been built by hand. This must be one of the oldest ranches in the region, he thought. He wondered where Mr. Dupont was. He assumed there was one since the woman was pregnant. But the house seemed awfully quiet for a family. He followed the two women through the large living room, down a hallway and into the kitchen. Rebecca gestured him to the large table at the end of the room. He took a seat so he could look out over the homestead. He could see horses out in a paddock by the barn. A couple of blue merle Australian shepherds trotted across the workyard toward the house.

His hostess came back with three glasses of tea. She returned with a pitcher and some sugar. He sipped the tea. Home brewed, and good. 

“So are you the most liberal professor at the University of Idaho?” Jon asked.

Rebecca considered the question. Looked at Marilee and shrugged. “Depends on how you’re defining liberal,” she said. “If you’re talking lifestyle? Lots of women ahead of me for that title. Cary over in Art could give you a run for your money for catting around.”

He choked a bit.

“But politically?” she thought a moment. “Marilee might be right. I’d be in the top five, anyway. Does that mean you’ll go away?”

“You were discreet enough about it that they gave you tenure, right?” he countered.

“Barely,” Rebecca said sourly. At his puzzled look, she elaborated, “Barely discreet enough, and they barely gave me tenure. Of course, just being a woman made me too liberal for a few of them.”

Marilee shook her head. “Every woman on campus has that experience, and every white male department head insists that it’s our vita that are lacking. Not the department! Oh, no. Couldn’t be that.”

Rebecca laughed. “I was told it was coincidence,” she confided. “But I won it. And I’m tenured.”

“Good, because if you’re teaching in that class I sat in what I think you’re teaching, you’re going to need it,” Jon said before he thought.

Rebecca looked at him for a long minute. “You planning to out me, Jon? Tell some political tribunal that you’ve caught a professor teaching history?”

“No, I’m not,” Jon said disgustedly. “It’s a stupid law. And I’ll be damned if I give the liberals a test case so the courts rule it unconstitutional. That is not the hill I’m going to die on.”

Marilee laughed. “Good to know,” she murmured. She glanced at Rebecca. “You been holding out on us, girlfriend?”

Rebecca shrugged and rolled her eyes. “Not teaching anything I haven’t been teaching since my TA days at WSU,” she said. “Where we got our constitution. What literalists and textualists mean. Those things.”

“Those things taught in a way sounded awfully close to CRT,” Jon countered. He held up his hand when she started to protest. “Fine, close to CRT as the whacko conservative fringe defines CRT.”

Rebecca subsided at that. “They think To Kill a Mocking Bird is CRT,” she muttered.

“Not going to argue with you about it,” Jon said. “You’d win for one thing. And two I don’t even try to defend that woman.”

“Fine,” Rebecca said. “So you said you had a spiel to make?”

Jon sighed. He drank more iced tea, looked out at the ranch. Peaceful, he thought. Well it was early March. The lull before spring. 

“Kristin gets out of rehab in days, maybe hours,” he said flatly. Might as well get it out there. “Rumor has it she’s going to call a press conference and announce what a no-good rat I’ve been to her. That I partied away all my money. Cheated on her. Did coke and drugs at parties in the capital, paid for by lobbyists. And she’s going to come out in favor of that rightwing constitutionalist from Nevada. A God-fearing man.”

He paused. “And if she does, we’re likely to have a governor so far to the right, that we’ll never get back close to center.”

“Or so far to the right that we elect a Democrat?” she countered. “That’s what happened in the 70s, 80s, 90s with John Evans and Cecil Andrus.”

“In case you haven’t noticed, these aren’t those decades,” Jon said wearily. “Reagan would be seen as a liberal today. And let’s face it, the likely Democratic nominee is no Andrus either. She got 38 percent of the vote last time, carried four counties — all university towns I might add — and isn’t likely to do better this time.”

“Towns where people are well educated and can think?” Rebecca responded. “And one of them was Ada County — Boise.”

“And all that proves is that Idaho is still a rural state, and rural voters can outvote urban centers — unlike, say Oregon, where there’s a secession vote by rural counties to join up with Idaho for that very reason.”

“And not a chance in hell Idaho would take them,” Rebecca said. “They’re all taker counties — they get more services than pay taxes. Really? Idaho’s going to pick up that tab?”

Jon shrugged. “Probably not,” he conceded. “But then, urban Oregon gives them better roads and schools and services than Idaho gives out to its own counties.”

The two women looked at each other and cracked up. Jon grinned.

“Want a beer?” Merilee asked. “Rebecca? A glass of wine?”

Rebecca nodded. “Sure. If I’m going to listen to what Jon’s dad has cooked up, iced tea isn’t going to cut it.”
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Marilee’s phone went off just as she was sitting back down. She looked at it and answered. “Hey,” she said. “She’s out here with me, why?” She frowned as she listened.

Jon’s phone sounded too. Jon glanced at who was calling. He sighed and stepped outside to take the call.

Rebecca sipped her wine. She hadn’t thought Jon would be able to laugh at his own party’s foibles. A nice surprise. She still wasn’t going to have anything to do with his father’s hairbrained schemes. But still. She decided she might as well find her phone and check for messages since everyone else seemed to be more interested in phone calls than in her.

She glanced outside. Jon was arguing with someone. She shrugged. She found her purse, and reached for her phone. She still had it silenced from class. And she had... nine missed calls? “What the hell?”

“Don’t, Rebecca,” Marilee said sharply. “Wait.”

Jon came back in to the kitchen. He looked furious.

“And don’t you kick that chair, Jon Whitaker,” Marilee ordered. “I like the chair. Kick the table. I swear it’s indestructible.”

“What’s going on?” Rebecca said slowly, looking at the two of them.

“That was Angie. She just saw the news headlines out of Boise,” Marilee said. She wasn’t looking at Rebecca, however; she was watching Jon. “Did you know?”

He shook his head. “Did I know that my father would pull a damn fool stunt like this? Hell no, I didn’t know. I told him. I said, Rebecca isn’t going to go for it. And he’s gone and tried to create a fait accompli move. And damn it all to hell.”

“Marilee?” Rebecca said. “What headline? Does it have anything to do with why I have nine missed calls from 208 area code numbers I don’t recognize?”

Marilee sighed. She tapped something on her phone, and turned it around so Rebecca could see it. The Boise newspaper headline read: “Governor hopeful reunited with childhood sweetheart.”

Rebecca swallowed. She glanced at the column. It was a piece written by the political columnist for the paper. According to him, he’d learned from an inside source that Jon Whitaker was out of touch with his own campaign because he was having a reunion with his childhood sweetheart, and it was serious. They’d been keeping the relationship secret while his estranged wife was in rehab. The source said Whitaker didn’t want to finalize the divorce and sever the health care coverage that was paying for the rehab.

“We have time to get it right this time,” Whitaker reportedly told a confidant. “We don’t need to harm Kristin’s chances at a successful rehab.”

Although no name was mentioned, Dr. Rebecca Jones, of University of Idaho, was Whitaker’s girlfriend in high school and college. She could not be reached for comment. 

Nor could Whitaker.

Coincidence?

Doubtful. Stay tuned. Will our playboy gubernatorial candidate find true love at last?

Rebecca looked up from the phone at Marilee. She studied Jon’s furious face. 

She felt an anxiety attack start, and her breathing got rapid. She tried to slow it down. 

“Sit down, sweetie,” Marilee said and shoved her into a chair. “Head between your knees. Deep breaths.”

She tried, she really did. But it wasn’t working. For the second time today she began to relive walking into Jon’s campaign headquarters. 

“Here,” Merilee handed her a paper bag. “Breathe into it, Rebecca. You know the drill. You’ve got this. Breathe slowly. That’s it.”

Rebecca listened to her voice, tuning out everything else, including the big, angry man standing behind her. Breathe, she thought. Focus on Marilee. Breathe. Gradually the panic started to subside. She sat there, head between her knees, humiliated for Jon to see her have an attack.

When she was sure it was over, she stood up and, without saying a word, walked out the back door, heading to the barn. The best thing about a horse, was you could bury your face in their neck and confide in them. She wasn’t much into riding them. Rebecca bounced. And with breasts like hers, that was really uncomfortable. Marilee insisted that she would bounce less as she got better at riding, but Rebecca wasn’t convinced. There was a reason why all the riders you saw competing were slim and athletic. No bounce. 

But horses were great confidants. They didn’t tell secrets. They were the best shoulder to cry on ever. And right now, that was exactly what she needed. Because she was damned if she was going to let Jon Whitaker see her cry.

“What was that?” Jon demanded of Marilee as he turned to watch Rebecca head to the barn.

“An anxiety attack,” Marilee said. “Didn’t she have them when you knew her?”

“No,” he said grimly.

“They can be really bad,” Marilee said. “She got control of this one pretty fast. She says they’re getting fewer. Probably not having to worry about tenure helps.”

“When did she start having them?” he asked, still looking at the barn.

“I thought she always had them,” Marilee said. “Just assumed it, I guess. Not true?”

He shook his head. He had a suspicion what might have been the trigger, but he wasn’t going to share it with this near-stranger. Near-stranger to him, at least. Obviously, she and Rebecca were close.

“So, you didn’t have anything to do with the leak to the newspaper?” she asked.

“No. Hell, no.” He ran his hand through his hair. “I came up here to see if Rebecca would be willing to play along with something like this. My dad got it in his head that she would. It took a three-second conversation to see that it wasn’t going to fly. And I told him so, while I was following Rebecca here. He told me to try charm.”

“Your father must be a real piece of work,” Marilee observed. He snorted. “What are you going to do now?”

“Not a clue,” he admitted. He looked at his phone which was buzzing in his hand. “Let me take this. It’s my uncle. He’s the saner of the two.”

He turned away from Marilee, still looking out the window at the barn. “Uncle Jon,” he said. “What the hell?”

He listened. “She’s not going to do it, and I told Dad that. I told him, and he pulled this stunt anyway. I’m going to look like a damn fool.”

He listened some more. “No, we’re at the house of a friend of hers.”

He sighed, and paused the call. “Uncle Jon wants to know if we can hide out here through the weekend,” he said wearily. “He’s promising to do damage control.”

“Damage control for your career? Or for Rebecca?” Marilee said acerbically. “Because I don’t give a rat’s ass about your career.”

“You think she should go back to Moscow where every political reporter in the state is going to be camped out looking for her?” Jon asked. “They’ll be tracking down colleagues, students, friends. This is the best story to happen in a very dull campaign season so far. A clandestine romance with a childhood sweetheart? They will eat it up. And she’ll get chewed to bits in the process.”

Marilee swallowed and nodded. “If Rebecca wants to stay out here, she’s welcome, of course. And any guest of hers is also welcome. Not sure she’s going to go for that, but she’s welcome.”

She shrugged. “How are you at riding a horse? It’s birthing season.”

He snorted. “We can negotiate,” he said. He turned back to his phone call with his uncle.

“Yeah, we’re good through the weekend, Uncle Jon,” he said. “But that’s about all the time she’s going to have. She’s got to teach on....” He looked inquiringly at Marilee.

“Tuesday, I think.”

“On Tuesday.” He listened. “No, I am not going to tell you where I am. Or who my hosts are. Fix this. Or on Tuesday I pull my name from the race.”

He hung up the call. “I’m going for a walk,” he said. “I’ve got a bunch of foul words that need to be said and aren’t fit for anyone’s ears.”

He went out the back door, and headed out of the work yard toward the hills beyond the lower paddock.

Marilee watched him go. She grabbed a jacket and went to the barn to see if Rebecca had found her usual solace in the shoulder of a horse. 

Rebecca was currying Jazz, a pretty little mare. During the previous academic year with all of its tension, Rebecca had come out here often. Sometimes for an afternoon. Sometimes for the whole weekend. And while she didn’t ride, not without a lot of cajoling, she loved the horses for themselves. “You OK?” Marilee asked. She picked up a brush and stood on the other side of the horse. 

“Not particularly,” Rebecca said. “Did Jon leave?”

“No, he invited himself — and you — for the weekend,” she said. “Gave his uncle an ultimatum. Fix this by the time you have to teach on Tuesday, or he’s pulling out of the race.”

Rebecca snorted. “That’s an empty threat,” she said sourly. “I’m not staying out here. It’s Thursday evening. That’s four days!”

“Jon said it was either that or face every bored political writer in the state,” Marilee said. “Besides. I can put him to work.”

Rebecca snorted. “Not sure he knows much, but he’s got some muscle,” she said.

“I noticed,” Marilee teased. “Glad to know you aren’t blind either.”

Rebecca laughed. It turned into a sob. “What am I going to do?”

Marilee walked around Jazz and hugged her. “Hang out here. Let Jon take care of it. And if he can’t? Well, then you’ve got four days to come up with a strategy that demonstrates why you’re not only considered the most liberal professor on campus, but also the smartest.”
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Jon wasn’t given to soul-searching. He wasn’t even sure he believed in a soul. He considered that for a moment as he headed toward a green spot at the base of some of the rolling hills that made up the Palouse. His impression of the Dupont Ranch was that it was a prosperous, well-cared-for family ranch. The kind that had been in the family for generations. 

But then, where the hell was everybody? He frowned at that, and set it aside. A question for later.

Along with the question of a soul. Rebecca could answer that for him some day — she was the preacher’s kid — if she ever spoke to him again.

And how did the preacher’s kid end up being a liberal professor anyway?

Another question for another day.

The question he needed to focus on was what was he going to do about his father?

He had some faith that his Uncle Jon — the man he was named for — would fix this. If it could be fixed. But his father was careening out of control. This wasn’t the first stupid stunt he’d pulled in recent years, just the most public.

His father was a classic narcissist. A lot had been written about narcissists in the last few years, and with every article he read, he recognized his own father. And true to form, his father didn’t think he had a problem at all. Other people had the problem, not him.

Growing up, the household revolved around his father. His mother, a kind woman if not particularly bright, had done everything in her power to make his father happy, and the household run smoothly. His father just accepted it as his due. 

And cheated on her. Jon had found out in high school. When he confronted his father, he had just shrugged. A man had needs, he said. And he had the right to get his needs met.

Classic narcissistic answer.

So why had Jon become like him? Now that was a question, wasn’t it?

Rebecca Jones, the girl he knew back then, was sweet. She wore hand-me-down clothes, made excellent grades, and asked nothing of him. Essentially his mother with brains. And she might as well have had a ‘kick me’ sign on her. 

He didn’t ‘cat around’, as she called it, in spite of her eagerness to please, but because of it. And he had developed a lot of sympathy for his father during those years. Like father, like son.

When she walked out, he had only felt relief. He could be open about his social life. That sounded like a euphemism, he thought disparagingly. He could be publicly seen with some of the most attractive women in Boise.

He had been surprised to find out how lonely that made him. He missed Rebecca, not that he would have admitted it.

So he lost the primary that first year. Partially because people in his district disapproved of his breakup with Rebecca. If he didn’t have the good sense to keep her, how could he be sensible enough to send to Boise? 

So when Janya wanted to get married, he thought of it as a solution to his loneliness. His father saw it as a solution to his reputation as a playboy. 

It lasted three months. Oh, the divorce didn’t happen for a while after that. But Janya moved out, and he resumed ‘catting around.’ That phrase was growing on him, he thought with amusement.

It was Uncle Jon who pointed out that he’d better get the divorce done before he announced again. He couldn’t be going through a divorce while he was campaigning. That made sense, and Janya was agreeable. Done.

Better a playboy image than a cheating husband image, he guessed. Although his father had never worried about that. He was mayor, had been for a long time, and everyone knew he cheated. Hell, the local newspaper editor had telephone numbers for his mistresses. And his father thought it was funny. 

Everyone knew but his mother.

He thought about that. And shook his head. She had to have known, he thought now. How could she have not? Someone would have told her. A well-meaning friend. A snide opponent of his father. Someone. She had just ignored them. Just as she’d ignored his cheating. 

He wondered if she had done that because she loved him, or because she thought all men were like him. Or maybe because she had nowhere to go, and no way to support herself and the two boys. 

He wished he could ask her. Wished he had appreciated her more and told her so. But she’d died three years ago of breast cancer. And that was when his dad started careening out of control, he thought now, as he looked back. It was as if his mother had provided some important ballast to his life. And now that it was gone? He had no brakes. No thought about consequences. No scruples. No morals.

A lot like his son, Jon thought. That was when Jon had decided to remarry. And there was Kristin, looking at him with big adoring eyes, and he fell for it. They were in the party set of Boise. And there were a lot of parties. A lot of drinking and drugs. 

He was cheating on her in six weeks. It was as if there was this big hole in him that he couldn’t seem to fill. He called it loneliness. A good a name as any, he supposed.

Uncle Jon had a come-to-Jesus talk with him. He had to clean up his drinking and drugs or he wasn’t going to just be a former Senator, he was going to be a deceased Senator. 

Truth was the former Senator part scared him more than deceased. Who would he be if he wasn’t the state Senator from west Idaho? How would he know? He’d been groomed for this since he was in middle school. Back when Rebecca was running his school campaigns for class president. 

He smiled wistfully at the memory.

In college he’d gotten a degree in business because his dad and uncle thought it was a sensible degree for a politician. His grades were acceptable, but nothing to brag about. Truth was he thought business classes were boring.

And he’d played football. Something he was better at, but there wasn’t a future in it. Of course, he wasn’t sure that a degree in business had led him to a future either.

And he chased women. A lot of women who liked the football star just fine.

All the while he was publicly committed to Rebecca Jones, one of the most trusting women he’d ever met. And it had aggravated him, and he cheated all the more.

He didn’t know why.

And then she was gone. 

Kristin, however, wasn’t like Rebecca at all. That was why he’d hooked up with her. After Uncle Jon talked some sense into him, he had quit the drugs, cut back on the alcohol and the parties. Kristin had been furious. What good was he if he wasn’t going to take her to those kinds of parties? Places she could make the connections she needed for her event-planning start-up? 

Six weeks ago, she’d overdosed. A trip to the emergency room had scared her enough that she
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