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Chapter 1
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The pieces of my broken heart jutted out like sharp jagged barbs. When it found another heart equally fragmented, they joined together. The points no longer stuck out ready to prick any passerby that happened to be in the vicinity. The needle like structures latched on to each other as the two hearts came together. Dangerous points softened and rounded each other out. That was how Tyler and I complemented each other.  

I woke up to sunshine. I couldn't remember the last time that happened. I couldn't remember the last time I even paid attention. It was a new day. Although winter had yet to officially begin, I felt like I'd finally woken from the long, self-imposed hibernation I'd been in for months. The sun was shining and I was okay. 

I heard the buzzing sound of my phone vibrating on my night table. I picked it up and found a message from Tyler.
Good morning beautiful.
My stomach tightened. I smiled. I had a thing for Tyler, volatile, unpredictable Tyler. And he had a thing for me. 

Be ready in an hour. I want to take you somewhere.

Oh no, not another adventure! I didn't think my heart could handle that. Just thinking about the crazy stunt he pulled in the car on our last escapade made me question my judgment as far as he was concerned. But the more I told myself to stay away from Tyler, the more drawn to him I seemed to be. Now we were taking a chance on each other, giving in to the pull drawing us together from the day we met. 

And then there was Reece. I never lived my life according to my premonitions. But I wanted to believe this one, no matter what it would lead to. I wanted to believe Reece was alive.

I showered and dressed taking special care in applying my make-up. Like an artist at work I opened my palette of eye shadow and brushed the color across my lids. I hadn't worn it since the night before Reece died. I looked at my reflection and shook my head. I promised myself a new beginning. I must not think of Reece. I must not think of Reece I repeated through my mind. 

"He left you," I said to the image staring back at me. "Whatever happened to him, his intention was to leave you behind." 

*
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I sat down on the top step of my front porch running my thumb over my smooth, perfectly polished fingernails. The cool air swirled and swished, forcing me to pull my jacket tighter around me. I tucked my chin down and inside like a turtle in the hope of keeping warm. Still, I wanted to be outside in the bright sunlight.

I was done with the dark, done going through the motions of life and moving through it like a zombie. I knew I was risking my heart being with Tyler. With a sledgehammer he broke through the thick, cinderblock walls I surrounded myself with and made my adrenaline kick in. Not to mention what he did to my libido. 

I never wanted anyone in that way until Reece. Maybe I was a late bloomer. I rather blame it on my neighbor Mike, and all the stunts he pulled when I started dating. After Reece died I thought that part of me had been dead and buried right along with him; until Tyler and I started spending time together.

Tyler. 

From the moment we met I knew he was trouble. But he opened up and let me in. He let me see inside his heart. That he even had a heart would be a surprise to most people, but he was just as hurt and broken as I was. Maybe even more. Only unlike me, he lashed out to keep people away. 

But there was always this sort of charge between us. Not electricity. Nothing like what I felt with Reece. That was once-in-a-lifetime special. But there was something pulling Tyler and I together. No one was more surprised than me to find out how jealous and possessive I was with him. When we were at the gym and other girls teased and tempted him with their lustful stares, I wanted to scratch their eyes out.  

I wanted Tyler, wanted to claim him for my own, in a very animalistic way. And now, I not only admitted it, I was ready for the world to know it.

*
[image: ]


Tyler pulled up to the curb in his red BMW driving faster than he should've down my street. Seeing me sitting outside he rolled down his window. 

"Waiting for someone?"

I stood and headed down to the car. "You need to slow down around here," I said climbing in.

"Can't help it. All I could think about was getting to you."

Before I could pull the seatbelt over my shoulder, Tyler leaned forward for a kiss. My pulse raced. Tyler was by far the best kisser I'd ever experienced. Reece was magical, but Tyler skillful. His mouth met mine as his tongue swept over my lips, making them part willingly to engage in and enjoy the kiss. Before he broke away, Tyler's teeth grazed my bottom lip.  

"The best part of being away from you is knowing I get to do that when I see you again," he said.

I took a deep breath before Tyler drove off. I needed to have my wits about me in case the needle on the speedometer rose above the twenty-five miles posted throughout my neighborhood. I watched him, and could tell he was nervous. He drummed his fingers against the steering wheel as he drove and peeked over at me every few seconds.

"What's up?"

He shook his head. "Nothing."

"Seriously? You think I can't tell when you’re lying?"

This made him stare at me even longer. 

"I'm just wondering how you're going to react to my surprise."

"Who are you kidding? I'm sure you planned it because of the reaction you expected."

He shook his head. "This time, Jenna, I haven't got a clue.
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Chapter 2
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"I'm sure you remember Katarina," Tyler stood beside me, his hand on the small of my back.

"Hello," the exotic beauty greeted us with a smile. 

Standing in front of me in her high-heeled, brown boots, I looked up to make eye contact with her. I recognized her from the psychic fair, the nice psychic. I couldn't hide my surprise. She looked different today than the last time I saw her, much more comfortable in jeans and a long, cream tunic sweater, but just as beautiful. 

"I'm so glad you are here." 

Tyler pressed his hand against me, ushering me forward. "I appreciate you taking the time to see us. I know we didn't exactly hit it off when we met." 

She nodded and looked at him skeptically, her lips puckered. "You sought me out. I hope I can answer your questions." 

"Me too," he said under his breath.

I fought the temptation to turn back and look at him. What was that about? 

"Can I get you something?" She asked, leading the way. 

I shook my head and looked around. Her house looked clean and neat. A strange scent filled the air. Incense of some kind.  

I stole a glance at Tyler, who had a sheepish grin. "You wanted to go. You never got your reading. I thought maybe like this, without all those crazies," catching himself, Tyler turned his green eyes on Katarina. "Them. Not you."

She gave him a pointed look, her eyebrow raised. 

"I thought maybe you'd be more comfortable this way."

We walked into a small room to the right. What looked like grey silk was draped across the ceiling from each of the corners to the center around a large globe light. A small table draped in a pink cloth, tied just below the rim sat toward the back of the room, along with two chairs opposite each other covered in the same pink material.

Murals of astrological symbols covered the beige walls. A book case, candles, and incense filled the space behind the table, while two high backed chairs were on the other side. 

"Have a seat," she motioned toward the table and chairs, and turned to Tyler. "Pull a chair up if you'd like."  

He looked at me, his eyes questioning mine. 

"Go ahead. I have nothing to hide." 

That was true. The only thing I'd want to keep from him was the truth of my feelings for Reece, but he already knew how deep they ran. There was some part of me that felt he wouldn't be satisfied unless he heard whatever was coming for himself. He needed reassurance, though I wasn't sure of what.  

Tyler pulled one of the high back chairs over to where I was. "You sure?" he asked before taking a seat. 

I nodded with a smile, "Yes."

While Tyler settled himself in the plush chair, Katarina reached over on the table for a small package wrapped in grey silk. She untied the material to reveal a deck of tarot cards. With her full attention on me once again, she handed over the deck and instructed me to shuffle.  

The cards were too big for my hands, which made shuffling awkward. She took the deck from me and spread the cards on the table. "Continue to mix. I want to make sure they are completely absorbed in your energy."

I did as she instructed, pushing and pulling the cards in a circular motion.

"Are you ready?" Katarina asked.

I took a deep breath and nodded. "As I'll ever be."

Tyler took my hand in his. I looked down at our joined hands. This reading was going to be skewed because of Tyler. She would give it based on our assumed relationship. 

"Have you ever had a reading before?" 

I shook my head. 

"The first card you pick will represent your past."

I started reining the cards in, mushing them into a pile before Katarina placed her hands on top of mine. "No." My heart picked up speed. This was important. 

"If you place them in a nice neat pile it influences the cards you pick. This way they are all there, they all have equality so to speak."

"Is that a rule?" Tyler asked. I kicked him, hoping to keep him from embarrassing me. 

"What? It's a legitimate question."

"We all have our own styles. This is what I found works best for me," she turned her eyes to me. "Ready?"

I nodded. 

"Pick a card. This card will be a representation of you, of your past and present."

I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. I moved my hand to the center of the pile and let it hover for a moment. As I breathed in and out through my nose I let my fingers lead me to the card pulling me toward it. I took the perfectly cropped representation and turned it face up so we could see.

A mysterious looking woman sat in a chair: The High Priestess. Katarina met my eyes with an intensity that felt like she pinned me to the wall, as she began to explain the meaning of the woman.

"You have a gift. I knew that from our first meeting. It is a gift of knowledge and foresight. You've been given this gift, this special sort of intuition, to move successfully through your life. There are still many things that have not been revealed to you about your past and present, they may never be revealed, but they are important as they are a fundamental part of you. The High Priestess represents knowledge, that which is seen and unseen, the mysteries of the mind.”  

"I also see the element of balance come to the forefront. You are charged with keeping the peace and maintaining a delicate balance between two very strong opposing forces."

"You mean like good and evil?" Tyler asked, his mouth twisted into a sarcastic grin.

Until he'd spoken, I'd been so preoccupied with what Katarina said; I forgot Tyler was right beside me. 

"I don't feel that it's as simple as good and evil, or right and wrong. It's more of a push and pull with Jenna in the middle, keeping both forces away. It's almost as if there are two pillars holding up a house. If one or the other leans, the house collapses."

Again I saw the sarcastic grin play on his lips as he looked at me. "And Jenna is responsible for holding up the house?"

"Sort of. Jenna, are you ready for the next card? This one will reflect the present."

I reached my hand out and touched a card. Before I had a chance to turn it over, Tyler's cell phone chimed. He looked down at it and frowned.

"It's my father. Let me take it or he'll just keep calling and texting."

"Sure. No problem."

He stood. "I'll be back in a few."

I nodded, breathing a sigh of relief as he walked out the door. I turned over the Ten of Swords. A man lay on his back, ten swords sticking out. 

"That doesn't look like a fun card."

Katarina just stared at me. "I need a companion card to go with it. Please pick another."

I reached out and turned over the Three of Swords. The card appeared to be upside down. It showed a heart with three swords through it.

Katarina didn't look happy. "You've been deceived. I see great pain and heartache. Both of these cards suggest you have suffered the loss of a loved one. Your Emperor." She said with a raised eyebrow. 

"You've mentioned my Emperor before, yet isn't there an Emperor card?" 

She took a deep breath. "Sometimes when we get a strong enough sense from a person we don't need the specific cards. When I look at you I see the Emperor. I see the hurt he has caused, but I also see that you are ready to move on." She smiled.

"Sometimes I think that I am, other times I think I'll never get over his death."

"Your Emperor?" Katarina asked looking confused.

I nodded. 

"He didn't die."

I shivered, my skin, my blood, my entire being turned to ice. "And you know that how?"

"I told you, there is a certain sense about your love, about you and him that is so strong I don't need the cards to see it. And neither do you."

She was just as crazy as me. I shook my head. "I don't know."

"It is a much deeper love than you realize. He’ll do anything for you."

I shook my head. "That can't be true. Or else, if you're right and he is alive, he'd make sure I knew."

"Unless he knew of the danger around you."

"You've said that before, too."

"Because it’s strong. And it seems to be linked with him."

I didn't say anything. I didn't think I could without choking.  

"Okay, pick the next card, the card that shows the future."

Another deep breath, another pull of my hand to the card seeming to call out to it, and I turned over The Lovers. 

"You love him still. You love them both. But you must prepare yourself. You will have to choose between them soon. It will not be easy. Your heart will be ripped in two."  

I had to give her credit. Twice she'd seen me with Tyler, and yet she didn't profess he was the love of my life. She spoke of the two of them, and of a choice. Could she be right? 

I ran my hand through my hair, frustrated with Katarina. "I don't think you understand. He was in an explosion. He couldn't have survived."

"What I understand, what the cards are saying is he is alive. And he's going to come back for you. And when he does you must decide if you can live with the deception."

"Are you saying everything between us was a lie?"

"No," Katarina said, her voice heavy with patience and kindness. "I'm telling you that even with the lies, even beyond the untruths, his love for you runs deep, so far into his soul, none other will ever compare."

"You say that as if there were still some sort of chance for us."

She smiled and nodded, "Exactly."

"But how?"

"He will come for you. There has been too much duality in these cards. Too many of them have expressed a choice." 

I rubbed my forehead right above my eye. "I want so bad to believe you. But that would mean Reece really is alive and as much as I want to believe that . . ." It was just too far-fetched. Yet I had a niggling feeling of my own that told me the same thing. 

"If he were dead, I'd know. I'd see it. That's not what I see at all. Lies. Deception. Opposite choices. When you look at them all together, they all lead back to him. The whole reading has been influenced by the lover that has abandoned you."

"So he's alive and he's going to come back for me?" 

"That is the path I see right now."

"But things can change?"

She took hold of my hands, "Close your eyes," she instructed. "I want you to feel that I am telling you the truth. Use the gifts that the High Priestess represents. Listen to her whisper in your ear."

I couldn't get a reading on her at all. She seemed honest and kind. Her skin was so soft; I couldn't get past the pleasant feel of her hands. I wanted desperately to believe her. 

"You're not blocking me out," she said as if she could read my mind. "The nice feeling you have, the warmth that's filling you is because you're open, letting the truth flow between us."

I tried to pull my hands from her grip.

"Ask me the question burning in your soul, before he comes back in."

"What will happen? Will he hurt Tyler?"

"You need to be more specific. This is a complicated question. We are hurt in different ways. Physically. Emotionally. Emotional scars can be more paralyzing than the physical ones."

I couldn't believe I allowed myself to entertain such nonsense. Still, I wanted her to just hurry up and tell me what I needed to know. Tyler would be back inside any moment. 

"Will Reece try to kill Tyler?"

"There is a delicate balance for each of you regarding personal safety. What I see, and this is amazing, you each sacrifice yourself to keep the others safe."

She lost me. As if she took me out in the woods and left me there with no trail of breadcrumbs. I could understand doing anything and everything to keep Tyler safe, but who would Tyler have to protect me from? Reece? That didn't make any sense. If he loved me and he'd be back for me, would he go after me in a jealous rage?  

If anger consumed Reece, burned so deep in his heart that he'd be blinded by it, maybe he would. But then I wouldn't be protecting Tyler from him. And Tyler wouldn't hurt Reece. Not after all we'd been through. If he really loved me, and I believed he did, nothing would end us faster and make me hate him more than hurting Reece. The way I saw it, Reece coming back was a no win situation for any of us.

"I don't understand."

Her eyes twinkled as the corners of her lips drew up, "The time will come when you'll have to choose. And when you do, choose loyalty."

"Loyalty?"  

"What about loyalty?" I startled at the sound of Tyler's voice. 

"Is everything alright?" I asked trying to hide the guilt shooting through my veins.

He nodded. "My father wants to take us out to dinner tonight. He wants to thank you personally for checking on me."

"Oh."  

"I'd say we don't have to go. You don't. But there's no getting out of it for me," he dropped his eyes. "And he did make a point of telling me he really wants you to be there. So if you don't come tonight, he's going to want to speak with you soon."

I realized at that moment, when Stan wanted something he got it. I didn't understand what he wanted with me. Perhaps knowing how Tyler felt about me, he just wanted to make sure I was worthy of his son's affections?

Katarina cleared her throat, bringing our attention back to her. "Do you have any more questions for me?" 

I shook my head, nothing I could ask in front of Tyler. 

"Is it over already? Did I miss all the good stuff?"

"I don't usually do this, but I know this was a big step for you," she addressed Tyler, "Is there something you want to know."

Tyler scoffed. He looked from her to me and back to Katarina. "You're serious?"

She closed her eyes and took a moment before opening them. "Yes. I'm serious."

Tyler rubbed his hands over his pant legs, his green eyes fearful. "Anything?"

"What is it you most want to know?" 

He glanced at me again, and then back at Katrina. "Will I make Jenna happy?"

That was the question? He could ask anything and that was what he wanted to know? I placed my hand on his thigh. 

"Tyler."

He shook me off. "You've been hurt enough." His eyes met mine, and he took hold of my hand. "I just want to know."

"Would it make a difference?" Katarina asked.

Tyler shrugged. "Maybe."

"I don't need her to answer that. You already make me happy."

"Maybe you should go wait outside," he teased turning back to Katarina.

Her eyes twinkled as she smiled at him. "She's right. You need to trust in Jenna."

"I'm serious. If we stay together, will I make her happy?"

Katarina looked down. "You will make Jenna immensely happy, if you continue down this path. I know this was not the only question you had. But this was one in which you did not put yourself first."  

"Yeah well, I wouldn't count on that happening too often."
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Chapter 3
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My parents seemed delighted to hear I was going to dinner with Tyler and his father. They liked Tyler. A lot. I still couldn't believe how easily he won them over, considering how hard they were on Reece. It took Reece the entire summer for them to start to thaw when he was around. But with Tyler, they liked him before we started dating. 

I knew we were going to a nice restaurant, somewhere fancy. But still, when he came to pick me up, I didn't expect him to look so good. In a pair of black pants, and a black and grey button down shirt, his green eyes sparkled. 

"You look beautiful." Tyler said when I opened the door. 

I stared at him speechless. 

"You hate it don't you?" he said as he ran his hand through his recently cut hair. 

No longer did his hair hide his face and make him look menacing. His now short hair framed it, showing 

off the angles of his cheekbones and perfect jaw. The green of his eyes shone brighter than ever.

"Not at all."

"Don't lie. I see it in your eyes." 

"No. I love it! You look amazing."

"Is he here?" my father called down.

"Yes sir, Mr. Kingsley." 
My father came down the steps to say hello. He especially took a liking to Tyler, like Tyler was the son he never had. He said it was because of the concern Tyler showed for me since Reece died. I had no idea what his real deal was, but his soft spot for my new boyfriend made our relationship that much easier.
He shook Tyler's hand. "Good to see you, son. And good to see that you finally did something about that mop on your head."

"Yes, sir," Tyler's smile grew wide. "I thought it was time."

My father looked us up and down. "You're both looking sharp. Big plans tonight?"

"We're having dinner with my father."

"That's right. Jenna mentioned it earlier. You better get going. Don't want to leave the old man waiting. Have fun."

*
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Tyler parked the car, leaned back against the head rest, and squeezed his eyes shut tight. He looked as if he were in pain. He'd been too quiet on the ride over and seemed lost in thought somewhere. I placed my hand on his thigh, hoping to get a sense of what was going on with him. He pressed his hand over mine before turning to look at me. He was nervous, apprehensive.

"Jenna, I need to know the truth." Tyler said, not a trace of humor in him. "Do you think he's still alive?"

I didn't know how to answer him. Reece was the one thing I couldn't lie to Tyler about. Not because I didn't want to. Things would probably be easier between us if I could just pretend Reece was a distant memory. But I couldn't. Tyler could read me too well when it came to Reece and my feelings for him. With just a look into my eyes he knew when my mind drifted to Reece and how my heart ached for him. 

"Well?" He looked uptight, the way his eyes kept hold of mine and wouldn't let my gaze drift or escape.

"I'd like for him to be alive." I said. And best of all it was completely truthful and awkward enough to make my hesitation seem warranted.

Tyler released his breath. I didn't realize he'd been holding it. Did that mean he believed Reece was alive? But how? Was I that transparent? Was that the reason he took me to see Katarina? 

"Why?"

For a long moment Tyler didn't answer, he just stared at me in silence, his green eyes dark and troubled. "I know this sounds crazy, and maybe because of where I was last week. I'm just afraid of you getting depressed, or in a . . . a mood, so I've asked my father not to mention him, but if Reece's name comes up, please change the subject." 

I nodded. It seemed a simple enough request. And to be honest, discussing Reece with Tyler was one thing. Discussing my ex with my current boyfriend's father was something altogether strange and uncomfortable.

"Is it the idea of discussing Reece, or having dinner with your father that has you so upset?"

"Both," he admitted. "I'm greedy, and I'd like you all to myself tonight. Actually every night. I want your mind to be on me, on what we're doing, not on . . ." Tyler stopped and groaned. "This is coming out all wrong." He turned toward the driver's side window, and ran his hand through his hair. Funny he seemed to be doing that more now that it was short than he did when it was long and falling into his face. "I'm sorry. I know that sounds really shitty of me."

I shook my head. "Not at all. I understand."

"Do you?" He looked back at me. "Because I don't. I meant it when I said I have no issue with you talking about Reece. But with my father . . ."

"Maybe you don't want him to know I still have feelings for Reece. Maybe you want him to see how special you are to me."

"Yeah, that's all sweet and pretty, but I don't do sweet and pretty. Hot and steamy," he leaned over and brought his mouth to my ear, "that's a different story." He whispered before closing his teeth around the lobe and nibbling it. And just like that Tyler was back to normal.

*
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The dim lighting inside the little house turned restaurant made me nervous. It looked more like a lovers' getaway than someplace you'd bring your girlfriend to meet your father. I glanced at Tyler as the hostess showed us to our table, hoping the blush in my cheeks he caused in the car faded. He reached for my hand, and looked at me apologetically. I hoped my hair didn't look as disheveled as it felt. 

Stan sat at a table by himself off in a quiet corner of the restaurant. A fire burning bright beside him. Tyler gave my hand a squeeze just before we reached his father. I could feel the tension flow from his hand to mine. 

"Hello, son," Stan stood as we approached. "Finally. Now you look presentable." Stan shook his head. "I have no idea why a boy as good looking as you would want to hide his face behind all that hair."

Tyler ignored his father and pulled the chair out for me to sit.

"Jenna," Stan extended his hand toward me. "I'm so glad you could join us." He fixed his eyes on me. I tried to shake the feeling I got as he looked at me, like he was a vulture, and I, his prey. "You look beautiful this evening."

I smiled, "Thank you, sir."

"Jenna always looks beautiful." Tyler chimed in.

Once we all got settled down, we ordered drinks. Stan informed us he already arranged for appetizers and filet mignon. At first it didn't bother me that he took control and ordered, until I realized we had no say in the matter. Ordering for Tyler wasn't such a big deal. He should know Tyler well enough, his likes, his preferences. But he didn't know me. At all. How could he presume to know what I liked? What if I was a vegan? Or if I didn't eat red meat? I remained silent and stored these thoughts away in the back of my mind.

"I asked you both to join me tonight because I have some news I'd like to share with you."

Tyler's eyes were glued to his father. His complete attention focused on what the man was saying. The tension between them clued me in to the fact this conversation not only promised to border on uncomfortable, but I probably shouldn't be there. 

Under the table I felt Tyler's warm hand cover mine, our fingers interlacing. It was as if I could feel the beat of his erratic pulse through his skin. I dare not look at him, afraid to find a shell of the boy I once thought dark and dangerous. That wasn't Tyler. He was strong and sure of himself. But not now. Now all I could pick up was anxiety and insecurity. I looked straight at Stan and tried to absorb the pain this man caused his son. 

Stan waved a waiter over and asked for him to bring out our appetizers and fill our glasses, his with champagne, and ours with sparkling water.  

"Now then," Stan's eyes glistened. The burning fire reflected in them. He reached over and put his hand on Tyler's shoulder. Tyler’s fingers tightened around mine, and his body grew rigid at his father's touch. "I wanted you to be among the first to know, come the new year, I'll be running for the office of the United States Senate."

I pieced the words together as Stan said them, with so much emphasis and importance. My mind didn't want to make sense of them or what they would mean for Tyler. The Senate?

"Why?" I saw the skepticism in Tyler's eyes.

"Why?" Stan chuckled, "What an absurd question."

A quick glance at Tyler, and I noticed the color had drained from his face. 

"The question shouldn't be why, but why not? There are times in your life when doors open. Sometimes just a crack. Other times a cold gust leans hard against them, forcing them to open wide. But no matter how it happens, if the door of opportunity opens, you don't stop and ask why? You walk through it."

Tyler shook his head and looked away, not moving, not saying a word.

"This brings me to why we're here." Stan's eyes moved from Tyler to me, and back to his son. "You two."

This caught Tyler's attention. His head snapped back to his father. Stan stabbed his fork into the meat in the dish in front of him, picked up his knife and carved away. 

"This means you are on your best behavior young man. No drinking. No screwing around. And absolutely no fighting. You will attend your classes. All of your classes, without fail. The only time you are permitted to miss a class is if you are in the hospital."

Stan's eyes moved from Tyler to me. And back to his son. 

"From here on out you are a model citizen. You will attend campaign rallies when needed, and always have your game face on. If someone falls help them up. You see an old lady trying to cross the street help her. Understand?"

Tyler didn't answer. He just stared at his father.

"Reporters will want to know about us, about our family life. You will be given a script of what is appropriate to say and what is not."

"A script? WTF."

Stan shot Tyler a look effectively shutting him up.

"And Jenna," Stan let out a loud breath and shook his head as he looked at me. "The same goes for you. No more cutting classes to go to the cemetery." I almost choked. How did he know? I realized Tyler must have told him. 

"I know you were involved with Reece. I need to know if there are any other skeletons in your closet."

"Skeletons?" Did he really just say that? "Reece isn't a skeleton in my closet. I loved him, and I never tried to hide the fact that we were together." 

"Of course not. That's not what I meant," Stan paused and took a bite of his food. I wasn't sure if the moment of quiet was a show of hesitation or emphasis. "I hate to speak ill of the dead, dear, but Reece was at times involved in unsavory activities. Have you dated many other boys like that?"

I wanted to defend Reece. Instead I just shook my head and answered, "No."

"Good. I need a list of your former boyfriends and what you'd expect them to say about you so we could be proactive about countering their claims."

"Their claims? What do you expect them to say about me?"

Stan smiled a sarcastic grin. "I don't know, which is why we need to be prepared."

"I don't get it. I don't have anything to do with you."

"The focus will shift onto my family, that's Tyler, therefore bringing you into the picture. It will be hard enough to win an election after the scandal Reece pulled him into."

I didn't need to hear anymore. I knew I didn't like this man. Didn't like him at all. This dislike and mistrust wasn't like when I first met Tyler. Tyler was rugged and rough around the edges. Dangerous. He was lost and confused. This man had no doubt of who he was or where he was heading. His heart was like a black hole.

"Your issues are with me. Leave Jenna out of this."

"Son, I have no issues with Jenna. I just don't want any surprises. While we're on the subject, that means no unexpected pregnancies. There's no good outcome for that. It's a political minefield. Make sure you wear a raincoat, got it?"

I felt heat rush to my face. I could feel the pink of my cheeks burn my skin, like the flames beneath a red-hot skillet. 

"What the hell is wrong with you?" Tyler snapped leaning forward in his seat. "Have you completely lost your mind? You don't speak to her like that. Ever."

"It's okay," I put my hand on his shoulder. I could feel the rage shooting though Tyler's veins. A blind rage that could easily consume him.

"Tyler, there's no reason to overreact."

"Are you done? Did you finish laying out your rules?"

"We're trying to have a grown up discussion here."

"Okay. Then let me ask you, what about your recreational activities? How are you going to explain all the women you've been with since Mom died?"

"I'm an adult. And a widow at that. I was never unfaithful to your mother."

"Not that I can prove."

"We are in public, Tyler." Stan's voice was low, but stern. "Maintain your composure."

"Or what? I'd like for you to finish that threat so I can pull it out while I'm trying to recall my script."

"I'd never threaten you," Stan's eyes focused on Tyler. It was as if they were having a staring contest. "I wouldn't have to. I know you'll comply." And then Stan's eyes fell on me. Every hair on my body stood on end.

By the time we finished dinner, I wanted nothing more than to distance myself from Stan. The longer we sat with him, the more uncomfortable he made me. 

"I had a thought. Perhaps the situation would be easier if you were away when I announced my candidacy?"

Slouching in his chair, Tyler twirled his spoon in his fingers. "Doesn't that go against your image of us being the perfect family? Aren't I supposed to be by your side when you make your big announcement?"

"You're such a wise ass, Tyler. One of these days that mouth is going to get you in big trouble."

Tyler held his hands out, "What? You've spent the whole night telling me in detail the do's and don'ts of my life. It just doesn't make sense."

"I'm thinking of you. I know you're not one for the spotlight."

Tyler not one for the spotlight? Did his father know him at all? My mind went straight back to the Zumba class. Tyler thrived in the spotlight. He didn't like it, he loved it!

"Bet you'd love to just get rid of me," Tyler scoffed. "Maybe that way you could pretend I don't exist."

"I'm trying to put something on the table here. Where do you want to go, son? Tell me and I'll make it happen. I'll send you both on a beautiful, all-expense paid vacation. Two weeks away from the boredom here."

"Thank you, sir, but I'm still in high school. Classes start the day after New Year’s, so I wouldn't be able to go. It would just be Tyler."

Stan chuckled. "I can help with that, too. We could call it an internship. Get you school credit."

I shook my head, "My parents would never go for it."

"How about this? You kids consider my offer, and if need be, I'll speak to your parents myself. I can be very
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