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      To those who strive to be more than who they are today.

      You’re someone’s hero.

      Never lose that fight.
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      “In politics if you want something said, ask a man.

      If you want something done, ask a woman.”

      - Margaret Thatcher

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          TREY

        

      

    

    
      January

      The big guy is overreacting, if you ask me.

      The annoying clicking of keyboards, chattering government employees in the nearby cube farm, and the scent of burnt coffee surround us as we march side by side through the hall toward the director’s office. We've been here enough times over the years that the desk jockey’s stares don't linger when they glance up from their glowing computer screens. Some of the visits were scheduled, typically follow-ups, while the others weren’t so mundane. I have the propensity to find my way into trouble if you ask our director.

      My best friend and team lead grunts out another string of curse words under his breath. I can’t help the smirk pulling up my lips in response to his pointed annoyance.

      I feel great about the stellar life choices I've made up to this point and have nothing to regret. Tank, on the other hand, is on the verge of blowing a gasket if the fiery red tint beneath his dark complexion is any indication. Needless to say, he's still pissed at me, even though I did the right thing. The man can hold a grudge, that's for sure. The incident happened well over twenty–four hours ago, yet he’s still pouting.

      “If we get fired, I'll murder you with my bare hands, drive your dead-ass body down to Florida, and feed you to the gators. I cannot believe you pulled that fucking stunt.”

      Yikes, he's cussing. Never a good sign. After this meeting with the director, I should get him something special to make it up to him. I would say a double cheeseburger, but then his wife, Sarah—love her, though I’m scared of her—will ride my ass for feeding him the processed abomination.

      I should pick up something for Rachel too. She was fuming yesterday when I told her what happened. No clue why, but damn, she was pissed. Is pissed. She wouldn't even talk to me this morning before I left. Whatever it is, we'll either figure it out or I'll apologize and buy her something pretty. That’s always worked in the past.

      “It'll all be fine like always. Just wait and see, buddy,” I mutter under my breath as his thick knuckles pound against the dark wood door separating us from the director’s office. “You worry too much.”

      “Worry?” He turns, facing me full-on. “You tackled the motherfucking vice president of the United States, you idiot.”

      I lift both hands, palms out, in surrender. “Listen, I don't mind you plotting my death and telling me about it in detail, but no name-calling. You know it hurts my feelings.”

      “Of course this is a joke to you. Everything is a damn joke.”

      On the other side of the door, a muffled female voice yells for us to come in.

      Hand on the cool metal knob, I give the flimsy door a push and pause with one foot over the threshold. “If we're going to fight like a married a couple, the least you could do is cook every once in a while, or at least put out,” I say over my shoulder with a smirk.

      A muttered string of curse words flies at my back as I step deeper into the director’s office and pause behind one of the two chairs. Damn, he's fun to rile up. You'd think I would be tired of it after all these years together, but nope, still fun as hell.

      Hands tucked in the pockets of my slacks and wearing my signature smirk, I wait for the director to acknowledge our presence. My cocky smirk has gotten me out of more trouble than not, it's worth a shot to see if it can work its magic on her today.

      “And what are you smirking about, Mr. Benson?” The director's pinched face peers up from the file flipped open on her desk. The tension in her tired eyes sobers me up a fraction. This could be more of a challenge than I initially expected. Still, not worried, it’s me we’re talking about here.

      “Nothing, ma'am,” I respond, still smiling. “You're looking lovely today. Did you do something to your hair?”

      “No.”

      “Something is different. You look ten years—no, make that twenty years younger.”

      “Cut the shit.” She grunts and rocks backward in her high-backed cheap leather chair. An ear-piercing squeak cuts through the otherwise quiet office. She winces as she adjusts, settling further into the leather cushions. “You know why you're here. Let's start with your side of the story, shall we?”

      “Short or long version?” I slide my hands out of the silk-lined pockets to grip the mundane office chair’s wooden frame in front of me.

      “For fuck’s sake.” Tank stiffens, his back going ramrod straight beside me, shocked at his outburst. Never one to break the rules, that one. It's why we get along so well—I bend the rules to my liking, and he does everything he can to keep me or anyone else from dying. It's fun. “Sorry, ma'am,” he apologizes with a slight dip of his head.

      The director pulls her thick plastic-framed glasses from her nose and tosses them onto the desk in front of her. “Might as well tell the long version, Mr. Benson. No doubt this will be entertaining.”

      “Of course.” I shift my attention to Tank. “Buddy, you should sit. You don't look so good.” It's the truth. His large bald head gleams with beaded sweat, and the buttons of his dress shirt pull taut with each of his deep breaths.

      The chair complains under his heavy weight as he sinks onto the stiff cushion. He looks like a cartoon, such a huge guy squished into a tiny chair. Tank's large size came in handy back in the day when he played college football and then went pro after those four years. Nowadays it's the perfect idiot deterrent when we're on the job. Anyone attempting to start shit takes one look at him and bolts in the opposite direction.

      “Go on, Mr. Benson. I don't have all day.”

      “Right, sorry, ma'am.” I clear my throat. “Yesterday we arrived at the VP's home, One Observatory Circle, for the start of our shift at eleven hundred hours. Nothing seemed out of place as we made our rounds outside. Inside we met with the beta team in the security office to cover the details of the previous shift: reviewing incident reports, any new threats, checking the VP's schedule for the day, things like that. Inside the security room, movement on one of the screens caught my attention. Zooming in, I recognized the room in question was the library, and inside was Vice President Nick and some woman. They seemed to be talking, but they were a little too close for my liking. Something didn't feel right about the situation, so I left Tank, my team lead, in the security room to see what was going on. When I arrived, I found the door locked, which raised even more suspicion. A loud noise and a muffled shout prompted me to kick the lock and barge in. Once inside the library, I scanned the room, made a quick assessment of the situation, and felt the vice president was in danger, so I handled the situation.”

      “You tackled a sixty–year–old man,” the director says on an exhausted sigh. She seems to do this a lot with me. If she didn't like me so much, she would've canned my ass years ago. Having the Benson family name doesn't hurt either.

      “Did Vice President Nick submit a report regarding my actions?” I ask before correcting myself and adding, “Ma'am.”

      Her pointed annoyed glare says everything I need to know. Of course that limp dick of a bastard didn't write a formal complaint regarding my actions yesterday. I caught him red-handed sexually harassing the woman when I barreled into the library. The director knows all this too. She hates Vice President Nick as much as, if not more than, our team does. Something tells me his hand, along with many other slimeballs’ in this city, has found its way to her ass more than once.

      Fuck, I cannot wait until the next election. Can't get this asshole out soon enough. Not that the next guy will be any better. At this stage in anyone’s political career, they're all the same.

      “He didn't, which you know, or you wouldn't be smirking like a kid who robbed a candy shop and got away with it. But dammit, Trey, we can't have our agents tackling dirty politicians any time they feel they’re in the right.” She lets out an incredulous huff. “There wouldn't be anyone left in DC.” A small smile pulls at her lips before she purses them tight. “I've been directed to make an example out of you. Out of the entire team.”

      Tension tightens my shoulders. The cheap chair frame pops under my white-knuckle grip.

      Well, fuck. Did not expect this. Accountability? What the hell.

      “Gators,” Tank grumbles, shooting me a death glare.

      “Ma'am, it was my choice. Hell, the guys weren't even around to try and stop me.” I jab my middle finger against my breastbone. “Punish me, not them.” I may be an idiot at times, but my antics are my own. No way can I live with the team being canned because of my actions.

      “You're a team.” The chair squeaks again as she leans forward. “You're officially removed as alpha team for Vice President Nick.” Her hand juts out, stopping my rebuttal. My lips snap shut, my jaw clenching tight to keep from speaking out of turn. “Beta team will shift into the alpha spot, and Charlie team will replace beta team.”

      The reality of the situation drops like a lead weight in my gut. I suck in a breath in an attempt to keep a level head. “Ma'am, you know why I did it,” I grit out.

      Her deep forehead wrinkles smooth a fraction, sympathy seeping into her clear blue eyes. “I do understand, but that doesn't change the impact of your actions. This isn't like your previous antics. You attacked the vice president, and something has to be done.”

      “Where does that leave my team, ma'am?” Tank asks, voice solemn. Elbows on his knees, hands clasped between them, he drops his head forward.

      Double fuck.

      “As punishment, your team is now beta team's backup. When the primary elections are finished and the nonincumbent candidates are selected, you will then move back to alpha team for one of the delegates. Dismissed.”

      The primary election? Nonincumbent delegates?

      That's next fall, over a year from now.

      I draw in a breath, ready to protest and ask for leniency, but Tank's tight grip on my bicep hauls me toward the door.

      “Mr. Benson,” the director calls before I'm out the door. Adjusting my suit jacket I turn back toward the office. “The woman, did she press charges?”

      Hands fisted, I shove them deep into my pockets. A thick chunk of dark brown hair falls out of place, sliding across my forehead as I shake my head. “No, ma'am, just like the others. Tank tried to talk to her after, but she refused. Said she didn't want to risk her political career over a misunderstanding.”

      “Misunderstanding. Right.” She sighs, her unfocused gaze landing on the wall behind me. “One day I'd love for someone to stand up to these pricks.”

      The longing in her voice urges me deeper into the office. “Why don't you? You know exactly what goes on behind closed doors.” From harassment to bribes and dirty dealings, not to mention all the affairs going on amongst the small political circle, the director knows enough to take down half the men in this city. Then again, those secrets are how she landed this influential role in the first place.

      Her perfectly cropped blonde hair swings along her jaw. “No, not me. I'm too deep in this city. I wouldn't survive. Maybe someday someone will come along who doesn't have as much on the table to lose.”

      Who knows? One day someone could move into this town who still has some morals left and is ready to wreak havoc. But considering I enjoy living, I won't hold my breath for that person to appear any time soon.
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          RANDI

        

      

    

    
      April

      No. Please no. Not today. I dip my head into the sink and look up into the still-dry spout.

      I'm on Candid Camera, aren't I?

      I glance around the trailer, waiting for someone to pop out and shout, “Gotcha.”

      Please tell me a friend is pulling a prank. Not that I have friends, but a girl can hope it's all a joke and her water isn't shut off the night before a court appearance. My one paying client needs me at her side tomorrow when the judge gives his final decision on the custody case I've worked on for months. Now I'll look like the low-rent attorney my fees depict me as being.

      I twist both the hot and cold knobs, the chipped plastic digging into my palms until neither can turn any farther.

      Nothing. Not a single drop.

      “No, no, no, no,” I groan as quietly as possible to not alert Taeler in the back of the trailer. Can't believe this is happening again. Yes, again. Because this is my reality, and it fucking sucks.

      Giving up on the hope that magic water will suddenly pour from the rusted spout, I drop both elbows to the kitchen counter and hold my head between my hands.

      Guess the check mix-up scam didn't work with the water company this month. I've pulled it enough times that it's no surprise they caught on to my creative bill paying—or not paying—tactics. I only need three more days. Three days until payday. But of course, some idiot set up a billing system that doesn't coordinate with standard pay cycles. I would file a complaint with the mayor, but said complaint would just end up on my desk.

      Yep, the mayor of Boone, Texas, won't have a shower before work tomorrow. Unless I suck up my pride to walk a few trailers down and use Mom's. Chills rake down my spine at the thought. Who knows who her boyfriend is this week, though not a single one is someone I want hanging around while I'm naked, even with a locked door between us. Plus, her place is disgusting, a literal pigsty. As in she has a pig living with her. In the trailer. One of Mom’s stupid-ass boyfriends gave her a miniature pig for a gift last year. Turned out it wasn’t so miniature but actually a normal size pig, Big Patty, who Mom still refuses to give away.

      Taking a small step back, I fall onto the couch. One benefit of a small single-wide is that everything is close. It's not the newest model—okay, it was born before me—but it's mine. Leaks and all.

      For now.

      Fuck, I don't want to think about that right now. I can't think about that right now. If I have to pay the fee to have the water turned back on, plus pay the electric bill on top of Taeler's monthly expenses, there might not be enough to make the full mortgage payment. Again.

      My eyes burn with the welling tears. This is my shit show of a life. The life everyone in this small town knew I'd one day grow into. “Once trailer trash, always trailer trash” in most people's minds around here. I'll never amount to anything, and nothing I can do will change that. Well, on that front, yeah, I am proving them right. College and law school, yet I still ended up three trailers down from where I grew up. I like to pretend they aren't smiling behind my back because I'm proving them right each day I sink deeper into debt.

      “Mom?” 

      The skin of my arm peels from my damp lashes as I slide it down. Blinking back the unshed tears, I raise both brows at Taeler.

      “Good, you're still up. I wanted a chance to talk to you.”

      I focus past her shoulder on the dry sink. “Being clean is overrated, right?” I mutter more to myself than to Taeler.

      “You are so strange, Mom,” Taeler says with a huff, a small smile tugging at the corner of her lips.

      “Heads up, the water's off. Something must have happened with a line somewhere. I'm sure we'll be all good tomorrow.” Is it considered lying if you're attempting to hide your misfortunes from your kid? I'm going with no.

      I groan in utter exhaustion from life and pull myself upright. Puffs of dust and who knows what else float into the air as I pat the other cushion. With all the dramatics of a teen, she flops down beside me. I start to ask what she wanted, but her eyes are glued on the phone in her hand before I can get a word out.

      “Did you need something?” I nudge her shoulder with my own, fighting for attention.

      Her blue eyes bounce between me and the screen before clicking it off and setting it aside. Once, twice, then a third time she swipes her long blonde hair behind her ear.

      Oh no, that's her tell. We both have one. I bite my nails to the quick, and she fidgets nonstop with her hair.

      “Mom….” 

      Shit. This is bad. 

      “You're pregnant,” I blurt before covering my mouth with both hands. My pulse skyrockets with dread.

      “What?” She groans. “No! I've told you a thousand times I'm still a virgin, and that's not going to change any time soon. I don't even have a boyfriend.”

      “Thank fuck,” I mutter into my hands. The relief at her denial fades as a new worry seeps into my thoughts. “You're dying.” 

      “Now you're ridiculous.”

      “What? You're acting more dramatic than usual. It's making me nervous.”

      “Well, then give me two seconds to explain what's going on.”

      “You need to speak faster! The suspense is killing me.”

      “Mom!” she squeaks, smacking a hand over her eyes. “Your first assumptions are pregnancy and death?”

      I lift a shoulder in a noncommittal shrug, then circle my hands in the space between us, urging her to tell me what the hell is going on. 

      “After I graduate next month, I won't… I mean, I'm not—”

      I hold up a hand, palm out. “Don't even say it. Not a chance.”

      “Mom,” Taeler pleads, her voice taking on a high-pitched tone. “Just hear me out.”

      I shake my head and shove off the couch. Her eyes stay glued on me as I pace the narrow hallway. “You're going to school, and that's final.”

      “I can't afford it. You can't afford it.”

      I flinch, her words a knife to my tender heart. 

      “It's not your fault,” she whispers. Her beautiful blue eyes dance between mine searching, pleading. She stands and grips my shoulders, stopping my pacing. “It is what it is. I'm not upset; I don't feel cheated. You've given me everything you can. I know that. Now, for me, after graduation, it's time to support myself. To be an adult.”

      “You're not an adult,” I grumble. Lifting a hand, I slide my fingers through her blonde hair. We shuffle closer, her forehead finding my shoulder as she releases a long exhale. 

      “Per the state, yeah, I am. I know you want to change my mind, but you won't.” Her words are muffled against my shirt. She's right; I won't change her mind. Taeler is as stubborn as an old mule—a trait she inherited from her father, obviously. “You think I don't pick up on all the stress you're under to pay those crazy student loans each month plus the other zillion bills? I don't want that for me. I'll go full time at the factory after graduation and save up. As I have money, I'll take courses at the junior college.”

      Lips to her hair, I smile. She's smart, wise even—a trait she received from me, obviously. 

      “Mom, I know you're behind on a lot of bills, including the trailer payment.” Failure settles in my gut like a heavy rock. “I know you're on the verge of losing it, and then what will you do? Live at that crappy office the city lets you use? I'll figure this out on my own, promise. I can't sit back and watch you sink deeper in debt because of me. Please just let me do this, for you.”

      I tuck my nose into her hair and inhale deeply. “I want you to have so much, so much more than I ever had,” I whisper past the knot of unshed tears lodged in my throat. “I'm sorry.”

      She deserves a better life than this, a mother who can provide more—be more. It's not for lack of trying, that’s for fucking sure. I've worked my ass off, yet I’m still here scraping my way through life. I'm utterly exhausted. Nothing I've done is enough to pull me out of the economic status I was born into. I've done what I can for a better life for myself and Taeler, but every time, despite my hard work, I keep failing. Some days I hope for that one chance, one opportunity to prove I'm more than this trailer park, more than an addict’s daughter, more than this sleepy town. To ram my success down the throats of everyone who's judged, sneered, and laughed at my hope of breaking the cycle.

      I've put in the work, put myself through undergrad and law school, yet the stupid poverty fate gods keep diverting me back to this path lined with bills I can't pay. One would think my résumé, University of Texas at Austin and then on to Harvard Law, would be enough to boost my status, to show everyone in town I'm more than who they judged me to be. But no, that would disrupt the tiny predestined box they want to fit me into.

      I press my lips to Taeler's hair, murmuring a quick good-night. My heart sinks as she shuffles down the hall to the single bedroom.

      Even with the odds stacked against me, I still have hope. Hope that one day I'll get a chance, that my luck will change for the better. Who knows, maybe the stars will align and I'll get that chance to prove to everyone I'm destined for so much more than this.

      And maybe one day I'll have a unicorn as a pet and a genie as a best fucking friend too.
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      I jam a red, indented finger against the On/Off button again and again, each time more aggressively. “Come on, you lazy piece of shit,” I curse under my breath. “Work. I'm freezing my tits off here.” Still not even a flicker of heat. “I will toss your sorry ass into the closest dumpster if you don't turn on right now,” I yell at the ancient space heater.

      A click, then the smell of something burning, and finally the rusted metal heating elements flare to life.

      Still bent over the contraption, I give it a condescending smirk and a hard pat. “That's what I thought.”

      “You're talking to the heater again,” a female voice croons from the door. “I thought we talked about keeping your crazy under wraps.”

      Standing tall, I look over my shoulder and stick my tongue out. “Sometimes these things need a reminder of who's the boss around here.”

      “Right,” Jennifer says with a chuckle. “I'm going out for a break. Want to come with?”

      Peering through the dirty window of my mayoral office, I catch a tree's green-dotted branches bending in the hostile Texas wind. I walked out this morning without a warm jacket, and it turned out colder than I expected. A Texas April is a fickle time for weather. One day it's beautiful, the hint of spring making you whip out your flops, but then the next, it’s bitter-ass cold like today.

      “I do, but not outside. Forgot my coat.” I glance to the window again and tilt my head toward it with raised brows. “I won't tell if you don't.” 

      A sneaky grin spreads up her cheeks as she nods in agreement. “You're the boss. I can't say no, can I?”

      Hands raised, fingers tapping, I let out my best impression of an evil chuckle. “I love all this power.”

      “Every day you're even stranger.” Jennifer gives me a concerned once-over as I shove open the office window. We both visibly shiver as a blast of cold wind swirls into the tiny office. “Are you getting enough sleep? Maybe a lack of vitamin D is making you odd.”

      “I'm missing D, that's for sure,” I say around the cigarette pressed between my front teeth. “I can't remember the last time I had sex.”

      “What about that guy you met a few months back? Brad… Brian… whatever his name was?”

      I roll my eyes and blow a billowing cloud of smoke out the window. “Sorry, I retract the earlier statement from the record. What I meant was I haven't had good sex lately. That guy was a mistake.” I shake my head at the memory. “He was super nice and paid for dinner, but he was too….”

      “Sensitive?” Jennifer interjects as she leans toward the window, blowing a puff of smoke out into the cold.

      “No.”

      “Hairy?”

      “No, he was just—”

      “Small in the one area that counts.” She gives me a knowing grin. “I'm referring to his penis.”

      I let out an incredulous laugh. “I gathered that. And no to all that. He was too… handsy.”

      “Handsy,” she deadpans.

      “Yeah, too touchy.” I shrug as I turn my focus to the glowing ember at the end of the almost-spent cigarette between my fingers. 

      “Um, Randi, not sure what kind of sex you've had, but I’m pretty sure good sex requires you to be touchy.”

      Again, my shoulders rise and fall. “He took his time too.” My body shakes on a shudder. “Why can't it be good, no-touchy, fast sex? Is that too much to ask?”

      “You sound like a guy.”

      “What? If it takes too long, then my mind wanders, and then I get antsy.” I wave my hand dismissively. “So anyway, back to the date. I finished myself off at home that night, then never returned his calls.”

      “It’s a miracle you've ever had an orgasm,” she remarks with a snort. Her eyes widen at my one-shoulder shrug. “Randi, please tell me you've had an orgasm from sex.”

      “Technically?” I glance out the window and flick the now-extinguished cigarette butt into the bucket we keep below for break emergencies like this. “Yeah, I think so, but how do you—”

      “Seriously?” a man's voice says, cutting me off. “Typical lazy-ass politician.” 

      I cross both arms across my chest and lean a shoulder against the wall. “Ben.” My baby daddy. My first love. My first heartbreak. My first everything. Tall with shaggy blond hair, crystal blue eyes, and solid muscle from working on his parents’ farm—how could fifteen-year-old me not fall in love with him? Too bad his aversion to responsibility wasn't as glaring as his good looks.

      “Randi,” he says with a dip of his chin. “Jennifer. What are you two talking about?”

      “Did you know Randi has never—” 

      Jennifer squeaks into my palm that's quickly suctioned over her mouth. 

      “Nothing. What are you doing here?” I cringe as a wet tongue laps over my palm. Nose scrunched in disgust, I yank my hand from her lips and wipe my palm down my jeans. Glaring at Jennifer, I shut the window tight. Her unconcerned giggle follows me as I take the two steps back to my chair and fall into it.

      “Ah, that.” Ben tugs off his ball cap and scratches the crown of his head. “I wanted to stop by, Taeler mentioned she spoke to you last night about her decision on college. Wanted to check in, see how you were doing with her news.”

      My hands ball into tight fists beneath the solid wood desk. “You knew, and you didn't tell me? How long have you known?”

      “She asked me not to,” he says, widening his stance and shoving his hands into the back pockets of his jeans.  

      “Fuck that, Ben,” I grit out. Standing, I press both palms on the desk and lean forward. “Co-parenting means we talk about things. We don't keep stuff from each other. I was fucking blindsided. If you would've done the right thing and told me her decision before she talked to me, I would've had a counterargument prepared.”

      “It's only college, Rand.” Ben twists the toe of his worn work boot into the thin carpet. “It's not like going to college did you any good.”

      True and false.

      True, I'm in debt from the various student loans plus the few credit cards I maxed out to cover the daily expenses the loans, grants, and scholarships didn't cover. False that college didn't do me any good. The changes and growth that happen during those years are priceless. It was difficult, and I might have to file for bankruptcy soon, but priceless just the same.

      “It's about getting out of here, seeing what the world has to offer outside of this small town.” I focus on the peeling ceiling, searching for the right words. “It builds confidence, character—”

      “Debt.”

      “Not everything's about money,” I counter with a bit of annoyance in my tone.

      “Right.” He scoffs. “Look around you, Rand; everything is about money. It's all about who has it and who doesn't. If you haven't looked in the fucking mirror recently, you're in the group who doesn't fucking have it.”

      “Not yet, anyway.”

      All three of our heads jerk in the direction of the door, toward the deep, gravelly male voice.

      My muscles seize, my lungs forgetting their one job as I lock eyes with the beautiful blue-eyed man. All words and coherent thoughts vanish into thin air. I open my mouth once, twice, but not a single sound makes it out. 

      Holy shit.

      What in the hell is he doing here?
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      “Miss Sawyer,” the coldhearted asswipe, also known as Kyle Birmingham, says. His voice is just as icy and degrading as it was years ago.

      My tongue sticks to the roof of my dry mouth. “What… what are you doing here?” I finally manage to squeak out.

      Kyle fucking Birmingham.

      In my office, of all places.

      The last time I saw him, his middle finger was pointed to the sky as he glared at me from across the auditorium after graduation. We hate—nope, that’s too soft of a word. We loathe each other. Opposites in every way. We clashed, fought, and debated constantly. This is the very man whose one mission in life those three years was to make my life miserable. There were only a handful of days that I went without breaking down from the constant bullying.

      Kyle inspects his suit jacket, brushing off a piece of invisible lint. “I made an appointment.”

      My gaze darts from him to Jennifer, who's too busy drooling over Mr. Jackass to notice the beseeching look I’m throwing her way.

      “Jenn?” I ask. Jenn’s been my secretary for the past few years and knows I hate being unprepared, like now.

      Her eyes reluctantly swing from him to meet mine, her face morphing into a cringe. “I told you. When you first came in, remember? Someone from his office called this morning demanding I make room on your schedule for someone from their office to meet with you. They never gave a name, just reserved the time slot.”

      “Oh yeah,” I grumble more to myself than Jennifer. Mornings are spent at the small, and failing, family law practice I founded after law school, and afternoons are here acting as mayor for our small town.

      “What do you want, Kyle?” Resting back in the rickety chair, I run a hand across my forehead, sealing my eyes shut in an attempt to get my bombarding thoughts together. The asshole is up to something, no doubt about that. If Kyle Birmingham flew from Washington, DC, to our small town, I need to be on high alert.

      “You need some coffee or something?” Jennifer asks, her tone dripping in concern.

      With a tight, pursed-lip smile, I nod. The silence in the room grows as Jennifer hurries out of the office for the small kitchenette just outside the door, catty-corner to her desk.

      “We need to talk,” Kyle says, answering my earlier question, cutting his eyes to a tense Ben. “Alone.”

      “I don’t think so,” Ben states, nostrils flaring. Have to hand it to Ben; it takes balls not to shrink under Kyle’s direct scrutiny. I sure as hell never figured out how to stand up to him.

      “It’s fine, Ben. Thanks though.” I force a fake smile to ease some of the building tension. “I'll hear Mr. Birmingham out, and then he'll be on his way. Right?” My hazel eyes slide back, locking with Kyle's ice-blue ones.

      Jaw tight, he inclines his head in acceptance.

      Eyes narrowed at the bastard, I blindly take the hot, disposable coffee cup from Jennifer's shaking hand. Still smiling, I motion for her and Ben to give us privacy. One more direct glare from Ben to Kyle, and then the door clicks closed. Kyle takes two steps deeper into the room. His expensive cologne fills the office, burning the inside of my nostrils. He always did put way too much of that shit on.

      Lips against the rim of the cup, I take a slow sip of black coffee, peering over the edge to watch him survey the office.

      His full upper lip curls. His scowl deepens when his attention falls back to where I sit behind the cluttered desk.

      I frown at the minuscule shake of his head.

      Not surprising that he finds me and the office lacking. With men like Kyle, nothing is good enough. The Birmingham name is a powerhouse in Washington, DC. Every member of the family is in some way involved in politics and wealthy beyond anything I can comprehend. He’s never had to wonder if he would eat, only when and what. And of course, he's never worked a full day, something daddy dearest ensured by paying for his education plus a generous allowance.

      How do I know this?

      He constantly boasted of his good fortune, being born into the right family. It added to the various ways he bullied me back in Boston. The day he learned I was Harvard's 'good deed for the century' by allowing someone of my background and financial status to attend the prestigious school, he reminded me and everyone else of the broke scum I was.

      His words, not mine.

      “Let's get this started, Walmart. I need to get back to the jet before your condemned office falls apart with me in it.”

      I school my features to hide the blow to my fragile confidence, but the heat still builds beneath my cheeks. I’d almost forgotten the nickname he graced me with all those years ago. Fucking tool.

      “Just get to the point of why you’re here so I can tell you to go screw yourself and you can go.”

      Eyebrow raised, he tsks. The feeble chair wobbles as he settles into the seat. “Nice office.”

      “Nice face.” Well hell. What am I twelve?

      “You thought so before.”

      “I chalk that brief lapse of sound judgment up to a sporadic instance of psychosis. Plus, I thought that before I knew what a gigantic asshole you are.”

      His cocky smile falters, lips pressing into a hard line. “You and everyone else, it appears,” he says with a huff.

      “What in the hell are you talking about?”

      “We'll get to that in a moment. First, I was surprised when an advisor of mine told me of your status as mayor in this shithole town. I didn’t know you were interested in politics.”

      “Probably because you don't know a thing about me,” I hiss, leaning over the desk. “I wanted to make a difference in my hometown.” My main drive to come back to Boone was to be close to Taeler after missing so much of her life. A year after I moved home, the local elections came around, and the dumb fuck who’d won the previous cycles, yet done nothing to improve the town, was running uncontested—again. Knowing enough about the ins and outs of being a public servant, I decided to kill two birds with one stone. Be in a position where I could help and be in a position of power to change everyone’s view of me.

      Only one came to fruition. But hey, at least the few community projects I’ve spearheaded and after-school programs are successful.

      His words finally sink in, smacking me in the face. I hold up a hand. “Why did your advisor even know about me being mayor? Are you keeping tabs on me?” My voice rises with each word.

      “I wasn’t until a recent development.” He leans back in the chair, relaxed hands clasped on his lap. “It was brought to my attention because I need someone like you.”

      What? I collapse back in the chair, eyes sealing shut. Face to the ceiling, I blow out a tight breath. “I’m imagining all this, aren't I? I’ve officially sailed from the land of sanity, now floating aimlessly on the sea of lunacy.”

      “You always were a strange one.” I peek one eye open, shooting him an annoyed glare. “It was one reason I hesitated at the mention of you for our plan, but here I am.” His eyes flick around the office, disgust written across is perfect features. “You're my only option, or I wouldn’t be here, believe me.”

      “Still not following,” I mutter as I rub both thumbs against my temples. There isn’t enough Tylenol in the world to hold off the headache this man’s presence invokes.

      A jostle, then footsteps draw my attention back across the desk. My horny side revels in the way his fit body folds out of the wobbling chair to stand. Long, lean fingers make quick work of his suit jacket’s buttons, securing them once again. I chew on a nail as my eyes skim up and down his fancy suit. Damn. He really is beautiful. Silky jet-black hair cut and styled to perfection makes those piercing blue eyes shine, a clean-shaven jaw showing off spotless tan skin, straight nose, and dimpled chin create a Greek god come to life.

      No guy should be this pretty. Evolution fucked up with him in so many ways. Why make a man with all that and a greedy black heart?

      Yes, his behavior in law school was cruel, but his malicious nature goes deeper than name-calling. He's corrupt greed personified. It’s in his arrogant looks, the emotionless aura surrounding him. There’s no doubt he would take me out right here in this office if he heard it would benefit him monetarily or advance his career.

      But that’s a modern politician for you. Kyle Birmingham is one of thousands of corrupt bastards in DC. In that city, it’s who can bribe or blackmail to get what you want done for yourself. It has nothing to do with doing right by the American people anymore. Their voice has been forgotten, thrown aside by the politicians assuming their superior mind knows what’s best, when they haven’t lived a day below the 1 percent—hell, below the upper middle class.

      I shake my head to clear the random internal rant. Suspicion and curiosity grow as Kyle paces from one side of the office to the other.

      He pauses, turning with his perfectly plucked brows pulled together. “I'm running for president in the next election.”

      My brows rise and my head tilts. “Congratulations, I guess? If you’re here to gain my vote, you won’t get it. I’d fill in Betty White as a write-in candidate before I check the box voting you for president of the United States.”

      “That's why I’m here. The fucking initial surveys say I'm an unfavorable candidate. Can you believe that? Me,” he shouts. Pacing once again, he runs both hands through his black hair, disrupting the gelled style. “Apparently, the Birmingham name is associated with a dynasty in DC, like we’re the damn Kennedys or something. Ignorant voters seem to think it's time for a change.”

      I raise my hand and nod in agreement. “Not ignorant, aware. I agree it’s time for a change in that city.”

      “Why?” He stops behind the chair, both hands grasping the back as he tilts forward. I hold back from breathing deep as another strong waft of cologne infiltrates my nose.

      “Nothing gets done anymore,” I say with a held breath. “It's all pomp and circumstance. Nothing is being done to ease the burden on the lower class; instead we're taxed and taxed. All for the sake of more government programs that do shit because the money is mismanaged or whoever’s running it doesn’t understand the real plight of the American people.” Palms down, I push off the desk’s worn wooden top to stand. “We need someone who's been here, understands what it’s like living below the poverty line and never, ever believing you'll break out of it. Someone who fights for our rights, our freedoms instead of handing them over to some jackass in Washington who thinks he knows better.”

      My chest heaves, eyes locked with his, tense silence growing with every second he doesn’t respond. The wind howling outside the window and the clicking of nails as Jennifer types on the other side of the thin walls the only sounds.

      “I one hundred percent disagree with you,” he finally says. “But if I want to win the election, I need to embrace these fanatic beliefs. Which—” Kyle clears his throat. “—is why I'm here.”

      Hell. Either alcohol or nicotine is needed to process this shit and I only have one of those on me.

      My legs wobble like a newborn calf as I move from behind the desk to the side window. I snag the pack of cigarettes Jennifer left and pop one between my lips. The window rattles open, a welcomed blast of cold, dry air cooling my heated skin. “You’re here to ask me, Walmart, for my help?” Sparks fly from the flint as I flick the lighter twice, lighting the end of my cigarette. “To what, teach you how to have a fucking heart for the American people? To guide you on what it's like to be poor?”

      “No.” Kyle steps to my side, eyes narrowed at the cigarette. “That’s a disgusting habit. And I don't need you to teach me, Walmart. I know who I am, and I know what I want. Adjusting to the voters’ perception of me is simply a roadblock, one I already have a plan to overcome. You by my side.”

      Mid-inhale, I laugh, sending the cloud of smoke barreling down the wrong pipe. Tears well and my stomach tightens at the violent coughing attack it brings on.

      “By your side?” I croak, throat raw. I bark a raspy laugh. “You can't be serious.”

      Right? He’s crazier than me.

      “I'm offering freedom, Walmart. Don't mock the hand that can save your poor ass.”

      I grind my teeth, jaw clenched tight.

      “Nothing would convince me to help—”

      “All your debt paid off, gone.” Well, nothing except that. He smirks at my silence, knowing he has my full attention. “I'm talking about changing your life, the life of your kid. Pull your head out of your white trash ass and listen to what I'm willing to offer before saying you'd never partner with me.”

      As much as I don't want to hear what he has to say, I do. Talk about conflicting emotions. Do I want to stab him with any sharp object within reach, hell yes. Do I also want the chance of a debt-free life for Tae, fuck yeah. I’ll give a kidney right here—hell, I’d even cut it out of my own body with a letter opener—to erase all the debt I've accrued over the years. Between student loans, which are currently in arrears, and the few maxed-out credit cards, I’m on the cliff of bankruptcy.

      Add in being on the verge of homelessness and recently waterless….

      That all sounds great, but at what cost? With men like Kyle Birmingham, everything has a cost. Every word, every move is a power play of some kind in their fucked-up game of life.

      “I'm listening.” I glare at his bleached-white, straight-toothed, victorious grin. “Begrudgingly, of course.”

      “Wouldn't expect anything less from you.” His features harden as his eyes scroll over me from head to toe. A grimace deepens with each inch his dissecting gaze covers.

      I squirm under his scrutiny. Here he is in a thousand-dollar suit—well, that’s a wild guess, since I’ve never seen one before, but with the way said suit hugs his lean frame, there's no doubt it’s expensive—and me, well, my dark-wash jeans lost their dark a hundred washes ago. My blazer, a recent Goodwill find, has seen better days, and let’s not even get started on my hair. I freaked out at finding a gray hair two weeks ago and hightailed it to the Dollar General for a box of dark brown hair dye.

      “What the hell did you do to your hair?”

      My mood sours.

      “I found a gray hair,” I say like it explains everything, but by the look of his furrowed brows, it only explains things to a woman.

      “It’s the color of day-old dog shit.”

      “That's oddly specific,” I retort, nervously leaning toward the desk as I gather the ugly strands. Grabbing a chewed pencil, I stab the pointy end through the messy bun I constructed and turn back to him.

      “A complete makeover will be needed, obviously. Hell, maybe we could find someone to make you somewhat attractive.” Those ice-blue eyes narrow as he scans down my frame. I wrap both arms around my waist at the click of his tongue. “Complete wardrobe plus a diet plan and workout regimen. You look like a fucking meth addict.” He sighs and rubs the bridge of his nose between two fingers. A clear sheen reflects off his nails. Of course he gets manicures. “Fuck, I can't believe I'm doing this. Grasping at damn straws. Those assholes better be right about all this, or I'll kill them myself.”

      “You're wasting your breath—”

      “All expenses paid by the Birmingham trust. Plus a monthly allowance.”

      “Allowance,” I seethe. “I'll show you where you can shove your allowance, you asshat.”

      “Ten grand a month.”

      “Oh, well, uh,” I stammer. Shit, that’s a lot of money. But again, what’s the cost? He's conveniently only covered the perks of the 'help' he needs. “For what, Birmingham? My soul?”

      Kyle's chest rumbles, a deep chuckle vibrating through the office. “Basically. All this for your help during the campaign and after.”

      “After?” I hold a breath. I swear a suspenseful score plays somewhere in the background.

      “While I'm president.”

      I swipe my tongue across my dry lower lip. “And I'm… I'm what? Your advisor on how not to be a conniving, greedy asshole? Not sure there's hope for accomplishing that.”

      My stomach sinks at the Cheshire grin spreading across his flawless face. Apprehension builds, but no matter what he says, I can’t turn down what he’s offering. It’s a new life. A chance to get Taeler out of this town, to show everyone I can break the cycle.

      “No, Walmart. My wife.”

      Well, except that.

      “But I hate you,” I respond, each word slow in case he somehow forgot our feud. “And you hate me. Hell, we can't be in the same room without plotting the other’s slow death.”

      Or maybe that’s just me. My imagination does tend to lean toward violence.

      “Moot point.” He shoves both hands into the pockets of his expensive slacks that accentuate his figure. “Most married couples hate each other, but it doesn't matter. I'm talking about you as my pawn, not someone I love.” He snorts with one more condescending look up and down. “This offer will change your pathetic excuse for a life. Think about never having to worry about money again, about the opportunities that will be available after the four years. Don't think short term, think about your life, about your daughter’s. You want her to grow up piss-ass poor with zero hope of ever rising above the lower middle class, just like her mom, because you’re too self-righteous to accept a simple proposal?”

      “You asshole,” I manage through gritted teeth. Fuck, I hate him. “I know what's on the line. You don't need to remind me of my shitty-ass life.” Breaking from his stare, I glance out the window. My chest expands, lungs filling with a deep calming breath to ease the resentment and anger clouding my thoughts.

      “Your daughter applied to several colleges and was accepted to a few, yet she hasn't committed to one.”

      A sharp breath catches in my chest. “How do you know that?”

      He waves a perfectly manicured hand in dismissal. “We’ll pay for her college too, along with expenses and housing to ensure your… continued cooperation through the campaign and after if—no, when I win.”

      Hell, that's a lot of money in and of itself. Not to mention all the other perks.

      “Why?” I blurt. “What can I do as your wife? What does that change for you in the campaign?”

      “It eases my image. The people will see I understand their plight, have a voice in my ear from their perspective. With your background, people will eat up the rags-to-riches story you’ll tell them. It’ll be like saving an injured animal. People will fucking love me.”

      Oh hell.

      He’s serious.

      But….

      The biggest question is, can I do it? Be with him every day, playing pretend wife, all while I hope he dies of a heart attack with no one around to help him? And toss in lying to the American people about Kyle’s true self daily, using my shitty history as a talking point in the campaign.

      Can I live with being his pawn?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          RANDI

        

      

    

    
      “Jack on the rocks.” Exhaustion slurs my words. I slide onto an empty barstool and hold up two fingers to the expecting bartender. “And keep them coming.”

      This bar is exactly what I need. The other patrons are clustered together in their own booths, leaving the bar entirely empty. It’s a local place that used to be busy until the Chili’s opened up down the road last year. Now most nights it’s like this, a few customers and the lone bartender. It’s not updated, but it has stools, booths, and alcohol—all the things a bar needs. Sure, the floors are constantly sticky, the lights are dim, and dust puffs up when you sit on a booth bench, but the happy hour is phenomenal.

      I couldn’t force myself to go home. Not with Kyle’s offer consuming my every thought. I gnash my teeth at the text still on the screen from Taeler. She doesn’t want to stay at the trailer tonight—I don’t have water after all—deciding to stay with her grandparents instead. They already think I can’t take care of my own daughter, and instances like this just prove them right.

      Hell, I can barely take care of myself these days.

      Maybe everyone is right. I’ll never amount to anything. I should just toss in the towel.

      I scratch a chewed-up fingernail along my scalp, raking my fingers through my dirty hair. A section of the slick brown strands falls in front of my eyes. I inspect it, holding it up to the light. Damn, Kyle was right. It looks like day-old dog poop. But the box of dye was five dollars, so… it is what it is.

      But does it have to be?

      I shake my head, swiping the locks behind my ear, and grip the chilled highball glass in front of me. I take a slow sip of the whiskey. The rows of liquor bottles behind the bar blur before me.

      Debt free. Plus the monthly ten grand from now until he's out of the White House. All for me. After the 'wife' bomb, he spent the next hour detailing his expectations.

      The contract.

      I would stand by his side, allow my background to be used as a way to make him seem more human. Pretty much he needs Trailer Park Barbie next to him to show the voters he isn't the aristocratic douche they assume he is at the core. Which he is, so basically I’ll lie, which isn't ideal, but no credit card debt and zero student loans to pay back, plus changing Taeler's life, make a convincing argument for hoodwinking the American people.

      The last few drops of Jack slither down my throat, leaving a warm burn in their path. The slap of the glass on the smooth wood of the well-used bar signals the bartender for another.

      A shadow creeps over, followed by the shuffle of feet to my right. “Celebrating or drowning your sorrows?”

      Resting my chin on my shoulder, I flash Ben a tired smile. I should hate him, but I don’t. He left me pregnant and scared, let his parents take Tae away from me. A piece of me might love him. Well, maybe not him but the memory of him, of the fun and love we shared before those two pink lines appeared. Maybe when the right man comes along, it’ll make me realize my hang-up on Ben is simple infatuation and inability to let go of the past.

      The right man. I huff and reach for the fresh glass of whiskey. Like that will happen.

      In undergrad I was too busy studying and working to date, plus no one wanted to date the single mom. Then during law school, no one would touch me with a ten-foot pole because of the shit Kyle spread around about me. You would think those fancy-schmancy idiots would know poor choices and low economic status doesn’t rub off with skin-to-skin contact.

      “Both,” I say after taking a quick sip as he slides on to the stool to my right.

      “Budweiser.” The bartender nods before turning to the cooler that holds the longneck bottles. “Do I need to kick that rich pussy's ass?” His smirk grows into a full-on mischievous smile. I love that smirk; it makes me forget to be overwhelmed. “I went to State in wrestling, remember?”

      “Yeah, I remember.” Mostly because he won't let anyone in a ten-mile radius forget.

      “Those were the good old days, am I right?” His Adam’s apple bobs with each long pull he takes of the beer.

      “Maybe for you,” I murmur. “I was pregnant and then had a baby to keep alive and fight to keep.”

      His shrug has sparks firing in my veins. Idiot. He really didn’t get it then and still doesn’t. He doesn't remember how difficult it was balancing school and taking care of an infant because he wasn't there. A slice of pain cuts through my heart at the memory of Ben breaking it off after I announced I was pregnant. He loved me but wasn't ready for that kind of commitment. Like love isn't.

      “I'm sorry for not telling you about Taeler's decision. I really am.” His short nails scrape at the bottle’s label as he stares at the bar. “But it is her decision, and I can't blame her. I know you tried to make something of yourself, but look at you now. Was it worth it?”

      All those years separated from Taeler plus the lifetime of debt I accumulated. Was it worth it?

      “Yeah it was. Still is.” I sigh into the glass at my lips before taking a sip of whiskey. The warmth blooms in my belly, adding to that first glass. For the first time today, I’m not chilled. “At least I know. At least I tried. That means everything. Sure, it’s not what I expected, but I'm not giving up, and I feel like that's what she's doing. She's letting a little roadblock stop her from trying. What's the point of living if you don't risk everything for the dream of something better?”

      “What did he want, anyway?”

      I spin the base of the thin glass on the bar, the remaining slivers of ice swirling together. “A job offer of sorts.” A little embellishment never hurt anything. “It could solve all my financial problems, but… I don't know. I hate the guy.”

      Ben's warm hand wraps around my wrist, stopping the glass. Turning on his stool, he leans forward, putting his face inches from mine. His long blond lashes flutter, drawing attention to his soft baby blue eyes.

      “Is he asking you to do something illegal?”

      “No.” Unless you count lying about his character.

      “Did he ask you for favors that involve your pussy?”

      I cringe, sliding back on the stool. “So crass.”

      “Like you have room to talk. Answer me.”

      “No, he's not looking for sexual favors in return for money, also known as prostitution, which is illegal, which I covered with my 'no' answer to your first question.”

      “Smartass.” The grip on my wrist tightens, sending a shot of excitement straight to my lady parts. What does it mean that a controlling grip gets me hot but a delicate one bores the shit out of me? Hmm, some hands-on research is needed. “I don't see the problem, then,” Ben says, turning back to his beer.

      My eyes are locked on my wrist, warmth still seeping into my skin from the earlier contact. “Exactly,” I muse. “It could be fun research.”

      “What?” he says, the bottle hovering at his lips.

      “What? Oh, sorry, wrong conversation.”

      “Hope you don't have to pass a psych exam for whatever job he's offering.”

      Hmm, didn't ask that. Probably should’ve.

      “I'll ask, but this job isn't ideal. I'll lose my voice, my freedom. I'm not sure there's a large enough sum to convince me to give that up. Honestly, I'm not sure I even can.”

      Ben shakes his head as he angles the empty beer bottle to the bartender.

      “I know you can't, baby girl. But I know you tackle anything you set your crazy-ass mind on. If you want more from this job he's offering, then ask for it. Demand it. You've never been shy about demanding what you wanted before. Why now?”

      Hmm. Absentmindedly, I chew on a jagged nail. “You speak the truth, wise one.”

      “Fuck, you're getting weirder as you get older, you know that? You'll end up in a padded room by the time you're forty at this rate.”

      Five years from now… yeah, he's probably right.

      “What's holding me back from telling him what I want?” I ask, more to myself than to Ben. “He told me what he expects and wants out of this deal. Now I need to come up with a counteroffer.”

      “Surprised you didn't earlier.”

      Nibbling on my pinky nail, I shake my head. “I was in shock. My nemesis in my office offering to shower me with money and gifts in exchange for my soul was a lot to take in at the time.”

      “No need to wonder where our daughter gets her dramatics,” Ben mutters around the lip of the bottle before tipping it back. “But can I say something?”

      I tilt the glass in my hand, indicating for him to continue.

      “Why you? I mean, I'm not gay or nothing, but I saw that man, and he's way out of your league.”

      “Seriously, Ben!”

      “What? He's good-lookin' and rich as hell, so what does he want with you? I mean, you're….”

      “I'm what, Ben?” I glare into his eyes, wishing mine shot death rays. “You certainly liked the way I looked at one time.”

      “Yeah, but that was when you were, I don't know, happy? Full of life, maybe. Now you're just haggard.”

      My jaw drops, my hate-filled glare going with it. “Haggard?”

      “Yeah, like life has beaten you down so far that you don't even care to try anymore. Have you looked in the mirror lately?”

      I fight a cringe.

      “If I were you, I'd have said yes before he had a chance to change his mind.”

      “I don't want to be someone's pawn.”

      “Then don't be,” Ben huffs, clearly exasperated. “Fuck’s sake, woman, isn’t that the problem I just solved?”

      Gazing into the final sips of whiskey swirling at the bottom of my glass, a poor man’s crystal ball, I search for some kind of sign.

      “I need to think. Be right back,” I mumble over my shoulder as I slide off the wooden barstool. I step through the back exit and immediately wrap both arms around my body. There goes all that delicious warmth the whiskey provided. I look to the sky, searching the stars, and snag the pack of cigarettes from my pocket. Movement catches my eye, and I follow Kyle's business card as it flutters in the wind, landing on the gravel a couple steps away.

      I snag the small, hard cardstock and flip it over to look at Kyle’s handwritten cell number. He instructed me to call, soon, with my answer. But do I even have one?

      It's an opportunity to make all my financial worries go away, but at the cost of my pride, my voice, my character. Is there a sum that's worth that?

      Ben’s right. I need to figure out a way to finagle what I want out of the offer so I'm not the pawn.

      Find a way to be the queen in this political chess game plus everything he's offering.

      But how?

      He needs me to make him believable to the voters. What do I want in return? Deep down, it’s always been the same—to prove everyone wrong. They think they know me, enjoy the addict’s daughter stigma they keep shoving me into. I want to show Ben’s parents that I am a good mother, that I can take care of Taeler. It might be a few years later than I wanted, but it still matters to me. Show my teachers, my professors that all the hard work wasn’t for not.

      A crazy—even for me, which tells you it’s batshit—idea forms. One that would give us both what we want. I would come out ahead in my mind, but if it works, he’ll be the president of the United States. Not a bad trade-off.

      First, am I even qualified?

      With a swipe of my thumb across the phone screen I tap the internet icon and type in my search.

      Okay here we go.

      Natural born U.S. citizen. Check.

      At least thirty-five years old. Unfortunately.

      Resident in U.S. for at least fourteen years. Never even stepped foot in another country, so yeah.

      Nipping the cigarette between my front teeth, I hold out the business card and press the numbers into my phone. Depositing the card back into my pocket, I snag the dangling cigarette and wait for Señor Douchenozzle to pick up. Annoyance rises as it continues to ring. Of course he’s not going to answer.

      I swipe the screen with as much annoyance as I can channel into my thumb, hanging up on the generic automated voice mail. Just as I’m sliding it back into my pocket, it vibrates with an incoming call
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