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      I hired him to protect my body, but who will protect my heart?

      

      He’s a thief, a convicted felon.

      A cocky guy with tattoos and a smirk for days.

      He needs a bodyguard and I need a job, so here we are.

      And the more time I spend with Ronan Michaels, the more I realize maybe he isn’t the bad guy after all.

      But why do I feel like he’s hiding something or protecting someone?

      Or both?

      

      My Angel Gabriel has a devil on his shoulder.

      He’s not a sinner—but certainly no saint.

      He’s been lied to and abandoned. Hurt by people who should love him no matter what.

      Gabriel’s discovered my secrets, yet the more I push him away, the closer he stands by my side.

      And when his past crumbles, leaving him searching for answers, I’m right there for him, holding his hand.

      Holding him up.

      Because love is catching someone when they fall.

      And never letting go.

      

      From Lambda Literary Award winning author Felice Stevens comes an irresistible bodyguard romance about two men busy fighting the demons of their past—and their attraction to each other.
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      Damn, I can’t wait to have a slice of real pizza.

      Was it stupid that decent food was the thing I craved most? That and my king-sized bed. After six long years, I was getting out of this hellhole. Cassie, my younger sister, had told me it wouldn’t be so bad.

      “Like Camp Fed, you know? I bet you’ll learn to play golf.”

      Yeah, no. Not quite. Minimum security prison was still prison, and I wanted out. Now. Impatient to leave, I shifted on the narrow metal cot and tapped my foot.

      Where the hell is the guard?

      No more communal showers and crappy cafeteria food that tasted like paste. I couldn’t wait to shed the scratchy prison outfit and go shopping for something new to wear. A whole new wardrobe, in fact.

      Cassie would definitely be up for that. I wondered if she’d learned to curb her add-to-cart addiction in the years I’d been away.

      “All right, Michaels. Looks like it’s time to say good-bye. I’m sure you’re heartbroken.” Keys jangling, Officer Parker rapped on my cell before unlocking it.

      Finally.

      I hopped up from the bed. “No offense, but I can’t wait.”

      “I’ll just bet. Come on.” I followed at the correction officer’s heels. “Keep your nose clean, and hopefully we’ll never see you again. You weren’t one of the troublemakers, even if you were a thief.”

      I chose not to answer because…why bother? I’d done my time, and the truth didn’t matter anymore. Parker wasn’t as bad as some of the guards who’d made me scrub the toilets with a toothbrush because they liked seeing Ronan “Pretty Boy” Michaels on his hands and knees.

      “That’s what you get for stealing from little old ladies and sick kids, Michaels. You’re the lowest of the low. How do you sleep at night?”

      I didn’t, but it had nothing to do with my prison term. Almost dying at age twenty would give anyone nightmares.

      I signed a shitload of documents, and with each paper completed, a little weight lifted from my chest. A new life awaited, and I was ready to start fresh. All I wanted was to put everything behind me and go home. See my sister and brother-in-law; meet the nieces I’d never seen; and reacquaint myself with Nicky, the baby boy I’d only known briefly before I was arrested. I was a stranger to my own family now. Life had continued while I’d spent days looking at nothing.

      “You got someone picking you up? You’re lucky you don’t need to go to a halfway house. Must be ’cause you got all that money in the bank.” The CO frowned. “Don’t fuck up and forget to meet your parole officer, or your ass will be back here in a minute.”

      “Trust me, I won’t. I thought maybe my sister might come, but she never answered my email, so I’ll use the bus transport into the city.”

      Cassie hadn’t visited me, claiming the kids were keeping her so busy, there was never enough time. Her high-risk pregnancy kept her home the first year, and after that…I couldn’t lie—it hurt that she’d never managed to find a day to come see me, but I kept my resentment to myself. Marty, my brother-in-law, would email, but he claimed he was too busy trying to build up a new business to come see me. To be honest, I was a little miffed Cassie hadn’t responded to my emails, but I guessed with three little kids underfoot, it was understandable. Still. I huffed out a sigh, knowing I would’ve made the time. I always had when she’d needed me, except when I was in the hospital after the accident.

      “Well, be prepared. There’re a few people outside the gates who aren’t exactly thrilled you’re getting out early.” Parker handed me my wallet, house keys, and the belt I’d worn at the time of my arrest.

      “You mean protesters? Because I made parole a few years early?” Were these people fucking kidding?

      “Keep it down,” Parker snapped. “What do you expect? A standing ovation? You got lucky. Don’t push it.”

      I ducked my head, chafing under the correction officer’s harsh words. He was right, of course. I’d made a choice and would live with the consequences.

      Dressed in the release clothes the prison provided—cheap denim jeans, a T-shirt, and canvas sneakers—I walked outside. Parker had said there were a few people hanging around, but he was wrong. There were at least fifty, all with signs calling me a liar, thief, and stating that I should be inside for life. I kept my head down and joined the line of about ten others also waiting for the bus. The rumblings from the crowd grew louder with each step I took.

      “There he is. That’s him. Ronan Michaels. I recognize the tattoos.”

      “Thief! Crook!” The noise from the crowd swelled. “How does it feel to steal from helpless old ladies and kids? You’re disgusting. They shoulda left you to rot in jail where you belong. We’ll make sure no one ever forgets your name.”

      The old cocky Ronan would’ve probably flipped them off and told them to go to hell. But the old cocky Ronan no longer existed. All I wanted was to go home and start my life over again.

      Three hours later, I stood on the corner of 48th and Ninth, and not gonna lie, it freaked me out a little. Streets I once walked and felt like I owned now seemed way too crowded. I’d forgotten how damn fast everyone in the city walked. At least here no one looked at me like I was lower than dirt.

      No one looked at me at all.

      I headed to the subway and bought a MetroCard with some of the cash they gave every prisoner on release. On the crowded platform, I stood shoulder to shoulder with everyone else waiting for the train and wondered if any of them had ever been to jail. A train rumbled into the station, and once inside, I grabbed hold of the pole, conscious of all the faces in front of me. How could it all be so new and yet familiar at the same time?

      Maybe Cassie and Martin would be waiting to surprise me in my apartment. My spirits lifted. It would be nice to be a family again. I couldn’t wait to see the kids.

      Half an hour later, I opened the front door to my co-op building and walked up to the front desk. The concierge’s eyes popped comically wide, and he gave me a quick, nervous smile.

      “Ronan? Is that you?”

      I grinned for the first time since leaving prison. “In the flesh. Glad to see you’re still here, Ben. How are you?”

      “I-I’m fine. How’re you? I heard on the news you’d gotten parole but didn’t realize it would be today.”

      “Yeah. Feels damn good, that’s for sure.”

      “I guess it would.” He tapped his fingers in a rapid staccato on the desk. “And you’re coming back here?”

      My grin faded. “Considering it’s my apartment, yeah.” Aggravated and tired of the small talk, I pulled out my keys. “Anyone upstairs yet? Cassie or Martin?”

      His confused gaze met mine. “Uh, no. I haven’t seen them in a long time.”

      Disappointment flooded me. When we were younger, we’d been much closer, and even more so after our parents died. But money tended to change people, and I discovered Cassie had a selfish streak. Still, after everything, I’d thought she’d come through for me. Despite having children of her own, I guess she hadn’t really grown up.

      “Oh. Okay. Thanks, Ben. I have some errands to run, but if she shows up, tell her I’ll be back soon.”

      “Sure.” The front-desk phone rang, and he answered it, all the while keeping an eye on me as if he expected me to pick his pockets. Annoyance spiking, I strode out of the building and joined the streaming mass of people at lunchtime on the streets of Chelsea.

      Two hours later, I’d purchased a new phone, a MacBook, and had gotten some cash out of the account Marty gave me access to, since my money had been frozen by the government and wouldn’t be released until the lawyers gave the okay.

      As I pushed my shoulder against the glass-fronted door of my building, I met Ben’s eyes, but he gave me a quick shake of his head.

      “Nothing.”

      Well, damn. “Thanks.”

      I unlocked my front door and walked into the space that had once felt like home but now seemed so big and unfamiliar. Early afternoon sunlight streamed in through the huge windows, but it was obvious no one had been here in a long, long time. A layer of dust covered the surface of all the furniture, and the air smelled musty and dead. I wouldn’t find a welcome-home card and flowers waiting, that was for sure.

      Like I had been for the past six years, I was alone.

      I tried Cassie again, and as before, it went straight to voice mail.

      Dammit, where are you? Pushing aside my hurt, I sat on a barstool at the kitchen island and proceeded to set up my laptop, happy to see the Internet connection working. At least Martin had read the email I’d sent him once I’d gotten the date for my release and had turned on my utilities and reactivated my online accounts. When Cassie met him in college, I’d had some reservations because he was a big talker and a dreamer, but she loved him. Who was I to tell her no?

      “To hell with it.” I ordered a whole bunch of groceries to be delivered, then found Martin’s number in my contacts and called him.

      After three rings he answered. “Hello?”

      “Marty, it’s me. Ronan.”

      “Ronan, where are you?” He sounded surprised and out of breath.

      “Home. In my apartment. Did you forget I got released today? Where are you guys? I’ve been trying to reach Cassie all day, but she never answered me.”

      “We’ve been on the beach. Just got home, as a matter of fact. I’m so glad you’re home.”

      “Not half as glad as I am, trust me. Maybe you guys can come over later, after you get cleaned up? I’m dying to meet Molly and Samantha and see Nicky. I bet he’s so big now.” When I was arrested, Nicky was a baby and Cassie was pregnant with Molly.

      “Yeah…about that. We didn’t want to tell you until you were released, but we’ve moved.”

      “Yeah? Where to?” I scrunched up my face. “Don’t tell me Jersey? You’re not gonna make me get on the Turnpike to come see you every weekend when they let me leave the state, are you?” I walked around the apartment, trying to remember that I was free and could come and go when I wanted. Once, I’d relished the quiet. Now, after living with constant noise, the silence unnerved me.

      “Um, no.” His uneasy laugh made my heart pound. “We, uh, we moved to Florida.”

      The shock left me speechless for a moment, and with knees trembling, I sank to the couch. “What the hell are you talking about? You moved a thousand miles away and didn’t think to tell me? What the fuck is wrong with you?” Not to mention that as a parolee, I couldn’t leave the state, but I was sure I could find a way to see my sister and the kids.…

      “Ro, come on. What difference would it make whether you knew five years ago or now that you’re home? It wasn’t easy for us either, and Cassie wanted a fresh start, especially with the kids in school.”

      It wasn’t easy for them? Was I hearing things?

      “A fresh start, meaning leaving me behind and forgetting about me?”

      He huffed out a sigh. “No one’s forgotten about you. But we have the kids to consider and the repercussions of what happened.”

      “Which I am intimately familiar with, Marty, having spent the past six years in fucking jail.” I knew I was yelling, but the betrayal was like a stab to the gut.

      “Don’t you get it? The firm was shut down. They took my license away after you went to jail, and I can never be involved in the financial services again. What were we supposed to live on? Here in Florida I can work for my family’s real estate business, and Cassie can stay home with the kids. It’s much easier and cheaper to live here too.”

      “I’m so thrilled it all worked out for you,” I replied sarcastically. “But what about me? You said I’d have a job waiting when I got out. What now?”

      “Come on, who’re you kidding? You’ve still got millions in the bank from your settlement. You don’t need to work.”

      Now I understood why Martin and Cassie were so perfect for each other. They were the two most selfish people I’d ever met.

      “Yeah, right. Millions. A few million less after the restitution I had to pay everyone—five million less to be exact. What about that, huh? I was supposed to get paid back. That’s what you and Cassie told me.”

      “I don’t remember that.”

      Martin’s frosty tone infuriated me further. The motherfucking gall. “Are you fucking serious? You son of a bitch. The hell you don’t. What else don’t you remember, because I remember every fucking thing from the last six years.”

      “We didn’t make a contract.”

      “We’re family. We said we didn’t need one. We trusted each other. Was that a mistake?” I pushed my shaking hand through my hair. This moment I’d been looking forward to all these years had been shattered by the conversation with Martin, but I hoped my brother-in-law had gotten something wrong and that it was a matter of miscommunication between him and Cassie. “Where’s Cassie? Let me talk to her.” As much as my sister loved living the high life, I knew she loved me more.

      “Sure. She’s right here.”

      I heard the low murmur of voices as the exchange was made, and though I strained to hear, the words were indecipherable.

      “Rowey, I can’t believe you’re home.”

      “Me neither. I’ve missed you so much.” Happy now, I smiled to myself even as I chided her. “How come you didn’t tell me you moved?”

      “I mean, it wouldn’t have mattered when you think about it. You were still in jail, so I figured why tell you about anything good happening in my life?”

      “So you weren’t hiding it?”

      “No, of course not. Obviously, you’d find out when you were released. You can visit us. Once you get settled.”

      “I can’t leave the state. The conditions of my parole don’t allow it. But there’s another thing.”

      “What?” I heard the sounds of kids screaming in the background. “I have to go in a sec. Molly and Sami need me.”

      “Yeah, well, I need to know why Martin doesn’t remember that you were supposed to repay me the millions of dollars I had to pay in restitution. That’s not chump change, you know. Plus, I was supposed to have a job to come home to. Now you’re gone and so is the firm.”

      “We don’t have that kind of money, Ronan. Marty’s still trying to get his feet under him after all the problems. You have no idea how hard it’s been for us.”

      I stared at the phone in my hands. “You’re kidding, right? You didn’t actually just say that to me.”

      “Rowey, please don’t be mad at me. I couldn’t bear it.” That sweet, wheedling tone had gotten her far in life. Men fell over themselves to help her. God knew she’d worked me over with it often enough. “I had such a terrible pregnancy with Molly. I could’ve lost her if I was under too much stress. You wouldn’t have wanted that to happen, would you?”

      “Cut the bullshit, Cassie. You know that’s a stupid question.” This was how she always got to me. But not this time. “But I sat in prison for six years. Six years of my life. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “No, there is no but to this. I agreed to everything Marty asked of me because I loved you.” I laughed and clenched my hand into a fist. “And now you’re fucking me over, aren’t you? After everything I’ve done.”

      “No, I’d never do that, but you act like you’re destitute when you still have millions in the bank.”

      “That’s not the point,” I yelled at her. “Are you seriously telling me that you just walked away from me after what I went through? What I did for you?”

      “It affected us too. For months after your arrest, every time we’d go out, cameras were shoved in our faces. We had to give interviews to the newspapers and television. Marty told you he lost his license, which wasn’t fair since they never charged him with fraud.”

      “Yeah, I’m fucking well aware they didn’t.” I punched the pillow next to me on the couch. “It must’ve been so rough.”

      “I was in bed for two months, Ronan, thinking I was going to have a miscarriage. It was so scary.”

      And goddamn me, because even after all the shit she’d said to me, I wanted to rush and comfort her. But I closed my eyes for a second to let the emotion pass.

      “You know what’s scary, Cassie? Hearing the sound of a door clang shut, knowing you’re not going to see the outside world for years. Having no visitors because your only family was busy. And now I find out the reality was you left and couldn’t even be bothered to tell me.”

      “I’m sorry. We should’ve told you, but I just didn’t think. We were so busy trying to make everything right for the kids. But I wrote to you, and you said it wasn’t so bad, right? Like…you weren’t with murderers or rapists or anything. Not horrible.”

      Not…horrible. My sister truly lived on another planet. How could I explain the unending boredom, the numbness of one day blending into the next? It didn’t matter what day it was—Monday could’ve been Wednesday might’ve been Saturday. It was all the same, and none of it mattered. I didn’t matter.

      “So you’re in Florida.”

      “Yes. We’re renting a house until we save enough to buy. Marty’s dad hooked us up. It has a pool, and there’s a park and golf.…It’s paradise.”

      “How nice.” Obviously, Cassie hadn’t picked up on my sarcasm, as she kept bubbling along like a goddamned babbling brook.

      “It wasn’t always. Nicky had to switch schools, and it was really hard for him to make a whole new group of friends. It took a while for the women to warm up to me, but now we’re all in a good place.”

      “I’m so glad for you.”

      “You’ll be fine too. It’s been six years, and people have short memories. You’ll get into the swing of things, and you won’t even miss us. Why don’t you call up some of your old friends—what about Cole and Avery? Anyway, wish I could talk longer, but I have to give the kids a bath. They’ve been in the sand all day. I’m really glad you’re out. I love you. Talk soon.”

      Without giving me a chance to respond, she ended the call, and I sat for a minute, staring at the phone in disbelief. Had she always been this selfish and self-absorbed, or had I ignored it, hoping she’d outgrow it? What happened to the girl who’d sat by my bedside in the hospital every day, holding my hand when the pain was too much to bear? She’d been the only light in the darkness of my life, and her love had given me the strength to fight.

      The buzzer rang.

      “Yeah?”

      “Fresh Direct delivery.”

      “Send them up, please.”

      Ten minutes later I’d put the perishables in the fridge and cracked open a beer. Sprawled on the couch, I flicked on the television, reminding myself I’d have to get one of the new big flat-screens. The news came on, and after listening to the weather and traffic report, I stared at an almost ten-year-old picture of myself. The serious-faced reporter stood on the corner of my block.

      “Ronan Michaels, who you might remember went to prison for embezzling millions of dollars from guardianships entrusted to his family’s investment company for both the elderly and young children, was released on parole today after serving six years of a ten-year sentence. Many are still furious that he was allowed out early, as some victims are still suffering the aftereffects of losing everything.”

      Pictures of an elderly woman in a wheelchair and a little child in a hospital bed flashed across the screen. “Hear their stories on our website…”

      I shut the television off and downed the beer in one gulp. Were people saying they hadn’t gotten their money back? I’d made provisions for that. Martin was supposed to have handed it over to my lawyer. Something wasn’t right. First thing tomorrow, I needed to contact my lawyer and see what the hell was going on.

      The scars on my arms itched, and I rubbed them absently, staring into the wide-open space of my living room. I wasn’t used to it anymore. Strange how that ten-by-ten cell felt safer than my own two-bedroom apartment. The sound of my breathing and the pounding of my heart filled my head. For the first time in years, I was truly alone.

      What the hell am I supposed to do now?
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      The tumult made my head spin. A sea of cameras and reporters ringed the house, and I hesitated before getting out of the black car. I hadn’t seen anything like this since I’d worked for Fontaine, the rock star, but then again, I hadn’t worked through a Washington, DC political scandal previously.

      The clicking of the reporters’ cameras punched into my brain like staccato shots, and I put my head down and barreled through them. A quick flash of my badge to the guard gave me entrance to the senator’s house, and I shut the door behind me, leaning against it with a sigh.

      “Gabriel. Thank God you’re here. Maybe you can talk some sense into Dan. He seems to think this will blow over and everything will be fine.” Amelia, the senator’s wife, entered the foyer. It pained me to see her taut, strained face, so I put on a smile.

      “I don’t know what I can do. I’m just the bodyguard.”

      At least that made her smile. “You’re more than that and you know it. He thinks of you as a friend.” The smile faded as she stood in front of me, shoulders back, head held up proudly. “And he’s going to need all the friends he can get. I’m leaving.”

      I was afraid of that.

      “I’m sorry, Amelia. You didn’t deserve what happened.”

      “I have to ask.” Steady as always, she pinned me with a hard gaze, and I braced myself, knowing what was coming. “Did you know? Were you with him when he went to…her?”

      “No. And I wouldn’t lie to you. The nights he saw her, he did so after I was off-duty. He kept me in the dark as much as you. I mean, that sounds stupid, considering you’re his wife…”

      “Not for long.” Her lips pressed tight. “I’m seeing a lawyer this afternoon. No way am I going to be one of those women who stands by his side, acting like a forgiving fool.” Her lips curled in a sneer. “He wanted her, he can have her.”

      I couldn’t agree more. Somehow I thought a twenty-three-year-old intern wouldn’t be too interested in a sixty-five-year-old disgraced senator. Call me cynical, what can I say.

      “Can’t say I blame you. What about you? Where will you go once you leave? If you need my help, let me know, and I’ll stay for you, but otherwise I have to go.”

      “That’s sweet, but it’s not necessary. I’m going to Europe for six months. We have an apartment in Paris where I can wait out the storm and keep the press vultures at bay. I won’t be reachable to anyone. After I return, I’ll be going to our town house in the city. It’s near my sister and her husband, so I’ll have family. I’ve missed being involved with the theater and museums. I’ve turned down numerous requests to be on the board of so many vital city institutions, but no longer.”

      Amelia came from one of the richest families in New York, and I had to wonder if Dan—son of an accountant and a teacher—had married her for love or for her pedigree. He had a tenacious drive to succeed and be on top, which had served him well in college and law school, but once his political career took off, it seemed he reveled in the spotlight and people fawning over him more than doing his actual official duties. It looked as though he’d fallen prey to a different kind of sucking up this time, and it was about to cost him everything.

      “You’re the first to know,” I told Amelia, “but…I’m quitting. I can’t work for someone who treated you so badly. I can put up with a lot, but not a cheater.” I’d had enough of that with my father.

      “Gabriel, you don’t have to.”

      “I know. I don’t have to like the person I work for, but I do have to respect them. And I don’t respect people who cheat and refuse to accept the consequences of their actions. He’s fighting the investigation and making himself out to be the victim, turning a blind eye to how he hurt you and that young intern. I can’t work for someone like that.” While I disagreed with many of his votes, until now I had respected his work, and his fall from grace saddened me. Over the years I’d worked for Dan, his image had eroded slightly but never reached such a low point. Another father figure shot to hell. Maybe my best friend, Isaac, was right and people just sucked. Period. I hated being such a cynic, but it was looking suspiciously like that was the case.

      “What will you do now?” Amelia had always treated me more like a son than an employee, and this wasn’t an easy decision for me to make. Dan had received a few threats after his votes on controversial issues years earlier, but nothing further. I often thought he wanted a bodyguard more because it was cool, rather than for actual safety. “I’ll make sure you get the best of references and a year’s severance. Whatever you need. You shouldn’t suffer because of Dan.”

      “Thanks. I’m not really sure what I’ll do now.”

      “You deserve some time off.” Genuine distress filled her eyes. “Losing DJ two years ago almost killed me, and you helped more than you could ever know. You’ll always have a place in my heart.”

      It had been a horrible tragedy. DJ Bridges—senator’s son, rising political star, and avid pilot—had gotten lost in bad weather similar to the kind that had killed JFK Jr. and Carolyn Bessette-Kennedy. His small-engine plane had crashed, killing him instantly in a fireball.

      Unbeknownst to Amelia or anyone else, he’d also been my lover, and I mourned him, albeit in secrecy. DJ had never told anyone he was gay.

      “You’re a strong woman. And I’ll always be here for you too.”

      Sniffling, she wiped her eyes and gave me a gentle hug and a smile. “I appreciate that. When are you going to tell Dan you’re leaving?”

      “Now is as good a time as any. I’ve started packing; I plan to go visit my mother for a while.” I attempted a lighthearted tone. “See? Everything will work out. For you as well.”

      “I hope so. Starting over at any age is hard, but at sixty-five…”

      My heart went out to her. Amelia put on a brave face, but it couldn’t be easy. “You’re a fighter, Amelia, and you have your whole life in front of you.” I grinned at her. “Didn’t you hear? Sixty-five is the new forty.”

      “You’re silly but sweet. You should go see Dan now. He has a news conference in an hour, and I want to be out of the house before the press gets here.”

      We hugged again for a moment, and then I watched her mount the stairs with that same regal posture she’d shown the night the news had broken of her husband’s two-year-long affair. What a woman. I took one last look around the familiar, century-old house where I’d spent most of the last five years and then strode to the senator’s office. I knocked, and when I heard a hearty, “Come on in,” my brows rose high. Someone sounded like he hadn’t a care in the world.

      Dan Bridges glanced over the rims of his reading glasses, and his face creased in a smile. “Gabriel. Come on in and sit down.” He sat surrounded by photos of Amelia and DJ, along with two former presidents.

      My initial instinct was still to join him in a morning schmooze, and I eased into the chair. “How’re you holding up?” Yes, he was an asshole, but it was hard to cut ties completely. I’d worked for the man for a long time, had held him when he’d cried at DJ’s funeral. I blinked rapidly at the memories.

      “I’ll be all right.” His eyes shifted from side to side. “I, uh, it was a mistake. A stupid mistake. She came on to me, caught me in a weak moment, and—”

      “Don’t,” I cut him off, unwilling to listen to him blame the victim. “Don’t bullshit me.”

      We faced off across his desk, but he blinked first. His shoulders sagged, and he tipped his head toward the picture of Amelia in her wedding dress. “She’s leaving me. One mistake in over thirty years of marriage, and she walks.”

      “You’re joking, right? You cheated on her with a woman half her age. Someone who worked for you. Don’t you see how wrong that was?”

      “You have no idea how hard it’s been. When DJ died, Amelia withdrew, and I was so lonely…” He took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes.

      Impatient with his excuses, I put up my hand. “I’m sorry, Dan, but I can’t do this anymore. You sneaking out, telling me you had private meetings I didn’t need to attend when all along you were banging an intern?” There was nothing left for me to say. “I’m leaving. I’m betting it’s not the first time you’ve cheated. No more. I quit.”

      All the angst fled from Dan’s face, and his eyes grew cold. “And you’re so perfect? I know your dirty secret.”

      My stomach dropped. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      His lip curled in a sneer. “When DJ was in college I had to pay off someone who sent me compromising pictures of him. With a male student. After that, I had a private investigator watching him.” The smack of his hands on the desk jarred me, and I saw a different, dangerous side of Senator Dan Bridges I’d never been privy to before. “Tell me why you thought it was okay for you to work for me and fuck my son.”

      I’d never run from a problem, and I wouldn’t now. “DJ and I loved each other. I was never with him while I should’ve been working.” I raised a brow, and Dan flushed at the implication. Part of the investigation into his affair was the fact that he’d slept with his intern in his Senate office. “And I’ve never made my sexuality a secret, but it has nothing to do with my job.”

      “He didn’t love you. I bet you didn’t know he was going to call it off with you. That’s why he was coming home early. To tell you it was over and he was going to be married.”

      My mouth dried. “You’re lying.”

      The sneer grew broader. “Oh, no. I’m not. About a month before he died, I paid him a visit and told him if he didn’t end it with you and the others he was sneaking around with, he was cut off. No more trust fund. By the time I left, he knew the score. I had the perfect girl set for him to marry, but the damn fool went and got himself killed.”

      If I didn’t pass out from pain then, I never would. “The others?”

      “Oh, yes. Did you think you were the only one he was with? DJ had a type, and you fit the mold. But if you thought you were the only one, you’re not as smart as I’d believed.”

      I licked my dry lips. “I don’t believe you. He cared about me.”

      “Do you want to see the pictures? I have them all.”

      I shook my head, pain cramping in the pit of my stomach. I wanted to puke.

      “Did you think you’d get married? I’d never let that happen. Not my son. And now he’s dead, and none of it matters.” The ugliness of his words hit me like a knife to the chest. “Get out. And I hope you have another way to make a living, because your name is dead in the industry. No one will hire you now.”

      A chill swept through me, but my training had prepared me for anything. Even betrayal. I rose from my seat, back straight.

      “Is that all? Here’s my ID and credentials.” I slipped the lanyard over my neck and placed it on the desk. I prided myself that my hand remained steady, even though I wanted nothing more than to throw it in his smirking face. “Good-bye, Dan.”

      Once outside, I took short, shallow breaths until I reached my room and closed the door behind me. To know that Dan had someone spying on DJ and me in our most intimate moments was both humiliating and galling, and hearing that DJ had been cheating on me all along wasn’t something I could wrap my head around. Not at the moment. I also couldn’t help wondering if the threat Dan had made was something I had to worry about.

      Fuck it. I have to get out of here. I gathered the rest of my clothes still in the dresser and split them between a suitcase and a large rolling duffel. I shoved the picture of my mother into my bag and zipped it up. My shaving kit got tossed into the suitcase, and I was done. Five years reduced to ten minutes of packing. I hefted the suitcases out the rear door and called for a car to pick me up at the side-entrance gate. The waiting photographers and reporters spotted me rolling my bags down the lane and sped to my side, shoving microphones in my face.

      “Are you leaving the senator’s employ?”

      “Did he fire you?”

      “Did you know he was having an affair?”

      Despite my anger with Dan, I remained silent, unwilling to respond. That would only hurt Amelia even more. The car came, and I shouldered my way past the crowd. The driver helped me load the suitcases in the trunk, and I slid inside the sedan and slammed the door shut on their yapping faces.

      “Damn, that was a scene. You work for the senator?”

      “I did.”

      My sharp response must’ve clued him in that I didn’t want to talk, as no more questions were forthcoming. I leaned against the headrest and closed my eyes, then dug my phone out of my suit jacket pocket and hit the Speed Dial.

      “Hi, Mom. Got room for a visitor?”
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      One month later, I kissed my mother good-bye at the Mamaroneck Metro-North train station. It had been great to spend time with her, but I had to get my life moving. We’d seen every movie on Netflix, and I’d gained at least five pounds on her cooking. I’d had to force myself to go running each morning to stay in shape.

      “Don’t forget to call me when you get settled at Isaac’s.”

      I inwardly rolled my eyes. “Yes, Mother.” She swatted my shoulder, and I laughed and gave her a hug. “Love you. Thanks for putting up with me.”

      “I did enjoy having you here.” She paused and gazed at me with shiny eyes. “Did you hear from your father?”

      I snorted. “Of course not. I did make my yearly phone call to him. Don’t ask me why I do it. I’m stupid.”

      “Far from it.” Her hand rested on my arm. “Deep down, it hurts. And you want to understand why he cut you from his life. I hope one day you get that answer. You deserve it. You deserve the best of everything.”

      With a hoot of its whistle, the train pulled into the station, and people disembarked.

      “I’ll talk to you.”

      Once I’d found a seat, I pulled out my phone and called Isaac.

      “Maaaaan, I was wondering when the hell you were gonna call me.” Isaac Seidel, my best friend since seventh grade, yawned, and I couldn’t help smiling.

      “Late night, Iz?”

      “They’re all late, boo-boo. But forget about me. You on your way?”

      “Yeah. On the train, so I’ll see you in a couple of hours. Probably be there by midafternoon.”

      “I’ll see you when you get here. Got the sheets on the bed in the spare room all ready for you.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate it. Hopefully it won’t be too long until I get my next gig, and then I’ll be out of your hair.”

      “Don’t worry ’bout it. It’ll be nice to have you around for a while.”

      “See you soon.”

      I ended the call, slipped the phone into my pocket, and stared out the window. For the first time in years, I had no job, no place to live. It was a little frightening, but thank God for the severance Amelia had given me. I could afford to take some time to find a place to live and secure my next gig. Lately I’d been thinking of coming home to New York. I didn’t like being a nomad and living far from my mother and friends.

      Two hours later, I stood in front of Isaac’s door, which swung open before I had a chance to ring the bell.

      “You look like shit.” Isaac reached out and grabbed my rolling duffel. “Come inside and have a drink.”

      “I could use one for sure.”

      I settled on the couch, and after Isaac had put my bags in the spare room, he made a detour to
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