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            BETH LONGMERE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        BREAKING NEWS

      

        

      
        Rumors are swirling that Baltimore’s poster boy billionaire, Harrison Langford, will be announcing his run for governor of Maryland.

      

        

      
        Harrison, well known across the East Coast for his stance on economic reform, is Harvard Law educated and heir of the Langford dynasty, along with his three brothers. Often nicknamed “The Charmer” for his dazzling smile and like for the ladies, his lavish lifestyle and connections put him as the main contender for the top spot.

      

        

      
        But will the boy from Baltimore, born with a silver spoon, receive the votes he needs from the general public? Many of whom say he is out of touch with what the real people want.

         

        Affordable housing, advanced infrastructure, and investment in jobs are not something our poster boy has ever had to worry about before.

         

        More to come.

      

      

       

      “You know I spilled a tray of champagne on him once,” I mumble to my dad as we both relax in the living room, watching the nightly news.

      “Hmm?” His eyes remain focused on the TV, even though the picture is slightly black in spots from where I accidently hit it with the vacuum the other day.

      “We had a charity event for his mother, the one where Issy was kidnapped,” I continue as I scoop out a spoonful of ice cream from the tub of chocolate chip sitting on my lap. It is my Sunday night reprieve after a hectic week, the only luxury I give myself and, even then, only on pay weeks.

      Dad side-eyes me. He doesn’t like me working in the city at all hours for my job managing events for the rich and famous of DC. Even less so after Issy was kidnapped. But it is our only income and I get medical, so he can’t complain. Besides, Issy is fine now. She got her happily ever after with Jake and is loving life in the country. It all worked out.

      “I turned and crashed into a waiter. The drinks went flying straight onto his Italian loafers. His mother was furious. I’ve never felt more insignificant than in that moment when I dove onto the floor to mop up his shoes while he and his mother looked down their noses at me.” I continue the story, the image still vivid in my mind despite that night taking a different turn. The ice cream drips onto my sweater from the spoon, creating a big brown splotch, and I quickly scrape off the remnants, internally cursing myself. This is why I can’t have good things, my mother’s voice, although distant, rings in my mind.

      I work with many of the elite, yet in reality, I couldn’t be further from them if I tried. I struggle to make ends meet to look after Dad and me. The opulence I see and create on a daily basis is in complete contrast to our bland, mismatched living room, where the carpet is so worn there are dents in the floor from my dad’s wheelchair tires. The marks around our home are lovingly referred to as his racetrack.

      But there is no racing. Our home is so small, we struggle to navigate his chair. We have only what we need and nothing more.

      “Those pompous idiots have no idea how the real people live. He will run for governor, and he will win too because of his name, because of his connections. Not because of the difference he can make to the community,” Dad says, clearly unimpressed with the boy from Baltimore despite everyone else loving him endlessly.

      As I see images flash across the TV screen of him with a stunning brunette on his arm, the wind outside picks up and I hear the roof lifting a little, the air howling through the rafters. My eyes immediately focus on the dampness seeping through the ceiling in the corner of the room. Little black patches of mold have appeared, so I make a mental note to look into it.

      My eyes flick back to the TV, which is now showing Harrison Langford shaking hands at some industry event, flashing his smile. I watch his commanding presence, feeling it through the screen.

      He didn’t say anything to me that night when the drinks stained his loafers. He didn’t have to. His mother was ranting at me and anyone else who would listen about my incompetence, loudly reminding everyone within earshot of exactly how expensive her son’s shoes were. He, on the other hand, just looked at me. His eyes pierced mine. He had a little crease in between his eyebrows, and his jaw ticked, which made my cheeks flush and my hands shake. I am clumsy, yes, but not usually so flappable.

      But he was something else. And I was glad to see the back of that event. I didn’t miss his gaze on me as he left, though.

      “Are you coming to the center tomorrow?” Dad asks me as I scrape out the last remaining spoonful of ice cream from the tub.

      “Yep, I’m doing yoga with Marci at nine a.m. Do you want to catch the bus together?” I ask him, knowing that he wouldn’t miss a day at the center for anything. Especially the daily game of chess he plays with Larry. The two of them are trouble when they get together at the local community center where Dad spends most of his days.

      “That would be good,” he grumbles.

      “Are you alright, Dad?” He looks a little more worn out than when I was here last Sunday.

      “Fine. Don’t worry about me.” I am used to his grumpy old man attitude by now, but it does make it difficult to tell when there’s actually something wrong. That is why I am so upbeat. I have to be. We both can’t be sad day after day. We both can’t live in the past and have our hearts filled with worries.

      “Have you been working with Jeff this week?” I ask, trying to dig a little deeper.

      Jeff is the new community manager at the center. He arrived six months ago and has gotten everyone in order and has started new programs. He is even assisting Dad with trying to secure additional support and financial aid because of his disability, even offering to drive him to appointments.

      “Yes. But Larry and I can see straight through him,” Dad mumbles, raising a brow as he glances my way.

      “What do you mean?” My head tilts at the look on his face.

      “Jeff is sweet on you.”

      “No, he isn't,” I scoff. “We are just friends, Dad. Two adults of the opposite sex can be just friends, you know.”

      “Oh, I know. And I also know that friends is not what that young man wants to be with you.” There’s no doubt in his tone, only resolve, as he shakes his head.

      “How do you know?”

      “Larry and I watched him last week when you did yoga. His eyes didn’t leave your backside for a moment.”

      “Dad!” I screech, feeling my cheeks heat.

      “Well, they didn’t. Plus, he follows you around like a lost puppy and bends over backward to help me. He is infatuated with you, Beth.”

      “Oh, he just doesn’t know many people yet.” I try to wave off the accusation Dad has put into the air, settling back in my seat.

      “Why don’t you go on a date with him? He seems nice.”

      “Because I don’t feel anything more than friends for Jeff. There are no butterflies. My heart doesn’t beat a little faster when he’s around. I don’t care to spend more time with him. Didn’t you feel all those things when you met Mom?” The minute the words leave my mouth, I know I shouldn’t have said them.

      Our jovial conversation now feels like tar inside my body. The slow build of dread hits my stomach as the air of uncertainty hangs between us. I hold my breath, wondering what response I will get, too scared to say anything else.

      “I’m going to bed,” he says gruffly, and disappointment fills my chest. I feel sick. Sunday nights are our night, and I spoiled it. It’s what I do. It is what I always do. Spoil things. Spill drinks. Upset Dad. I can’t have nice things.

      “Good night,” I say to him quietly as I watch him maneuver his chair and push down the narrow hallway, listening for his bedroom door to close as I let out a sigh.

      Dad is right. The boy of Baltimore has no idea how the other half lives.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            HARRISON LANGFORD

          

        

      

    

    
      I sit in my den, looking at my mother, my brother, and my newest staff member. Excitement swirls in my stomach. I have been waiting for this day my entire life and it is finally here.

      As a kid, my dream was to be president. I have worked hard over the last year building connections, readying myself for a bigger role in politics. Now the governorship is so close, I can nearly taste it. I am ready. I am ready to lead this state and make a difference.

      “When will you announce your intention to run for governor? I want to organize the event. I don’t want you to worry about anything!” Mom says, clapping her hands together, the smile on her face the widest I’ve ever seen.

      Clearly, she’s happy to have a son on the national stage as governor for Maryland. Dressed in her signature matching Chanel tweed suit with her fresh blow-dry, I can see she has had some recent cosmetic work done. Her eyes are a little tighter and her cheeks a little sharper; she no longer looks like the woman I grew up idolizing.

      “Oh, imagine it, Harrison! You will be amazing!” Lilly gushes as she flutters her lashes. Even though she is one of our oldest family friends, I am under no illusion. She wants more from me than I am prepared to give. Like my mother, she is freshly primped, her large designer bag sitting on the floor at her feet. Her lips are bright red and glossy, more swollen than last week, and I wonder not for the first time if it is possible for them to overtake the lower part of her face entirely. My eyes flick between the two of them, trying to understand their agenda.

      “Mom, seriously. Harrison can manage this. He can hire his own events team, you know,” my brother Eddie pipes up. His and my mother's relationship has always been strained and even though he is the youngest, he is the most protective of me and I him.

      “Edward. Now is not the time,” my mother huffs, and I raise my eyebrow, not needing them to get into it here in my home office.

      “I’m ready,” I state. “I’m committed to serving the people. I want to make a difference, and that’s my priority.” Taking a deep breath, I give my mom and brother a pointed look, leaning back in my leather chair.

      I’m already thinking of the changes I can make and how I can position Maryland to be more. My mother’s lips thin as she looks at my stance. I know she wants me in the main seat to further her position in society, not for the greater good of the people. I, on the other hand, think differently. She just fails to hear it.

      “Of course, of course.” She waves her manicured hand around, her mind no doubt filling with who to invite and who to strategically leave off the list. “Darling, throwing parties is what I do best so let me handle this one. You and Lilly will be the biggest stars of the night.”

      Taking Lilly to an event isn’t new, but I am not keen on the idea this time around. She is a friend, nothing more, and that won't change—much to my mother’s outrage. She has been trying to set us up for years and can’t seem to see that we are not a match. Not in any way.

      Eddie rolls his eyes, as he hates all this ceremonial extravagance.

      The penny drops for me as I watch my mother and Lilly share a smile. This is yet another tactic of my mother’s to push Lilly and me together. She gives me her your father died and left me surrounded in the chaos of his infidelity sad eyes, and I give in.

      “Fine,” I grit out, really preferring her to take a step back from my life now that running for governor is in the cards. “But I want real people in the room, not just your society friends. And leave me and my team to the politics. I do not need your meddling.” I leave no room for questions, and with a curt nod, she’s back to chattering with Lilly.

      My new chief of staff, Oscar Barone, sits in the large leather chesterfield, looking over everyone in the room with his assessing eyes. He is a strategic pit bull. He takes no shit from me or my mother. As someone who has led key political campaigns for some of the country's biggest representatives, Oscar is the key to my campaign. He is what will help me win. Not my mother and her rich friends.

      “Oh, what will I wear!” Lilly jumps up, gushing. “I want to look perfect for your big night, Harrison!” She smiles wide, looking at me with her big brown eyes, the same ones her father Ronald has. One of the biggest funders of my campaign. My brother curses under his breath, but she doesn’t falter as I grit my teeth.

      “Come, Lilly darling, let’s start the party planning and leave the boys to work,” my mother says, knowing she has pushed me as far as she is going to today and that her next move needs to be out the door.

      The three of us watch as the two ladies walk and talk with such excitement it is already giving me a migraine. As the door closes behind them, Oscar opens his mouth.

      “Your mother will plan a great party, and I am sure Lillian will look great on your arm,” he states diplomatically, knowing how important her father’s money and support are for my campaign.

      “She is trying to get a ring on her finger. I love her like a sister, but seriously, she needs to know that you are not going to be marrying her,” Eddie says, sitting forward and placing his elbows on his knees, looking at me accusingly.

      “I've told her,” I reply with a groan, running my hands through my hair in frustration. “I can’t make it any clearer without taking out a full-page ad in Society News. She is practically already part of the family. But between her and our mother, some wires have been crossed and before I know it, she’ll be expecting a diamond that I have no plans on giving her. It is something I have no plans on giving anyone.” They both nod their heads in silent understanding.

      “You will need to take a date to the event, though, and she is a good choice,” Oscar continues, leaning back in his chair, assessing me.

      “No.” I have no desire to make that kind of public statement. I have no romantic feelings for Lilly at all and have no intention of leading her on by having her on my arm during the campaign or after.

      “You are well known for your bachelorhood and love for the ladies, but that is not going to win you votes. Your father did not leave a good legacy in that regard. You need to look all-American. You and Lillian have known each other for decades, played together in the Hamptons as kids. The press has practically already written you off as married.” He just won’t quit.

      “No,” I grit out, swallowing my growing irritation.

      “Who then?” he challenges.

      “No one. I don’t need the distraction,” I say firmly, committed to being focused on the campaign and not my sex life.

      I need to ensure that my father’s philandering history is not something people think I will repeat. I am seen out and about with women. I love women. But right now, I need to focus. It is my one and only shot at putting myself on track for political success, and I would prefer to be judged by the new policies I plan to implement, not by the woman I take to events.

      “He is afraid of commitment,” Eddie adds, and if looks could kill, he would be mush right about now.

      “You have to have someone on your arm,” Oscar presses.

      “No, I don’t.” I sigh. I may be in my midthirties, but I have no plans to marry or commit myself to one person for the rest of my life. My parents proved to everyone that never works out.

      “Yes. You. Do.” He punches the words out to further emphasize his never-ending point. He is right, of course. But taking Lilly will make a firm statement. A statement that she will be by my side not just during the election campaign but through life. It makes a statement that together, we will look after Maryland and make it better. That is not a statement I want to make. She is not my forever.

      “Let’s announce it some other way,” I say, rubbing my chin, thinking of a way to get out of this situation, dreading the alternative.

      I am staying away from women during this campaign. I have worked too long and too hard to get this chance, so for the first time in my life, I am going to remain single and concentrate on my future. I will be a man for the people, so my dick just has to fall into line.

      “But your mother is already organizing the party,” Oscar reminds me.

      “I think we should work out what our key focus point is and then announce my running at a place that’s relevant,” I suggest, and as I say it, I know it’s the perfect solution.

      “Good idea,” Eddie jumps in, giving me a nod.

      “Somewhere in the community, then. Somewhere with the people,” Oscar states, sitting forward with renewed interest, and I can already see his mind turning.

      “Who is telling Mom?” Eddie asks, looking right at me with a smirk. I ignore his look of question because we both know our mother is not going to like this one bit.

      “Great. I will investigate venues. Now that we have that sorted, let’s talk about the key points of your campaign. Inflation, jobs, and infrastructure investment.” Oscar talks specifics, and we get down to business. I want Maryland to flourish. I want to help the communities who need the support, and most of all, I want to make a positive difference across the entire state.

      It is a big challenge, trying to keep everyone happy, while also supporting those who can’t afford to support themselves. That’s why Eddie is here with me. Out of all my brothers, he is not as enamored by the wealthy as the rest of us have been brought up to be. In fact, he purposefully rebels against it. Having backpacked around Asia for six months, living off two dollars a day, and surviving on cheap street food, there was more than one occasion when his travel insurance was needed due to hospitalization over food poisoning. Aside from that medical luxury, he didn’t live like the billionaire he is, and still doesn’t.

      “So I have mapped out the state, and you have most of the areas in hand, which is good. Obviously, you’re well known and loved in Baltimore City and most outskirts. However, you have some work to do in the southeast, particularly toward DC. Some areas have high poverty rates and high unemployment rates, so we really need to get our messaging on point before we delve into those areas.”

      Oscar opens a map on my desk and the three of us look over it like a military tactical team, assessing the segmentation of areas that Oscar has already done, color coded in a traffic light system. The areas of the state that are colored red are those that I need to be more active in; green are the ones that I already have a good following in. And amber are the ones that can go either way.

      I go to DC often, although I live and work in Baltimore City. DC is the political capital of the country, where all the big players are, many of whom I am friends with. If I want to continue to climb the political ladder, it is where I will need to be spending my time, eventually.

      “What do you suggest?” I ask him as I look over the map.

      “Infrastructure. Investing in large-scale infrastructure will build jobs and a better life for many people in some of these areas. It will keep the labor market happy, unions satisfied, and as long as your family property and construction company doesn’t benefit directly from it, then it will make the construction industry thrive as well.”

      “So new hospitals, schools, that kind of thing?” I ask, already liking the idea, with healthcare being one area I do want to focus on.

      “They are too involved. Too expensive. Think large-scale residential development or commercial, in terms of shopping precincts to kick-start the local economy by way of retailers.”

      “You don’t think schools or health facilities would be a better investment?” I question. I know they would be welcomed.

      “What about the people?” Eddie asks.

      “What about them?” Oscar counters.

      “Has anyone thought about asking them what they want?” Eddie asks, and I nod in agreement.

      “They don’t even know what they want. It is up to us to build a vision and they will come. Harrison here will be like the pied piper and all the people will follow him, no matter where he goes.” Oscar sits back with a satisfied smile on his face, and I wish I felt his confidence. It will be a tough race for me. My competitor is someone who has been eyeing the governorship for years.

      “You do realize the pied piper took all the children, right? And left the town bereft?” Eddie asks Oscar mockingly.

      “Wait and see, young man, wait and see,” Oscar says, rubbing his hands together.
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            BETH

          

        

      

    

    
      I finally take a breath as I see everyone seated, well fed, and happy. With only thirty minutes to go before the guests are due to leave, I can finally take a small breather. This is the time when you know ninety-five percent of the work is done and even though there is still a lot to do with debriefs and budgets behind the scenes, the event itself is complete. This is my last event for a while, so I take it all in. The beautiful flowers, the distinguished guests, the plates of lobster, and glasses of champagne. Opulence of the highest caliber, nothing is too much for this high net worth cohort of businessmen.

      My boss, Kelly, is about to have her first baby, and while the event agency can work without her, she has decided for us all to have a small break for three months. We have been busy. Being one of DC’s most in-demand event companies has us working almost twenty-four seven, and while Kelly is slowing down, wanting a quieter life, my need to continue to provide for my dad and myself burns under my skin.

      Some of the team are taking extended vacations, Paris and London seemingly the most sought-after locations. But that is a luxury I can’t afford. Thank goodness I’ll still have a job. Kelly has kindly let me work throughout the next few months, but it will be reduced pay and hours, more admin than event management for a little while before we gear up again just in time for party season. It isn’t ideal, but I still get my medical benefits, and I hope I can pick up something else part-time to help with the bills.

      Looking around the room, I spot the usual suspects. Many of whom I speak to so regularly for event logistics and RSVP management that they are now good friends. It is nice. Others, though, still treat me like I am their servant and those people I steer well clear of, not wanting to give them any more reason to dislike me or our business.

      My eyes flick to table four. Harrison Langford sits tall and confident, talking with the other businessmen around him. I wonder if the rumors are true and if he is going to announce his run for governor soon. He was a last-minute addition to the guest list today.

      I take a moment to look him over. I haven’t seen him since the champagne incident. His thick, dark hair falls slightly across his face, and his broad shoulders are covered in a well-fitted navy suit. He looks like he doesn’t have a care in the world, yet he’s firm and focused on the conversations around him. I admire his strong posture and commanding nature. He looks to be in control of the entire table. It is very appealing to a girl like me whose life is always sitting on a knife's edge and could spin totally out of control at any moment.

      “Beth. I need you.” I hear my boss Kelly’s panicked voice in my earpiece.

      “Where are you?” I ask her quietly as my eyes sweep the room. Now that I think about it, I haven’t seen her in a while.

      “Down the hall, in the corridor near the kitchen.”

      “On my way,” I tell her as I walk with purpose to the other side of the room and quickly duck down the hall.

      “Beth!” Kelly pants, her hand holding the wall, her other hand resting on her very pregnant belly.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, my eyes roaming her body, panic starting to well inside me.

      “The baby is coming,” she says on a breath, and I just about scream.

      “What?!”

      “The baby is coming, Beth. My water just broke.”

      “Oh my God! Do I call an ambulance? Do you need to sit down? Do you need water?” I’m not the one about to have a baby, but with the nerves running through me, you wouldn’t know that.

      “John is on his way. He will take me to the hospital,” she says too calmly, and I thank God her husband will know what to do.

      “Let me get you a glass of water.” I turn quickly and slam straight into a waiter coming from the kitchen down the hall. My body propels backward, and I fall to the floor, landing on my butt as the tray full of champagne flutes she was holding flies through the air. I watch them float, like they are hot air balloons moving in slow motion. All would be fine, except at that moment, a man walks around the corner into the hallway.

      He steps backward quickly, but the glassware still catches on his white shirt, which is now saturated with a delicious bottle of Dom Perignon Vintage 1992.

      “Shit,” he curses as the tray and glasses fall to the floor. Thankfully, it’s carpet, so nothing breaks and there is no loud clatter to disrupt the formal proceedings of the event in the main room.

      As I survey the mess of glasses and champagne that now decorate the floor, Kelly’s breath hitches behind me. I look up to the man to apologize, and it is then that I see his face and my stomach drops. Not again!

      “Kelly!” John, Kelly’s husband, rushes down the hall, grabbing Kelly, who is panting through what appears to be a contraction.

      “I’m so sorry,” the young waitress says to me as I scramble off the floor and grab Kelly’s handbag, passing it to John.

      “You two go; I will finish up here,” I tell Kelly and John, wanting this to be the last thing Kelly worries about in her condition.

      “You sure?” Kelly asks, looking between me and the man behind me.

      “Yes, of course, go. I will wrap up here, then head to the hospital to check on you.” Looking at John, he gives me a nod before walking Kelly toward the kitchen, then out the back exit. We planned for this. John was on speed dial for the past few weeks as Kelly’s due date got closer. And while she isn’t due for another few weeks, one of the contingencies of our event today was to run it like Kelly wasn’t even here. What we didn’t plan for was her water breaking at the actual event, or for my awkwardness and the tray of champagne landing on one of our guests.

      “I am extremely sorry, sir,” I say quickly as I turn to look at Harrison Langford, who’s trying to mop himself down with a napkin. My eyes catch on his now see-through shirt, and the very clear outline of some well-formed abs, and I swallow quickly.

      “It’s fine. It was an accident, no harm.” He’s being kind, too forgiving, even though I see his jaw clenching. I cringe, tentative as I wait for his wrath, but it never comes.

      “Follow me. I can get you sorted with a new shirt and organize the dry cleaning,” I tell him in the most professional tone I can muster. Spinning on my heel, I don’t wait for his response as I hightail it farther down the hall, stepping around the waitress who is cleaning up the mess, to a discreet cloakroom that is prepared for just such an occasion.

      Pushing open the door, I flick on the light.

      “I’m guessing a size thirty-eight?” I ask, my back still to him, but I know he followed me into the room. His masculine scent wraps around me, giving me goosebumps, and I rub my arms to create friction so they disappear. The door to the room closes, shutting out any noise, and the quiet is suddenly startling. You can hear a pin drop, and I am scared he can hear my traitorous heart as it thuds harder in my chest.

      “Yes. Thank you.” His voice makes my nerves dance in my stomach, my body warming at his proximity. I need to pull myself together; it isn’t like I haven’t spilled champagne on him before.

      “Of course.” I’m feeling breathless, but I’m trying to keep it together, my hands shaking a little as I grab the new shirt from the rack.

      “Here,” I say as I turn to face him, proud that we have a Hugo Boss white dress shirt in his size. This is what sets our event agency apart from all others. We go the extra mile. We think of everything. Including a dressing room full of clothes in case people need a quick change.

      “Thank you,” he says as he takes the shirt from my hand. Looking around the room, his eyes rest on mine again. “You have quite the wardrobe in here. The whole event is extremely professional and well organized. One of the best events I have ever been to, and I have been to many.”

      His voice feels like warm honey down my body, and I’m hoping I’m not obviously blushing. I quickly turn and give him my back again as I grab a laundry bag to put his wet shirt in to dry clean it for him. We are standing close, and I can feel the heat radiating between our bodies. All I would need to do is step back and we’d touch, and my body hums for the connection. It’s been a long time since I have been with a man.

      “We like to ensure we are prepared for anything. It is why we are one of the best event agencies in DC. We look after every last detail. If you would like to put your wet shirt in this…” My words stop on my lips when I turn back to face him again. He is standing there half-naked, his wet shirt in his hand. Those abs I saw momentarily before are now right in front of me and my eyes cannot move away from them. There is a smattering of dark hair that runs across his perfect chest, leading up to his solid shoulders and down to a trail that’s extremely enticing to a single girl like me.

      It's unavoidable now… I feel the heat flame my cheeks. Stupid cheeks.

      “Oh my God!” I gasp as I right myself, my hands flying to my face, and I cover my eyes. My cheeks flame even hotter as I shake my head, trying to pull it together. I turn around again, drawing on every professional bone in my body, nearly losing my footing in the process. Why do I have to be so awkward?

      I hear him chuckle. “It’s fine. I didn’t mean to startle you. I apologize.” Even though my eyes are covered, I know he is grinning. He is clearly confident in his body, and he should be. It is like it is sculptured or airbrushed or something. I gaze down at my very average physique. Sure, I have curves, but they are not what I would call desirable by any stretch of the imagination. I flaunt them, regardless. I am not totally inept.

      “Please put your wet shirt in this bag, and I can organize the dry cleaning,” I say, throwing the bag behind me at him without looking. I think I hear his faint chuckle again, but I am too embarrassed to look. His closeness almost suffocates me.

      “I will give you some privacy.” I move quickly toward the door, tripping slightly on the line of spare shoes in the process. My hip hits the clothing rack, which is on wheels, and it runs down the length of the room, banging on the end wall.

      “Shit!” I hiss under my breath.

      “Are you okay?” he asks as my heart thumps through my ears, and I just want the world to open up and swallow me right now.

      “Yes. Absolutely. Never been better. Please don’t worry about me.” The words rush out of me in a fluster. I look everywhere but at him, trying to find an escape route to get out of this situation.

      “Wait, you're caught!” he tries to warn me, but in my haste, I pay little attention until I am falling. My foot capturing the side of a box, my body twists, and the floor comes toward me at a rapid pace.

      “I’ve got you!” I hear him say before I feel his hand wrap around my waist, the warmth from his grip spreading through my body. I gasp as I continue to fall, the momentum pulling us both to the floor, and he lands on top of me, the two of us in a tangle. His one hand remains around my waist, keeping me close, the other holding him up slightly, yet his face hovers mere inches from mine.

      Mortification doesn’t come close to the feelings welling in my body, not including the warm tingling that is happening down below. His half-naked form pushes against mine, his strong pecs brushing my breasts, hearts meshing together. If anyone were to walk in right now, our position would be seen as extremely unprofessional and would be front page news on the local gossip websites.

      I squeeze my eyes shut. My hands are stiff and straight, remaining by my sides as a flush colors my cheeks, and I bite my lips and hold my breath, waiting for his wrath. But it doesn’t come.

      “Are you alright? You seem to prefer the floor. This is the second time in five minutes I have found you on the carpet.” His rough voice speaks with concern, yet it’s laced with some humor.

      I peek open one eye to look at him, seeing him smiling above me. Slowly, I open my other eye and get the full picture of his blindingly white smile. I can’t help but drink him in. He is hot. Like a model hot. His eyes search my face and when our gazes meet, I am certain I see his deep blues twinkling.

      “Yep!” I say, popping the P, my breathing shallow. I once again notice the small wrinkle in between his brows, and I squeeze my fists tighter so I don’t reach out to smooth it away.

      “Who are you?” he asks, almost in wonder, looking at me like he is seeing me for the first time.

      “I’m Beth. The event planner.” Could I sound any more pathetic? My heart sinks because now I know for sure that his mother is never going to be a customer of ours again and Kelly is going to kill me.

      “Beth…” he says slowly, like he is tasting the flavor of my name on his tongue. “The event planner… Have we met before?” His eyes crinkle at the sides as he assesses me, and I want to close my eyes and disappear.

      “Yes. Once.” I grimace. Might as well get this over with. I’m mentally preparing my resume for the job hunt I will be on once he fires the agency from ever working with him and his family again.

      “You have spilled champagne over me before, haven’t you?” The smile on his face fades to one of awe, and I’m not sure if that’s a good thing. His memory is much better than I thought it would be.

      “You remember?” I ask, horrified, but I’m also a little intrigued that I made an impression.

      “Hmmm,” is all he says, making no move to get off me, his body heat melting into my bones, and I suddenly understand why women fall at his feet. He is looking at me like I am the only woman in the world. Like I am special.

      His cell phone vibrates in his pocket, startling us both. He jumps up off me then, offering me his hand to help me up. I take it, trying not to look at his body and pretending that the brown carpet is the most interesting thing I have ever seen.

      “Yes?” he says as he answers the call.

      “Fine, I will be there in two minutes. Don’t let him leave.”

      I pick up the laundry bag and put his wet shirt inside while he finishes dressing in the new shirt I gave him.

      “So, Beth, you work with Kelly at DC Events?” he asks me, his tone friendly as he fastens the last button.

      “Yes.” I give him a one-word answer, too scared of the verbal diarrhea that may explode out of my mouth at any moment and really not wanting to make this situation any worse than it already is. I ruin everything. It is why I can’t have nice things. This is why I don’t have a boyfriend. It is why no one could possibly want a girl like me.

      “The dry cleaning can be returned to my office,” he says while pulling on his jacket.

      “Okay. No problem.”

      “Great. Good to meet you, Beth…” The way he says my name makes my stomach flip. His lips quirk at the sides as his eyes find mine once more before he steps around me and out the door.

      What the hell just happened?
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      I strut away from the dressing room like it is on fire. Clearing my throat, I pull at my collar.

      Beth is someone I didn’t think I would see again, but a face I have never forgotten. When I saw her earlier, I knew the universe was playing a joke on me. The minute I declared I am staying away from women, Beth showed up and a flood of instant admiration flew through me like never before.

      I watched her all day as she was organizing the media scrum like a pro and walked around the room taking care of everyone, her professional attire doing nothing to hide her voluptuous body as she managed the event without breaking a sweat.

      Straightening my tie, I try to get my growing dick under control as I walk down the hallway back into the event room to meet Oscar.

      I am days away from announcing my run for governor, and I don’t need her as a distraction, yet my thoughts have been on her for most of the event, my attraction instant. I also wasn’t the only one to spot her. Every man in this place had his eyes on her, and I can’t blame them. I’m here for work, to mingle and meet; she is the last thing I need, yet the vision of her ample body underneath mine is now seared into my brain.

      I rub my eyes, my vision fuzzy and my pulse at a rate it hasn’t been for a while.

      She isn’t my usual type. She looks too young and too innocent for starters. She can’t be older than early twenties, and I don’t make a habit of dating younger women. There have been enough political assholes playing around with barely legal women over the years, and I don’t need to add to that list. Although the way she handles herself is with more maturity than any woman I have come across in years. That thought alone confuses me.

      I smirk, thinking about how she was looking everywhere but at me, even though I was hunting for her eyes. I wanted to see if they were the same perfect sparkling blue that I remember. They were. But she is the only woman I have ever met who doesn’t seem to like the look of me. The only woman to see me half-naked and not touch me or attempt to take a photo and sell it to the gossip magazines. Both are a rarity in this city for me, unfortunately.

      I walk out to find Oscar looking panicked. The room today is full of all the key people, a gold mine for garnering support for my soon-to-be announced campaign. I crack my neck as I strut toward him, pushing my thoughts of her to the back of my mind. I need to focus.

      “Where is he?” I ask, knowing that the entire purpose of me being at this event is so I could catch Arthur Stratten to appeal for his support. Aside from my family and Lilly’s father, Arthur is one of the biggest landowners in Maryland and has his hand in many businesses. He is also a ruthless old bastard. He and my father were archnemesis in the old days before my father passed away, but now he remains mostly out of the limelight, preferring to count his millions at home, it seems. Oscar got word that he was at this event and managed to get us tickets on short notice so we could get an audience with him.

      “He said he had to find someone, but I can’t see him anywhere,” Oscar says, frustrated, as we both look around the room frantically for him, knowing that the event is about to wrap up.

      Then I spot him. Laughing and smiling. Which are two things he never does.

      “He is over there,” I say, nodding to the far right of the room, near where I just came from, and Oscar’s eyes follow mine.

      “He’s laughing?” Oscar gapes, his eyebrows hitting his hairline, and the two of us take a few steps in his direction before I stop. I see who he is with and what is making him so happy, and it is the same woman who put a smile on my own face moments ago.

      Beth.

      Oscar pushes me along, but my feet are already moving of their own accord, my eyes firmly on her. She is laughing too. Her shoulders are back, her eyes sparkling. Her lips curve up in a way that has me thinking all sorts of things I definitely shouldn't be. She looks different from the woman I was just with in the darkened cloakroom. Vibrant and full of life, standing tall, looking radiant.

      I observe her some more, seeing her interact with Arthur. I am impressed that she seems to have such a friendly relationship with one of the wealthiest men in the country. In fact, I see many people walking past her on the way out, all of whom say goodbye or shake her hand. She has DC wrapped around her little finger.

      As we step up to them both, Beth looks up, and her beaming smile fades as she sees me.

      “Arthur, good to see you,” I say, pushing my way into their conversation and trying not to let her obvious dislike for me sour my mood.

      Arthur turns and looks at me as Beth excuses herself, her sprinkle of freckles highlighted by her pink-tinged cheeks. “I will leave you to it, Arthur.”

      “Let’s do lunch and chess later this week, Bethy. I will send my car to get you,” he tells her fondly, and I watch her smile at him as she takes a step back. I appreciate her professionalism.

      “I would love that, Arthur. But you won’t win chess, you know that, right?” Looking at her, I wonder what I need to do to get a smile from her like that.

      The two of us watch as she turns and merges back with the crowd. Her red hair flows over her shoulders with her stride. And I don’t miss the way her ass looks in her black dress or the way her legs extend from her black patent high heels. Arthur clears his throat, and I whip my head toward him.

      “Keep your eyes off her. She is far too good for the likes of you,” Arthur says in warning, and I raise my eyebrows at him. For a man pushing seventy, he still has a lot of fight left in him.

      “You can have any woman you want. Beth is not the one for you,” he continues, his eyes narrowing on me.

      “Just like your father, looking at every pretty girl in the room,” Arthur mutters, shaking his head, and I look at him. He is the first person to mention my father to me in a long time, but given their history, I shouldn’t be surprised.

      I clench my teeth, but smile. We both know that my father was a philanderer. A playboy. A name that is often associated with me due to the myriad of women I date. But unlike my father, I didn’t marry a woman twenty years my junior, then cheat on her every chance I got. To be honest, the thought sickens me, and I have no plans to invest in the institution of marriage after the mockery he made of it.

      “Arthur, I want to chat with you, perhaps take you to lunch?” I state, ignoring his previous remark. There is no point making small talk; Arthur is a straight shooter and so am I.

      “You want my money? My support? Is that it?” Arthur, like the businessman he is, gets right to it. I remain silent, waiting for him to give me the answer I want to hear.

      “We can meet. But not for lunch. I only have lunch with friends, and let me be very clear, we are not friends, Harrison. But I will hear what you have to say. Call my office, they will set it up.”

      “Thanks, Arthur. I will call and arrange something for next week.” I appreciate that he shakes my hand this time as I extend it to him again.

      “We’ll see, boy. We’ll see.” Turning away from me, he slowly walks out the door. The event is now finished, and the room is starting to clear.

      “Well, that went well. Who was he talking to just now?” Oscar asks, his head still whipping around the room, seeing if there is anyone else we need to speak to while we are here.

      “Why?” I question as my own eyes roam the room, hoping to catch a glimpse of the woman who has twice now crashed into my life, shocking me with cold champagne, before flowing out again.

      “Who is she to you?” Oscar asks, and I turn and see him looking at me. His accusing eyes crinkle at the sides. He must read something on my face as his look turns serious.

      “You said it yourself; we don’t need distractions, Harrison.”

      “I’m not distracted. I am one hundred percent focused. Let’s go,” I grit out, not liking that he is questioning me about a woman and already making assumptions.

      We make our way outside and into our waiting car. Slipping inside, my body sinks into the soft leather seat as exhaustion nips at my heels. It has been a long week, and I haven’t even publicly announced my running yet.

      “I am serious, Harrison. Lillian is a great girl. If anyone is on your arm during this campaign, it needs to be her,” Oscar continues to push, and my jaw clenches.

      “Whom I date, whom I spend time with, is not up for debate. To be clear, I have no intention of stringing Lilly along for my own political gain.”

      “You are running for governor of Maryland. You need to have someone by your side. You can’t be a playboy bachelor during the campaign. The people need to see a stable, in control, dependable leader. They need to see family values, strong ethics, a perfect picture.”

      I am not my father. I enjoy the company of women, but I am not a playboy. Not like he was.

      “I don’t need Lilly by my side. I won’t portray something that simply isn't true. I don’t want to start this campaign with a fake state of affairs,” I retort, my frustrations starting to turn into anger.

      “You also don’t need distractions, Harrison, and I wouldn't be doing my job if I didn’t point these things out to you,” Oscar says, obviously sensing he is hitting a nerve.

      “Oscar, let me make my position on this really clear. Lilly, in no way, shape, or form will be the woman by my side. For this campaign or ever. Do not question me on that again.” My words have bite, but I need him to know that Lilly and I are not an option, even though I know presenting a united front would help win votes.

      “I also don’t plan on being a playboy bachelor as you put it. I have dreamed of this opportunity for most of my life. Do I love women? Yes, who doesn’t. But I am focused and committed. I can do this without drawing any unsavory media attention. I know the game and I know how to play it.”

      I take a breath and rub my eyes, trying to erase the bright-blue ones from my memory. Oscar is right, and this is why I hired him. I need to remain focused. I don’t need distractions.

      Especially one as beautiful as Beth.
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      After a heated discussion about me wheeling him versus him managing his chair on his own, Dad and I are on our way to the community center. We both slept terribly last night, a regular occurrence for us when thunderstorms roll through. Reminders at night are never good and we have been bickering with each other all morning.

      As I walk along, half-asleep, my cell vibrates, and I see it is Kelly.

      “Kelly! How are you?” I ask with glee. She is currently back home from the hospital and is deep in her love bubble with John and their new little baby boy.

      “Beth. I just got off the phone with Harrison Langford,” she states, and I stop walking, dread filling my bones. Here it is. I am about to lose my job. I am about to lose the only income my father and I receive. I look at him, and like he can sense it, he lowers his head. I’m even surprised my father still loves me at this point due to the amount of anguish I cause him every time he looks at me. My face is a clear reminder to him of the night our lives took a turn no one was expecting.

      “Look, Kelly, I am really sorry about the incident last week…”

      “Beth. Stop. I trust you. You are amazing at your job. So amazing, in fact, that apparently you made quite the impression. So much so, Harrison has asked that I offer you as a secondment to assist his team for the next three months to help his campaign. He is announcing his run for governor today.”

      “What?!” I practically scream into the phone, needing to hang on to Dad’s wheelchair in case I faint on the spot.

      “He has given me twenty-four hours to get back to him with our answer. I want you to think about it today, Beth. Speak to your dad and call me with your decision by tomorrow. I know it is quick, but it gives you a chance to keep a full-time income, and technically, you will still be working for me, so if it doesn’t turn out to be something you like, you can always come back to me on reduced hours and shuffle some paperwork at any time. Anyway, I have to run, the baby's awake, but call me later once you have decided, okay?” I squeak out a nonsensical reply, and she ends the call.

      I jump when a car horn honks in the distance, and I try to center myself and refocus on Dad. Even though I feel like a walking zombie, Kelly’s call just now has my head spinning. Harrison Langford wants me on his team?

      “Did you lose your job?” Dad asks, and the sorrow in his face says it all. He thinks that I did. I told him all about the champagne incident after the event last week because I wanted him to be prepared in case I became unemployed.

      “No, I got offered a different one…” I say, lost in thought, and he breathes a sigh of relief and doesn’t ask any other questions. I walk along silently as my mind races, then I try to snap out of it and focus on him. My eyes home in on his wheelchair. For the last block since we got off the bus, I have been watching Dad glide ahead of me, and I've noticed one of his wheels wobbles in a way it isn’t meant to.

      “Dad, is there something wrong with your chair?” I ask. He never said anything, but I can now see clearly that it is bothering him.

      “No. It’s fine,” he grumbles.

      “But your wheel looks…”

      “Stop it, Beth, I said it is fine!” His tone leaves little room for questions. I may now be an adult in my early twenties, but I still keep quiet when my dad is stern with me. So I clamp my lips and keep walking.

      I continue to watch the wheelchair, and I wonder if the wheel is going to come entirely loose. He has had the same chair for years, but he doesn’t want us spending any more money on it.

      We have had the same argument for weeks now. He hates the fact that as a young woman I am spending all my money on him. He hates being dependent on me. The guilt he feels for what happened to my mother continues to eat at him, even though deep down, I know I am the one to blame.

      Growing up through my teenage years without Mom was hard. Trying to help Dad as he went through his physical and mental health decline on top of that was stressful. But we have come out the other side and we make our way in life just fine.

      “So does this new job mean you will be home bothering me more now?” he grumbles, changing the subject back to focus on me rather than him. He obviously still thinks I will be on reduced hours and reduced pay as Kelly takes her time away from the business to focus on her family.

      “You will love having me around more!” I joke with him. My father would hate to have me around all the time, but he will probably hate me taking this new job with Harrison more.

      “I have a routine and I am sticking to it. You will have to find your own things to do. Maybe go on that date with Jeff,” he suggests, and I stumble a little on the jagged sidewalk before righting myself with the handle of his chair.

      “I’m not dating Jeff, Dad,” I groan. I would do anything to please my dad, but dating Jeff is one step I really don’t want to take.

      “He is a good guy. Smart. Good-looking. You could do a lot worse than Jeff,” he says, and I sigh. What he means to say is that I should be happy that a man is showing interest in me. No one else has in a very long time.

      Dad is right; Jeff is all those things. But I don’t feel it. And I really want to feel it. That heart-thumping, panty-melting, I need you more than the air I breathe kind of love. The one my parents had. Before I ruined it all.

      “What's all the commotion this morning?” Dad grumbles, pulling me from my thoughts as we push through the doors of the center to see people running around in all directions.

      “Larry, what the hell is going on?” he yells to Larry who is waiting patiently for him by the chess table at the front window. As we dodge the racing people, many of whom we know, but some we don’t, we make our way closer, watching Jeff barking orders near the offices at the back, clipboard in hand.

      “Apparently, there are some dignitaries coming today,” Larry says as he shrugs. A veteran, Larry spends his days here at the center with my father, and the two of them have become close over the years. Larry ensures Dad is looked after when I am not around. It is good to have him in our lives.

      After a beat, Dad wheels over and takes his usual place around the table and the two of them start playing their game without batting another eyelash. Their attention to chess is unrelenting. They don’t even keep score, yet they are here every day, playing all day to pass the time.

      “Hey, Beth. Crazy, huh?” Jeff says close to my ear, his warm breath skirting across my neck, and I jump, startled, having not expected him.

      “Yes. What’s going on?” I ask, my hand resting on my thumping heart as I take a small step away from him, shielding my personal space, not wanting him in it.

      “Last-minute call from the head office. We have a team of politicians coming through this morning. Nothing major. Just your usual walk and talk, I’m sure. Yoga is still going ahead as normal.” He smiles at me as he clicks his pen, ticking off an item from his list. I don’t miss as his eyes skirt down my body and back up again when he thinks I am not looking. I swallow, not sure how I feel about his eyes on me like that. He is not it for me, and deep down, I know it.

      “Well, I will leave you to it, and I will go and join the class!” I say, trying to sound jovial, when all I want to do is crawl back into bed and sleep for the day.

      “Are you feeling alright? You look tired, Beth. Is there anything I can do for you?” Jeff asks, and my shoulders tense. Why can’t I just like him? He is good-looking, nice, caring… yet there is something about him that doesn’t feel right. I give him a brief smile as I try to feel upbeat.

      “Oh, I’m fine. I just didn’t get much sleep last night,” I say, trying to act nonchalant, brushing off his accurate observation.

      “Oh, the thunderstorm. I get it. It was a wild one.” I don’t think Dad would have told him, but they have become close, so maybe Jeff knows about why thunderstorms are not welcome in our lives.

      I give him a brief smile before taking another step back.

      “Good luck with the morning, Jeff.” Offering a brief wave goodbye, I mark the end of the conversation. I’m not able to get away from him fast enough this morning as he stands there looking at me with a weird smile on his face.

      Morning yoga at the center is run by a wonderful middle-aged lady named Marci who, despite her electric-blue hair, tight attire, and bright-red lipstick, is a ball of cosmic energy. She brings along healing crystals and incense, and I don’t miss the way she flirts with my father after class. She is the only woman to bring a smile to his face ever.

      “Well, hello sugar,” Marci says warmly to me, and I am amazed by her. Pushing the top end of fifty, she is as fit as she is flexible.

      “Hey, Marci,” I say before my mouth breaks out into a yawn.

      “Rough night?” she asks, and I just nod, glassy-eyed, and she squeezes my shoulder before closing the door and calling the class to start.

      “Morning, everyone. Thank you for joining me this morning. Given the activity that is happening in the main area of the center, I have decided that this session will be power yoga, where we can really move our bodies and get a great workout since meditation and relaxation is totally out of the question.” Marci’s calmness centers me, and as I sit tall, legs crossed, I start to feel calm and my breathing begins to slow.

      “Let’s start with our sun salutations.” Her voice floats through the air and my limbs automatically move, and I am now grateful for coming to class this morning. My body needs it. I stretch and relax into the poses, feeling my body lengthening and the stress starting to leave me. I haven’t done power yoga in a while and soon feel out of breath, yet grateful for the workout.

      Before long, I am cursing myself for wearing my old thread-bare yoga pants and crop top as they stick to my sweat-covered body. Again, I am behind on my washing, and I mentally high-five myself for taking a spot at the back of the class, highly doubtful that anyone would want an eyeful of my big backside in my nearly see-through pants.

      As we move into a downward dog, I let my head fall down and melt into the pose. I take a deep breath and sink farther into the stretch, really feeling my muscles pull, then the door to the class opens right behind me.

      I see Jeff’s sneakers and jeans appear in my vision between my legs, alongside three pairs of shiny black shoes and tailored black trousers. Dammit. The last thing I need is Jeff looking at my butt. My thong is no doubt on full display, and I groan as I slowly stand up, wondering why I can’t just at least look like I have my life together for once.

      But as I turn to look at the men, I come to understand that luck is not something that is offered to a girl like me.
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      It’s hot. There are sweaty bodies everywhere, but my eyes are glued to one.

      “No distractions, remember?” Oscar grits out to me under his breath, and I look at him sharply, not thrilled with his unnecessary reminder. I hold his gaze until he looks away, then my eyes lock on to the most perfectly round ass I've ever seen. I look up at her body, follow the vibrant red hair in a tight braid that runs down her back, and as she turns around, our eyes meet. Her cheeks flame, matching her hair. My cock jumps in response, and I swallow.

      Beth. What the hell is she doing here?

      The class ends abruptly as we stand in the room. Clearly, we are an interruption, as Jeff, who runs this center, was giving us a tour. Beth's eyes are darting between mine and Jeff’s as he stands next to me. We purposefully left it to the last minute to notify anyone and had Jeff and his management team from Baltimore City scrambling, but I wanted the media scrum, and Oscar said last-minute surprises are what will make a mark in the media today.

      Plus, we didn’t want my mother ruining it. This way, she can still have her party as a celebration, but I won’t need to have Lilly on my arm when I present myself to the state. I can be with the people whom I want to represent.

      “What are you doing here?” Her voice

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/image-2.jpg
."ﬁ"’

The Baltimore Boys
VOLUME ONE

SAMANTHA SKYE SAMANTHA SKYE SAMANTHA SKYE






OEBPS/images/the_charming_billionaire.jpg
4
THE B A NEFM O TRyLBEB=OSYES

SAMANTHA SKYE





