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      Mystery man, recluse, finance guru… Virgin.

      I was a shut-in for a reason. With too many secrets, too much to hide, and way too much at stake, I spent years in my mansion in the woods, never trusting a soul.

      So, when a stranger showed up at my door, with her plans to save the world, I should have sent her away, like I’d always done. 

      But from the second she arrived, I couldn’t resist Veronica Cruz. She was all the things I’d been missing—passionate, generous, and so damned sexy. 

      I let her into my life, gave her everything—including my heart. 

      Now, the one thing she wants is the truth. The question is, will she still love me when she knows my secret?
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      Veronica

      

      I couldn’t run for city council if I was dead.

      Which was why I’d saved the house in the woods for last. That way if the person who lived there turned out to be an ax murderer, I’d at least get my canvassing in first.

      No one could say I wasn’t dedicated.

      I hiked up the long, wooded drive on the very edge of town, feeling exactly like a horror movie heroine before things got really bad. If I were in the audience right now, I’d be screaming at me to turn back.

      Who would live out here?

      I rounded the last bend and stopped.

      The house’s windows were dark, with no cars in the driveway, but it was the only house I hadn’t gone to that didn’t sport a Rylie for City Council sign in its yard. I had to at least give it a try.

      I could barely see the violet glint of my sneakers as I picked my way through soggy, overgrown grass and up sagging steps to a porch that had seen better days. It wasn’t until I got to the door that a wave of something hit me—a prescience or foreboding.

      This house will change my life.

      Ignoring the shiver that worked its way up my spine—it felt kind of good under the sweat I’d worked up these past few hours—I tried checking the time on my phone only to find the battery dead. Right. Now, I couldn’t even check the app again to see if this house had been canvassed since an hour ago, or even what party they were registered under. Or call for help if this was, in fact, a murder house.

      Whatever. It was still light out. I squinted over my shoulder. Well, lightish. Everything was muted this deep in the woods.

      I lifted my hand to rap on the door, defeat already settling heavily on my shoulders, and stilled. What was that? Eyes narrowed, I leaned closer to the chipped wood.

      Music! Ha! The house was inhabited. Something itched between my shoulder blades and I knocked.

      I counted the seconds in my head to the tune of “Wheels on the Bus,” like I’d done at every other house I’d visited today, and for the past few months. Earworm from hell.

      Nothing.

      But someone was in there, dammit.

      It was almost full-on dark now. For about twenty seconds, as my yard signs started to slip from my sweaty hands, I considered turning back and calling it a day. Everything would be so easy if I just let those signs drop and walked away, not just from this house, but from the election, from everything.

      Clint S. Rylie—or Wily Rylie as we’d known him in high school—chose that moment to park at the far end of the driveway in his pristine black Audi. He emerged with his pretty blond wife, who let two well-behaved children out of the backseat. All that perfection and I still didn’t trust him. I remembered, even if nobody else seemed to, how he’d cheated to get his straight As. Everybody’d known it was happening, but he’d never once been caught.

      It looked like he and his wife were unloading a slew of items—probably their magnets, stickers, goody bags, for God’s sake—and rather than curl up and hide like the low-budget fraud I was, I gripped my garish Veronica Cruz for City Council yard signs tighter and kicked the shit out of the creepy house’s front door.

      I must have pounded pretty hard because I didn’t hear footsteps or anything, but suddenly the door was yanked open and I was frozen in raised-limbed limbo. I had no idea how long I stayed in that position—suspended with a foot and a hand up, about ready to claw my way through that door.

      “Yes?” The man in front of me was nothing like the monster, or the sad, wizened old woman I’d expected to live in this house. Not this…this…gosh, Amazon was a description just for women, right? Okay, so Superman, maybe. With dark hair, smooth, pale skin and wide cheekbones, and eyes that made me blink a few times and look away from their strangeness. Oh…and the man was clearly not happy with my intrusion.

      Following a path created from repetition rather than instinct, my hand opened and shifted to waist level, ready to clasp. Shaking hands with parents was one thing, but as a politician…

      I steeled myself against the usual imposter syndrome and widened my smile.

      “Hello, I’m—”

      “Can I—” He cleared his throat and ignored my hand entirely, his words overlapping mine. “Help you?”

      “Hi there. My name’s Veronica and I’m running for city council.” He looked like he might open his mouth to interrupt and, rather than stop and listen, as I’d generally do, I rushed through my pitch. “Are you aware that there’s an election coming up? If so, do you know who you’ll vote for? It’s a decisive moment for policy in our town.” I glanced over my shoulder and gave up entirely when I saw the Rylies trundling up the walkway. So close, I could smell the sanctimony. “Can I come in please?”

      “Uh. No.”

      “Please.” Why was I so frantic?

      I knew exactly why. Because at house upon house I’d struck out. People had no interest in what I had to say. They’d seen Rylie’s signs, had heard of his campaign, knew his family, and didn’t give a crap about his actual platform. He was a known quantity, whereas I was a stranger. A dark-haired, dark-skinned stranger, with a message they didn’t even want to hear. “Please.” This last came out as a whine.

      “Are you in danger?” The man’s face tightened, his scruff-covered jaw grew hard, his too-curvy mouth thin and aggressive. I stopped myself from stepping back, and I refused to look behind me, but Rylie and his family were close. I could hear their cultured voices in respectfully quiet conversation.

      “Oh my gosh, am I?” I didn’t have to fake the tremors in my voice, because they scared me, or intimidated me, at the very least. I shut my eyes for a second, wishing I’d just headed home.

      “I don’t—”

      “Are they coming?” I whispered. I couldn’t look behind me. I refused to. But if this man caught sight of them, with their tasteful signage and their strong economic message, I was screwed.

      “They?”

      I searched for something to make this forbidding person invite me in. “Yes. Um. They’re after me.”

      “Who—”

      “The perfect family behind me. See them?”

      “I can’t see—”

      “They’re carrying signs, headed this way.”

      “I hear them. They’re not—”

      Ok. Change of tack. “Could I use your restroom? Please?” I paused, finally, and listened to him breathe. It was easy, given that my face was right in front of the guy’s lean, muscle-packed chest. I blinked.

      Oh no. He wasn’t going to do it, was he? He was going to leave me out here to pit my mess of an existence against the pristine, polished perfection of Wily Rylie. And everybody knew who’d win that battle.

      A sigh and a step back were the only invitation I needed. I followed him inside, the door closed, and the last thing I noticed was the Captain America logo on his T-shirt before everything went dark.

      What have I done?

      “Hang on. I’m turning on lights.”

      Why aren’t there any lights on? What kind of person hangs out in the dark?

      He flipped on a glaringly bright overhead and I stood, transfixed. There was nothing—or close to it—in this room. A quick swivel of just my eyes showed a clean, bare wood floor, with nothing but a pair of sneakers lined up neatly beside the front door. The rooms leading off the entryway were big and open and mostly empty. I sucked in a breath.

      “You know, I should probably go. This wasn’t the best—”

      “I’m blind.”

      “Huh?”

      “That’s why there are no pictures on the walls or rugs and stuff. No pictures because I wouldn’t be able to see them. No lights because what’s the point? Everything’s bright to me all the time anyway. And rugs are just obstacles.”

      My relieved “oh” came out sounding like a sigh. I focused on him again—all chiseled cheekbones and wide jaw, with big, light eyes. There was a bump on the bridge of his nose, which was possibly the only thing between him and perfection, but even that was masculine in a charming way.

      “I can’t read whatever it is you’re toting around. The thing that’s stabbing me in the leg right now.”

      “Shit! I’m so sorry.” Shit! No cussing in front of the voters. One hand flew to cover my potty mouth as I threw my yard signs down and bent to look at his leg. “I mean crap. I mean—”

      “I know what you mean.” He paused. “Am I bleeding?”

      “I’m an idiot.” I was babbling, now, but I couldn’t seem to stop. This whole thing screamed lawsuit. “Please don’t sue me.”

      I sank to my knees and leaned in close to this man’s shorts-clad leg, words all the while spewing from my mouth. It must have been exhaustion pushing me to this verbal diarrhea.

      “I should have listened to Mami. She told me this was a bad idea. Keep your nose out of their politics, she said, over and over. But Mira’s dad got taken away—to some holding facility, it turned out, before they sent him back to Honduras—and then Jace’s mom got sick and wouldn’t have been able to pay for chemo if it weren’t for us teachers and some of the parents pitching in. Then sweet little Devon wearing that confederate flag T-shirt. I held it together. Right up until the end of the school day, when I pulled him aside and explained that the symbol could hurt people’s feelings, but he’s just four. He cried because his favorite cousin gave it to him and…”

      Dear Lord, how on earth did I end up at this moment? Staring at a random stranger’s leg, spewing word vomit. The leg was a little too thick and muscled and hairy for me to pretend he was anything but a young, attractive man, but I did my best.

      “Look,” he said. “You don’t have to—”

      Sucking in a breath, I searched for the wound. And still, the words wouldn’t stop.

      “What kind of moron runs for city council because the world is imploding, right? What kind of idiot gives up binge watching my favorite shows and going to the gym in exchange for canvassing and calling and begging people to care?”

      “I care.”

      I sat back on my haunches to look at him. “You do?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I feel impotent, you know? Every time I think about where the world’s heading, I get to the same sad ending.”

      “That’s why you ran?”

      “I kept looking for another way, but running for city council, making a change at the grassroots level, was the only solution I could come up with. I needed to do something.”

      “I get that. Now—” He reached down, probably aiming for an arm, but came up with the stuffed rabbit tied to my backpack instead. “What’s this?”

      “It’s a bunny.”

      “A bunny.”

      “On my backpack. It’s a good luck charm, from one of my kids.”

      “’Cause you’re a teacher.”

      “Preschool.”

      Remembering what I was doing on the floor, I glanced back at his leg and saw it:  just above the hem of his shorts, there was a mark from one of my sign’s stakes. Only a small indentation, a little purplish at the center. No blood. He’d be okay. Unless…

      “Have you had your tetanus shot?”

      A strange sound emerged from his body before he sank down in front of me, his limbs folding up into an uncomfortable-looking crouch as he settled at my eye level. That was when I realized that this impossibly gorgeous man was laughing. At me? With me? It was all so freaking strange it didn’t matter.

      “Yes, Veronica Cruz. I’ve had my…shots.” He finally got it together enough to stop. “You are something, you know that? I don’t think I’ve ever—”

      A knock sounded at the door just a couple feet behind me and I gasped. I could’ve sworn the man’s eyes flew to meet mine, but that was probably wishful thinking.

      “Don’t answer it,” I whispered.

      

      Zach

      

      I leaned in and cocked my head to the side. “Why not?” I whispered, close enough to tickle her ear. I wanted to lick it.

      “It’s my opponent. I’m running against the Rylies. Well, against Wily Rylie.”

      “You’re running against Wily—”

      “Rylie.”

      “But you won’t talk to him?” Man, she smelled good—lavender or violets or something with a hint of sweat beneath it. I willed her not to shift away from me.

      “That family is scary,” she hissed. “Like pod people. I’ve never trusted Wily, and his wife makes me feel like—”

      Another knock interrupted us and we both stilled.

      A second passed, then another. We shared something in that suspended millisecond on my smooth wood floor. Was she watching me? I had to fight to stop myself from reaching out to touch her face. But the urge was huge.

      Whatever this thing was, it was interrupted when a kid complained just beyond the wood panel of the door. Beside me, Veronica sprang up like a shot.

      “I’ll get it. It’s fine. I should face him, you’re right, it’s just that he’s got so much more influence than I have, with his law degree and his family money and the kids and—”

      I stood and nudged her to the side, pulled open the door a few inches and spoke. “Yeah?”

      “Oh. Oh, I just… Ahem.” Rylie, I guessed, fumbled and his wife stepped up to bat. Maybe the wrong person was running for council.

      “Hello there! I’m Tamara Rylie and this is Clint.” Clint. That made a lot more sense for a first name than Wily. “These are our children, Tyler and Tucker, and we’re here to tell you a little bit about our campaign for city coun—”

      “I’ve already made my decision.”

      “Oh, but our platform is based on strong family values.” She had one of those high voices, syrupy and long-voweled. “We’re a hard-line, progress—”

      “Here.” I reached back and grabbed the sign sitting in my hall and passed it through the door. “Mind putting this in the yard on your way out? Thanks.” I smiled and closed the door.

      “Oh…my…God.”

      I turned to face her, arms folded across my chest. “You gonna beat him?”

      “I’ll beat him.” Her voice was shaky.

      “You don’t sound convinced.”

      “The voters are the ones who need convincing.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. “I’m close to being convinced.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re adorable.”

      “What? That’s a terrible reason to vote for som—” She paused, breathing audibly. “What do you mean I’m adorable?”

      “I like your passion. You believe in what you’re doing. Not to mention…” I tilted my head and frowned toward where I figured her stuff was. “You’ve got a good luck bunny tied to your bag.”

      “Oh.” She paused. “So… I have your vote?”

      “Tell me more.” I leaned against the door and waited for her voice to do that thing again. That strong, angry thing that got me worked up.

      She swallowed audibly. “I’m the council member for the people.”

      “What people?”

      “People like me. People whose parents worked two jobs, but still couldn’t afford preschool or health insurance.” Her breathing was raspy, with that passion again and it did something to me. The more worked up she got, the more I wondered how it would feel to touch her. Was her chest moving up and down with the power of those inhales and exhales? Were her cheeks hot?

      “Did you know they’re cutting eighty percent of funding to resources that affect our area’s low-income families? Afterschool programs, nutrition, libraries. It’s all being cut, while the power company’s getting a tax break. They’re talking about jobs, but the only work coming is temporary. Two years of employment, at best, while they shove that pipeline right into our backyards. Once construction’s done, the jobs are gone and families will have even less.”

      “You a socialist?” I could feel her tense up, though we weren’t touching.

      “I believe in giving a voice to those who are under-represented.”

      “You sure avoid direct answers.” Now I was just pushing her buttons. Of course, she probably didn’t know that. “That’s very politician-like.”

      “I don’t believe in labels.”

      I waited for her to go on, but that was apparently it.

      “Passionate. Like I said.”

      She gave an awkward little half-laugh. “Like I said, I’m Veronica Cruz, Mr.…”

      “Zach. Hubler.” Something rustled. “You holding your hand out?”

      “Um. Yeah.”

      I reached out, brushed her hand, and grasped it. Soft, small, a little shaky. We shook a couple of times and I let go with regret.

      “Hello, Mr. Hubler.”

      “Ms. Cruz.”

      “Well, then. Are you planning on voting in the upcoming elections, sir?”

      I swallowed. Yeah. About that. Shit. “Call me Zach. And, yeah, I’m planning on it.” After meeting her, I was. Although I wasn’t quite sure how I’d manage it without leaving.

      “Okay. Wow. Great.”

      The doorknob gave its familiar rattle, which meant she’d grabbed hold of it. I shifted away to let her through. “Thank you.”

      “What for?”

      “For helping me with Rylie. With the sign. And for not suing me.”

      I laughed outright at that. “It was fun.”

      She opened the door. “Fun?”

      “Best visit I’ve had in a while.” Ever, possibly.

      Her steps sounded on the porch, where she paused before continuing down the stairs.

      I switched on the outside light, shut the door, and grabbed a beer before heading down to my lair.

      Time to find out everything there was to know about Veronica Cruz.

      

      Veronica

      I was in a weird mood as I walked the four blocks to Main Street. It wasn’t until I made it to the bus stop that I realized what it was—excitement. And it had Zach Hubler written all over it. I had that giddy crush feeling. Over a man I’d just met.

      If there was one thing I knew about running for city council, it was that you weren’t supposed to hit on the voters. But I liked him. And I had questions. Like, why was the outside of his house such a mess, while what I’d seen of the inside was pristine? If a little empty.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had this feeling—interest in a man.

      The 21 bus to downtown pulled up and I smiled at Milton as he slid the door open for me.

      “How’s the canvassing, Cruz?”

      I sighed. “Weird.”

      “You racking in the votes?”

      I waved at Myra who sat in her wheelchair halfway down, the only other occupant heading into town at this hour, and settled into the first seat. “One.” I shoved back the fizz of excitement I felt at that pathetic proclamation and turned back to the issue at hand. “People trust Rylie, you know? He’s got money, he makes money, he helps other people make money. They don’t trust a 28-year-old, Guatemalan preschool teacher.”

      “You hit the Tremont neighborhood today?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Different downtown,” he said, always the voice of reason. “Nobody downtown trusts anyone that earnest.”

      “True.” I smiled, fighting the urge to hug this big, sweet man. He’d been driving city buses for over two decades. I’d never forget my first bus ride to The Academy. Everybody I knew walked to school or took yellow buses, but I’d been one of the lucky few chosen to head out to the magnet school in the city’s posher neighborhood.

      “Maybe you should concentrate on making sure the voters you do have make it to the polls on Election Day.”

      That was the crux, wasn’t it? I had a team working for my campaign, but we didn’t have the funds to do all the big-money events Rylie’s donors put on. I met voters in grocery stores and coffee shops. He met them at the country club. We’d just blown the bank on bumper stickers and yard signs that nobody in this part of town seemed to want.

      “You wanna run extra buses?” I joked, past the tightness in my throat.

      “You know I would.” He flew past an empty bus stop. “We’re countin’ on you, kiddo.”

      I reached forward to pat Milton’s shoulder. He wasn’t supposed to campaign for me while on the clock, but the Cruz button I’d given him was front and center on his bag, sitting right there on the dash.

      The sight of that button came close to crushing me. I sank back in my seat, eyes squeezed shut, and breathed through it.

      I’m not a fraud I’m not a fraud I’m not a fraud.

      So, I didn’t fit the typical politician profile. That was a good thing. I knew, from the bottom of my soul, that I would be better for this town that Rylie. Now we just had to convince everyone else.

      So many people counted on me—people who worried about  whether they’d be able to pay next month’s rent, or how they’d make their seventy hours of minimum wage labor cover child care and food and shoes for their growing kids. People like my grandmother, who wouldn’t survive the next few months if the health clinic lost funding.

      I opened my eyes and blinked past my reflection staring back at me from the bus window, to the blur of fast-moving street lights beyond.

      “Countin’ on you, girl,” Milton repeated, his words tearing through me like the voice of doom on a crash course straight to hell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Veronica

      

      Something fishy started happening a couple of days later. I stood in the school lot waiting for Jaime Girón’s dad to pick him up. Like every other weekday, Mr. Girón couldn’t get here until after the school was locked up tight. And like every other weekday, I gave three-year-old Jaime a granola bar, stuck an apple in his bag, and held his sticky little hand in mine, wishing his father wasn’t stuck at work super late, wishing he had enough money to get his kid a healthy snack, and wishing, above all, that Jaime’s mom hadn’t succumbed to cancer the summer before, leaving father and son sad, befuddled, and tragically alone.

      After strapping the boy into the back of his father’s car, I hefted my backpack and a handful of yard signs, and pulled up my CaraVan canvassing app, preparing to grab a bus to the southernmost neighborhood in town, where I’d likely strike out—again.

      I took a step as the app opened, then another, and nearly tripped when it finally loaded. Something was wrong. There couldn’t possibly be twelve people out on the campaign trail for me today. Okay, so the app was acting up. I shut it down and restarted it.

      Again, it looked like a dozen people were canvassing local neighborhoods—for me. But that wasn’t possible. I didn’t have that many people on my roster. Nobody wanted to canvas those areas for me. Realization dawned with a dark, angry flush. Rylie. Rylie had done this. He’d somehow hacked into my lists, gotten the addresses and sent his people out to sabotage my relationships with voters.

      I had to call him or get in touch with the electoral board or the ethics people or—

      No. I needed to simmer down. This could be a bug in the system. Right. That was it. Just something messed up in the app. I swiped to the nearest house on the list—just a block from the school—and rather than head south as I’d planned, I set off for the address.

      I didn’t see the bright purple sign until I was practically on the bungalow’s lawn. It was one of those sweet, well-manicured houses that I always envied. I could imagine my grandmother sitting on the porch watching people walk by.

      How’d they get my sign? I turned in a full circle, wondering if maybe I’d canvassed here before and forgotten somehow, but I hadn’t. I gulped back a weird hiccup. Purple signs dotted two-thirds of the houses on the street. I didn’t even own that many yard signs. A little frantic now and a little out of control, I pulled up the app and scrolled to the visit report.

      2272 Blenheim. John and Elaine Matthew. Retired. Swing voters. Independent in past elections. Will vote Cruz, the note said, and my eyes blurred.

      What the hell was going on?

      I scrolled down to the last note, which read: Will drive voters to the polls on Election Day.

      My yard signs dropped to the sidewalk with a hollow thud.

      “Let me get that,” came an older man’s voice. He emerged from behind a bush in the yard I was staring at, with two dirty work gloves in one hand. I’d bet my meager paycheck that this was John Matthew.

      “I’ve got it. I’m fine. Thanks.”

      “You with the Cruz campaign?”

      “Oh. Yes. Yes, I am.”

      “Y’all are doing a great job of getting the word out.”

      I let out a weak, “We are?”

      He nodded. “Kids you had out here a few minutes ago presented a very compelling argument. Early childhood investments make a difference to us taxpayers later in life. Important at the local level. That other guy’s platform just doesn’t make fiscal sense. I’m excited to see how she does.”

      “Oh.” I was going to have to work on my political repartee, but at this point, I had no idea what was going on. I considered pinching myself in case this was a dream, but the panic attack I was about to have pretty much negated the dream theory.

      “Did they leave you with any pamphlets or anything?”

      “Oh, yeah, sure. Why, you all out?”

      “No.” My voice sounded thready and weak. “No, I just don’t think I have the most up-to-date campaign materials.”

      “Here.” He patted his pockets and finally came out with a folded-up flyer, printed in my colors—gold and purple. Everything about it, though, was way higher quality than anything I’d been able to afford, from the design to the paper it was printed on.

      And the campaign message was mine, only better.

      Veronica Cruz—Investing in Our Community’s Future.

      There was a photo of me taken from a school event a couple of years ago. I was shaking hands with a parent and a kid was hugging my leg. It was a preschool graduation ceremony, so I was dressed up, which was why this man probably didn’t recognize me.

      Below that was a list of bullet points, followed by one of those financial chart thingies showing return on investment.

      My heart was beating faster with an inkling of a hint by the time I turned it over and saw the quote on the other side.

      “I believe in giving a voice to people who are under-represented.”

      My fingers tightened on the paper and I made a strangled noise.

      I’d said those words just a couple days before. To Zach Hubler. The man I’d made it a point over these past forty or so hours not to think about.

      “Thank you, sir.” I said, thrusting the flyer into the man’s hand. I started to turn and then remembered what this was and who I was, and thrust out my hand. “I appreciate you taking the time to speak with us. I look forward to seeing you at the polls.”

      “Likewise.”

      Half a block down, I saw a group of what looked like teenagers, carrying Cruz paraphernalia.

      “Hey!” I called out as I hefted my own, sad-looking stuff and ran after them. A girl finally turned around. “You guys volunteering for the Cruz campaign?” I asked, out of breath.

      She lifted her chin with what looked like defiance. “Yeah.”

      I couldn’t exactly yell at them, could I, for helping further my cause? But I needed to know. “That’s… Wow, that’s great. Thank you guys so much for doing this.”

      Her eyes narrowed, then lowered to the thick stack of flyers in her hand, before widening and moving back up to land on me again. “You’re her. Veronica Cruz.” She turned to the group. “You guys, check it out. This is Councilwoman Cruz!”

      “I’m not—”

      One of the boys practically tripped over himself to get to me. “Cool! Thank you!” He grabbed my hand and shook it, hard. “We’re gonna turn this town purple!”

      “Your message is so inspiring,” a young woman chimed in. “Partisan politics have ruined the economy and peoples’ lives. Thank you.”

      “I…” Holy crap, what the hell was going on? “Thank you.” I was sputtering now. “For, uh, coming out here today and spreading the word.”

      “People keep telling us we’re the future. But then they vote for assho— I mean jerks who’re willing to throw it all away for a few bucks. This…” The girl, full of youth and passion, shook one of my glossy, redesigned new signs. “This is a future we can get behind. Start at the grassroots and work our way up.”

      Something filled my throat, the tight pressure of a hard sob, but there was so much mixed up emotion, I couldn’t begin to parse it. There was shock, some excitement, definite disbelief, and then, floating on the tail end like a snake’s tongue of poison, was guilt.

      I’d fought for this, I’d wanted it, certainly believed in my cause, but I’d never really believed in me. Maybe part of me thought I’d create a ruckus and change a few things, but who on earth would actually vote to put me on the city council?

      “Are you guys old enough to vote?”

      “Yeah, we’re all over at the college.”

      Oh, that made sense. But what didn’t was how they’d found me.

      “What got you out here today?”

      “Horde,” the young woman responded.

      “Horde?” I mouthed as the others chimed in.

      “Man, we couldn’t believe it.”

      “Yeah, when he posted yesterday—”

      They talked over each other in their eagerness to tell me all about it.

      “He never comes out of hiding, you know? I mean, other than a whisper on Reddit every now and then.”

      “And on some hac—some forums.”

      “Dude’s a legend,” one of the guys broke in. “No idea why he’d even care about this election.”

      “Told you, man. He lives here,” said the big, quiet kid farthest from me.

      “Oh, please. He lives in like Argentina or something.”

      “No way H would stay in a dinky place like this.”

      The girl nearest to me shrugged. “Whatever it is, he’s invested in this election. Put it out there a couple days ago.”

      “Everywhere,” one of them said, all hushed and reverent.

      “Yeah. The university’s on it now.”

      I said, “But, who is he?”

      “Nobody knows.”

      “No, I mean, why do you know about him?”

      “You’re kidding, right?” They all stared at me now.

      I shook my head, clueless and, honestly, more than a little afraid. This all felt bigger than anything I belonged in. I caught the tail end of a look passed between a couple of them and could have sworn one of them shook his head.

      “He’s a financial genius,” someone finally said, his eyes shifting immediately away from mine.

      Was that what got kids up and out nowadays? Someone’s moneymaking prowess? That crushed my soul a little. “What—” I gulped. “What did he do to get you out here? I mean, what did he tell you guys?”

      “Message boards just talked about your campaign. Said it was time to mobilize.”

      “Gave us a link to CaraVan and that printing place where we picked all this stuff up.”

      A kid held up a sheet of paper. “Gave us a script, too.”

      “That’s… Wow,” I whispered, utterly out of words.

      “Yeah.” A couple of them nodded, looking…what was the word? Impressed, maybe? Although that wasn’t quite it.

      “All right.” I had to go see that man. Now. “Thank you, guys. Thank you so much.”

      “Course. Whatever H says, man. He’s the…” Please don’t say God. “…boss.”

      Blindsided and more than a little afraid, I took off running in the direction of Tremont Street to get to the bottom of whatever this was.

      It wasn’t until I arrived, out of breath, in front of Zach Hubler’s house and forced my hands to loosen their tight hold on my ridiculously primitive street signs, that I figured out what the expression on their faces had been: reverence. A zealous, almost religious reverence for a guy they’d never even met. I couldn’t quite reconcile that with the man I’d met two days before.

      

      Zach

      

      The pounding on the door stopped me mid-push up. I waited a few seconds for them to go away, like the UPS woman usually did after dropping her boxes. Nobody else made it up this far into the woods.

      Which wasn’t an accident. Everything about this place was designed to keep people out. The long drive, the woods, the front of the house. I spent a lot of money keeping as low a profile as possible. It was what had kept me out of the public eye. And out of trouble.

      The knocking didn’t let up, so with a curse, I pushed up off the floor and snagged a towel on my way to the door. I swung it open, ready to play stupid, and stopped. It was her. Veronica Cruz. Smelling sweet as a summer day. Everything inside me tightened up.

      “Hey.”

      “What are you doing?” She was out of breath, as if she’d run here.

      Don’t tell her a thing. Play dumb. “Working out.”

      “I mean with my campaign. What are you doing with my campaign?”

      “I’m not sure what you m—”

      “Hang on.” She shuffled around, producing a sheet of paper with a snap. “‘I believe in giving a voice to people who are under-represented,’” she read. “That refresh your memory? I said that to you. It’s not a campaign slogan. I just called my campaign manager, who had nothing to do with making these, which I knew anyway. Because I’ve only ever said those words to you.” Everything about her felt angry. Which hadn’t been the objective. It shouldn’t have surprised me, I guess. Nobody liked meddling, even if it was for a good cause. “Why?” she ended on a whisper. “Why are you helping me?”

      I shook my head for a few beats—deny, deny, deny… Which was what I always did. But if I denied it, then she’d leave. And I wouldn’t get another chance.

      I had to put it in a way that wouldn’t piss her off.

      “Seemed unfair.”

      “What did?”

      “You going it alone against that family.” I didn’t add that I’d gone over their financials—hers and theirs—and those three extra zeros in their campaign coffers seemed like an unfair advantage. I doubted she’d seen my donation yet, or she’d have said something… Although no way could she follow the paper trail back to me on that one.

      “That’s so pathetic.” I hated the defeat in her voice.

      “What is?”

      “You felt sorry for me, so you—”

      “Hell, no. That’s not what it is.”

      “Well then, what?”

      You smell good and your passion gets me hard wasn’t exactly something I could say, so I went with, “You believe in your mission. That worked for me.”

      “It’s still pitiful.”

      “Is it? You mean the part about being alone or the part where you truly believe in what you’re doing?”

      “I don’t… I’m not sure.”

      “Because, if you mean being alone.” I waved a hand toward the empty house behind me. “It’s kind of my thing.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t—”

      “I know.” I half laughed. None of this was going how I’d pictured it. Then again, I hadn’t exactly planned this thing out. I’d just gone against all of my own rules and helped a stranger. “I’m not great at joking. In person, at least.”

      “In person?”

      Crap. Wrong thing to say.

      “I uh…spend a lot of time online.”

      “Oh. Right.” Her feet shuffled on the porch boards. Was she about to leave?

      “Would you…” I cleared my throat and ignored the voice of reason screaming at me to shut up. “Would you like a coffee?”

      “Oh no, I couldn’t interrupt your work.” She took a step back.

      “You’re not. I mostly work at night.”

      “What is it you d—” If she didn’t ask, I wouldn’t have to lie, so I stopped her.

      “You want something stronger than coffee? I’ve got beer. Not much else.” I lifted the bottom hem of my shirt and wiped the sweat from my forehead.

      “Oh, no, I should—” She exhaled with a strange whistling sound. I dropped the shirt and waited for her to finish. “I’d love to.”

      “Come on in.” I said the words, she slid inside, and now it was too late to kick her out, even if I wanted to.

      Which I didn’t, though it was clear this was a very bad idea.
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      Veronica

      

      “So, what’ll it be?” Zach led the way down a wide hall and into a big, clean, modern kitchen where everything seemed to have a home, and opened up a well-stocked fridge. I set my backpack down in a corner and followed him.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Want a beer?” He touched a watch at his wrist and smiled and, like a puppet master, that little tweak of the lips pulled at something inside me. I wanted to make this guy happy, wanted to see how big that smile could get. I wanted him to pick up his shirt again and give me another illicit glimpse of his happy trail. “Way past beer o’clock.”

      “Sure,” I mumbled. “That sounds good.”

      None of this made sense, especially inside me, where everything had gone haywire. I never got worked up about the way a man smiled. And I liked guys who weren’t a challenge. Guys who were safe. Not strange shut-ins with big, sweaty muscles and—

      “My app knows I’m here,” I blurted.

      He stopped twisting open the second beer and turned toward me.

      “Who?”

      Oh, God, this was stupid. I was stupid. I shouldn’t have come back, I should have accepted the man’s interference for the boon it was and ignored the other crazy stuff going on in my brain.

      “My canvassing app. It shows my location.”

      He looked puzzled for a second before his features suddenly cleared. “Oh, you mean in case I’m a psycho killer?”

      “Yes,” I responded on a nervous giggle.

      “Fair enough.” He put down the beer and pulled a phone from his back pocket. “Got someone you trust?”

      “Trust?”

      “Like a friend you can text. Someone who’ll check on you.”

      “Oh, sure.”

      He handed me the phone. “Text ’em. Tell ’em you’re with me, give my name and address.”

      “I can use my phone.”

      “This way your friend’ll have my number. Take my picture, too, if you want.”

      I did it all and sent it to my friend O'Neal Jones. She was a reporter in town, so I figured she’d know what to do with this kind of information.

      Whaaaaat? You’re on a date?

      Just a visit.

      He’s cute.

      This is his phone.

      So I shouldn’t say he’s cute?

      No comment.

      Right. Well, I just got ANOTHER text from last weekend’s date. Number block! Have fun. Call if you need a pick up.

      I deleted the exchange and handed him the phone.

      “Thanks.”

      “You bet.”

      I was standing between the kitchen and an adjoining dining room with a simple, Swedish-looking table and chairs, bar stools pushed under the granite counter separating it from the kitchen, and French doors that opened onto a patio with a cast-iron table and four chairs. There was something calming about a place that wasn’t chock full of junk. I should really go through my apartment and take stuff to the consignment shop. I had books everywhere, tchotchkes from the kids at school, framed pictures of my parents and grandparents. The place was a hoarder’s paradise compared to this.

      “It’s nice in here.”

      “Yeah?”

      I realized after a couple of seconds that he was really asking.

      “Yes. Well it’s huge and sort of super clean, and pretty simple, with lots of natural light.” I made myself see it in a way that I could translate, almost. “It’s a lot bigger than it looks from the outside.” And nicer. Although I didn’t mention that. “The hardwood floor has this darker glow, though, that warms it all up. Along with the sunshine coming in. It keeps it from being too stark.”

      “I feel sunshine. Walking in and out of it.”

      “Like my cat.”

      “You have a cat?”

      “Ché.”

      “As in Guevara?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe. My parents named him.”

      “Want to sit?”

      I turned in a circle. “Where?”

      “Patio?”

      “Sure.” Vocalizing everything was odd. I couldn’t nod at the little questions, couldn’t play things off with a shrug. Conversation with this man involved commitment. It was frightening; and refreshing.

      He led the way and held a chair out for me after swiping a few leaves from its seat. His movements were all so careful and precise. I would almost call his demeanor calculated if it didn’t also seem necessary. If I closed my eyes for two seconds, I’d trip on myself.

      “Thank you.” I sank into the chair and he settled in the one nearest me. Having this stranger so close to me should have been awkward, but it was something else. The feel of him beside me was hot and new, and awareness buzzed just under my skin. I fought a wild urge to tilt my head a few degrees and set it on that capable looking shoulder or, even more embarrassing, to lick it.

      Looking for something besides his nearness to focus on, I turned to the yard and noticed with a start that everything back here was perfectly manicured. Like the inside, the back of this place didn’t match the front. Like a secret garden.

      I inhaled a heavenly, sweet, syrupy scent.

      “There’s honeysuckle!” I scanned the back of the yard and spotted it clinging to the far fence.

      “Yeah. Got a ton back there. I know it’s a weed and you’re supposed to pull it, but I just can’t.”

      “It’s pretty, even if it is a weed.” I inhaled deeply. “And that smell.”

      “What makes a weed a weed, anyway?”

      “Right?” I nodded his way, expecting our gazes to connect. Of course, they didn’t and disappointment flashed through me, followed quickly by something different as my attention caught on details, like the soft-looking skin behind his ear, the way his thick, muscular throat moved when he spoke. Something new, excitable. Something like discovery.

      I wanted to ask if he’d always been blind, but that seemed way out of line. Too early, too personal. Rude, probably, although if one of my four-year-olds asked, it might be okay.

      Instead, I went with my other burning question. “It’s so neat back here, but your house is a mess out front. Why is that?”

      He cleared his throat before answering. “That bad, huh?” Oh no. Did I embarrass him?

      “It’s a little…” I shrugged. “Intimidating.”

      “Not usually big on visitors.”

      “Oh.” Was he trying to tell me something? “So, when I knocked, you…”

      “Present company excepted.”

      “So…you leave it that way on purpose?”

      “Not exactly.” He shrugged. “Actually hired a guy to take care of it, but…”

      “Well, he’s not doing his job.”

      Zach just shook his head.

      “What?” I asked.

      “His wife got sick after having their baby a while ago, and I don’t want to bother him with it.”

      “Why not find someone else?”

      “He needs the money.”

      “Wait, you pay him?” He didn’t answer. “Who’s the socialist now?”

      “Can’t fire the guy for being down on his luck.”

      “People do it all the time.”

      “I’m not like that.”

      “I can tell.” My belly tightened with something like affection for this man I barely knew. “You helped me.”

      He didn’t respond, although a red flush crept from his neckline to the top of those wide, proud cheekbones.

      “That’s different. Helping you is helping the community.”

      He had me there.

      “Well, I appreciate it. Your help.”

      “I want to see the better candidate win this.” I blushed hard, thankful he couldn’t see it. “You think he’s clean?”

      “Who?”

      “Your opponent. Clint Rylie.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What if he’s not? What if he’s crooked?”

      “Rylie’d never get caught.”

      “Why not?”

      “He never does.”

      Zach made a thoughtful hm sound that was muffled when he took a long swig.

      When he didn’t go on, I asked, “You grow up around here?”

      “Yeah. Right here.”

      “What school’d you go to?”

      “Didn’t. I was home-schooled by my grandfather.”

      “Oh.”

      After another sip of beer, he set the bottle down with a clunk. “Had very specific ideas about what a boy’s education should look like.”

      “Where is he now?”

      “Passed away. A few years ago.”

      “So, it’s just you?”

      “Just me.” After a pause, he smiled. “And the interwebs.”

      It all came back to me again—that fear at the way those kids had reacted, roiling around in my gut along with my unexpected attraction for this man. “Who are you?”

      He stilled, beer bottle halfway to his mouth. “What are you asking?”

      “How’d you have access to those college kids? How did it take you less than two days to get more attention than we’ve gotten in six months of meet and greets?”

      “I’m alone here, but I’m not alone—out there.”

      “I get that, but not every computer-savvy person is able to drum up that level of support. It’s just not possible.”

      “No?”

      “So what do you do? What makes you different?” And why did I feel like so much hinged on this response? I tried to relax my back as I waited for him to answer.

      He took a long pull at his beer and I couldn’t help but look at his throat as he swallowed.

      The overloud sound of his bottle settling back on the glass-topped table sent me into a little startled jump.

      “I write code,” he answered.

      I waited for more. “What kind of code?”

      “The kind that tracks and then projects trends in financial markets.”

      “You’re a trader?”

      “Not entirely.”

      “They were so in awe of you.”

      “I invented a few things.”

      “Things?”

      “Systems. I mean, I came up with some systems that made people a lot of money. I also invented this.” He held out his wrist to show me what I’d initially taken for one of those Apple watches. “It’s for blind people. Does everything. Measures topography, tells us if there’s an obstruction in our path. It’ll read text, which isn’t that big of a deal for books, now that audiobooks and text-to-speech programs are so prevalent, but it’ll read signs and stuff, out in the world—like at the grocery store, you know? It’s pretty practical.”

      “Wow. They acted like you were some kind of legend.” I was impressed, but as I took another sip of beer and side-eyed the man sitting next to me, I couldn’t get rid of the feeling that I was missing a big piece of the story. “So, should I call you Horde?”

      “No.” The man who’d been easygoing and safe just moments before tensed up. “Don’t… I don’t want you to use that name.”

      I swallowed hard. “Okay.”

      “You know what? I shouldn’t have done what I did. I knew it could out me.” There were unspoken words there. I wished I knew what they were. “You probably shouldn’t be here.”

      Um. Wow. I blinked and tried to ignore the tightness in my gut.

      What the hell?

      

      Zach

      

      The problem with keeping all my secrets buried in my house was that I wound up alone.

      She needed to go. But I wanted her to stay. I wanted her, period. Just sitting beside her’d gotten me worked up, but her curiosity…that couldn’t be good for me. Too damned dangerous.

      “Did I do something wrong?”

      “No.” I sighed, wishing I didn’t have to be so cautious. “You didn’t.”

      “I don’t want to go.” As if to prove this, she settled deeper into her chair.

      I couldn’t relax until I knew the truth—was she onto me? “You don’t?”

      “Unless you really want me gone, but I like you.”

      A terrible thought occurred to me. “Is it because of my appearance?” I cleared my throat. “Because that’s not something I can relate to, you know?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I do the lawn back here because nobody bugs me. Out front,” I lifted my chin to indicate the house and, beyond it, the overgrown yard. “I get visitors.”

      “Visitors? Up here?”

      “Crazy, right?” Especially when I did everything I could to keep to myself. “A neighbor. She bakes me cookies and stuff, drops ’em off and…”

      This was ridiculous. She didn’t want to know this crap. “And what?”

      “At first, I thought she was one of those people who feels sorry for me. Because I’m blind. I get some of those. But this woman, she gets close.”

      “Close?”

      “It makes me uncomfortable.” Growing up with Granddad, who wasn’t a people person to say the least, meant I hadn’t brushed shoulders with too many folks.

      “Like, sexual harassment close?”

      “She’s interested. That’s all. She wears this perfume and it’s…” I coughed, picked up my beer to find it empty and stood. Jesus, I was bad at this talking to women bullshit. No wonder Granddad gave up on finding anyone after Grandma died. Self-sufficiency had been his motto. Don’t need anyone. Ever. “You want another?”

      “Sure.” She put her bottle in my waiting hand. It seemed messed up to wish our fingers would touch after complaining about Donna from down the street.

      Inside, I checked my messages—I had two queries out on Veronica’s opponent. Nothing. I grabbed the bottles, popped them open and headed back out, filled with an unfamiliar, but giddy uncertainty.

      “You said visitors,” she said as I handed her the beer. “With an s. You get harassed a lot?”

      “Over the years, yeah.” I shrugged. “I guess women think they need to be more aggressive with me. Since I’m blind.”

      “And you’re not…into that?” Her voice was hesitant, but I got the feeling this was big—her asking me such an intimate question.

      “Even when I was younger, girls liked me for my looks. I used to play down the road with the neighbors. At one point, things changed.”

      “And you didn’t like it?”

      “It was fine, sometimes. But I didn’t always like the girls who liked me.”

      “So the overgrown, dilapidated thing is a cover, right? You like going unnoticed. Nobody comes up here if it’s a mess. Nobody bugs you.”

      I didn’t reply. Why deny what was so obviously true?

      After a couple sips, she asked, “Are you registered to vote?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      “You’ll win.” I smiled.

      “You think so?”

      “I do.”

      “It feels like cheating, though.”

      My head swiveled to face her. It put us so close our breaths mingled.

      “What does?”

      “You getting all those students to help.”

      “Having a team of volunteers is cheating? You think your opponent doesn’t have plenty of help?”

      “But I didn’t recruit them! I didn’t design those flyers or think of those tag lines or any of the things you did for my—”

      My hand on her arm cut her off—and shocked the hell out of me. I could barely breathe.

      I leaned in farther. “Why do you think you have to do all the things? It’s a campaign. You have a manager, right?”

      I imagined she was nodding and went on.

      “So, I’m your social media guy. That’s it. I do a little communications, PR. Now you’ve got a bigger team. Things are more even.”

      “Well, thank you.” She leaned closer and touched her beer to mine. “Zach Hubler.”

      My name on her lips did things to me. We sat there for a minute, something other than my words suspended between us as my body and my brain, focused on her warm skin and her warm breath and the smell of her so near—flowers and beer and some unidentifiable woman thing I wanted to suck down to the bottom of my soul.

      “All I’ve done…” I swallowed and let my fingers slide, just the tiniest bit, trying to remember what I was saying. “Is volunteer my time—”

      “Those signs and flyers cost money, too!”

      “—and made a small donation to a cause that I deem worthwhile. That’s all.” I wouldn’t tell her about the bigger donation, made through one of my shell companies. I didn’t know why, but I had a feeling she wouldn’t like that. Or she might stop this thing going on if I told her about the money. She’d cite a conflict of interest or some other bullshit and I didn’t want this thing—whatever it was—to stop.

      Which was what made me give her arm a final squeeze and let go, shift back, get some space, give my brainwaves room to function again.

      In the silence that followed, she took a long swig of her drink. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” I forced a smile onto my face and held out my beer. “Here’s to winning.”

      “Here’s to winning.”

      Our bottles clinked and I turned to enjoy the last rays of the day’s sun. “Sun’s setting.”

      “You can tell it’s darker?”

      “It’s always bright for me. All the time. But I feel it getting lower. Also, the birds. They change at this time of day.”

      I cocked my head, closed my eyes, relaxed my shoulders, and listened. It took about ten seconds for the world to change. Kids squealed a ways down the road, someone mowed their lawn, engines droned farther away and doors slammed. Closer, a breeze rustled the trees, birds chirped. If you could even call it chirping. There were so many sounds, like separate, individual voices, as different as songs on the radio, and through it all, she sat beside me. Just her presence changed my corner of the world.

      “You listening?” I felt a little breathless at how quiet she’d been. Her attention on me was so perfectly focused. So different from anyone else I’d been with.

      “Yes.”

      “Your eyes closed?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I can’t explain this, ’cause I just met you and, honestly, this has never happened before, but…” I swallowed, opened my mouth and shocked myself. “I want to kiss you.”
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      Veronica

      
      All the blood in my body rushed to my skin. If he could see me, he’d know that I was bright red.

      And then because I wanted him to know, I told him. “I’m blushing.”

      “Is it a good blush or a bad blush?” he asked and I wanted to…do something, but I didn’t know what. Squeeze him? Jump him? Press my face to his chest and laugh?

      “It’s a good blush,” I finally managed to whisper, just as a strong gust of wind came through. It sounded like rain in the trees and felt like a solid touch. Goosebumps popped up across my body, my nipples hardened, and I couldn’t let another second pass without tasting him. Ignoring every one of my parents’ warnings about strangers and all the things my grandmother taught me about not being too forward, I said, “Do it. Kiss me.”

      I imagined hesitation. Shyness, maybe. But whatever I’d thought I’d get from him was all wrong. My eyes were closed when he reached out and cradled my head with one big, rough hand. It was a firm touch, confident.

      I turned and, before considering what I meant to do, I kissed the inner curve of his palm.

      “This is weird,” he said. “Isn’t it?”

      I puffed out a half laugh against his skin. “Yeah.”

      “Has this ever happened to you before?”

      “You mean the part where I knock on a stranger’s door and
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copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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