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			Prologue

			“She’s the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen,” Caden Mitchell told his best friend, Jack Wyatt.

			“She’s a looker, that’s for sure,” Jack concurred. “You should go over and say hi.”

			Caden was thinking the very same thing. It was high time he let loose and have some fun. The last several years at West Point had taken every ounce of his strength, courage, and determination. Now, he could finally see the finish line. In three months, he would graduate and become an officer in the United States Army.

			Caden left his perch by the bar where he stood with several other West Point cadets and made his way over to the gorgeous woman who’d strolled in with two others. “Good evening,” he said, inclining his head to each of the ladies, but his eyes were focused on just one.

			Hers were eyes that he could get lost in. Eyes that from far way appeared to be light brown, but upon closer inspection were hazel green. The woman’s shoulder-length silky brown hair and smooth hazelnut skin equally mesmerized him.

			One of the women next to this beautiful creature coughed audibly, making Caden realize he’d been staring. He blinked several times to shake himself out of his fog and offered his hand. “Caden. Caden Mitchell.”

			With that, his love affair with Savannah Grace Vasquez, a part African-American, part Puerto Rican woman, began. The two came from different worlds. Caden identified as solely African American and hailed from an upper-crust DC military family. Savannah had grown up in poverty in the Bronx, hardly knowing her father and raised by her mother. From the moment Savannah and Caden met in the bar until it closed, they talked, learning these things about each other and more.

			In the world from which Caden came, Savannah’s disadvantaged background was supposed to be a turnoff. But Caden couldn’t care less about his and Savannah’s differences. Savannah was warm, kind, funny, and sexy. Every word she uttered enthralled him. As for Savannah, Caden’s money and privilege didn’t impress her; what she liked about him was that he made her laugh.

			By the end of the night, he asked her to dinner for his next evening off. However, Savannah declined. He’d told her he would receive his orders in a few months. She didn’t want to be like every other girl in town, getting involved with a cadet.

			What Savannah didn’t understand about Caden is that there had never been anything in his life he couldn’t achieve when he put his mind to it. He wanted to get to know her, so for about a week he doggedly pursued her with phone calls and text messages until she agreed to go out with him. On their first date, he wooed her with a milkshake, which led to several other dates of long walks down by the pier in the nearby town of Newburgh. On one of his days off, he splurged for a cruise along the Hudson River.

			Caden and Savannah talked about their dreams for the future. Savannah wanted to be a nurse and help others. Caden could see why. She had a natural ease, and he found he could open up to her unlike anyone he’d ever known. And she listened, truly listened to what he had to say, unlike his parents and grandparents, who only saw their goals for him and his future.

			Quickly, Caden and Savannah’s friendship blossomed into more. Caden took things slow, however, because Savannah became skittish whenever he tried to become physical. Sure, she allowed him to hold her hand and enjoyed his kisses, responding with equal abandon. But the moment their passion would really heat up, Savannah would cool. Eventually, she explained that she didn’t want to end up like her mother or her grandmother—single mothers who’d been fooled into falling for the wrong man and ended up pregnant. Savannah wanted more for her future, and Caden understood. He wanted her to achieve all her dreams, just with him at her side.

			So, nearly two months after they started dating, Caden surprised Savannah with a romantic dinner at a local seafood restaurant. Afterward, he drove them to a nearby bed and breakfast.

			“I can’t believe you set all this up,” Savannah said once they entered the elegantly appointed room with hardwood floors, a king-sized bed, armoire, and crystal chandelier. The room was done in a lilac-, gray-, and white-color palette and featured a cozy fireplace, a Monet print, and a wall-mounted flat-screen television. Caden doubted they would turn the TV on, not with what he had in mind.

			“Why not? You deserve it,” Caden said, loosening his tie. He was dressed formally in a suit, while Savannah opted for a sundress with thin straps that showed a slight swell of her amazing cleavage. It was so unlike their usual dates when they were more comfortable in jeans and T-shirts. But tonight was special because Caden wanted, hoped, they would make love for the first time.

			Savannah smiled. “I never thought I’d meet anyone like you, Caden.”

			“Nor I you, Savannah.” Caden took her hand in his and pulled her toward him. His mouth brushed hers softly. He was testing to see if she would pull away from what he was sure she knew was coming. It’s time. This moment had been inevitable.

			Savannah pressed her soft body into his, and Caden felt her nipples pebble against his chest. He deepened the kiss and she gasped, but this time she didn’t pull away. Instead, she opened herself to him, accepting not only his kiss but his caress. While they kissed, his hands slowly made their way down her torso to her waist. He set her more firmly against him so she could feel how hard she’d made him.

			When he finally pulled away, they were both breathing hard, but resolve danced in Savannah’s eyes. She stunned him when she reached for the hem of her sundress and tugged it over her head. She stood naked from the waist up, and Caden allowed himself a moment to assess her round, full breasts and narrow waist and curves that went on for miles.

			“Beautiful,” he murmured. Under his heated gaze, Savannah’s nipples became tight. Caden couldn’t wait to feast on them.

			He wasted no time, toeing off his shoes and divesting himself of his clothing so he could be on equal footing with his love. He knew how much courage it took for her to be so bold. When he was finally in his boxers, he stepped closer and then lowered his head to kiss her neck. He nipped the skin, marking his territory, before heading north to her ear. He teased it with gentle flicks of his tongue before taking her earlobe in his mouth.

			A soft gasp escaped her lips, and she clutched at his shoulders. Caden moved them backward until eventually the two of them tumbled on the bed, a tangle of limbs, with him on top.

			Noticing apprehension in her eyes, he said, “Don’t be nervous, Savi. I’ve got you.” He used the nickname he’d given her.

			Savannah blinked rapidly, and her lower lip trembled. “Okay, it’s just that I’ve never, never …” Her voice trailed off, and Caden instantly knew what she meant. She’s a virgin.

			Caden hadn’t been a virgin since age sixteen when he had sex with his one and only girlfriend. Since then, there had been only one other girl. He lowered his head and covered Savannah’s mouth with his. He would make this good for Savannah, for both of them. She shivered and circled her arms around him. She smoothed her palms across the planes of his back, and Caden felt like a teen again. He reminded himself to be calm. Take this slow.

			That was hard to do because Savannah was touching him now. Her hands moved lower to cup his butt, and if that wasn’t bad enough, she slid her hands under his legs to cup his raging erection. She touched him tentatively, but still he shuddered.

			Caden inched away long enough to reach for his trousers and don a condom. He was ready for them to become one, but first he had to give her pleasure.

			He cupped her breasts and ran his thumb across the turgid peaks. A rosy blush spread across her entire body, and Caden groaned. Lowering his head, he took one nub into his mouth and sucked, laving it with his tongue. Savannah moaned, but that just made Caden move to its twin. When he finished with her beautiful breasts, he trailed hot kisses down her belly until he reached her panties.

			He tugged them down her legs and tossed them aside, his fingers brushing her center. Savannah jumped as if she’d been electrocuted, but that didn’t stop him from sliding inside her. She mewled, and Caden glanced up and found Savannah watching him with wide eyes.

			He nearly backed off, but he couldn’t. He was too far gone. He stroked her until she became wet, but he wasn’t done yet. He hadn’t performed the act he now had in mind on any girl, but he wanted to make the night special for Savannah. Caden spread her thighs farther apart and positioned his head so he could put his lips on her.

			Savannah arched off the bed, and Caden cupped her bottom to hold her in place so his mouth and tongue could work their magic. And they did. He explored all her intimate folds until she pulsed around him and let out a half moan, half sob. He couldn’t tell which, Caden just knew he had to be inside her. He slid up her soft body, braced himself on his elbows, and began nudging her entrance.

			Jesus, she’s tight. Caden slowly eased his way in, inch by inch. Her eyes were scrunched closed, and he couldn’t tell what she was thinking much less feeling, so he spoke to her. “That’s right, baby.” He softly kissed her lips. “Just relax.”

			Savannah’s eyes popped open in that moment, and she and Caden connected. Her body began to relax and receive him, allowing Caden to slide all the way in. He moved her hips, and although clumsy at first, she eventually became more assured and began moving in rhythm with him. Each stroke brought Caden pleasure unlike anything he’d ever experienced. He wasn’t sure what was happening, but it was like Savannah owned him. He continued thrusting until he heard her cry as she came. Seconds later, he shattered from ecstasy right behind her.
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			Caden hadn’t known it was possible to love another human being that much. Making love with Savannah had been nothing short of incredible, and he knew he couldn’t live without her. After that night, they spent every free moment over the next month in bed. Sex between them only got better, and Savannah became quite voracious for him and vice versa. It wasn’t easy carving out those moments with his West Point schedule and her work as a certified nursing assistant, but their relationship was a priority. Other cadets told Caden he’d become pussy whipped, but he didn’t care. Savannah was the love of his life.

			Days before graduation, Caden shared with his family that there was someone special he wanted them to meet. Savannah was everything he was looking for in a wife. Sure, he knew he was a bit young to be thinking along those lines, but Caden had been positive that if anyone could make it work, it was him.

			But when Caden’s family arrived for his graduation, he was in for a shock. Savannah was nowhere to be found. His repeated calls to her went straight to voicemail. When he was finally able to leave his post and search for her, he discovered she was gone.

			Why? Caden didn’t understand. They had talked about the future, made plans.

			How could Savannah have left him without a word, note, or a goodbye?

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			“Your time has come,” Carter Mitchell said as he poured himself a bottle of very expensive Scotch and looked across the table at his grandson Caden. Hard-bodied at six-foot-two with striking looks, a sexy bald head, and a square jaw, the young man was in his prime. Carter remembered when he’d been in the same shape, but that was eons ago before he lost Cora Mitchell, the love of his life, to cancer.

			“Yes, my time has come,” Caden said confidently. After all these years of hard work and dedication, he was in a position to make a run for the governorship.

			“It shouldn’t come as a surprise to you, darling,” Caden’s mother, Camilla, said from across the far end of the elegantly appointed table. The Mitchells were eating Sunday dinner in their Washington, DC, compound, about an hour outside of Baltimore. “You’ve already held public office. You served as mayor for nearly four years after you recovered from your injury.”

			“Being mayor is one thing, Camilla,” Carter spoke before Caden could, “but governor of the state of Maryland would be quite an accomplishment for someone so young.”

			“Well, if anyone can do it, it’s my son,” Cal Mitchell said, looking over at Caden.

			Caden smiled. He appreciated his father’s faith in him, but it hadn’t always been easy pleasing the old man or his grandfather. Years spent serving their country had made both men tough and regimented. Caden’s grandfather was a three-star general who worked in a high-level position at the Pentagon as well as owned stakes in a top security firm. His father, Cal, a retired US Army lieutenant colonel, was working at the firm. Carter expected perfection and demanded excellence from his son as well as his grandchildren.

			“Well, if you’re going to move forward, Caden, we need to secure a campaign manager,” his mother said then proceeded to rattle off tasks. Caden’s younger brother by two years, Cameron, interrupted her.

			 “Mom, give Caden a break, will you? He just agreed to run for governor.” Cameron tipped back his beer.

			Cameron was home on leave from the Air Force, and Caden was glad to spend some quality time with him. The last time they’d spoken, Cameron had told Caden he’d fallen madly in love. Caden needed to talk to him before their mother meddled in his affairs. Camilla doted on all of her children, but she gave her baby boy special attention.

			“Catch a break? No, he can’t,” Carter responded to Cameron, turning to him. “He has to strike while the iron is hot when there’s no clear favorite yet.”

			“It’s going to be a lot of work if you ask me,” Cameron shot back. “Don’t you remember how hard it was when you were running for mayor? The endless press intrusion, the lack of privacy, the rhetoric on the campaign trail?”

			“It wasn’t that bad,” Caden replied.

			“Ha!” Cameron snorted. “You may not remember, but all of us,” he said, pointing around the room, “lived it with you, and we were caught up in the drama.”

			Their mother, Camilla, raised a finely arched brow on her smooth caramel skin. “Cameron, I would think you’d want your brother to succeed, not bring him down. Instead, all I hear is about how you were affected.”

			Cameron’s fair skin turned red. None of them, Caden included, liked disappointing their mother.

			“Of course I want Caden to succeed,” Cameron said, duly chastised. “I was just reminding him and everyone at this table what it was like living in a fishbowl. Mayor was bad enough. It’ll be ten times harder for Caden to run for governor. The attacks will be brutal.”

			“For someone less upstanding than your brother,” their grandfather Carter stated, “but not Caden. He’s beyond reproach.”

			“Let’s toast to Caden running for office.” Camilla lifted her glass. Everyone at the table did the same. “To Caden.”

			Caden clicked his wine goblet against his brother’s and thought about the doubts he’d raised. The mayoral campaign hadn’t been easy. Is he right? Caden wondered. Am I taking on more than I can chew?
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			Caden stood, staring out the French doors, which led to the massive terrace of the Mitchell family home. He circled the large tumbler of brandy in his hands, swishing the brown liquid back and forth. He rarely came home to the compound these days because he was always working. Working kept him busy and avoiding thinking about the family he’d like to have someday.

			Ever since he could remember, he’d wanted to be a husband and father. After watching his grandfather and father adore their women, Caden wanted that for himself. But such a life wasn’t in the cards he’d been dealt. Over the years, there had been women, but none had been her—the woman’s name he couldn’t even say out loud let alone think about. So at thirty-four, he was single, with no prospects in sight. He was musing about his lack of a love life when he sensed someone behind him. It was his father.

			Standing at six-foot-four with dark chocolate skin, Cal was a couple of inches taller than Caden, but they favored one another. The main difference: Caden was trim and lean while his father had packed on a few pounds since he’d retired from the Army. But that didn’t make him any less impressive. Caden had always looked to his father for guidance and turned to him now.

			“Is Cameron right? Would my gubernatorial bid be too much for the family?”

			“Of course not, son,” Cal said, slapping his rather large hand on Caden’s shoulder. “Don’t let your brother convince you otherwise. You were born to do this. You’re a natural leader. Everyone gravitates toward you. Leading this state will be a breeze.”

			Caden laughed. “I don’t know about all that. I’m sure there’s a lot to learn.”

			“And we’ll make sure you do,” a stern voice said from behind them.

			Caden watched his grandfather walk forward. Standing side by side, his father and grandfather were the same height with dark brown eyes, but that’s where the similarities ended. His grandfather was strict, impatient, and often overbearing, having ruled his father, Cal, with an iron fist. Cal was the exact opposite. He was quiet, reserved, and had the patience of a saint. Caden could remember his father teaching him how to ride a bike. No matter how many times Caden fell off, Cal was always there to put him back on. His father taught him to never give up, but his grandfather drilled it into him.

			“I already have some thoughts on campaign managers for you,” Carter stated.

			“As long as they’re just thoughts,” Caden responded tightly. Carter’s hard stare wasn’t lost on Caden. He’d learned years ago that he had to stand up to the old man, otherwise his grandfather would walk all over him as he’d done to his father. “I’ll choose my campaign manager.”

			“I’m the one in Washington with the connections,” Carter reminded him. “You would do well to heed my advice.”

			“Dad, Caden knows what he wants.”

			“I wasn’t talking to you,” Carter replied, his gaze narrowing on Caden. “I was talking to my grandson.”

			Caden attempted diplomacy to ease the tension between the men. He’d always hated the sometimes contentious relationship they shared. “Grandfather, I appreciate your concern and I know you have a great many connections, but I’m my own man. Always have been, always will be.” He threw back the rest of his brandy and left the room without another word.

			Caden was on his way out when he ran into his mother in the foyer.

			“Oh good, I caught you,” Camilla said.

			Can’t I even make it out of the house? Apparently not. Caden spun around to face her. “Mother?”

			“I’d like a private word if you have the time. It won’t take long.” She didn’t wait for him. She merely left him in the foyer and expected him to follow.

			He took off after her and found her in her she shed or whatever women were calling their special rooms these days.

			“Please have a seat.” Camilla motioned for him to sit on one of the white sofas adorned with pillows of various shades and sizes. The room was decorated in florals and pastels. Pictures of Caden and his siblings at various stages of their childhood adorned the walls. Caden smiled inwardly. He’d never thought his mother was this sentimental.

			“What’s on your mind?” he said, taking a seat beside her on the sofa.

			“Your future.”

			“How so?”

			“Well, quite frankly, I’m worried about you.” Camilla smoothed the hem of her A-line jersey dress over her knees. She was always perfectly put together, and tonight was no exception. Her hair was cut in a pixie style with wisps of hair down her forehead. Caden had been surprised when she’d cut her shoulder-length hair a few years ago, but Camilla said when one was older, shorter hair was more becoming. As for her makeup, it was flawless yet minimal, making it appear as if she wasn’t wearing any at all.

			“It’s been years since you’ve been seriously involved with anyone, Caden. It’s about time you had someone in your life to share life’s ups and downs.”

			Caden frowned. He didn’t like the topic of discussion. Even though he’d thought the very same thing earlier, his love life or lack thereof was no one’s business but his own. “Your point?”

			“It would be wise to have someone at your side in your quest to become governor.”

			“If this is another one of your attempts to find me the perfect political wife, you can save your breath, Mother.” He’d been there, done that. Camilla’s idea of his perfect match was some uptight society princess who wouldn’t know a day’s hard work if it slapped her in the face.

			“Don’t throw the baby out with the bath water,” his mother protested. “I speak the truth. A married man seeking public office is more palatable than a single man on the prowl, especially when he’s seeking the governor’s mansion. Listen, the young woman I have in mind comes from a great family.”

			Caden sighed and rolled his eyes upward. “Of course she does.”

			“I’m only trying to help. Can’t you at least meet her before jumping to conclusions?”

			“You’re trying to run my life, Mother, and I won’t have it,” Caden responded hotly as he rose to his feet. “I know it’s hard. All your kids are grown up now and you have no one to boss around, except maybe Dad, but I’m not the one.”

			“Caden Mitchell, I will not be spoken to in this manner. I raised you better than this.”

			“You raised me to think for myself, to not follow the crowd. I ran my mayoral campaign as a single man and won. This gubernatorial bid will be no different. You’ll see.”

			Caden was done with the conversation and was in his BMW driving home to his house on Falls Road in Baltimore County within minutes. He allowed his mind to wander as it occasionally did when he reflected back on his life. He supposed his mother was used to him doing the expected.

			He’d gone to a private school in Germany when his father had been stationed there. With his family background in the military and his high marks, Caden earned immediate entry into West Point, where he graduated at the top of his class. He started as a second lieutenant, deploying twice to Iraq and Afghanistan, but he quickly rose up the ranks. While in Afghanistan, his entire company came under attack. Caden helped fifteen men in his platoon get to safety, earning him the Medal of Honor.

			His grandfather had urged him to continue his military career and to one day retire like he and his father had, as a three-star general and lieutenant colonel, respectively. But after years of serving his country, Caden, who did indeed reach the pinnacle of lieutenant colonel, stopped short of becoming a three-star general because he was ready to move on to the next chapter in his life, a political career.

			He’d come back home with his eyes on the prize, quickly landing a seat on the city council and eventually winning the mayor’s seat when the incumbent retired. But still, Caden craved more. He supposed his career ambition superseded his love life because he’d lost the one woman he ever truly loved. The name trembled from his lips: “Savannah Grace Vasquez.”

			There. He’d been able to say her name.

			Thinking about those idyllic three months they’d shared at West Point made his heart turn over. It had been twelve years since she’d disappeared from his life without a trace. Caden had never truly gotten over it. His last two relationships hadn’t generated near the amount of fire and passion as those few short months with Savannah. That’s probably why the other relationships fizzled—because the women could tell his heart wasn’t in it.

			Deep down, Caden wondered if he’d ever get over her. Was he destined to love only one woman?

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“I can’t believe you got into politics,” Caden said as he sat across from Jack Wyatt at a downtown Baltimore watering hole for breakfast on Monday morning.

			Barely six feet, Jack Wyatt was a no-nonsense type of guy. He was dressed in a nondescript blazer, an untucked white button-down shirt, and faded jeans with loafers. His moppy brown hair was in need of a haircut, and he was sporting a five o’clock shadow. Any other person catching up with Caden for a campaign manager meeting would be dressed in a designer suit, but not Jack. That was just fine with Caden. Jack had helped political hopefuls win a couple of highly contested senatorial and congressional campaigns in recent years. If Caden was a betting man, he would put his money on Jack every single time.

			“Why not?” Jack responded to Caden’s surprise about his career path. “Not all of us were cut out for a life in the Army and being a political candidate.” He eyed Caden up and down in his Armani suit, Ferragamo shoes, and Rolex watch, which had been gifted to him by his grandfather when Caden had become a lieutenant colonel. Carter Mitchell had thought his grandson would continue down the same path as he had, and for a while, Caden had been fine traveling on it. Not anymore.

			Caden chuckled. “I was content with life in the military. You know what’s expected of you. Out here …” His voice trailed off.

			“Civilian life comes with its share of challenges,” Jack finished. “It wasn’t an easy transition entering it after eight years of service, but at the end of the day, I was done with serving my country.”

			Caden nodded. He knew the regimented life of the armed services was not right for everyone, but for him, he’d excelled. He’d led the men and women in his command with ease, just as he had his brothers, Cage and Cameron. Since he could remember, Caden had the responsibility of not only looking after his brothers but assuming the mantle of the family’s military heritage. At times, it was a heavy burden. He supposed that’s why he’d decided to leave and try his hand at politics. It seemed like a natural progression.

			“You’re looking very introspective,” Jack said. “Are you sure you’re ready for another campaign? You’ll have even more scrutiny and challenges to face because it’s not just a city you have to convince but an entire state.”

			Caden’s dark eyes bore into Jack’s. “I’m ready.”

			“Of course you are.” Jack smiled. “General Mitchell would have ensured it.”

			“I’m my own man,” Caden stated defensively. “My grandfather doesn’t rule me.”

			“If you say so. He made it perfectly clear to me that I wasn’t his first choice to run your campaign.”

			“What? When did you speak to him?”

			“A couple of days ago. He contacted my office and requested an audience with me.” Jack reached for his Bloody Mary and drank generously.

			“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

			“Nope.” Jack shook his head. “The general quite plainly told me I wasn’t good enough to work on your campaign and there were men more qualified than me. Then he told me I was your choice and that I had better not screw up.”

			“The old man has some nerve,” Caden responded with a wry smile. He’d point-blank told him to butt out, and still Carter Mitchell couldn’t help himself.

			“He’s right. If you’re looking for a more seasoned professional, I’m not the man for you.”

			“I need someone I can trust and who has the cojones not to be afraid of Carter or my parents. I need you.”

			Jack grinned, revealing his perfect straight teeth. “Good, that’s exactly what I wanted to hear. I needed to be sure who I answered to and that you were the man I always thought you to be.”

			“I haven’t changed.”

			Jack leaned back in his chair and regarded him. “I disagree. You’re more guarded than you were the last time I saw you.”

			“How so?”

			“I don’t know,” Jack said. “It’s something in the eyes. Like you lost something important to you.” He paused for several beats and then said, “It couldn’t be …” He stared down into his glass and then back at Caden. “You’re not still hung up on that girl who left you before graduation, are you?”

			Caden snorted. “That’s ridiculous, Jack.” He lied through his teeth. He hadn’t talked about Savannah with anyone in years, and he certainly didn’t intend on doing so now. But was Jack right? Was he using the hurt of losing Savannah as a shield against the world?

			Maybe.

			Jack shrugged. “Hell, I’m just blowing smoke, man. You’re right. That was well over a decade ago. I’m sure there’s been many women since then to make you forget her.”

			Little did he know that was far from the truth.
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			Caden and Jack made their way to the storefront Caden was looking to lease for his campaign office. Their intent was to take a look around with a realtor and discuss next steps, but the door was already open.

			As he walked inside, Caden came face-to-face with his mother. “Son,” Camilla said, rushing over to him, “I was just talking about you. Were your ears burning?” She’d just been talking with the realtor, who had dashed out for a few minutes to take a pressing private phone call.

			“Mother, what are you doing here?” Caden tried to keep his voice level even though he was furious with her for interfering.

			“Oh my. I just happened to be coming from one of our charity meetings and thought I might look over the space and get some ideas on how we might best decorate.”

			“Decorate?” Jack said. “It’s going to be a campaign office, ma’am.”

			Camilla quirked an eyebrow. “You must be Jack Wyatt.”

			“Indeed I am.” Jack offered her his hand, which Camilla shook. “Pleasure to meet you.”

			“Likewise. However, it’s important that Caden portrays a certain image.”

			“Which is what?” Jack said. “He’s rich enough to afford an interior decorator?”

			Caden resisted a smirk. That’s why he wanted Jack and not one of his grandfather’s cronies. Jack didn’t hold back any punches. He’d been that way at West Point, which often got him in trouble.

			“Well, you certainly have no problem speaking your mind, Jack Wyatt,” Camilla responded.

			“It’s the only way I know how to be. And our boy here,” he said, glancing at Caden, “needs to show he can relate to the everyman. His opponents will use every weapon in their arsenal to say he doesn’t understand his constituents and that he’s an overprivileged military brat. We need to prove otherwise, to show them there’s more grit to Caden than in their baby fingers.”

			Camilla grinned. “I think I like you, Jack.”

			“Vice versa, ma’am.” Jack nodded.

			“Well, if you won’t let me decorate my son’s office, can I at least help plan a campaign dinner with some of our closest friends?”

			“If by closest, you mean wealthy, then yes,” Jack replied. “Go right ahead. Help line our coffers.”

			“Excellent.” Camilla rubbed her hands together in excitement. “I know just the venue and who to invite. I’ll leave you two to your musings.”

			Caden bent down for the obligatory kiss she placed on his cheek, and she was gone in a flash. “I know that look,” Caden said. “It means she’s up to her matchmaking again—a woman from the ‘right family’ with the ‘right background’ who would make the perfect political wife. She seems to think I need one.”

			“Wouldn’t be a bad idea.”

			Caden sighed. “Not you too.” He needed someone on his side.

			“Listen, I’m not saying you need a wife to get elected. You showed that with your last campaign. However, your opponent is married with several kids. He has a great family image. That’s not to say a single man with a lifetime of service to his country isn’t a good selling point. It’s just a contrast.”

			“Thank you, because it’s bad enough having my mother trying to hook me up.”

			“Fair enough,” Jack said, then he switched gears, taking advantage of the fact that the realtor was still nowhere in sight. “Now, let’s get down to business. Here’s my thoughts on where we go next.”

			Caden and Jack continued their campaign discussion as they waited for the realtor, but it was never far from Caden’s mind that his mother wasn’t going to stop meddling.
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			Later that evening, Caden made a pit stop at Cameron’s bachelor pad. The one-bedroom apartment wasn’t much to speak of since his younger sibling had often been deployed after purchasing the investment property a few years ago, but it was still a refuge.

			Cameron, in shorts and a T-shirt, greeted him with a warm hug at the door. “Caden, bro, c’mon in.”

			“Hey, bro,” Caden said as he stepped inside and saw his brother’s relaxed attire. “I know I’m unannounced. Is now a good time?”

			“You’re family. It’s always a good time. You want a beer?”

			“Would love one,” Caden said, moving into the spacious living room adorned with a large reclining sofa and entertainment center. Cameron headed to the kitchen and returned moments later extending the ice cold beverage. Caden greedily accepted and took a long pull.

			“You sure I’m not intruding? Wouldn’t want to cramp your style in case you have any ladies around.”

			“Only one,” Cameron replied. “My lady, Monae, is working late tonight, so I’m a free man.”

			“Monae …” Caden nodded in remembrance. “How’s that going?” He knew Cameron had been seeing the woman for a few months, which was surprising given Cameron was known to be a player among the Mitchell brothers. But Cam had yet to introduce her to the family.

			“It’s all good,” Cameron replied. “She’s fantastic. I can’t believe she wants to be with a knucklehead like me.”

			“Don’t talk about yourself that way. You’re a good man, and she’s a lucky woman to have you.”

			Cameron grinned. “So what brings you by? I doubt you want to talk about my woman.”

			“I came to vent about Carter. Mama. All of the above.”

			Cameron plopped down on the sofa as he reached for a beer that was already opened on a nearby folding table. “Preach to the choir, man.”

			“They are so overbearing.” Caden paced the living room floor and threw his hands up in the air. “I can’t stand it.”

			“Why do you think I agreed to so many deployments?” Cameron asked. “As much as I love them, they are a bit much, if you get my drift. But what can we do?”

			“I need to talk with them, all of them,” Caden said. As the oldest, he needed to establish the rules of engagement. He couldn’t, wouldn’t go through another campaign like the last one. He’d been new to the political game last time and had taken Carter’s advice.

			“If anyone can attempt to get through to them it’s you,” Cameron said. “You’ve always been the favorite son.”

			Caden stopped pacing and stalked toward his brother. “That’s bull and you know it.”

			“C’mon, Caden. You’ve done everything right in our parents’ eyes. You’ve excelled at everything you set your mind to.”

			“That’s not true,” Caden said, taking another swig of his beer. “If I was Mr. Perfect, I’d have a wife and two point two children by now with a house and a white picket fence.”

			“Okay.” Cameron pointed at him. “There is your abysmal love life. If you have one weakness, it’s that. And why? You don’t strike me as that discerning that you can’t find a woman to meet your needs. There’s plenty of women in our social circle looking for an expedient marriage to a good-looking man such as yourself who’s on his way up the political ladder.”

			“Has it ever occurred to you and everyone else that maybe, just maybe, I’d actually like to love the woman I marry?”

			His harsh tone caused Cameron to shrug. “Sorry if I hit a nerve.”

			Caden shook his head. “It’s not you, Cam. It’s just a touchy subject, and lately everyone keeps bringing up my bachelor status.”

			“If you can’t blow off some steam to me, who can you blow off steam to? C’mon, there’s a great Orioles game on the tube.”

			And that’s how Caden ended his evening, lounging with his little brother watching baseball. But Cameron’s and everyone else’s opinion about his failure to find Mrs. Right wasn’t far from his mind.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			“Liam, you have to get a move on it or you’ll be late to school,” Savannah Vasquez yelled up the stairs to her eleven-year-old son one Wednesday morning. With Liam’s autism, it was very important they stick to a routine. He thrived better when life went exactly as planned.

			Savannah tapped her foot against the bottom of the stairs and caught a glimpse of her unglamorous blue scrubs. The outfit was a necessary staple for her job at Mercy Hospital. Working with patients could be hard and sometimes downright messy. It’s why her hair was tied in a simple ponytail and she wore no makeup other than lip gloss. She was a long cry from the sassy Afro-Latina she’d once been.

			It was crazy to think about how far she’d come. She’d started her career as a certified nursing assistant but had known that job wouldn’t be enough to support her and Liam. So Savannah had gone on to gain her bachelor’s degree and become a registered nurse. She and Liam had been happy living in Orlando, Florida, where she’d had a great job working for Advent Hospital as an RN. Being in the medical field helped her diagnose Liam in those early days when she’d seen signs of behavioral differences in him compared to other children.

			Six months ago, the two of them had left Orlando for Baltimore to help with her grandmother Sofia Vasquez, who had just suffered a stroke. The removal of a tumor in Sofia’s right eye had caused the stroke as well as partial vision loss. What Savannah hadn’t imagined was that her ailing grandmother would need around-the-clock care and what a drastic change Liam’s and her life would undergo.

			But Savannah didn’t complain. She was lucky that a position at Mercy opened up. The job allowed her to move to Maryland permanently because her mother, Carmen Vasquez, was MIA and probably off spending time with another loser. Since her parents’ breakup following her father’s infidelity when she was five years old, her mother seemed determined to keep a man. Any man. Savannah just wished she’d find someone worthy of her.

			“Liam!” Savannah glanced again up the stairs of the two-story Craftsman home.

			Finally, her son came bounding down the steps wearing jeans and a pullover sweater. “Sorry, Mama.” He didn’t make eye contact when he reached her. He grabbed his book bag hanging on the hook near the door.

			Savannah handed him his lunch bag. “C’mon,” she said, ushering him out the door and toward her unfashionable Ford Escape. It wasn’t sexy, but the vehicle had allowed her to pack in middle schoolers when she’d carpooled on her days off in Orlando.

			Within minutes, they were speeding down the road to Liam’s school. They made it with minutes to spare before the bell rang. “Have a good day.” Savannah waved Liam off after he exited the car.

			She sighed as she watched him shuffle up the steps of the brick school. The adjustment hadn’t been easy for Liam. He’d attended a great school in Orlando that specialized in working with children with special needs. Changing routines had been a nightmare. Liam missed all his teachers and the couple of friends he’d made in Florida who understood him. Here, he had extra time with his teacher, but Savannah doubted it was enough. She needed to find him a special school, but with what money?

			Liam had been despondent for months, but lately he was starting to come around. Savannah was glad. Things weren’t easy for her either. She’d left a great job and good friends like Leslie Edwards, another single mother and nurse in Orlando. They’d often babysat for each other in an emergency, but here?

			Savannah had to rely on herself just like the old days when she’d become pregnant and alone at the age of twenty-one. Some in her situation—being a single woman with no support—might have terminated the pregnancy. But Savannah had known she would have Liam and been thankful every day since.

			Finally, she pulled her car into a reserved spot in the hospital garage. There was no use dwelling on the past. It wouldn’t change anything. She just had to get through each day as it came.
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			Talk about a hectic day. For Savannah, it started the moment she dropped Liam off at school. First, she had encountered traffic getting to work, then a patient puked all over her. Hours later, she finally sat down to lunch with her coworker Charlotte Mason. Savannah pulled out a prepackaged salad she’d brought with her and tucked into it with gusto.

			“What a morning, huh?” Charlotte said over her tray of a cheeseburger and fries.

			“Is there something in the water?” Savannah said. “Because all the crazies have come out today.”

			Charlotte shrugged. “Must be. Any big plans for the weekend?”

			Savannah shook her head. “Nope, same ol’ same ol’. Probably sit in front of the tube with Liam and my grandmother.”

			“That sounds about as exciting as watching paint dry,” Charlotte said. “I know it’s been hard on you getting settled here in Maryland, but you’ve got to get out, Savannah. You’re still young and attractive. You can still find yourself a fella. Unlike me, I’m out to pasture.”

			Savannah glanced at the middle-aged woman. She might be in her early fifties, but with her blond hair and baby blues, she could still turn the right man’s eye. “I disagree. You’re stunning. As for me, when would I have the time to go out? Who would watch my abuela?”

			“I can,” Charlotte offered. “Because you need to go to this.” She pulled out two tickets from the pocket of her scrubs and slid them onto the table.

			“What are these?”

			“Tickets to a fundraising gala for an up and coming politician on Friday night. Heard he’s not bad on the eyes and very single, if you get my drift.” Charlotte winked at her several times.

			“A political party? Not really my thing.”

			“You don’t think so? Bet I can change your mind.” Charlotte swiftly produced her iPhone and began swiping and typing furiously. When she hit the jackpot, she swung the phone around in Savannah’s direction. “That’s him. Caden Mitchell. Our gubernatorial hopeful has all the ladies aflutter.”

			Savannah’s heart stopped. She was so taken aback by the image on the screen that her speech fled. No, it couldn’t be. He couldn’t be here in Maryland. He was supposed to be across the world as some colonel or general in the Army. It’s the life she’d been told he was destined for. Like many people, Savannah was too wrapped up in her own personal life to follow politics. She didn’t read the local paper and had no time for TV news, so she’d had no idea that Caden was running for governor, and still didn’t know that he was the mayor. How did he get involved in politics, in Baltimore of all places?

			“See here.” Charlotte continued reading from the phone. “‘Caden Mitchell, Baltimore’s mayor, is making a run for the governor’s house. His prestigious background as a West Point graduate and lieutenant colonel in the Army has made him a favorite in political circles, but will it be enough to win over the whole state? Mitchell is banking on impressing the upper echelon at Friday’s fundraiser at the Four Seasons.’”

			“A-And you have tickets to this event?”

			Charlotte’s lips thinned into a frown. “Don’t act so surprised.”

			“I’m sorry—,” Savannah began, but Charlotte interrupted.

			“Girl, please. I don’t know anyone in the upper echelon except my sister. She and her husband invited me to attend because I’m a staunch Democrat and volunteered for several campaigns. I much prefer being in the background, but you should go. With a little makeup and the right dress,” Charlotte said, leaning over conspiratorially, “you can wow ‘em.”

			Savannah rose to her feet. “The answer is no.”

			“Why not? What do you have to lose, a good-looking girl like you, still in her prime? Listen to me, Savannah, you have to go.”

			Savannah shook her head adamantly. “I appreciate you trying to play fairy godmother, Charlotte, but fairy tales don’t come true. Trust me, if anyone knows, I do.”

			She rushed from the room as quickly as she could and headed for the ladies’ room. Once she was in a stall alone, she let out the audible sob she’d been holding in for the last twelve years.

			Caden.

			Caden Mitchell.

			The only man she’d ever loved was here. In Maryland. Where she could potentially run into him at any time. And say what? Sorry I ran out on you with no explanation? After everything they’d shared, Caden was sure to hate her for how she’d left. How could he not? She’d disappeared from upstate New York and carved out a new life for herself.

			But fate had stepped in. Was it telling her it was time she stop running and face the truth? Was it time to reveal her long-held secret, that Caden was Liam’s father? But if she did, how would he react? Would he scorn her? Scorn Liam? As much as she wanted to tell him about Liam’s existence, she couldn’t. She couldn’t risk him hurting her son. Their son.
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			“Mom, I could use your help,” Savannah said, holding up the cellphone to her ear while she prepared her grandmother’s dinner that evening. Her abuela could be very picky. “I’ve had my hands full over here with my grandmother and Liam.”

			“I told you to put her in a home,” Carmen Vasquez responded on the other end.

			“How can you say that? She’s family.”

			“She was no joy growing up with,” her mother replied. “Your grandmother made sure to tell anyone who would listen what a screwup I was for marrying your father, a black man. In her book it was a sin. And when he left me for another woman, she had no problem reminding me of the mistake I made for believing in him.”

			“So you’re punishing her?” Savannah couldn’t believe how selfish her own mother could be. They were blood.

			“Jesus, Savannah. Did I raise you to be like this? No, I don’t think so. You must get this self-sacrificing gene from Mama, but I don’t have to put up with it. I send you money every month.”

			“It’s not enough. Social Security barely covers the living expenses and her medication. How do you think we could afford to put her in a home? At least here she’s with me and her grandson, people who care about her.”

			“Meaning I don’t?” Carmen replied. “Listen, mija, some of us have a life.”

			“You mean a man, Mama?”

			“Yeah, I do. And at least I have one. When was the last time you got laid, Savannah?”

			Savannah fumed on the other end of the line. “My love life or lack thereof isn’t the issue right now.”

			But like a dog with a bone, her mother wasn’t letting go. “I bet you the last and only time was that West Point grad that knocked you up. Wasn’t it?” Her mother hit the nail on the head. Savannah hadn’t been intimate with anyone since Caden. Hadn’t wanted to. Her life was full taking care of Liam and keeping a roof over their heads. How could her mother know?

			“Aren’t you lonely sitting in that big old rambling house with just your grandmother and your son? Don’t you got needs, Savannah?”

			“My needs are secondary. Abuela and Liam come first.”

			“Ever the martyr.”

			“C’mon, Mama, aren’t you tired of the never-ending revolving door of men going through your bedroom?” The silence on the other end told Savannah she had gone too far.

			“Screw you, Savannah Grace Vasquez. I don’t need another person in this family looking down and judging me.”

			Seconds later, the phone line went dead. Savannah stared at it in disbelief. Surely, her mother hadn’t just hung up on her, but the dial tone told her she had. Savannah put her phone down and laid back in the recliner.

			She wanted to cry, but that would only upset Liam. He had a sixth sense where she was concerned, and if he felt she was unhappy for any reason he would become agitated. For his sake, Savannah had to hold it together.

			It was just that his schooling and her grandmother’s doctor bills, the ones Medicare didn’t cover, and the expenses of running the house were solely on her shoulders; the little bit of money her mother sent barely scratched the surface.

			“Mom,” Liam said as he strolled into the room. “You okay?” He sat beside her but didn’t touch her. Liam didn’t like to be touched. At times, Savannah wished he didn’t have autism and that she could cuddle with him.

			“Mommy’s okay,” Savannah sniffed. “Just a little tired, that’s all.”

			“Are you sure?” He glanced at her. His eyes told her he didn’t believe her.

			She nodded. “Sometimes it’s not easy being an adult.”

			“I can’t wait to be older,” he said. “Then I could help you.”

			Savannah smiled as his words warmed her heart. He might not be the average little boy, but he was hers and she loved him fiercely. “Thanks, honeybunch.” She placed a quick kiss on the top of his head, and he immediately moved to the far side of the couch. She didn’t take that to heart because Liam loved her. He was one of the only people who did. Savannah supposed that was why she felt sorry for herself later, after she’d tucked him into bed and ensured that her abuela was settled for the night.

			She hated to admit it, but her mother was right. She hadn’t had a man since Caden. It wasn’t like there hadn’t been interest. Over the years, men at work would ask her out. Usually, she turned them down, but occasionally she said yes. The evenings had been pleasant enough and at the end of the night, sometimes she’d let them kiss her. The problem was there was no spark, no fizzle, no butterflies swarming in the pit of her belly to remind her she was alive and a woman. So, she’d politely say thank you and never see them again.

			Savannah knew she had impossibly high standards because every man since Caden had been a poor substitute. Caden was the ideal man in her mind and the benchmark she measured every man against. Perhaps she’d hyped him up in her mind to be more than he’d been. Those dark, soulful eyes. That winning smile and charming wit. His amazing taut body and stomach you could bounce a quarter off of.

			Maybe if she saw him just once more.

			Saw for herself that he was just a man and not some supernatural hero she’d built up in her mind. Then perhaps she could let go of the past and move on.

			Yes, she would go to the event and end this hero worship once and for all.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Thud, thud, thud.

			Caden’s sneakers pounded against the pavement as he ran a five-mile stretch in his neighborhood on Friday morning. It was a quiet tree-lined street with one- and two-story brick homes in various styles from ranch to Colonial to Craftsman. He waved at Mr. Davis, a sixty-five-year-old retiree who meticulously maintained his lawn and was outside edging. Mr. Wong was outside washing his wife’s car like he did every Friday morning. Caden passed by another jogger and nodded, not breaking his pace.

			Jogging helped Caden keep his lean, muscular frame. It came naturally after years of training in the military. It also helped him release tension considering sex wasn’t on the table these days. And he needed an outlet. Tonight’s fundraising event his mother was throwing would have all the movers and shakers in attendance. It was critical that he be on top of his game.

			He and Jack had been working the last couple of weeks on crafting a clear message to voters. Originally, Caden had dozens of issues he was concerned with, but Jack helped him narrow his focus. Last night, over and over, Caden reread the message and issue briefs Jack had sent him. He wanted to be sure he understood any topic that might be thrown at him by a possible constituent.

			He was hoping for a successful event and if he knew his mother, tonight would be exceptional. The funds would help him finish setting up his campaign office as well as hire a reliable treasurer who was fiscally responsible. Jack had someone in mind, but Caden hadn’t yet decided.

			Due to the large size of this campaign versus the mayoral election, Jack suggested an entire team. They needed a legal, polling, and public relations advisor, advertising director, press secretary, and fundraising, event, and volunteer coordinators. Although Camilla offered herself up for the coordinator position, Caden was determined she would not have a larger role in his campaign. If she did, she would try to take over and he’d only hear her voice, not his own.

			Caden stopped when he reached the five-mile mark and caught his breath. He checked his heart rate and pulse on his Apple Watch. Then he used the towel in the waistband of his running belt to wipe the sweat off his face and removed his water bottle to take a generous swig of water. He inhaled deeply knowing that his morning runs might be a thing of the past once the campaign was in full force. He remembered how chaotic it could be when he hardly had time to eat as he went from one campaign stop to the next.

			Several minutes later, he glanced down at his watch again. He had just enough time to catch a quick shower and eat some breakfast before meeting up with Jack for one final rundown.
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			Was she really doing this? After all these years, was she really going to Caden Mitchell’s fundraising event at the Four Seasons? Savannah stared at herself under the fluorescent lights of the guest bathroom. She wore an evening gown she’d bought the day before during her lunch break.

			She didn’t even think it would have been possible, but once she’d decided to go, Charlotte had been only too happy to babysit Liam and keep an eye on her grandmother.

			So here she was, in a one-shoulder gown with a deep side slit that hugged her body through the hips before stretching out to the floor in a mermaid silhouette. Due to the asymmetric neckline, she’d had to forgo a bra, but luckily there was built-in padding. Savannah had splurged and gone to the hair salon. They’d taken her washed-out chestnut-brown hair, given her a haircut, added honey-blond highlights, and lightly curled her tresses until they hung in layered waves down her back.

			She hadn’t gone for makeup, but the salon gave her such a sweet makeup/hair combo deal that she couldn’t pass up the makeup too. The transformation stunned her. Her skin glowed. Her eyebrows were arched and suddenly had shape. Eyelash extensions brought out the green in her eyes and on her lips, pale pink lipstick and gloss on top of it were everything. She hardly recognized herself. She looked like a different woman.

			She hoped so. She doubted Caden would even remember her, and it wasn’t like she was going to get close enough for him to see. She would stay in the periphery and just lay eyes on him, put her overactive imagination to rest.

			“Mom, you look beautiful,” Liam said when she finally made her way downstairs. Charlotte had arrived a half hour ago and was keeping him entertained.

			Savannah grinned widely. “Thank you.”

			Charlotte rose from the sofa and came over. “I’m so excited you’re going,” she said. “You deserve a night out on the town. And looking like you do, you might even catch the eye of a certain gubernatorial candidate.”

			Little did she know, Savannah already had years ago.

			“I doubt he’ll even see me, but I’m looking forward to a little break.”

			“Have fun.” Charlotte leaned in for a squeeze. “I can’t wait to hear all the details when you get back.”

			“Thank you again, Charlotte, for looking after my family.”

			“You’re absolutely welcome. Now go!” She shooed Savannah toward the door.

			The drive from her home into downtown took half an hour from her side of town. Traffic was mild, and Savannah arrived with plenty of time to pull her sensible Ford Escape into the hotel’s circular driveway. A uniformed valet instantly greeted her, opening her door and handing her a ticket.

			She was nervous as she made her way onto the marbled floor through the posh hotel with its sumptuous furnishings. The modern design featured chandeliers that looked more like art pieces than fixtures meant to provide lighting. After speaking with the concierge, she was shown to the elevator that would take her to the grand ballroom where Caden’s event was being held. She boarded the elevator with two couples decked out in expensive tuxedos and designer gowns. Savannah doubted her Nordstrom Rack special made the cut, but it would have to do.

			The doors chimed open when they reached the mezzanine, and Savannah followed the couples to a half-moon shaped room for the cocktail hour prior to the opening of the ballroom. Clearly, Caden’s family had money if the spread laid out was anything to go by. After procuring herself a glass of champagne, Savannah couldn’t resist walking toward the terrace and glancing at the views of the marina and harbor.

			Inhaling deeply, she reminded herself why she’d come tonight—to excise Caden once and for all from her mind. To prove to herself that he no longer held any power over her and that she was free to move on with her life. And she would do it. Just from the periphery. There was no way Caden could know she was in attendance. If he did, there would be repercussions she wasn’t ready to face.

			“Lovely evening, isn’t it?” a masculine voice said from beside her.

			Savannah glanced up and saw an extremely attractive gentleman standing at her side. He had fair skin, low-trimmed hair, a five o’clock shadow, and busy eyebrows. His deep-set eyes, although light brown, reminded her of someone else she knew. He, like everyone else tonight, was sporting a black tuxedo, but his had a satin lapel.

			“Yes, it is,” she responded.

			“Don’t believe I’ve seen you before at one of my mother’s events.”

			Savannah stared at him in confusion. “Excuse me?”

			“My mother, Camilla Mitchell, organized this event.”

			Her mouth formed an “O”. That meant this man was related to Caden. “You’re Caden’s brother?”

			He grinned. “Yeah. You know him?”

			Savannah quickly shook her head. “No, a friend of mine had a spare ticket and invited me tonight.”

			“And you decided to come?” He chuckled. “A fundraising event for a gubernatorial candidate doesn’t sound like much on a Friday night.”

			“Well, when you’re working long shifts at a hospital and taking care of sick relatives, a night out is a godsend.”

			“Are you a doctor?”

			“No, a nurse.”

			“I can see that. You’re very easy to talk to. By the way, my name is Cameron Mitchell, but everyone calls me Cam.”

			Savannah offered a smile. “Nice to meet you, Cam.”

			“There you are,” a stern female voice said from behind them. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

			Cameron spun around to face the woman. “I’m sorry, Mama. I was just about to come in, but I was speaking with this—”

			Savannah didn’t catch another word because as soon as Cameron had turned, she’d fled. She’d caught a glimpse of Camilla Mitchell.

			Camilla was the reason she wasn’t with Caden, and she was in no mood for a reintroduction. Camilla had influenced Savannah to leave Caden behind. He has no future if he stays with you, she’d said. Savannah had believed every word. She didn’t want to stand in the way of Caden’s career. He’d worked four long years at West Point, and she refused to hold him back and laden him with a wife and child so early in his career. She just couldn’t. So she’d run.

			But how long could she keep running?

			[image: C:\Users\Yahrah\Dropbox\Author photo\YahrahSt.John-3.jpg]

			“We’re so proud of you, son,” Caden’s father told him before the doors to the ballroom opened.

			“It’s a big night,” his grandfather Carter concurred. “I hope Wyatt’s prepared you.”

			“I’m prepared, Grandfather. I know how important tonight is.”

			“Your mother did an excellent job,” his father added.

			Caden’s gaze landed on his mother, the epitome of class and sophistication in a long white gown with batwing shoulders. Her hair and makeup were expertly done. If he didn’t know any better, he would say she was in her forties because she looked that good.

			“There’s no time to dawdle. Let me introduce you around.” Carter grasped his grandson around the shoulder and led him toward a crowd of influential men in his circle who’d driven up from DC for the night’s events.

			Caden knew policy and stood toe-to-toe with several of his grandfather’s cronies. After a time, he moved away to mingle, but Jack caught up with him.

			“There’s some social media influencers I’d like you to meet as well,” Jack said. “We need to keep your profile up.”

			“Of course.” They continued mingling for the better part of the dinner hour. Caden liked that Jack was a people person, a mover and a shaker. He needed that.
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			An hour later, Caden was taking a break. He’d been shaking hands for half the night and hadn’t even had dinner. Between Jack, Carter, and Camilla, he’d felt smothered. He’d given them the slip and excused himself to use the facilities. Now, he was finally enjoying a much needed bourbon.

			From the back of the room at the bar, Caden surveyed the crowd, made up of some of the most influential people in Baltimore. The evening had gone well. He’d met the right people who saw potential in him and were willing to put their money where their mouths were. According to Jack, they’d already raised over half a million. Caden knew it was largely due in part to his grandfather’s friends and that Carter would be sure to tell him so.

			Caden took another sip of his drink. In that instant, a flash of hazelnut skin caught his attention from across the room. His eyes followed the movement, and he saw the mass of silky chestnut-brown hair flowing down the back of a very beautiful backside and a long length of leg thanks to a deep side slit. The dress hugged every delicious curve, and immediately the sloth surrounding Caden began to fade. He perked to life.

			Who is she?

			He had to know.

			Just then, she turned her head and Caden’s heart leapt. It can’t be! He blinked rapidly because his eyes had to be deceiving him. He began walking toward the woman. As he got closer, he was almost certain it was her. No other woman could instantly attract him from across the room but her.

			Savannah Grace Vasquez.

			The woman who’d disappeared like a thief in the night twelve years ago, never to be seen again. Finally, Caden would have the opportunity to ask her one question: Why?
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			Damn. Damn. Damn.

			Her pulse went haywire. How could I have been so careless? Savannah thought as she tried to lose Caden in the crowd. He’d seen her. She was sure. It was as if she was a beacon and he was being led right to her.

			For most of the night, she’d stayed in the shadows making sure not to be seen. At one point, she’d been close enough to hear his strong masculine voice but far away enough that he didn’t notice her. But then, she’d wanted more—more of him and his tall, impressive frame. She’d thought that by seeing him again, it would make her realize she was over him. But she wasn’t. She was just as dazzled by his charm as she’d ever been.

			When Camilla introduced him earlier in the evening, and he’d gone on stage, Savannah had gobbled him up. Those sculpted good looks and his huge, powerful body encased in a designer tuxedo only seemed to emphasize his inherent strength. He’d spoken with confidence, assuring the crowd that as governor of Maryland he would do everything in his power to make sure they had jobs, healthcare, and a safe place for their children to go to school.

			He was not only good-looking, but he was charismatic too. He had a way with people, and they gravitated to him. The way he listened to their problems fascinated her. He talked policy with the baby boomers and Generation Xers and joked with the millennials. He was a sight to behold, and she’d gotten caught up in the hype. Now, she was in his crosshairs.

			She moved as quickly as she could even though she heard him call out, “Wait!”

			She knew he was speaking to her, but she couldn’t let him catch her. Not now. She dove into the ladies’ room and as luck would have it, as the door closed behind her she caught sight of Caden’s mother stopping him.

			Thank God! She’d been given a reprieve.

			Now, she just had to wait for the right moment to sneak out.
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			“Excuse me, Mother.” Caden tried to sidestep her, but she moved into his path. She was not alone. A woman stood by her side.

			“Caden, you’re being rude,” his mother stated. “Don’t tell me you don’t have a few minutes to spare for me after I planned this elaborate party.” She motioned her arms across the room.

			Caden wanted to roll his eyes, but he knew that would only incur her wrath. He also didn’t appreciate her stopping him from talking to Savannah. He was certain it was her, and now she’d escaped into the ladies’ room. “Of course I have time.” He plastered a smile on his face. “And who do you have with you?”

			Camilla pushed the young woman forward. “Caden, you don’t remember me?” the woman asked. “It’s Natalee. Natalee Pierce.”

			“Little Natalee.” Caden recalled her now. She was the younger sister of one of his classmates at West Point.

			“Not so little anymore,” Natalee said. “I’ve grown up.”

			“I can see that.” Natalee was still petite, but she’d filled out. The once lanky girl with short hair and braces had been replaced with a good-looking woman. Natalee had tapioca skin, almond-shaped brown eyes, high cheekbones, and a mighty fine mane of dark, glossy black hair. As for her figure, although her curves were slender, she looked good in a blush, strapless body-hugging gown that fell to her feet. A peek of pink toenails could be seen.

			Natalee beamed. “I was hoping we could get together for lunch.”

			“Natalee is in marketing,” his mother interjected. “Perhaps she could help volunteer with media relations for the campaign.”

			“Perhaps.” Caden knew what his mother was doing—playing matchmaker when he’d told her to butt out of his personal life. He glanced again at the ladies’ room. Savannah hadn’t come out yet. She couldn’t stay in there forever.

			“Then allow me to tell you some of my thoughts.” Natalee circled her arm through his and began leading him away from the restroom.

			Caden allowed himself to be moved several feet but still within eyesight of the ladies’ room. He listened to Natalee’s ideas. She had some great ones Jack might be able to implement. But right now he couldn’t see the forest for the trees and as soon as he saw the flash of sequins shoot out of the restroom, he politely excused himself and made his move.

			She was quick on her feet in the heels she wore, but Caden was faster. He didn’t run for nothing. He caught up with her before she made a dash for the stairs. He pulled her into a nearby smaller ballroom that wasn’t being used, closed the door, and flicked on the lights. She didn’t give him much of a fight.

			“It is you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Deep in his gut, Caden had known it was Savannah, but to be faced with the reality was another thing altogether. For years, he’d always thought when he saw her again he’d have a litany of things to say, but seeing her in a killer dress that showed off all her assets had stunned him. God, she is beautiful! A natural loveliness about her with her smooth hazelnut skin had always captivated him. Now was no different because she had matured into a true beauty. He was speechless, just like the night they’d first met in the bar.

			“Let me leave,” Savannah spoke first. “Please.”

			“Leave?” He finally found his voice. “Oh hell no. You have a lot of explaining to do. Like why you left me without a word, a phone call, anything. After everything we shared …”

			His voice trailed off because she had the good sense to lower her head in shame. She should. “I just want to know one thing, Savannah. Why? Why did you do it? Why did you leave without a trace?”

			She said nothing.

			Fury raced through his veins, and Caden had to remind himself to rein in his temper. When she still didn’t speak, he reached for her and grasped her by the forearms. “I deserve an answer.”

			Instantly, brown eyes rimmed with green glared up at him. “I owe you nothing. And if we’re being honest, Caden, all I was to you was a fling before you got your orders. Nothing more.”

			He dropped his hands from her as if he’d been burned. “Is that honestly what you thought of me—that I used you for my own enjoyment?”

			She spun away and shrugged. “It’s what most West Point boys do. Why should you be any different?”

			Caden stormed forward and faced her. “We talked about marriage. About you meeting my family. Starting our own. Does that sound like I was using you?”

			Savannah shrugged. “Does it matter now, Caden? It’s been twelve years. It’s water under the bridge.”

			Caden stared back at her. He couldn’t believe the Savannah he thought he knew thought he could be that disingenuous. But perhaps he never knew her at all.

			“Alright. Good. Now that we’ve seen each other, we can put this in the past where it belongs,” she said. She began walking toward the door, but Caden wasn’t letting her leave that easily, not after what they’d shared. She wasn’t that good of an actress. He’d been her first.

			He reached the door before her and placed his palm against it.

			“Caden, please, let me leave.”

			There it was, a catch in her voice that betrayed her true feelings. She felt something. She was just fighting it. He would prove that what they had shared was real.

			Circling his arms around her waist felt like coming home, and he spun her around to face him. Tears glistened in her eyes, and when she glanced up at him, her eyes were filled with trepidation and, was that, wonder? Caden was lost in a cacophony of emotions. Feelings he hadn’t felt in … well, in twelve years.

			It felt natural and right to have Savannah in his arms again. Caden cupped her cheek and without thinking of his actions, he closed his eyes and touched his lips to hers. Her lips were soft and pliant, melding to his with ease. Warmth trailed up his spine, and fireworks went off in his head. He threaded his fingers through her hair and leaned in, bringing her body closer. Then he slipped his tongue inside her mouth and stroked it against his. He tangled with her tongue until the roar of his own blood was the only thing he could hear.

			Caden couldn’t believe this long-held fantasy had turned into reality and was shredding all the years away. He could kiss Savannah for eons and never tire. Her honeyed taste brought him back to a moment in time where being with Savannah pervaded his life, his days, his every waking breath.

			When he lifted his head a fraction, his body revolted, demanding satisfaction. Did Savannah feel the same way? She’d trembled in his arms, her mouth was swollen from his kisses, and her eyes were hazy and drugged. Surely, she wouldn’t deny what they once had?
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			Savannah stepped away from Caden while she could, but he wasn’t far. His woodsy, clean scent, mixed with a hint of spicy boldness, followed him even though she was a few feet away. This man was so richly seductive in his exquisitely cut black tuxedo jacket, which accentuated his broad shoulders, black pants molding to powerful thighs, which she’d felt when he’d pressed boldly against her sex, and white shirt with black bow tie.

			Caden Mitchell was a catch.

			Savannah knew he could get any woman he wanted. Tonight, she’d seen the hordes of women lining up for a chance to talk to him. Young and old. They were all drawn to him. Not just to his inherent good looks, but to the ease, confidence, and swagger he wore like a badge of honor. She’d been powerless to resist him twelve years ago, and clearly time hadn’t changed a thing.

			“You shouldn’t have done that,” she finally said.

			His brow rose incredulously. “Kiss you?” He snorted. “What I should do is throw you over my knee and throttle you. Kissing you was the better option.”

			“Caden.”

			He didn’t listen to the worry in her voice. Instead, he stepped forward and his hands came around to rest on her waist as if testing their fit. They fit perfectly as they always had, and Savannah’s breath left her in a whoosh.

			He bent his head and breathed words into her temple. “You’re not getting away from me, Savi, not again.”

			She placed her hands on his chest and was rewarded with powerfully packed muscles. She tried unsuccessfully to move away.

			“Stop fighting this,” Caden urged.

			He smoothed his hands over her shoulders and gently but persuasively kissed her on the mouth again. Savannah hesitated. She didn’t want to give in, but he kept kissing her until she was damn near breathless. She was losing the battle.

			She wanted Caden badly. He was in her system like a virus she couldn’t seem to recover from. The more she tried to fight it, the more electricity arced, setting them both ablaze.

			Thank God the door opened and a hotel staff member walked into the room. Savannah jumped away from Caden and dashed for the door. She didn’t look behind her. If she did, she would have caught the hurt look in Caden’s eyes.
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			Caden returned to the ballroom and was thankful the evening was winding down because he was in a daze. After over a decade, he’d come face-to-face with Savannah, the woman he’d lusted after for three glorious months only to be slapped in the face with a disappearing act. And guess what? She’d done it again. She’d used the distraction of being interrupted to rush from his arms and out of the room.

			Where did that leave him?

			Back in the same place he was in before, this time with more questions than answers. Although the years had passed and she should feel like a stranger, she hadn’t. The beautiful, graceful woman he’d once known intimately still wanted him, which made Caden know one thing for certain: It wasn’t over between them.

			“Where have you been?” His grandfather accosted him as soon as he spotted him in the ballroom.

			“Sorry. Nature called.”

			Carter rolled his eyes. “C’mon.” He grasped him by the shoulders. “There are a few folks I want you to meet.” Caden followed alongside him but couldn’t help glancing at the door wondering about Savannah, where she was, and who she was with.

			[image: C:\Users\Yahrah\Dropbox\Author photo\YahrahSt.John-3.jpg]

			Nearly an hour later, the party finally wrapped. There were only a handful of stragglers Camilla was saying goodbye to. Professionally speaking, Caden’s campaign war chest had been bolstered and he’d made the right connections. Now, he, Jack, his father, and grandfather were standing around having a nightcap before heading up to their rooms. The entire team had booked rooms on the upper floor of the Four Seasons so they could enjoy the evening and not have to worry about drinking and driving home.

			“All in all, I think that went well,” Jack said as he sipped his drink.

			“It was a good start,” Carter stated. “But you could have been more focused.”

			“I knew all the salient points,” Caden responded to his grandfather.

			“You were distracted,” Carter replied, “especially near the end of the night. If you intend on going the distance on this campaign, you need to keep your stamina up.”

			“His stamina is just fine.” Jack spoke up for him. “Caden met the right people and was knowledgeable on the issues. I couldn’t ask for a better candidate.”

			“Please don’t tell me you’re an ass-kisser, Wyatt.” Carter snorted. “Doesn’t sit well with me.”

			“Never have and never will be, sir,” Jack responded.

			“I, for one, am very proud of you, son.” Cal patted Caden on the back. “Keep up the good work.”

			“Darling,” Camilla said, walking toward them with Natalee in tow. She slid her arm through Caden’s. “Would you be a dear and run Natalee home?”

			“I don’t have my car, Mother.”

			“I don’t want to be any trouble,” Natalee said, speaking up. “I can just take a taxi.”

			“Hogwash. My son will drive you,” Camilla stated.

			“Use my driver,” Carter said. “I’ll call him now. Caden shouldn’t be driving after drinking tonight.”

			“Grandfather—,” Caden replied, but the old man was already walking away from him and pulling out his phone. He didn’t appreciate his mother ambushing him and pushing the woman she felt he should date in his path.

			Minutes later, much to his chagrin, Caden was walking down the hall with Natalee to the lobby, where a driver awaited. Upon their arrival, Caden opened the door and allowed Natalee to proceed him before he jumped in himself.

			“I’m sorry your mother put up a fuss,” Natalee said as the car pulled away from the hotel. “It wasn’t my intention to be a bother.”

			Caden shook his head as he leaned back against the plush seats of his grandfather’s Bentley. “It’s fine.” His mother had taught him good breeding. “Did you enjoy the event?”

			Natalee smiled, and Caden had to admit that when she did, it lit up her whole face. She was a beautiful looking woman. She just wasn’t Savannah.

			“It was eye-opening. I’ve never been involved in a political campaign before, so I look forward to using my PR chops to help you.”

			“Don’t feel like you have to. I know my mother probably twisted your arm.”

			Natalee touched his hand. “Caden, I’m looking forward to it and to getting to know you better.”

			Caden turned to face her. “Natalee … I don’t know what my mother’s been telling you.”

			“Camilla hasn’t revealed any deep, dark family secrets.” Natalee chuckled. “She only told me you’re single and I’m single …” Her words trailed off, leaving it to Caden to fill in the blanks.

			“I’m not looking to get involved with anyone right now.”

			“That’s too bad because I think something serious is exactly what you need,” she said. She patted his thigh while looking at him so intently there was no mistaking her thoughts.

			The car stopped, and Caden was grateful. If she’d made a pass at him, he would have had to let her down gently. As it was, he walked her to the lobby of her apartment building and said goodnight. He was sure Natalee was hoping he’d ask to come upstairs for a bit, and maybe if he hadn’t seen Savannah tonight, he would have gone up, but not now.

			Now, he was on a mission.

			A mission to find Savannah.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			From her desk outside the ICU wing, Savannah stared off into space. She was recalling last night. When she had returned home, thankfully Charlotte had been exhausted from taking care of both Liam and her abuela. So Charlotte had told Savannah they would dish today during lunch, giving Savannah a respite.

			Savannah had been unable to sleep. Tossing and turning, she’d recalled the instant she’d been up close and personal with Caden Mitchell. After all these years, he looked the same. No. Better than he’d been back then because his features were more developed and he was all swagger, which made for one sexy combination. She should have steered clear and watched from a distance.

			She’d never meant for him to see her and when he had, she’d run and hidden in the ladies’ room, but Caden waited and confronted her. Her mind wandered to the moment when he’d backed her up against the door of the unused ballroom and kissed her until she couldn’t remember her own name, let alone that she was supposed to be keeping her distance. What had disturbed her sleep and kept her up half the night was the rightness of that kiss. It had made her feel as if she’d come home after a long time away. It showed Savannah she’d been right to be afraid of Caden’s hold over her because it was real.

			But hadn’t it always been Caden? He was the reason she’d been unable to move on. Would it have been different if she’d stayed and allowed them to fall apart as they would most assuredly have because he’d have blamed her for loading him down with a wife and kid? Would she have had closure then?

			Because this—how she was feeling—was madness. How could it be possible to still have such strong feelings for a man she hadn’t seen in twelve years? And apparently, she wasn’t the only one. The way Caden had kissed her, held her to him—oh! She’d felt his erection, had become moist between her thighs at knowing she could still make him lust after her.

			But there was no way forward for them. Over a decade ago, Camilla Mitchell had intimidated her and made it very clear that what was best for Caden was Savannah exiting his life. And at present, the situation was no different. Caden was poised for a run for governor. His reputation was squeaky clean and beyond reproach. Savannah refused to give any opponent fodder against him. No, it was best that she leave well enough alone.

			She was certain he’d already forgotten about her.
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			Caden couldn’t stop thinking about Savannah Grace Vasquez. Memories of her had invaded his sleep. He doubted he’d slept a wink last night, and now she was permeating his thoughts in the daylight.

			“Earth to Caden,” Jack interrupted his musings.

			After his duties as mayor were complete, he’d come to his campaign office late Saturday morning and they’d worked through much of the afternoon, stopping only for lunch.

			Caden blinked and focused on Jack’s amused expression. “I’m sorry. What were you saying?”

			“What’s on your mind, Caden? You’ve been preoccupied today, and though I hate to admit it, Carter was right last night. As the evening progressed, your mind was elsewhere. What gives?”

			Caden shook his head. “It’s personal.”

			“Personal?” Jack threw back his head and laughed. “You don’t get to have a personal life when you’re running for public office. Your life has to be an open book. Beyond reproach.”

			“Have you seen our president?” Caden laughed. “He’s far from beyond reproach. In fact, I’d say he’s the exact opposite.”

			“C’mon. In the words of Michelle Obama, ‘When they go low, we go high.’”

			Caden smiled. He knew how much Jack admired the former first lady. “Yeah well, this has nothing to do with the campaign. It’s just a problem I need to solve.”

			“Maybe I can help.”

			“I doubt that.”

			“Try me.”

			Caden stared into Jack’s brown eyes. He had known Savannah back in New York. Knew how into her Caden had been. Perhaps Caden could confide in him. “I saw someone last night. A blast from the past, if you will, and it’s knocked the wind out of me.”

			“Who was it?”

			“Savannah.”

			Jack’s eyes grew large. “The Savannah you dated at West Point who disappeared without a trace?”

			“The same.”

			“Well? What happened? What did you say to her?”

			“I wanted to give her a piece of my mind.”

			“Did you?”

			“Yes. Then I kissed her. And I have to tell you, Jack, I haven’t felt that spark of attraction in a long time.”

			Jack shook his head. “This is not good. I don’t think I need to tell you this, but you can’t have a distraction like this when you’re gearing up to run a big campaign like the governor’s race. It’s political suicide.”

			Caden rose from his chair. “Don’t you think I know that? But yet, I can’t seem to get her out of my mind. There’s just too much unfinished business between us. I have to know why she left me all those years ago.”

			“She didn’t tell you last night?”

			Caden turned and gave him a wry smile. “We didn’t get very far in the conversation.”

			Jack laughed. “I can see that. And what do you want to do now?”

			“Talk to her.”

			Jack shot him an incredulous look. “C’mon, Caden, it’s me. I remember how you were with her. I doubt talking is all that you want.”

			“It is for right now. I need to find her. And that’s where you come in.”

			“Me?”

			“You offered to help. Remember? And I’m asking you to use your resources to find out where Savannah is. She has to be local if she was able to make my fundraising party. Find her.”

			“You don’t want much, do you?”

			“Just your undying loyalty. I don’t want this to get out, especially not to my family.”

			“If I do this,” Jack said, rising to look Caden in the eye, “will you promise you won’t let it affect the campaign?”

			“Scout’s honor.” Caden held up two fingers.
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			“So,” Charlotte said after she and Savannah set their trays down in the hospital cafeteria at a two-seater table, “I’m dying to hear about the party last night. How’d it go?”

			Savannah sighed. She’d known this inquisition was coming. There was no avoiding it. “It was great.”

			“Just great?” Charlotte raised an eyebrow. “What was it like to rub shoulders with the rich and famous? How were they dressed? Did you see any celebrities?”

			Savannah regaled Charlotte with all the gossip she’d heard and all the fashion-forward outfits she’d seen. She left out the part where she’d run into her old flame, Liam’s father, and that he’d smothered her with passionate kisses.

			Charlotte appeared plenty titillated, but then she paused after Savannah recounted her night. “If you had such an amazing night, why are you looking like such a sourpuss today? I would have thought I earned a smile today after doing you a solid and giving you those tickets.”

			“I’m sorry, Charlotte. I’m not ungrateful. It was a wonderful evening. It’s just that—”

			“What? What is it?”

			Savannah didn’t get the opportunity to respond because Charlotte’s pager went off.

			“I’m sorry. I have to go,” Charlotte said, rising to her feet, “but this conversation is to be continued.”

			“Of course.” Savannah gave a half-hearted smile. In her heart, she knew she wasn’t going to spill out her guts to Charlotte. It was best she keep her feelings on the inside where they could stay hidden just like they had for the last twelve years.
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			Knock, knock.

			Caden glanced up from his computer in his campaign headquarters on Monday to find Natalee Pierce standing in the doorway. She was wearing a pleated long-sleeve sweater dress that hit just above the knee along with some stiletto boots that nearly reached her thighs. Her long, dark hair was swooped over one shoulder, and she was in full makeup. She looked killer, and she knew it.

			“Natalee, what are you doing here?”

			“I hope you don’t mind me stopping by unannounced. Your mother told me you’re putting in long hours and was hoping to persuade you to eat.” She held up two brown paper bags with the name of his favorite Thai restaurant emblazoned across them. “Might I tempt you to stop working?”

			“I was going to work awhile longer,” Caden said, but then his stomach grumbled loudly, giving him away. He glanced at his watch. It was after seven p.m. He could use a break. “Alright. Thank you.”

			Natalee smiled and came forward to the table across from his desk. She began setting up the food as well as paper plates and plastic utensils while he closed out of the speech he’d been working on. When he was finished, he closed his laptop and joined Natalee at the table. Along with the cartons of Thai food, she’d brought a bottle of red wine and two plastic cups.

			“It’s not much, but it should do the trick.” She reached inside her purse and handed him a Swiss Army Knife set that came with a corkscrew.

			“Handy,” Caden said as he made quick order of removing the cork and pouring them both a cup of wine. “Cheers.”

			“To getting to know each other better,” Natalee offered instead.

			Caden touched the top of his cup to hers and took a sip of wine. He’d thought she’d picked a selection from some corner store, but this was no dollar wine. It was high quality, which meant this wasn’t the easy drop by Natalee made it out to be. She’d deliberately planned this.

			“Do you always work late?” Natalee asked as she opened a carton and helped herself to some pad Thai and Thai fried rice. When she was finished, she handed him the carton.

			“Usually.” He took some of the tender pieces of meat and vegetables and put them on his plate. His mother had definitely schooled her well. She’d brought his favorite dish.

			“That doesn’t leave much time for fun,” Natalee stated, munching on her dish.

			“I’m preparing myself for what’s ahead. The next six months will be a long road of late nights and travel. I have to reacclimate to running for office again.” He sipped his wine.

			“You’ll need someone by your side to be a support system.”

			“Are you offering?” Caden looked over the rim of his cup at her.

			“I could be.” Natalee leaned forward until she was several inches from his face. “With my background and degree in marketing, I could be a real asset to you both professionally and personally.”

			Caden sat back in his chair, putting some distance between them. “I’m not sure what my mother may have told you, Natalee, but I’m not looking for a wife.”

			“And who says I’m looking for a husband? I’m just saying having me on your arm would be a plus.”

			Caden grinned. “I’ll keep that in mind. Now how about we eat this delicious meal you brought.”

			The rest of the dinner went pleasantly enough. Caden found Natalee to be surprisingly good company. She was quick-witted, smart, and knowledgeable about many subjects. And if he didn’t find himself wondering about Savannah and where she was and who she was with, he might be interested. But he would be leading Natalee on if he let her think this was something more than just friendship.

			Once they cleared away the dinner plates and finished the bottle of wine, Caden walked Natalee to her car. “Thank you for dinner. It was very thoughtful.”

			She glanced up at him with those big brown eyes and winked. “Maybe we can do it again sometime.” Standing on her tippy toes, she brushed her lips across his cheek. “See you soon, Caden.”

			Caden knew that to be true because from the look in Natalee’s eyes, she was starting to make a play for him.
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			“I can’t believe you still get up at this ungodly hour,” Jack said when he met up with Caden on the track of a nearby elementary school on Saturday of that week.

			Caden had been doing his daily stretches in his usual attire of a T-shirt and running shorts when Jack had come down to the track. He’d suggested Jack work out with him some mornings and hadn’t anticipated he’d actually take him up on it.

			“Running not only helps keep me in shape, but it helps clear my mind.”

			“Well, I’m going to help make it clearer. I found Savannah.”

			Caden stopped stretching. “You did?”

			“Yes. She’s living with her grandmother who’s taken ill. She had a stroke.”

			“Has she been here all this time?” How could he not have known? Not have sensed she was nearby?

			“No. Looks like she just moved here from Orlando.”

			“What’s her address?” Caden said, pulling out his phone.

			“Are you sure you want to do this, Caden?” Jack asked then proceeded to part with Savannah’s contact information anyway. “There’s more you should know.”

			Caden frowned. “Is she married? Seeing someone?”

			“Married, no. But my investigator only ran a basic check, and she came up quite easily, but—”

			“There’s no buts,” Caden said. “I need to see her and finally put the past to bed so I can move forward.”

			“Are you sure that’s the only reason?”

			“What other reason would there be?” Caden didn’t wait for Jack to respond. Instead, he started running toward the gate.

			“Wait!” Jack yelled. “What about our run?”

			Caden didn’t care about a run right now. He had some unfinished business with Savannah, and it was high time he got some answers.
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			“Mommy, why are you sad?” Liam asked Savannah as she set about making breakfast that morning. He was sitting atop one of the barstools at the breakfast bar.

			“I’m not sad,” Savannah said as she set about getting milk, flour, sugar, eggs, and chocolate chip morsels to make homemade pancakes. “Mommy just has a lot on her mind.”

			Savannah had experienced a terrible shift at the hospital yesterday. A patient had puked all over her, forcing her to change uniforms. Then, after a long day, when she arrived home her grandmother had an accident that required cleaning up.

			Savannah had decided she deserved a morning to sleep in. It was after nine when she’d finally roused herself from bed and headed downstairs in her boxer shorts and a cami to make a pot of coffee. She’d felt like she needed the whole pot. Now, after two cups, she finally felt somewhat functional and ready to make Liam’s favorite: pancakes.

			As she heated the griddle on the gas stove, she supposed she was anxious. Caden had seen her. Knew she was in town. Would he come looking for her? For days, she’d worried about the fallout, but nothing had happened. Maybe nothing would. She could be making a big deal out of things.

			“Can I help?” Liam asked, looking down at all the ingredients.

			“I’ve already put all the dry ingredients in, but you can help Mama by cracking an egg.” When he completed the task, she added in milk, melted butter, and, of course, chocolate chip morsels. “Now, we’re all ready.”

			“I can’t wait! Your chocolate chip pancakes are the best.”

			Savannah made half a dozen pancakes, and after cutting up some for her grandmother, she took a tray up to her then came back downstairs. Now, she and Liam could eat in peace. They were just tucking into their meal when the doorbell rang.

			She glanced at her watch. She wasn’t expecting anyone at ten a.m. on a Saturday. Padding in bare feet, she made her way to the door and peered through the peephole. She was stunned to see the person standing on the other side. Her heart began thumping loudly, and her pulse quickened.

			She glanced down the hall at where her son was happily chomping away on his favorite chocolate chip pancakes and knew the carefully crafted world she’d made for herself and Liam was about to come to an end.

			His father had found them.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Savannah considered not opening the door, but she suspected that would make things worse. Caden was not going away quietly until he’d gotten his pound of flesh. Taking a deep breath, Savannah swung open the door. Caden stared at her from across the threshold. He wore jeans, a long-sleeved T-shirt, and sneakers. Though he was dressed down, he still looked good.

			“So you found me.”

			“It wasn’t that hard.” His eyes traveled down her body, and that’s when Savannah realized her state of undress. She was in her normal attire, a tiny pair of shorts that left an indecent amount of thigh and leg showing. As for her cami, it could be described as flimsy. It did little to hide her large C-cup breasts.

			Savannah folded her arms across her chest. “What do you want?”

			Caden quirked a brow. “You know what I want, Savi. You ran away the night of the fundraiser, so we didn’t get to finish our talk.”

			His words appeared straightforward, but there was an underlying danger in them that made Savannah’s pulse flutter.

			“There wasn’t much talking going on.” Savannah recalled his mouth on hers as he plundered her mouth.

			“I didn’t see you complaining,” Caden returned. “But that’s besides the point. You came to the fundraiser even though you knew I’d be there.”

			“I—”

			“Don’t try to deny it. After all these years, you were curious about me and the fundraiser was a way for you to get close without being seen. But that didn’t work too well for you, did it? Because you got caught.”

			“That was a mistake. I shouldn’t have gone. So if you’ll excuse me.” Savannah tried closing the door, but Caden wasn’t budging and he put his foot in the threshold.

			“No can do, Savannah. The day of reckoning is here. So are you going to let me in, or are we going to have this conversation on the porch?” His head motioned to the two wicker chairs sitting outside. “Though I doubt what you’re wearing is suitable for public consumption.”

			Savannah blushed. “Come in.” She motioned him forward into the living room.

			“Thank you.” As Caden glanced around, Savannah wondered what he thought of the place. It was modestly decorated with a sofa, large chair, her grandmother’s favorite recliner, and a cocktail table. She was sure it was a far cry from what the Mitchells could afford if last week’s extravaganza was anything to go by.

			She watched Caden go to the mantel and finger pictures of her, her mother, and Carmen, and then he stopped at one of Liam. He was silent, and Savannah swallowed the frog in her throat. Eventually, Caden turned around to face her with a question in his eyes.

			As if on cue, Liam came bounding into the room. “Who’s at the door, Mama?” Her Black Panther-pajama-clad son looked back and forth at his mother and Caden. “Who are you?”

			“That’s a good question, Savannah. Care to answer it?”

			“Liam, this is Caden Mitchell. He’s a friend of Mama’s from when I was younger.”

			“Mama doesn’t have a lot of friends.”

			Savannah colored at Liam’s honest assessment and averted her gaze from Caden, who was glaring at her with anger in those dark depths. “Don’t be rude, Liam. Did you finish your pancakes?”

			Liam nodded.

			“Alright. Put your dish in the sink and check on your great-grandmother for me, will you?”

			“Okay.” He peered at Caden again for what seemed like an eternity. “We kind of look alike.” Seconds later, he was gone.

			It was time for Savannah to face the firing squad.
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			Caden stared in disbelief at the doorway the young boy had walked through. He was still processing Liam’s words as well as his own thoughts. Could it be? Caden shook his head. No. Fate wouldn’t be that cruel. But there was no denying the obvious.

			“So were you ever going to tell me, Savannah?” Caden folded his arms and faced the woman he’d once loved.

			“What do you mean?” she squeaked.

			“Don’t play dumb, Savannah. It doesn’t suit you.”

			“Now is not the right time to have this discussion,” Savannah said and glanced upward. “Liam is here.”

			“Then we can talk outside on the porch once you’ve put some clothes on.” When she’d opened the door, standing there in those itty-bitty shorts and a top that might as well have been see-through, his blood pressure had shot through the roof. He needed Savannah dressed so he could stop thinking about her fabulously sexy and shapely legs.

			“Alright. I’ll be down momentarily.” Caden watched as she ran up the stairs.

			Turning away, he tried to catch his breath, but he was finding that hard to do. When he’d asked Jack to find Savannah, it had been because he’d wanted to have the truth—the truth of why Savannah left him all those years ago. And Dear God, he might have found the answer.

			Caden glanced at the pictures of Liam on the mantel. His great-grandmother must adore him because there were several pictures of the child throughout different stages of his life. There was a picture of Savannah holding him on his first birthday. She’d looked beautiful and vibrant. Another picture showed Liam on his first day of school, and there were various other school pictures.

			He heard footsteps behind him and turned to find Savannah in faded jeans and a T-shirt. A surge of lust coursed through him. Savannah clothed had done little to dampen his libido.

			“Let’s go.”

			Caden nodded his agreement. He couldn’t help but notice her backside and the way she moved as he followed her. Focus, Mitchell. Focus.

			Once outside, they sat side by side in the wicker chairs and Caden turned to face her, but she remained looking ahead. “Well, Savannah? I’m waiting.”

			“I don’t know where to begin.”

			Caden grasped her chair and turned her to face him. “How about we start with this: Is Liam my son?” His dark eyes peered into her hazel-green ones.

			“Yes.”

			Caden sucked in a deep breath. He felt like he’d just been sucker punched. He had a son. A son. A son he never knew about because his mother had run away. “Why didn’t you tell me, Savannah? Or were you waiting until he was eighteen perhaps? Or graduated from high school? Or better yet, maybe I would have found out when he was getting married?” He lowered his voice. “Exactly when would it have been suitable for me to find out I was a father?”

			“Stop it!” she shouted, clamping her hands over her ears. “I was young, okay? And I was afraid. We fell in love so quickly, and before I knew it, I found out I was pregnant.”

			“You could have told me.” Caden couldn’t stop his voice from rising. “We’d talked about marriage, about introducing you to my parents. How could you do something like this—keep me away from my son?” His heart pounded. “All these years. I want answers.”

			“I did what was best for me and my son. And what I thought was best for you at the time.”

			“How is sneaking out in the middle of the night without a note, a phone call, anything, best for me? Do you have any idea how crazy in love with you I was? I lost my mind when you left. I was so distraught, I had to be talked into walking across the stage at graduation.”

			“I-I,” her voice trembled. “I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

			“Why, Savannah? You owe me the truth and not some platitudes like you gave me last week that what we shared is water under the bridge because that young boy in there,” he said, pointing to the front door, “needs a father, so you’d better start talking.”

			Savannah rose from her chair and walked over to the railing. She clutched it with her palms. Caden wondered if she would refuse to answer, but then she slowly faced him. Tears streaked her cheeks, and Caden instantly wanted to comfort her, but that wouldn’t get him to the truth of how they’d ended up here. “I was in love with you, Caden. Desperately so. I was looking forward to meeting your folks, and I did. Well one of them, that is.”

			Caden frowned. “What are you talking about?”

			“Your mother came to see me in Newburgh when I was staying with my father’s mother. She told me your future was bright and you were destined to do great things. She told me you couldn’t get bogged down with a wife and knowing women of my culture, we have a bunch of babies. Of course, she had no idea how very right she was because I’d learned I was pregnant that day and was still reeling. She asked me to let you go, to walk away and never come back. She offered me ten thousand dollars, but I didn’t take it. I just left.”

			“She did what?” Caden couldn’t compute the words coming out of Savannah’s mouth. In essence, she was stating that his mother was the reason he’d lost the woman he loved. Was the reason he’d lost out on nearly twelve years of his son’s life.

			My mother!

			Rage boiled inside his veins. Caden wanted to punch something.

			“Did she know you were pregnant?”

			Savannah shook her head. “I’m sure she didn’t, but I didn’t hang around to talk with her about it because she was right. You had a shining career ahead of you in the military. How could I tell you I was pregnant? It wasn’t right to take away your future.”

			“So you took away my choices,” Caden said hotly. “You didn’t give me the chance to show you the kind of man I could be. To show you what kind of father I could be. You and my mother underestimated me. You both caused me years of self-doubt, of wondering what I had done to make you leave. Years with my son that I can never get back.”

			“I’m so terribly sorry, Caden.” Savannah sniffed. “I thought I was doing the right thing. I can see now that I was wrong. I’m so sorry.” Her hands flew to her face, and she began sobbing.

			Caden couldn’t bear to see her in pain and he rose, pulling her into his arms. He rubbed her back and quietly whispered words of comfort when the front door opened. It was Liam. When he saw Savannah’s distress, he clutched his ears and began chanting the same words over and over.

			Savannah immediately spun away from Caden. “Liam, it’s okay. Mama’s okay.”

			“It’s okay, little man.” Caden walked toward his son to comfort him, but Liam ran back inside the house. He turned to Savannah. “Is he okay? What’s wrong?”

			Savannah sighed. “That’s the rest of the story, Caden, that I hadn’t gotten around to. You should know that Liam has autism.”
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			Autism.

			Yet again, Caden was bowled over by the words coming out of Savannah’s mouth. He felt like he was in the boxing ring, getting a one-two punch and then an upper cut. “Are you sure?”

			“Yes. Liam was diagnosed when he was three years old when I noticed he wasn’t progressing and socializing like other kids. I’m going inside to check on him.”

			Caden followed Savannah, and they found Liam sitting in the living room corner rocking himself back and forth. He kept repeating the same words.

			“Liam.” Savannah’s voice was soft as she spoke to their son. “Mama’s okay.” When he didn’t look up, Savannah softly tapped on the table beside him. “Liam, look. I’m okay.” She offered him her biggest smile.

			Slowly, Liam began to calm down and he glanced at Savannah. “Why were you upset? Did he upset you?” Liam pointed at Caden.

			Savannah shook her head. “No. Mr. Caden was comforting me. Remember, I told you he’s Mommy’s old friend.”

			Liam seemed doubtful. “I don’t like it when you’re upset.”

			“I know.” Savannah sat beside him cross-legged. “And I promise, we,” she said, glancing up at Caden, “are doing fine. Aren’t we, Caden?”

			“That’s right. I care about you and your mom,” Caden said, joining and crouching beside them.

			“But you don’t know us.” Liam’s dark eyes connected with Caden’s. In that moment, Caden was faced with the biggest regret of his life. He’d never gotten the chance to know his own son, to be a father to this amazing young boy.

			“Well, that’s about to change now that your mom and I have reconnected.”

			A frown scrunched Liam’s face and he asked, “Does that mean you’re going to come over to the house a lot? TJ in class told me that his mom’s new friend comes over to their house all the time and sleeps over at night. He doesn’t like it. Will you be doing the same thing?”

			Caden chuckled. Earlier this morning, before he’d arrived here, the thought had crossed his mind, but now—now he was too shell-shocked to do anything. He needed to process that he had an eleven-year-old autistic son. But he wasn’t going to throw the baby out with the bath water and lie to his son either. “No, not just yet. Your mom and I need to get to know each other again.”

			“Good,” Liam said. Then he rose to his feet. “I’m going to my room now so you can get to know each other.”

			Seconds later, he was gone and Caden stared at the doorway his son had exited through.

			“I know this has come as a shock,” Savannah said, attempting to stand up. When she stumbled, Caden grasped her around her waist and helped steady her. An electric shock surged through Caden at touching Savannah again. He glanced up to see that her eyes had darkened which told him she’d felt it too.

			“That’s putting it mildly.” Caden stood upright. He glanced around the room, suddenly unsure of what to do. His world had been turned on its axis.

			The silence continued for several moments until Savannah spoke up and broke the ice. “Liam has had a good life, Caden, filled with love. I adore him. His abuela adores him. Even my mom in her own way does what she can. He’s never wanted for anything. I’ve made sure of it, no matter the cost to me.”

			“Except a father.”
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			He was right.

			Savannah had no response to offer in the face of the truth. Although she’d given Liam all she could, she hadn’t been able to give him a father. At one point when he was younger, he used to ask where his father was, especially when kids at school made fun of him, but eventually he stopped asking. Savannah had been grateful, because what could she say? That she’d purposely kept his father from him?

			“I don’t know what to say, Caden,” Savannah said, shrugging, “other than you’re right. I kept Liam from you, but I did it out of love.” At his incredulous look, she added, “Or at least that’s what I thought at the time. I was doing what was best for him.”

			“Or what was best for you?” Caden said. “I understand my mother tapped into your greatest fears of not being good enough for me. I get that. But you? You didn’t believe in yourself? Or in us, Savi? You let someone else come between us, tear us apart, leaving our son to grow up without a father. And me, never having the chance to know my son, all because you were afraid.” Caden started toward the door.

			Those small words sent fear racing up Savannah’s spine. Caden had a powerful family with plenty of influence, and with the determination in his eyes, she had cause for alarm. Would Caden try to take Liam from me?

			“Where are you going?” Savannah asked. She had to know what was happening. What was he going to do? She understood there was a communication chasm between them and that what loomed ahead was emotionally charged, but she was also on edge.

			“Home. I need to process this.” He reached inside his jeans pocket and pulled out a business card from his wallet. “You have a pen?”

			Savannah glanced around and found one on the coffee table and handed it to him. She watched him scribble on the back of the card and hand it to her. “That’s my address and cell. I’ll be in touch.”

			She nodded. “Alright.” She walked him to the door and watched him with hunched shoulders head to his car. The enormity of her actions slowly began to dawn on her. She couldn’t recall when she’d ever seen Caden so defeated and at a loss for words. He’d always been the picture of perfection, a hero in her mind who’d slay dragons, but she’d broken him. She wasn’t sure if the pieces would ever be put back together again.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Caden was gutted. When he asked Jack to find Savannah, he thought they’d clear the air about the past. Maybe he’d even take her to bed and quench the lust that had come bubbling up to the surface since the night of his fundraising event. He hadn’t, however, counted on Savannah delivering such profound news, news that would change his life forever.

			He had a son.

			An eleven-year-old son whom he knew nothing about other than that he had a condition that Caden had heard about on the news or on commercials. Autism had never impacted his life in any way, shape, or form until now. He would have to learn everything he could and more about it so he could know how to interact with Liam. Today, he’d seen how the slightest difference in his routine could be disruptive and cause Liam great distress.

			Caden didn’t want that for his son, but he also felt powerless. Savannah had all the power. She had all the knowledge about how to care for Liam. She also had all the love, all of their son’s life to herself while he’d been left out in the cold. And he was angry. Angry at Savannah. Angry at his mother. Angry at fate for dealing him such a cruel blow.

			On the one hand, he’d found Savannah again, only to discover she’d kept such a huge secret from him. He’d gained a son, but Caden also felt he’d just lost something today. He’d lost the belief in other human beings. Savannah had lied to him. His mother had lied to him. Who else knew? Was he the last to know?

			Tomorrow, he would find out. But for now, he just wanted to feel sorry for himself and drown in a bottle of bourbon.
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			Later, that evening, Savannah pulled into the driveway of Caden’s home, her heart pounding. She wasn’t sure this was the wisest course of action, but Caden had looked so devastated, she knew she had to come. Knew she had to make him see why she’d done what she’d done. Although she couldn’t go back in time and rewind the clock, Savannah couldn’t let him think the worst of her. Charlotte once again was a lifesaver and had agreed to come over on short notice. Savannah promised she would tell all upon her return.

			She’d been thinking about what Caden had said. He had a point. She’d run away from him out of fear. Fear of his mother. Fear of the future. Fear for herself if Caden would decide to leave her one day. She’d taken the easy way out. It was easier to keep herself closed off and hidden away from the world than be vulnerable. So she’d run. Now, here they were.

			Turning off the ignition, Savannah took a deep breath and jumped out of the vehicle. Most of the lights in the house were off, so she wondered if Caden was still there. She had to find out. Girding her loins, she rang the doorbell.

			At first the house was silent, but eventually she heard footsteps and the front door swung open. Savannah was surprised by what she saw. Caden’s shirt was hanging unceremoniously out of his jeans, his eyes were bloodshot, and he was barefoot.

			“What are you doing here, Savi? You should be home with Liam.”

			“I was worried about you,” Savannah said, pushing past him into the foyer. “And with good reason. What’s wrong with you?”

			“Nothing.” Caden closed the door behind her. “I just needed something to take the edge off.”

			Savannah noticed the half-filled glass with dark liquid. “Caden, you were never a big drinker.”

			“No, usually not, but I have a cause,” Caden responded and began walking down the hall. Savannah followed him until they arrived at what she assumed was the family room. There was a big comfy leather sectional, massive television, and speaker setup. She could see where Caden had been because a bottle of dark liquid sat on the cocktail table and a throw blanket covered the recliner.

			She watched as Caden settled himself back on the sofa. She debated about what to do and in the end sat beside him. “Can I have one of those?”

			Caden shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

			Savannah rose and moved toward the kitchen directly adjacent to the family room. She glanced at the cupboards and had to go through several until she hit the jackpot and found a matching tumbler. She returned with the glass and set it in front of Caden.

			He poured her two fingers and closed the bottle. Then he faced forward where the television was on, but there was no sound.

			“What are you watching?”

			His glance at her said, “Really?” “Why are you here, Savannah?”

			“I told you. I was worried and wanted to check up on you.”

			Caden chuckled with false mirth. “You could have called. I gave you my personal cell.”

			Savannah swallowed. He had a point, but she wouldn’t have been able to see for herself how he was truly doing. He might have given her a pat answer. “Yeah, I could have, but I didn’t.”

			“Who’s watching Liam?”

			Savannah smiled. Even though he’d only found about Liam today, Caden was already thinking about their son. “He’s at home with my friend. She’s a nurse at the hospital where I work. Charlotte is looking after him and my grandmother.”

			“I heard she had a stroke.”

			“That’s right.” Savannah drank a generous amount of bourbon and coughed when the liquid hit her throat, burning a path to her belly.

			“Easy,” Caden said. “That’s a fine bourbon that’s meant to be sipped, not swallowed whole.”

			Savannah coughed again. “I see that now.”

			“Where’s your mother? Why isn’t she here in Baltimore taking care of her own mother?”

			Savannah shrugged. “Carmen Vasquez can’t be bothered to take care of anyone but herself, though she does send money when she can.”

			“Sounds like nothing has changed.”

			Savannah remembered confiding in Caden about the issues she’d had with her mother growing up. They’d never seen eye to eye, and Savannah doubted that was ever going to change.

			“No, it hasn’t. She’s hanging with her boy Friday of the week. Who knows how long it will last. In the meantime, I do what’s needed. I take care of my abuela and my son.”

			Caden’s dark eyes grew stormy. “Our son.”

			“Our son,” she corrected.

			“Tell me about him.” Caden turned to face Savannah. “I’d like to know what he’s like.”

			Thinking about Liam made Savannah smile again. “He’s amazing, Caden. He’s curious. Funny. He’s caring and sensitive. As you saw today, he can sense when I’m upset and hates it. He’s hella smart. I know when you think about autism, it’s scary, but Liam doesn’t have some of the same difficulties as other children. He has a milder autism spectrum disorder called Asperger’s syndrome. He can speak and understand things. He’s just bad at communication and interacting with other people.”

			“What do you do to combat that?”

			“He goes to a special school where he gets cognitive behavioral and physical therapy as well as social skills training.”

			“Sounds intense.”

			Savannah took another sip of bourbon. “At times, it can be. And I’d be lying if I told you I haven’t sometimes been overwhelmed, but I have always put Liam’s needs above my own.”

			Caden’s gaze focused on her. “I believe that, Savannah. You don’t have to convince me.”

			Savannah reached across the distance between them and touched Caden’s hand. There was a spark between them as there always seemed to be, and she didn’t run away from it. Instead, she ploughed on. “Yes, I do. I want you to know I didn’t keep you away from Liam deliberately. I’ve always believed I was doing what was best for you and for him.”

			“By choosing for me?” Caden’s voice was laced with bitterness.

			Savannah lowered her head, but Caden reached out and took her chin in his hand. “Look at me, and tell me to my face that you what you did was right.”

			Tears sprang to her eyes, and she lowered her lashes. “I can’t. I can only tell you my rationale at the time.”

			“And since then? I’ve been out of the military and established in my career for years, Savannah.”

			“I didn’t know that.” She darted a furtive glance in his direction. “I’ve only been in Baltimore for about half a year. Before that, Liam and I lived in Orlando. We had a good life there, but when I heard about my grandmother, I had to come. Unfortunately, she needed more care than I’d originally thought, so I moved us here. That’s the God’s honest truth.”

			“And the fundraiser?”

			“What about it?”

			“C’mon, Savannah. I thought we’re being honest here. Admit why you came.”

			Savannah jerked herself out of Caden’s grasp and rose to her feet. She needed some distance between them. Being that close and Caden’s heated looks were doing wicked things to her body. She felt warm all over.

			“I admit after all these years I was curious to know more about you. Charlotte told me you were running for governor. A patient had given her tickets to the event, but she wasn’t interested in going. So I went in her place.”

			Caden sat back and relaxed in the recliner. “So I’m to believe after all this time has passed that you suddenly became curious about me?”

			“It’s true. I wanted to see what all the fuss was about.”

			His bold gaze raked Savannah from head to toe. “I think you’re lying. I think you came to the fundraiser for me.” He was on his feet in seconds and prowling toward her like a lion going after his prey. “Because like me, you haven’t forgotten how good it was between us and you wanted to see if it was real or if you’d imagined it. Am I right, or am I right?”

			Savannah shook her head. “That’s nonsense. What you and I shared was over a decade ago. It’s long gone and buried.”

			“Really?” Caden had made it to where she stood by the fireplace in seconds. “I think you’ve never forgotten me anymore than I’ve forgotten you, the woman who set me on fire. And guess what, Savi?”

			“What?”

			“Nothing has changed.” His long fingers wrapped around her waist and tugged her close. Savannah wanted to run away, but she couldn’t. His body was pressed into her own soft curves, and the two of them fit together like they always had.

			Caden enclosed her nape with one hand while the other tilted her chin up with his thumb. Her breath stopped in her chest for several beats as Caden bent his head and lowered it to hers in a soft butterfly-light kiss. His lips whispering against hers were sheer perfection. The flame ignited, however, when Caden took the kiss deeper, delving into her mouth with hot, languid strokes of his tongue. He stole her breath away, and Savannah clutched at his shirt, desperate for something to hold on to.

			She gasped when he backed her against the wall of the fireplace and his mouth dipped to take hers into a hot, hard kiss. His hand wound around a chunk of her hair as he angled her head so he could plunge even deeper inside her mouth. They were consuming each other with a ferocity that terrified Savannah because it reminded her of how every kiss, every breath, every stroke of Caden’s mouth made the flame reach higher and higher.

			A low groan tore itself from Caden’s throat while heat blossomed inside Savannah. Her breasts ached, and she felt a tingle of awareness between her legs. She was so far gone, so lost in him, she wanted to protest when Caden pulled back a fraction to survey her. “Admit why you came here tonight, Savannah.”

			Savannah shook her head. She was too ashamed to admit the truth. Once again, Caden lowered his head. This time he pressed an open-mouthed kiss to her throat. He began tracing a path from her neck to her ear, which was her sweet spot. If he went there, she would be his.

			She tried to shift against him to get away, but dear God, the friction caused her to come into direct contact with not only the solid wall of his hard chest, but with Caden’s very impressive erection. She sighed because he felt so deliciously good against her. She couldn’t wait to have him on top of her, underneath her, on the side of her, everywhere so long as he held her like this. She arched against him.

			“Don’t try and deny it,” he drawled, his voice thick with passion. “Admit you came tonight because you wanted to see me. Be with me.”

			Her cheeks fired. “I …” The denial was right there on her lips, but she couldn’t utter the words, couldn’t lie and say she didn’t want Caden. Had she subconsciously come here tonight for this purpose?

			“That’s what I thought,” Caden said, and before she knew it, he took her down with him onto the rug in front of the fireplace. They were wrapped in a mass of limbs and feverishly began disrobing. Her top was the first to go, followed by her jeans, leaving her in a delicate pink bra and panty set. Then it was Caden’s turn. Savannah relieved him of his shirt with trembling hands, and he instantly shrugged it off. When she reached his belt buckle, she quickly whipped it off his jeans and helped him ease them down his legs until he was in his boxer briefs.

			An artist wouldn’t have been able to capture the perfection of Caden’s body. Savannah had forgotten how truly spectacular he was with his flat washboard stomach and toned thighs. She licked her lips when she caught sight of his impressive shaft encased in the boxer briefs. It had been a long time since she’d been with a man, any man. Caden had been her only lover.

			Would he know how woefully inexperienced she was? Savannah imagined that during their time apart Caden had had many lovers. She hoped he wouldn’t find her a boring substitute.
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			“What’s wrong?” Caden asked as he looked into her face.

			“Nothing.”

			“You’re lying again,” Caden tisked. “We need to get you over this habit of not being truthful with me.”

			The silence stretched and stretched between them as Caden waited for Savannah to speak. Eventually, she said, “I … I was thinking I may not be as experienced as some of the women you may have been with.”

			“And you’re comparing yourself? Well don’t. Although I haven’t been a monk, there are not as many as you might think.”

			Savannah’s eyes widened. “No?”

			“No. But there’s more, isn’t there?”

			Savannah nodded. “You … you should know there hasn’t been anyone else.”

			“Pardon?”

			Savannah completely blew him away. Was she really saying he was the only man she’d ever been with? Hell, they hadn’t been together in twelve years. Was Savannah saying she’d been celibate since then? The stain of color on her cheeks told Caden he was right. He couldn’t believe it.

			“Have you changed your mind?” The fear in her voice was evident.

			“Baby, you’ve felt how much I want you. I couldn’t walk away unless you asked me to.”

			A smile bloomed on her face.

			Caden’s gaze locked with hers. He reached behind her, unhooked the clasp of her bra, and bared her breasts. They were larger than he remembered but just as beautiful. A tremor of excitement ran through him, and he lowered his head to flick his tongue across one brown crest.

			Savannah half-moaned or half-cried. He didn’t know which. He just drew a tight peak fully into his mouth, and she arched her back. Any inhibitions she may have had faded away as he suckled one nipple gently, stroking his tongue back and forth. When he was done with one nipple, his tongue laved the other with deliberate strokes, and Savannah’s entire body began to quiver. But he didn’t want her to come yet. He wanted to prolong the moment.

			His hands freely moved over her, and he slid one hand down her hips until he reached her bikini panties. He hooked a finger underneath and eased them down her silky legs until he could pluck them away. When she was fully naked, Caden was ready for his feast. Ready for this. Had been for a long time, and he wasted no seconds slipping his hand between her thighs. He parted her with one finger and then placed two into her molten warmth.

			Caden was surprised at how unexpectedly tight she was. He frowned. He would need to be careful so as to not hurt her because his burgeoning arousal was pressing hard in his boxer briefs. He used his skillful fingers to probe deeper and take her higher. Savannah greedily accepted all of him, undulating her hips in pace with the movement of his fingers inside her. She was just as ready for this as he was. Soon, her muscles were contracting around his fingers and she frantically jerked against him and gave a sharp cry.

			She was ready for him. Caden moved upward but stopped long enough to find a condom he kept in his wallet for such occasions. He wanted her so badly, he couldn’t think straight. He returned to Savannah, buried his fingers in the silky hair at her nape, and crushed her lips to his. When he pulled apart to grasp both sides of her face, Savannah was smiling at him, tipping his entire world off its axis.

			“Make love to me, Caden,” she murmured. She slid her palm to his nape and kissed him back with fiery need.

			Caden willingly obliged, settling his hips between her thighs. He thrust inside, taking possession of her, making her his once more. Although he’d primed her, she was still quite tight. “Are you okay, baby?”

			She nodded, and a primal heat pulsed within him. Knowing he was the only man she’d ever made love with made the feelings all the more intense. He lifted her bottom and thrust deeper. Savannah moaned as he began moving with her. They were completely in sync.

			Caden kissed her, grinding into her, and Savannah wrapped her legs around him, holding him tight. Here, everything made sense, like he was where he belonged. His mouth plundered hers, and together they spiraled off the edge of the cliff.

			Afterward, he rolled onto his back and pulled her into his side, and that’s how they fell asleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Savannah awoke to the firm pressure of Caden’s mouth on hers, the sensual sweep of his tongue, and the warm weight of his hands on her stomach. She was lost in a world of sensory pleasure she hadn’t known since the last time they made love. Eventually, Caden had carried her to his bed, and it hadn’t taken long for them to explore every inch of each other’s bodies and to sate their appetites. It was heaven on Earth, but after several hours, Savannah had to slide out of bed.

			“Where do you think you’re going?” Caden asked.

			“I have to leave.” Savannah glanced around for her clothes but then remembered they were in the living room.

			“Can’t you stay the night?”

			Savannah shook her head. “Charlotte is babysitting. I can’t do that to her.” She started toward the door.

			“Of course not.” Caden jumped off the bed, sliding on a pair of jogging pants. “I’m sorry. Forgive me. I’m not quite used to—”

			“Looking after someone else other than yourself?” Savannah said once she found her clothes. “It’s okay. It takes time.” She dressed quickly, and once she had her purse, she was ready to go in minutes.

			“I’ll walk you out.” Caden followed her to the front door. Before she could open it, he pushed her against it and planted a kiss so hot on her lips, it nearly made Savannah drop her purse and beg Charlotte to stay the night, but she couldn’t. Liam needed stability.

			“I’ll call you.” Savannah reached behind him to open the door and was about to leave but paused to pull out a photograph from her bag. “It’s not much, but I thought you might like this.”

			She handed Caden Liam’s latest school picture.

			Caden was silent for several beats, and when he looked up at her, tears glistened on his lashes. “Thank you, Savannah. Thank you.”

			Savannah felt guilty, so she quickly fled the house.
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			After Savannah left, Caden couldn’t go back to sleep. Now, hours had passed, and morning had come. He walked into the kitchen, turned on the Keurig, and made himself some coffee. Extra strong.

			He sat down at the table and stared at the picture Savannah had given him of Liam. He was holding a picture of his son. A son he hadn’t known existed. Caden was conflicted.

			On the one hand, after all these years of wondering, Savannah was here. And he’d just spent one of the most incredible nights of his life with her in his bed. Knowing she hadn’t been with another man was gratifying. She was his in every way.

			On the other hand, he was still terribly upset with her. Between Savannah and his mother, they’d both ensured he didn’t have a place in his son’s life. How could he hope to carve out a spot when his own son thought of him as a stranger?

			Ring, ring …

			Caden glanced down at his cell and saw that it was Cameron. “Hey, Cam. What’s up?”

			“You still plan on coming down to run? Or are you getting soft, old man?”

			“Like hell,” Caden replied. “I can still whoop you, young blood.”

			“I’ll see you in twenty minutes, and you’ll be eating those words.”

			Caden laughed. Perhaps running would relieve some of the tension coursing through him. He put his coffee cup in the sink, made his way to his room, and dressed in his running gear. When he was done, he laced up his sneakers and ran out the door to meet his baby brother.

			When he arrived at the track, Cameron was already there stretching. “Nice of you to join,” he said, eyeing Caden.

			“Don’t start, Cam. It’s been a long night.” Caden followed suit and stretched his quads.

			“Oh yeah? Care to talk about it?”

			“How about we run first?” Caden suggested.

			“You’re on.”

			An hour later, after running ten miles, Cameron and Caden retired to the bleachers for that talk.

			“You killed it out there,” Cameron said. “It was like someone was chasing you.” He glanced sideways at Caden, who was deep in thought. “Or perhaps you’re trying to run from something?”

			“Oh, I can’t run from this,” Caden responded. “It’s a game-changer, for me and this family.”

			“That sounds dire.”

			“Not dire.” Caden hazarded him a glance. “But life-changing all the same.”

			“Alright. Now you have to spill the beans because you’re making me nervous.” Cameron was watching him closely, and Caden knew he couldn’t keep this from him. Hell, he didn’t want to. It was time everyone knew.

			“I have a son.”

			Cameron coughed uncontrollably. “Say that again. I know I didn’t hear you right.”

			“It’s true, Cam. I have a son. His name is Liam, and he’s almost twelve years old.”

			“Twelve?” Cameron parroted his words. “That would mean you had him back during your West Point days.”

			Caden nodded. “Yes, his mother and I were seeing each other then.”

			“Wait a minute!” Cameron gasped. “She’s the one, the woman you talked about who left you without a word back at West Point.”

			“The very same. Apparently, she found out she was pregnant and thought telling me would hinder my military career.”

			“That’s ridiculous. It might have caused you to rearrange your priorities, but knowing you, you would have risen to the occasion.”

			“See,” Caden said, pointing his finger, “you know me, Cam, but apparently, Savannah thought she was doing what was best for me by leaving, but she had help from someone close to home who gave her a push.”

			“Caden, no!” Cameron shook his head. “Please tell me Mom didn’t interfere.”

			“Can’t tell you that, Cameron, because that’s exactly what she did. She told Savannah that saddling me with a wife and children would ruin my career, and Savannah believed her. It’s part of the reason she left without a word. Dammit! I’m so furious, Cam. I can spit nails.”

			“Rightfully so. Mom was way out of bounds. Do you think she knew Savannah was pregnant? I can’t imagine she would do that to her own grandchild.”

			Caden shrugged. “I don’t know, but I plan on finding out.” He planned on confronting his mother and would dare her to lie to his face.
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			Caden left his brother at the track and headed home. It didn’t take him long to shower and dress before driving over to his parents’ home in DC. It was early, so he was sure to find his mother there. It was a Sunday after all.

			When he pulled into the driveway, Caden found his mother’s Jaguar was indeed parked in her normal spot next to his father’s Mercedes Benz SUV. Jumping out of the car, Caden made his way to the front door. He used his key and strode inside.

			His parents were sitting in the morning room having coffee. As usual, his father was at the head of the table while his mother flanked him to the right. His father wore a checkered button-down shirt and jeans while his mother sported an emerald blouse and slacks.

			“Caden, what a pleasant surprise,” Camilla said when she glanced up and saw him standing there. “Would you care for some breakfast? I can have Rosa make you an omelet, or if you like she can cut you a slice of the quiche Lorraine she made earlier. It’s heavenly.”

			“I don’t need the pleasantries, Mother. I need to talk to you.”

			At his harsh tone, his father glanced up from his newspaper and placed it on the table. “Son, whatever’s got you riled up, that’s no reason to speak that way to your mother.”

			“No disrespect, Dad, but I need you to stay out of this. This is between me and Mother, who can’t seem to stay out of her children’s lives.”

			Camilla sighed. “Caden, if this is about Natalee, then really you must get over yourself. She’s a lovely young woman whom you would only benefit from having an association with. I did nothing but give her a little push.”

			“This has nothing to do with Natalee and everything to do with Savannah Grace Vasquez.”

			All color drained from his mother’s face, and she glanced at her husband. “Cal, darling, would you mind terribly having Rosa freshen up the coffee?” She inclined her head to the carafe sitting between them.

			“Oh no you don’t, Mother.” Caden walked toward her until he was facing her. “I want Dad to know what you’ve done because now it affects all of us.”

			“Don’t be so melodramatic, Caden.”

			“Melodramatic?” Caden’s voice rose several octaves. “How about we start with this: I have a son.”

			His mother blinked in bafflement. She stared open-mouthed at him.

			“What did you say?” Cal reacted first.

			Caden turned to his father, who was sitting beside his now silent mother. “You heard me. I have a son—an eleven-year-old son that Mama knew about and kept me from.” Regardless of the fact that Savannah had said she’d only learned she was pregnant the day Camilla confronted her, Caden hadn’t believed that his mom didn’t know about the pregnancy. He knew how crafty his mother could be—when she was set on finding something out, she did.

			“No, no.” Camilla shock her head furiously. “This can’t be true. Whatever that woman has said, she’s lying, Caden. I admit I talked to her when you were at West Point. You were spouting all kinds of nonsense that you were in love and might marry this girl someday. I had to do something.”

			“So you decided to tell Savannah she was ruining my career if she stayed by my side? And I believe you offered her ten thousand dollars to disappear from my life. Well, guess what, Mother? You got your wish. The woman I loved left, but she was pregnant with my child.”

			Camilla rose to her feet and rushed over to Caden. “She’s lying. She has to be. My investigator never mentioned a baby. I would never have knowingly kept you away from your child, Caden. You must believe me.” She clutched at his arm, but Caden pushed her away.

			“Must I?”

			“Is this true, Camilla?” Caden’s father rose from his seat. “Did you do this? Did you go to that girl and run her off?”

			His mother’s eyes filled with tears. She lowered her head and nodded. “Yes, I did, but I … I didn’t know … I didn’t know she was pregnant.”

			“Liar!” Caden yelled. “You told her not to saddle me with a wife and kids. What did you think she was going to do after you made it abundantly clear she wasn’t welcome in this family?”

			“Caden, I …” She dropped into her seat, wringing her hands. “I didn’t know.”

			“I don’t believe you!” Caden was so furious with her. “Because of you, I’ve lost eleven years of my son’s life I will never get back.” He squatted down until he was facing her. At this point, he was unmoved by her tears. “Do you have any idea what your machinations have cost me?”

			Camilla covered her face with her hands and began sobbing uncontrollably.

			“I think that’s enough,” Cal said. He patted Caden’s shoulder, pushing him backward. “You’ve made your point.” When Cal reached his wife, he handed her a handkerchief.

			“I don’t think I have,” Caden said. “I loved Savannah, but Mother interfered and cost me years of happiness. I could have had a life with her and my son. Now, I have to play catch-up and pray to God my son doesn’t resent me for being MIA all these years.”

			“So, you’ve met him,” his father said, “my grandson?”

			“Yes, I have.” Caden pulled out the picture Savannah had given him. “This is Liam.” He handed his father the photo.

			“My grandson.” His father covered his mouth. “Omigod! He looks just like you.”

			“Imagine how I feel,” Caden said. “I was a stranger to him, all because of you,” he said, pointing at his mother. “I’m not sure if I will ever be able to forgive you for this.”

			“Those are strong words, Caden,” Cal said.

			“And I mean them.” Caden snatched the picture from his father’s hands. It was all he had of Liam. “Especially when she,” he said, glancing at his mother, who was now sniffling into his father’s handkerchief, “put all of this in motion and won’t even admit the truth.”

			Camilla glanced up from a tear-streaked face. “Caden, I promise you on my children’s lives, I didn’t know Savannah was pregnant. I knew you wanted to marry her, and I figured she’d try to get knocked up and you’d be a husband and father before you were ready. If she’d told me—”

			Caden scoffed, laughing bitterly. “Tell you, the woman who told her she wasn’t good enough for her son? Why on earth would she tell you she was pregnant?”

			His mother nodded. “You’re right. I don’t have anything to say to defend myself other than I was doing what I thought was best.”

			“Oh, I get that. You and Savannah both thought you knew best. You made choices for me you never had the right to make. It was my life. I should have had the right to decide, but mark my words, Mother, I will decide going forward what’s best for me. And if you ever interfere again, I promise you, you will lose a son.”

			Caden strode out of the room, feeling better after having spoken his mind, but doing so didn’t change the situation. He still had a long way to go to become the man and father he should have always been.

			“Caden, wait!”

			Caden glanced behind him to find his father jogging toward him. “How are you, son? How are you really?”

			“How do you think I am, Dad? My head is spinning. I’m angry. I’m confused. And I’m afraid. I don’t even know how to be a father. Most men get eight or nine months to figure this out. I’m being thrown into the deep end of the ocean here without a life vest.”

			Cal nodded. “And your son, Liam? How is he taking this?”

			“We haven’t told him. I literally just found all of this out yesterday. It won’t be easy telling him.”

			“Why not?”

			“He’s autistic, Dad. So Savannah and I will have to tread carefully.”

			“Autistic? Are you sure?”

			Caden nodded. “We may be new to all of this, but Savannah had him diagnosed years ago and has made a life for him. He seems happy and adjusted.”

			His father smiled. “I’m glad to hear that. What can I do? How can I help?”

			“Just be there when I need to bend your ear, because I have a feeling that’s going to be quite often.”

			“You got it, son.” His father reached for him and pulled him into a strong embrace. He didn’t let up even when Caden struggled to pull away, so Caden gave in and accepted the comfort. “I’ve got you, boy. I know you may not believe it, but we all do.”

			Caden hoped so because he was both excited and afraid of what lay ahead.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			“Okay, Savannah. It’s time you tell me what’s going on,” Charlotte said when Savannah returned to work on Monday. “You promised we’d talk, but when you got back the other night, it was too late.”

			“I know, Charlotte, and I’m sorry for being so cagey. So much has happened that I’m still trying to deal with the fallout.”

			“That doesn’t sound good,” Charlotte shot back. “Fill me in.”

			Savannah gave Charlotte the highlights: how she met Caden Mitchell when he was at West Point; how they fell in love and she became pregnant, but she never told him because his mother interfered.

			“So you just ran away?”

			Savannah nodded. “I’m not proud of it, but at the time I thought I was justified. Caden had a long road ahead of him in the military. There wasn’t room in his life for a wife and baby.”

			“But you didn’t give him a chance,” Charlotte said gently.

			“I know. And he’s very upset with me.”

			“Is that who you went to see the other night?” Charlotte asked. “I imagine he had some choice words for you.”

			“Yes, he did.” Savannah didn’t offer up any details, but Charlotte was looking at her suspiciously.

			“But yet, you stayed out quite late,” her friend commented. “Didn’t come back until well after midnight.” Her blue eyes trained on Savannah’s hazel-green ones. “Tells me he had something else in mind too.”

			“Charlotte!”

			“C’mon, Savannah. We’re both grown women here. You happened to see your child’s father after all these years and stayed out late, which you’ve never done. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to put two and two together. You spent the night with him.”

			Savannah colored.

			“Hey, I’m not mad at you. Caden Mitchell is G-O-R-G-E-O-U-S! And with your shared history and now a child, it’s no wonder you hit the sheets. Passion is the opposite side of anger.”

			“I don’t know how to feel about it,” Savannah confided. “I haven’t heard from him since Saturday night.” She held up her smartphone. “You would think he would call me. If not me, then to check on Liam.”

			“Cut him a little slack, Savannah. Being a father is all new to him. You’ve had twelve years to make the adjustment, not to mention he still has unresolved feelings for you and probably has had an unpleasant talk with his mother about her involvement.”

			“You’re right. It’s just … our night together was so incredible.”

			“I’m sure he’s probably feeling the same way, but his feelings for you may not be so easy to deal with. He probably hates you and cares for you in equal measure.”

			“You think he hates me?”

			“Okay, maybe hate is a strong word, but he can’t be happy with you keeping his son from him.”

			Savannah understood that. She was just on pins and needles waiting for word from Caden. She had to be patient. She owed him that. He would contact her in due time.
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			Caden glanced down at his watch that afternoon. He wanted so much to escape the humdrum of this fundraising lunch and call Savannah. She and Liam had been on his mind all day. He wanted to talk to his son. Find out his likes and dislikes. Find out what he truly loved.

			Savannah had so much time with their son. Caden had seen how much Liam loved her. He just wanted a small space in Liam’s life, but he wasn’t at all sure how to go about occupying it. Should he take him to the movies? Maybe a baseball game? He could take him to Six Flags, but perhaps that was too much. Would the crowds overwhelm him? Was Liam scared of heights? Caden had no idea because he didn’t know his own son. Why? Because his mother and Savannah had made decisions for him.

			Savannah.

			He was both enamored by her and angry at her, if that was possible. Saturday night, he’d wanted to drown in bourbon and feel sorry for himself and all that had been denied him. But the night ended in a way he hadn’t anticipated. Savannah had come to him of her own accord, admittedly to talk, but deep down he’d known that wasn’t the only reason. She was as drawn to him as he’d been when he’d seen her at the fundraising dinner.

			His feelings had led him to her door and vice versa. Making love with Savannah again was everything. He’d never felt so caught up or enraptured with another person as he felt with her. She was the woman who always did it for him, and Saturday night was no exception. She was no longer a figment of his imagination but a flesh and blood dream come to life. Being deep inside Savannah was the closest to heaven he’d felt in ages.

			When he’d entered her, she’d been tight and snug and so responsive. Her cries and moans awakened emotions in him he’d long thought were dead. He would have to face those feelings, but how?

			“Caden?” Jack was standing in front of him.

			“I’m sorry. What did you say?”

			“Nothing of importance,” Jack said. “But be glad it was me and not a donor. What’s wrong with you anyway? Your head hasn’t been in the game since we arrived.”

			“I’m sorry. I’m a bit distracted.”

			Jack pulled him aside into a quiet corner of the room. “Is it because of the information I gave you on Savannah?”

			Caden glanced around, making sure no one could hear him. “Yeah, and I got a hell of a lot more than I bargained for.”

			Jack frowned. “Could it jeopardize your campaign? I need to know the implications, Caden.”

			“Not right now you don’t. At least not until I figure it out.”

			“Alright, but don’t delay. Secrets have a way of coming out.”

			Jack was wrong about that. Sometimes, secrets could stay hidden for years.

			Later, when they were back at campaign headquarters, Jack and Caden were discussing the next steps in his gubernatorial run when a knock sounded on the door. It was his new assistant, Angelique.

			“Angie, what is it?” Caden asked.

			“There’s a Natalee here to see you. Says she’s a friend.”

			“It’s alright. You can let her in.”

			“When it rains it pours,” Jack said from his perch on the other side of the room.

			Natalee swept into the office in a designer suit, heels, and a dazzling smile, which might have worked if Caden hadn’t spent Saturday night wrapped in Savannah’s arms. When he and Jack left the fundraising lunch, he’d tried reaching Savannah but got her voicemail. He’d left a message vowing to call later and stop by that evening.

			Caden rose. “Natalee, it’s good to see you.”

			She beamed. “You as well. I was hoping we could …” She paused when she noticed Jack in the room. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you weren’t alone.”

			“It’s alright.” Jack got to his feet. “I have a few things to do to prepare for the next event. Talk later.” He nodded at Caden as he exited.

			Natalee’s eyes followed his exit before turning back to Caden. “I hope I didn’t interrupt.”

			“It’s fine.” Caden walked over, touching her elbow as he led her to the side table Jack had vacated. She took a seat while he remained standing, moving a few feet away. “You were saying?”

			“I was hoping to see what I could do to help.”

			“C’mon, Natalee. Why are you really here?”

			She flushed. “You caught me. I was in the area and was hoping to take you to a late lunch.”

			“I’m afraid I’ve already eaten. We had an early lunch with some donors.”

			“Of course. I don’t know what I was thinking. Your calendar is probably full of such engagements. How about dinner?”

			“Natalee …”

			“C’mon. You have to eat.”

			“I do, but my situation has changed. I won’t be dating anyone at the moment.”

			“You didn’t elope or something on me, did you?” Natalee chuckled. “I mean, I’m sure your mom would have told me.”

			“No, nothing as serious as that, but a woman from my past has resurfaced and there’s some unfinished business there that we have to resolve first before I can get involved with anyone new.”

			Natalee’s eyes fluttered. “That’s disappointing. I was hoping we could get to know each other better.”

			“So did I, but it’s not going to happen,” he said, trying not to hurt her feelings.

			Natalee slid to her feet with grace and ease and came toward him. With her index finger, she lifted his chin. “Are you sure? So what? You have an ex. We all do. This doesn’t have to change a thing.”

			Caden stepped back abruptly from her. “I’m afraid it changes everything.”

			“That sounds cryptic. Care to elaborate?”

			“I’m still figuring this out, and I can’t bring anyone else into the mix right now. I’m sorry. It’s just bad timing.”

			“Alright.” Natalee held up her hands in surrender. “I’ll back off, but if you suddenly find yourself available,” she said, then brushed her lips across his, “you should give me a jingle.”

			“I’ll do that. Let me see you out.”

			Caden immediately helped Natalee to the door. Although she was an attractive woman with a pedigree that would lend itself to his campaign, she didn’t set his heart or his soul afire. Only woman one did.

			And to hell with reading over policy the rest of the day. He had to see Savannah … and his son. It was time he started building that bridge.
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			Caden didn’t call on his way over to Savannah’s that evening. He just drove over after showering and changing clothes at home and selecting a few surprises. He’d read that some autistic children respond well to movement- and construction-based activities. He was hoping to take Liam to the Philadelphia Legoland Discovery Center this coming weekend and had tickets in his pocket. Caden wasn’t sure if Liam would like it, but he was hoping to connect to his son on some level and that showing him the tickets would prove how serious he was about getting to know him.

			When he arrived, Savannah’s Ford Escape was already in the driveway. He pulled his BMW beside hers and turned off the engine. Nervously, he reached for the bouquet of flowers he’d brought with him. It was a peace offering because he knew he should have called earlier. That’s what women expected after a night in bed together. But in his defense, Caden was woefully out of practice.

			He climbed the stairs, rang the doorbell, and tapped his feet, waiting for an answer. Savannah opened the door, wearing scrubs with her hair in a ponytail. It looked like she had just come home from work.

			“Did I catch you at a bad time?” Caden asked.

			“Uh, no.” Savannah smoothed her hair. “I’m just surprised to see you.”

			“Why?”

			“I didn’t hear from you yesterday, and I thought—”

			“Savannah, I’m sorry. The campaign has been busy and …” Rather than continue sticking his foot in his mouth, Caden produced the bouquet from behind his back and handed it to her. “If memory serves me right, you like peonies.”

			She grinned widely with no trace of her unease. “Thank you.” Savannah beamed. “These are lovely. And yes, they are my favorite flower. I guess it’s your day to surprise me. C’mon in.”

			Caden stepped inside, and the aroma of marinara sauce immediately wafted to his nose. “Cooking?”

			Savannah nodded. “I’m going to put these in some water.” She turned on her heel, and he followed behind her down the foyer into a large country kitchen with white cabinets, a granite countertop, and a large bar area. While she busied herself, finding a vase and cutting the peonies, Caden took in his surroundings. The kitchen was warm and cozy with a basket of bananas sitting on the counter and a pot of delicious goodness cooking on the stove. He was glad Liam had a place to call home, though Caden wished it was with him.

			“Where’s Liam?”

			“Upstairs doing his homework while my abuela watches Jeopardy. He likes keeping her company. He’s a good boy,” she said as she slid the flowers into the vase and arranged them before placing them on the bar. “But I doubt you came over to talk about that. Why are you here?”

			“Savannah, we spent an incredible night together. I’m not such a heel that I don’t recognize the significance, even more so because we haven’t been together in years. Yet if I’m honest, it felt like we’d never been apart.”

			“You feel that way too?”

			Caden nodded. “I knew what we shared in New York years ago was special, and out of that love we created Liam, but I never expected it to be so …”

			“So what?”

			“I don’t know,” Caden said, taking a seat at the bar and staring at her directly. “But I want to find out. I want to explore what was denied to us. I recognize that’s not going to be easy. We have a child together. A son … who I want to get to know.”

			“I want that too, Caden, but we have to tread carefully.”

			“Want me to know what?” a quiet tenor voice said from behind them.

			Caden turned and saw Liam standing in the doorway. “What do you want me to know?” Liam searched both of their faces.

			Savannah stared at Caden like a dear caught in the headlights. It wasn’t the right time to tell Liam he was his father. Getting to that point would require time and a well-thought-out plan. Caden didn’t want to spring his identity on his autistic son until he was sure Liam was ready.

			“That I got tickets to the Legoland in Philadelphia. Thought we could do a daytrip over this coming weekend. What do you say? You interested in coming with me?”

			Liam glanced at Savannah for approval.

			She smiled. “I’m fine with it if you are.”

			“Yeah, I’d like that. But what about Mom?” He looked at his mother. “Can she come too?”

			“But of course.” Not only did Caden want Savannah by his side, but he was a stranger to Liam. He would need Savannah to help navigate this unknown terrain so that he and his son could get to know each other.

			“Cool.” Liam’s head lowered to the floor. “Is dinner ready yet?”

			“Almost, sweetheart. I need to boil the pasta.”

			“Garlic bread. You have to make garlic bread,” Liam stated emphatically. “You always make garlic bread with spaghetti.”

			“And I will this time,” Savannah promised. “It’s in the freezer.”

			“Okay. I’m going back upstairs now.” Liam spun away as if he was leaving, but then he paused at the doorway. “Are you staying for dinner?”

			“I would love to, if that’s okay with you,” Caden said, directing his comment to Liam.

			Liam shrugged. “Mom always makes enough for leftovers.” Without another word, he exited the room, leaving Caden and Savannah alone again.

			“Is it alright if I stay?”

			“Of course. The only way you’ll get to know Liam is by spending time with him. I promise you I won’t stand in the way of that again. I should never have before. I guess I let fear rule me, and for that I will forever be sorry.”

			Caden moved from his barstool and walked over to Savannah, circling his arm around her waist. He tipped her chin upward and forced her to look at him. “It’s in the past, Savannah. Although I wish we could go back, we can’t change what’s happened. What’s done is done.”

			“And us? Are we done too? Was Saturday night a one-off, a goodbye to the past?”

			Caden stilled, and his expression grew serious. “No. We’re not done, not by a long shot. I want you, Savannah. That hasn’t changed. In fact, I think my appetite has only increased.”

			A blush spread over her cheeks. “What are we going to do about it?”

			“We’ll figure it out,” Caden promised because there was no way he was about to lose Savannah and his son again.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			As she put the garlic bread in the oven, Savannah ran through the last few days in her mind. When she hadn’t heard from Caden since their reunion on Saturday, she’d begun to wonder if their night together was just a beautiful dream, an illusion, and now that she’d woken up, it would never be repeated. If she was honest with herself, she didn’t want that. Being with Caden again after twelve years was just as spectacular, just as mind numbing as it had been the first time. Except making love with Caden now was even better than before. Was that because he’d had years of experience to learn his way around a woman’s body?

			Throughout the course of the night, Caden had learned every one of her nooks and crannies. And she’d learned his. She’d explored the hard ridges of muscle, the smooth expanse of stomach, the eight-pack abs that made her want to rush to the nearest gym. Savannah certainly wasn’t as fit as she would like to be. There were more curves to her now after she’d had Liam, but Caden hadn’t seemed to mind. His hands had become intimate with every part of her, making her scream out his name in pleasure.

			It was hard to believe that with just a snap of fingers, Savanah felt transported back into another time and place when the two of them coexisted. She knew this wouldn’t last long. Caden was running for governor. His attention and energy would be focused on the campaign and not her. She hoped they could keep their relationship on the down-low before one of his political opponents found out and used it against him.

			“Savannah, I smell the garlic bread,” Caden said, interrupting her thoughts.

			“Oh.” She snapped out of her daydream and rushed over to pull the bread from the oven before it burned.

			“Are you nervous?”

			When she turned, Savannah realized Caden had moved from his perch on the barstool toward the oven. He was a few inches from her and crowding her space. “No, I’m not.”

			Caden leaned in, tucking a stray hair behind her ear. “I would hope not after Saturday night.”

			“About that …,” Savannah began. When she’d thought about what happened earlier, she’d told herself she would project confidence and nonchalance. She’d make it appear like their night together was casual when it was anything but. Savannah felt as if her world had been turned upside down and inside out. Memories of the past and of the love they’d shared had come roaring back like the lyrics of a sad love song.

			“I was wondering,” Caden said, moving in even closer, “when can we spend more time together?”

			Savannah chuckled. “You mean in bed?”

			“I can’t be the only one feeling this way.” Caden bent his head and whispered, “I need you, Savannah.” He dipped his head until their lips were just a tiny distance apart. Staring deep into her eyes, he kissed her so tenderly that Savannah wanted to beg him to take her upstairs to release her from the madness.

			“Is dinner ready?” Liam’s sudden reappearance made Savannah jump away from Caden.

			“Yes, honey. I was just about to call you. Why don’t you get some plates and set the table.”

			She was grateful for the interruption. “We’ll resume our discussion later,” Caden murmured.

			Savannah doubted it would be any easier, especially with his handsome face, dark, hypnotic eyes, and gorgeous lush mouth right across from her at the dinner table. It was going to be a long dinner, especially when she would have to keep her legs closed together tightly to avoid the heat of arousal Caden sparked.
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			Caden watched as his son systematically set the kitchen table. Plates first, followed by napkins, folded into a precise triangle. Cutlery was added before Liam finally sat three glasses at a forty-five-degree angle next to each plate.

			He hadn’t had as much time as he would have liked to read up on autism, but he knew routine and order were important for Liam. Caden would have to play catch-up to make sure he understood Liam’s needs. “What would you like to drink?” Caden asked.

			“Usually, we have water with our meals, though occasionally I’ll splurge on some lemonade and iced tea, but never any soda,” Savannah said. “Liam doesn’t do well with soda.”

			“I go off the rails,” Liam announced unceremoniously as he went to the fridge and pulled out a pitcher of lemonade. “Can we have some tonight?” he asked, holding up the beverage. “We have a guest.”

			“Yes, of course,” Savannah said as she placed the steaming pasta into a bowl and the marinara sauce into a serving dish on the kitchen table, then took a seat. “I hope you don’t mind turkey sausage. We try to eat healthy. Don’t we, Liam?”

			Liam nodded, sitting down at the table. “Mom’s a nurse. She’s always explaining the benefits of eating vegetables, but peas and Brussels sprouts are not my favorite.”

			“Mine either.” Caden grinned as he sat next to Liam, placing his son in between him and Savannah at the circular table.

			He noticed Savannah didn’t coddle Liam but rather made him do for himself. His son was already piling a heap of spaghetti onto his plate. “Easy.” Caden laughed. “You have to save some for the rest of us.”

			Liam passed around the bowl, and Caden did the same, making himself a large plate of pasta.

			“Like father, like son.” The words were out of Savannah’s mouth before she realized it.

			Worriedly, Caden glanced at Savannah and then Liam. Liam had a perplexing expression as he mulled over the words. “What do you mean like father, like son?” Liam asked, blinking with bafflement. “I don’t have a father. You said he went off to the military and you weren’t able to tell him about me.”

			Caden glared at Savannah. He knew his face was a glowering mask of rage, and he had to force himself to rein in his mounting emotions. If Liam sensed his mother’s unease, he would spiral out of control. Although it wasn’t the ideal time to tell Liam who he was, however, Caden just couldn’t let this lie go unchecked. His son needed to know who he was and that he was there for him.

			“I did go off in the military, Liam, without knowing of your existence. Your mother was right about that, but I’m here now.”

			“Caden!” Savannah’s hand flew to her mouth.

			Liam’s dark brown eyes flashed with some emotion Caden couldn’t read. He turned to his mother. “Mom, I don’t understand what he’s saying. Is he …” Liam glanced at Caden. “Is he saying he’s my father?”
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			Tears leaked from Savannah’s eyes. She couldn’t believe her ears. Caden had just dropped the bomb of his true identity on Liam without any thought to the consequences. She’d wanted time for them to get to know each other, for them to slowly build a bond before revealing Caden’s true identity. And now?

			He’d imploded both their worlds, and it was too late for her to do anything about it.

			She couldn’t lie to Liam. “Yes, Liam. Caden is your father.”

			Liam spun back around in his chair to face Caden. He stared at Caden, studying his every feature unhurriedly as if he were trying to memorize his face. Caden stared back and waited in silence for Liam’s first move.

			“I thought we looked alike,” Liam finally spoke. “But I, I never thought you could be my father. I always wanted a father, but Mom told me you didn’t know about me.”

			“No, I didn’t,” Caden said.

			“Did you want to know?”

			Savannah swallowed the giant frog-sized lump in her throat.

			Caden scooted his chair closer to Liam, but his son had the opposite reaction and pushed his chair farther away from him. Caden glanced at Savannah and she shook her head, so he didn’t move again. “Yes, I wish I had known. Please believe, Liam, that had I known you were my son, I would have claimed you and been in your life.”

			“But you didn’t.”

			“Because I didn’t know,” Caden responded quickly.

			Liam looked across the table at Savannah. “He didn’t know about me because you didn’t tell him. Why didn’t you tell him?”

			“Liam—”

			“The kids at school make fun of me because I don’t have a father, but I have one.” He pointed at Caden. “I could have always had one. Instead I was picked on, made fun of.” Liam slapped his hand on his head. “I don’t understand.” He hit his head again. “Why didn’t you tell him?”

			Tears slid down Savannah’s cheeks. “Liam, I’m sorry, I—”

			Liam jerked up from his chair, causing it to slam to the floor. Caden reacted quickly, setting it upright. “You lied to me. You’re a liar. Liars are bad.”

			Savannah watched in horror, unable to verbalize a sound as her son ran out of the room without looking at her or Caden. Seconds later, she heard the door to his bedroom slam. That’s when she turned her anger on the intended target. “How dare you? How dare you just drop that bomb on Liam? Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

			“Do you?” Caden asked, jumping up. “Because I’m not the one who caused this mess, Savannah. You are. You didn’t tell me of Liam’s existence until just two days ago. Forgive me for not knowing how to deal with the idea of having a son.”

			“You don’t have a son,” Savannah returned. “Liam is my son.”

			“You forget. Liam is my son too, and the truth is out there now. You can’t simply put it back in the box because you don’t want to deal with it. We have a child together, and we’ll have to learn how to coparent.”

			“I don’t have to do a damn thing. You’re the reason Liam is upset.”

			“I’m not the one who slipped up, but neither was I going to lie if Liam asked me if I’m his father. He deserved to know the truth. I couldn’t let him go on thinking he didn’t have one.”

			“And me? You were content to throw me under the bus. Liam thinks I kept you from him.”

			“Christ!” Caden ran his hand over his head. “That wasn’t my intention, and you damn well know it.”

			Savannah shook her head. “I don’t know what to think, Caden. You’ve come storming back into my life, and I feel like I’m being caught up in a tsunami that I can’t swim out of.”

			“I’ll make it real easy for you, Savannah. I’ll leave. I didn’t come here tonight to upset you or Liam. It’s far from what I wanted.”

			“No, you just wanted me flat on my back.”

			“That’s unfair, Savannah, and I’m going to leave before you say something you can’t take back.”

			“Ever the diplomat. Well, you won’t be able to charm your way out of this, Caden.”

			“And you can’t put your face in the sand anymore. Liam has a father, and I’m not going away because it’s inconvenient for you. We’ll talk soon.”

			Caden stormed out of the house, leaving Savannah wondering what his next move was going to be. Would he try and sue her for custody of Liam? The Mitchell name carried a lot of weight in this town. On the other hand, Caden was campaigning for governor. Surely, he wouldn’t put Liam or Savannah under the scrutiny of the press with a taxing custody battle.

			Would he?

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			“So what’s this I hear I have a great-grandchild I knew nothing about?” Carter asked when he arrived at Caden’s campaign office early the next morning.

			“I’m sorry, but I can’t get into this right now, Grandfather,” Caden replied as he packed up his briefcase with the files he’d been readying for today’s agenda. Discussing his son and Savannah hadn’t been far from his mind the whole morning. “I have to get to City Hall for a couple of meetings. I may be running for governor, but I still have mayoral duties.”

			When he was finished packing, Caden started for the door, but Carter’s looming presence prevented him from leaving. “Don’t think you’re going to dismiss me, boy,” Carter said. “This is serious business, not only for this family but for your campaign. This must be handled expeditiously and judiciously.”

			“I’m not blowing you off, but now isn’t a good time,” Caden said.

			“Bull. We’ll talk in the car.”

			Caden sucked in a breath and prayed for patience because sometimes his grandfather could really work his nerve. “Fine. You can drop me off at City Hall.”

			“Fine with me.”

			After locking the office, the two men walked to Carter’s Bentley parked outside. His driver immediately opened the back door, and they slid in. Once inside, his grandfather returned to the topic of conversation. “Well? Are you going to share with me how I ended up a great-grandfather none the wiser?”

			Caden turned and trained his gaze on him. “Are you really behaving as if you’re the scorned individual in this scenario? I’m the one who just learned the woman I thought I knew, the woman I thought I loved, had my child and never told me.”

			“How could you have let this happen?”

			“I didn’t let anything happen. Perhaps you should discuss with my mother the wisdom of interfering in her children’s lives, because if she had not gone to Savannah behind my back when I’d been about to graduate from West Point, I wouldn’t be in this position. But instead of letting nature take its course and, God forbid, allow me to make my own choices and decisions, she led Savannah into deciding it was best to raise our child alone.”

			“So I have your mother to thank for the mess we’re in?”

			“You are not in a mess. And I resent the use of that word. Liam is my son, and I will not allow anyone to speak ill of him. He’s the innocent in all of this. We, the adults, made decisions that affected his life. We allowed him to be raised without a father.”

			Caden wasn’t sure what he could have done differently twelve years ago. He’d told Savannah he loved her. Shown her in a ton of little ways how much she meant to him, and yet she’d still chosen to listen to his mother about their future.

			“I’m sorry,” Carter apologized. His grandfather rarely said he was sorry to anyone. “I didn’t mean to say that. I’m excited to have a great-grandson. I am, Caden. If you believe nothing else, believe that. I just wish—”

			“Mother hadn’t interfered?” Caden asked, glancing away to stare out the window and watch downtown Baltimore come into view. He wished the same thing, but there was no going back. “Savannah hadn’t listened to her and allowed herself to be bullied? That Savannah had given me the opportunity to show her I was a better man than she gave me credit for? Then know this, I wish the same, but that won’t change anything. All we can do is move forward.”

			“How do you intend to do that?” Carter asked, eyeing him warily. “In the coming months, the spotlight is going to be shining on you, Caden. Surely, you know what must be done.”

			Caden glanced at Carter. “I don’t follow. What are you talking about?”

			“Don’t play dumb. When you ran for mayor, it was acceptable for you to be a single man, but now you’re running for governor against an opponent who’s a family man. In this day and age, nothing ever stays secret. It will come to light that Liam is your illegitimate son. You have to take decisive action and get in front of the narrative.”

			“And I suppose you have an answer?”

			“Marry this Savannah, the mother of your child. With your military background, you’ve always been seen as a man of honor. Do the right thing, and make her an honest woman.”

			“Grandfather, you sound very old-fashioned. The world is different now.”

			“Listen to me, Caden. I’ve been around a long time, and I know you Gen Xers or millennials or whatever you’re calling yourselves these days think you can snub your noses at us old-timers, but trust me when I say I know what I’m talking about. Marry her.”

			Caden rubbed his jaw. He hated to admit it, but his grandfather had a point. If they were to marry, it would neutralize any comments his opponent, Eric Thomas, could make about his character. But more than that, he wanted to spend significant time with Savannah and be a father to Liam. If the way he and Savannah had come together a couple of days ago was any indication, things weren’t over between them. However, considering how last night ended, there was an obstacle.

			Savannah.

			There was no way she would agree to marry him, not when she blamed him for being honest with their son about his true identity. “I don’t know, Grandfather.”

			“I don’t what to hear about what you can’t do,” Carter responded hotly. “Get her to agree. Your future depends on it.”

			Hours later, Carter’s words were still with Caden as he sat in one of his endless city council meetings. He had to convince Savannah that marrying him was the right thing to do. He had to show her how good life could be for Liam, for her, even her abuela, by joining their lives together. She wouldn’t have to struggle and would have access to his finances to give them a better life. And if that wasn’t enough, he could always take a different approach and seduce her. Make her remember how she went up in flames when they were together and how good it could be again if she only allowed herself to let go.

			Oh yes, Caden had an arsenal of reasons why marriage to Savannah was optimal. Now he had to persuade her to his way of thinking.
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			Savannah was exhausted. Liam had been so upset to learn that Caden was his father. The news had prompted him to have a terrible episode the likes of which she hadn’t seen in years. He’d thrown things around in his room and yelled repeatedly at Savannah for keeping the truth from him. “I’m old enough. I’m old enough,” he’d said. “You could have told me.”

			He was right. She could have told him the truth, but she’d been afraid—afraid of Caden and what he might do, but most of all, afraid that Liam might not forgive her. Last night, she hadn’t been sure he ever would, but eventually he’d tired and allowed her to sit by his side, but she couldn’t touch him or hug him. That broke her heart. Liam had made strides through his therapy and recently, up until last night, he had been able to allow her to hug him even if he didn’t reciprocate.

			She had no one to blame but herself. She should have been honest and truthful with him. And she would have been if Caden had given her the chance. Instead, he’d been like a bull in a china shop, charging ahead with no thought for the consequences. He hadn’t witnessed Liam’s destruction and emotional breakdown. Caden didn’t have to stay up half the night worrying about Liam because he only wanted to claim what was his. And once he had, he’d gone home to his perfect life as a gubernatorial candidate. His life hadn’t changed one bit, while Savannah’s … well, everything was different now.

			She feared how Liam would be this morning and had good reason for that when she saw his despondent expression as he walked into the kitchen.

			“Good morning, Liam.”

			He didn’t respond. Instead, he went to the cupboard and pulled down a bowl and a measuring cup. He poured out exactly one serving of cereal into the cup before pouring it into the bowl. When he was finished, he went to the refrigerator and took out the milk. He added the precise amount of milk to equal the ratio of cereal in the bowl and took it to the table to eat.

			With Liam’s condition, he preferred order and everything exact, but he’d begun to take small steps in allowing less precision. Now, Liam had taken a step backward. She recognized this was his way of controlling the situation, so she didn’t say anything. Instead, she sat beside him, but he didn’t look up as he munched his cereal.

			“Liam, I’m sorry,” Savannah said, trying again to reach him. She was desperate to make amends.

			Liam was silent for several minutes, and Savannah worried he’d become unresponsive. But after he finished his cereal, he glanced up and said, “What are you sorry for? Are you sorry for not telling me? Or that my father told me first?”

			“Both,” Savannah answered honestly. “I should have told you years ago, not Caden. I made a mistake because I was scared.”

			Confusion colored Liam’s face. “Why?”

			“I was afraid of losing you. It’s always been just the two of us. I feared what might happen if I told your father about you. I feared he might take you away from me.”

			“No!” Liam yelled. “He can’t.”

			Savannah shook her head. “Of course he wouldn’t, Liam. He’s a good man.” Even though she was angry with him, Caden was a man of principles. He would never separate a mother from her child. Savannah said, “I think deep down I knew that, but I let fear rule me for so long. And …” Her voice trailed off.

			“And what?”

			“And I didn’t want him to be mad at me for keeping you away from him.”

			“Because you like him like TJ’s mom likes her boyfriend?”

			Out of the mouths of babes, Savannah thought. It was so easy for Liam to verbalize what she herself had such a hard time accepting—that despite the passage of time, she wasn’t over Caden. In fact, her feelings had only gained strength. Was that why she was so angry at Caden? Was she actually angry at herself instead?

			“Mom?”

			Savannah glanced at her eleven-year-old and realized he was still waiting for an answer to his question.

			“Yes, I like your father.”

			Liam rose suddenly, nearly knocking the chair to the floor, and rushed toward the door. “We have to go, or I’ll be late for school.”

			Savannah glanced at her watch. Sure enough, Liam was right. She caught up to him at the front door. “Liam?”

			He turned around.

			“I know you’re upset with me, but please know I love you and I will do all I can to help you build a relationship with your father if that’s what you want.”

			Liam looked down at his feet. “I do.” He turned and walked out the door toward her Ford Escape.

			Those two words gutted her because they told Savannah she hadn’t made the right decision in keeping Liam’s existence from Caden. Instead, she’d listened to his mother and made one of the worst decisions of her life.
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			Caden arrived at Savannah’s later that evening with his hat in hand, or rather another bouquet of flowers and a bottle of wine as a reconciliation gift. Upon further reflection, he had come to realize he’d shown poor judgment in spitting out the truth to Liam. Although he didn’t regret his son knowing he was his father, he could have handled it better. He and Savannah should have discussed the matter first and figured out the best approach. Had he told Liam as punishment to get back at her? Or had he, in the moment, confronted with Liam’s questioning eyes, acted on instinct instead of methodically like he usually did?

			It did not surprise him when Savannah ignored his calls and texts today. So he’d decided to show up unannounced and hoped she wouldn’t slam the door in his face. When he rang the bell, however, Liam opened the door.

			Caden’s heart began pounding. This young man was his son. My son!

			“Are those for my mom?” Liam asked, glancing at the flowers and wine in Caden’s arms.

			“Y-Yes, they are. Is she here?”

			Liam, outfitted in a track suit, nodded, and Caden stepped inside. They stood awkwardly eyeing each other. Caden wasn’t sure what to do. He didn’t really know his son, but he wanted to.

			“Liam, who was at the door?” He heard Savannah’s voice ring out seconds before she arrived to the foyer. She stopped in her tracks when she saw Caden standing in the doorway. “What are you doing here?”

			“I came to apologize,” Caden said, holding up the flowers and wine.

			Savannah glanced at Liam, who was watching their encounter closely. Caden sensed she was warring with herself about how she should react. On the one hand, she probably wanted to throw him out. On the other hand, their son had a right to get to know him.

			Would she deny Liam to spite Caden?

			“Well, don’t just stand there, Mom,” Liam said, unexpectedly breaking his silence. “Those should go in water.”

			Savannah held out her arms. Caden handed her the flowers and the wine. “Thank you. These are lovely.”

			“You’re welcome,” said Caden, who was happy for Liam’s verbal assist. “That’s a good bottle of cabernet sauvignon if you’re interested in trying it.”

			“Sure. I’ll go get some glasses while you and Liam chat.” She spun on her heel, leaving Caden alone with Liam.

			Caden turned to his son, who stood in the corner away from him. “Would you like to talk?” Caden asked. “You could ask me anything you want to know.”

			Liam eyed him suspiciously. “Anything?”

			Caden nodded. “Of course.”

			Liam walked past Caden and into the living room. Caden followed him and noticed that Liam sat in the single recliner. He’d hoped Liam might sit next to him, but he had to realize Liam wasn’t comfortable with him and Caden wasn’t sure if he ever would be. “So, what would you like to know?”

			“How old are you?”

			“Thirty-four.”

			“That’s old,” Liam commented. “Do you have any brothers and sisters? I’m an only child, and I’ve always wanted a baby brother or sister.”

			“Have you?” Caden asked. Perhaps after his discussion with Savannah, they could do something about that wish. Caden had always wanted children, but as he’d grown older and hadn’t found the one, he’d begun to wonder if he’d ever be a father. Now, he not only had a son, there was the possibility of more children if Savannah was willing.

			“Yep.” Liam nodded but kept his head lowered. Caden noticed his son didn’t look him in the eye. He’d read that was one of the symptoms of autism. “Do you have an abuela?”

			Caden laughed. “No, my grandma passed away some years ago, but my grandfather, your great-grandfather, is alive, as are my parents. So you have another abuela and a grandpa.”

			“I can only have one abuela,” Liam said, “but I suppose I can call your mom ‘Grandma.’”

			Caden laughed again. “I’m sure she would like that very much.”

			At that moment, Savannah returned carrying a tray with the wine, two glasses, and an opener. Caden rose to his feet to help her. “I’ve got it,” she said sharply, quickly moving away from him.

			Is she afraid of me touching her? Caden wondered. Despite his thoughts, he was just as aware of her in a pair of skinny jeans and a loose flowing top, especially when she bent down to open the wine and he could see the curve of her backside. He’d stroked her bottom many times the night they’d spent together. He liked that Savannah was wearing her chestnut hair, streaked with honey-blond highlights, down. Soft curls hung along her back.

			She easily dispensed with the cork and poured them both a glass. He accepted the wineglass when she offered him one. “Thank you.”

			“What were you guys talking about?” She glanced at Caden then Liam.

			“Mr. Mitchell was telling me that I have a great-grandfather and a grandma and grandpa,” Liam responded quickly. “That’s a lot of people.”

			“You don’t have to call me ‘Mr. Mitchell,’” Caden told Liam.

			Liam frowned. He glanced at Savannah. “What should I call you?”

			Caden swallowed the lump in his throat. “How about ‘Dad’?” At the curious look on Savannah’s face, he added, directing his comment toward Liam, “If that’s okay with you?”

			“Would you like that, Liam?” He noticed Savannah was searching Liam’s eyes for a sign of approval.

			“But you haven’t been my dad,” Liam stated. “Not like my mom. She’s always been there. I just met you.”

			“True,” Caden conceded. “But I would like to get to know you, to be your dad if you’d let me.”

			Liam shrugged. “I don’t know what it’s like to be a dad. I can’t tell you.”

			Caden chuckled. “I know. That’s for me to figure out, as long as you’re willing.” Caden had never wanted something so much in his entire life. He wanted to be Liam’s father, but would Liam let him? To Liam, this was all new and because of his autism, he liked structure, not change.

			“I think I might like to have a dad,” Liam responded. “I could be like other kids.”

			“And I would love to have you as my son.” Caden choked up as he said the words, and when he glanced at Savannah, he noticed her eyes were glistening with unshed tears. It was a momentous occasion for all of them. They were agreeing to be a family, and he wanted that more than anything for his boy.

			“Okay, then I’ll call you ‘Dad.’” Liam rose from the recliner. “Can I go to my room now?” he asked his mother.

			“Yes, I’ll call you when dinner is ready,” Savannah replied, wiping away her tears with the back of her hand, and Liam left the room. “That went better than I imagined it would, especially considering yesterday.”

			“What do you mean ‘considering yesterday’?” Caden asked, frowning in consternation.

			Savannah let out a chuckle or a sob, Caden wasn’t quite sure, as she stood up. “Of course you wouldn’t understand because after you dropped the bombshell of being Liam’s father, you left and I had to deal with the fallout.” She turned and exited the room, leaving Caden to wonder exactly what she meant.
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			Savannah wasn’t surprised when Caden followed her into the kitchen. Rather than look at him, she placed her wineglass in the sink facing the window and stared at her abuela’s garden. It was a lot of trouble to keep it going, but when she needed to decompress, Savannah would go outside and get her hands dirty in the soil. Somehow, that always seemed to make things all better.

			Liam may have accepted Caden as his father, but she doubted that he truly understood all that implied. That, however, didn’t excuse Caden’s behavior from last night. Savannah certainly hadn’t. She was still fuming over his complete disregard for her or her feelings on the matter.

			Sure, he’d tried to call afterward, but the damage was already done. Liam knew the truth and deep down still blamed her for keeping Caden from him.

			“What happened when I left?” Caden asked from behind her.

			She sighed heavily. Why should she be the only one carrying the load? She spun around to face Caden. “Liam had a complete meltdown the likes of which I haven’t seen in years. He yelled and threw things and wouldn’t let me touch him.”

			“Can you blame him, Savannah?”

			“No. I blame you.” She focused her hazel-green eyes on him. “You’re the one who dropped the bomb on him with no thought of the fallout. He’s an eleven-year-old autistic boy. Do you have any idea what you’ve done? You could have set him back years. But no, you wanted to claim him, show him you’re the father and won’t be denied. Well, you did that, Caden, but I,” she said, slamming her fist against her chest, “was the one who calmed him, the one who stayed up with him all night until he could fall asleep.”

			“And why is that, Savannah?” Caden glared at her. “Because you kept our son from me. You didn’t allow me the chance to be there, to get to know him, to help take the load off your shoulders. But that’s going to change now. You don’t have to do it all alone. I’m his father, and I’m here. I want to help. I just may need some guidance doing it.”

			“Can’t you just admit you were wrong, that you did this to get back at me?”

			“Yes, Savi, I can.” Caden walked toward her and grasped her by the shoulders. “I admit I handled last night terribly. You and I should have discussed this, perhaps brought in a therapist to ease Liam into the transition of learning I’m his father. I was wrong.”

			Savannah’s shoulders sagged. It was one thing to have righteous indignation on her side, but it was another thing entirely when the other person admitted their failure. “What do we do now?”

			“I have a solution,” Caden said, and when Savannah began to speak, he placed his index finger on her mouth, silencing her. “Before you lose your cool again, at least hear me out. I promise you that in the long run this will work out for you, me, and Liam.”

			Savannah looked at him suspiciously. What did Caden have up his sleeve? “Alright, I’m listening.”

			“I think you and Liam should move in with me and we should put your abuela in a great facility near my house. But first things first.” He paused for several beats, and Savannah suspected she wasn’t going to like what came next. “We should get married.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			“Married?” Savannah’s mouth curved around the word.

			Caden met her eyes. “Yes. Married. It’s the perfect solution. It allows me and Liam to get acquainted and ensures you’re not the only one carrying the load in this family.”

			“Family?”

			“Are you going to keep repeating every word I say?” Caden asked. Savannah seemed shell-shocked, so he reached for her hand. The moment he touched her, sensations flowed between them just as they had when they first reunited. “Surely, you see this arrangement would be best for everyone?”

			Savannah tugged back her hand and stepped away from him. “Best for everyone? Or best for you, Caden? You’re running for public office, so to have a wife and child ties us up into a nice pretty bow for you, doesn’t it? But Liam and I are not chess pieces or pawns to be moved around as you see fit.”

			“That’s not how I see you, and you know it.”

			“But you don’t deny that it benefits you?”

			“Marriage benefits both of us.” Caden held her gaze. “C’mon, Savannah. You’ve already admitted that you’ve struggled taking care of your abuela and Liam with little help from your mother. Marrying me will give Liam stability along with a mother and a father and a host of uncles and grandparents.”

			“I could do without your mother,” Savannah said.

			“Understood, and we can work on that. What other objections would you have? I can help give your abuela the best around-the-clock care. You wouldn’t have to work so hard and could be there for Liam more. Wouldn’t that be great?”

			“Of course.”

			“Then it’s settled.”

			“No, it’s not settled, Caden. You can’t come in here and run roughshod over me and think I’m going to agree. This is all too much, too fast.”

			“This or us.” If he was reading her reaction correctly, Savannah was afraid of their relationship and what it might entail. “You and I are good together, Savannah. We always were, and twelve years hasn’t changed that. Thoughts of you keep invading my mind. I can’t sleep thinking about how good it was and how much I want to be with you. Tell me it hasn’t been that way for you.”
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			Savannah couldn’t say it because she had thought of him. Often, her body had been restless. Hot. Achy. She’d longed to have him deep inside her, but she was afraid to admit she wanted him as much as he wanted her. The sexual pull between them was strong, and she felt her nipples turn hard. Could he see the hard points in the top she wore?

			She turned away from him, but he spun her around and drew her into his arms. The moment his lips touched hers, passion erupted. They kissed hungrily, as if they could quench the desire between them. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed against him, needing to feel his hard body against her soft female limbs. His hand wrapped around her waist, and he pulled her firmly to him.

			Savannah felt his arousal against her. She let out a startled gasp, and his tongue slid inside her mouth. Their tongues dueled, tangled, and mated in the most elemental way imaginable. How was it that this man whom she hadn’t seen in years could have this effect on her? He made her bold and wild.

			When he finally pulled his mouth away, a sensuous smile touched his lips. “Savannah, imagine how good it could be with unfettered access. We could have this every night, with no interruptions.”

			That’s what she feared. If she allowed herself, she could get consumed by Caden and the passion he evoked in her. “Marriage can’t be based on sex alone, Caden.” Savannah had always imagined that if she ever did get married she would marry for love. Caden certainly wasn’t claiming love, more like lust, though he offered stability and the chance to finally give Liam a two-parent home. Could she deny Liam that?

			“I want to marry you, Savannah, and claim our son,” Caden said, stroking her cheek. “Say yes.”

			“I need to think.”

			“What’s there to think about? I want you in my bed every night.”

			“Stop it.” Savannah placed her hands over her ears. “You’re saying all these things trying to seduce me or confuse me or both.” She fought to catch her breath, but that was hard to do when her mind kept replaying the kiss a moment ago and the way he’d tasted her lips as if he was trying to commit their shape and texture to memory.

			“Seduce you? Yes,” Caden admitted with a knowing smile. “Confuse you? No. I want you to marry me because you want to and because it’s the right decision. I can make you happy, Savi. Please say yes and turn back the clock and give us the time we should have had twelve years ago.”

			Damn him. He’d gone in for the kill, reminding her of how wonderful it had been between them back then. Twelve years ago, she and Caden had talked about marriage, and she’d been thrilled, ecstatic even, with the notion of becoming his wife. Then she’d met his mother and allowed her insecurity of not being good enough ruin a good thing. Was she really going to walk away from the only man she’d ever loved a second time? Have Liam miss out on having the father he’d always wanted?

			No, she couldn’t. She wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.

			“Okay, Caden. I’ll marry you.”

			[image: C:\Users\Yahrah\Dropbox\Author photo\YahrahSt.John-3.jpg]

			After dinner, Caden and Savannah retired to the porch to finish the wine he’d brought. He was still on cloud nine, unable to believe Savannah had actually agreed to marry him. After all these years of wondering, wishing, hoping they’d get a second chance, fate had intervened. He was finally getting the woman he’d always known should be Mrs. Caden Mitchell.

			Earlier, when they’d been in the kitchen, Caden had used every method at his disposal to get her to agree to his proposal. She hadn’t been wrong when she’d accused him of seducing her. He had, and he intended to do more tonight if she’d let him. Liam was now sleeping soundly upstairs, and Savannah’s room, the master suite, was on the first floor. No one would hear them.

			“It’s getting late,” Savannah said as she stood up.

			“Yes, it is,” Caden said, walking toward the front door.

			“Tonight was good,” Savannah said as she faced him. “Gave me a glimpse of what life could look like with the three of us.” She licked her lips. “I liked it a lot.”

			Caden’s eyes darkened as he watched the movement of her tongue. “I’d like this even more,” he said. His head descended, and she craned her neck to meet him halfway. He let out a deep sigh when their lips met, but it didn’t take long before his tongue was in her mouth taking full possession of hers. Savannah moaned and didn’t resist when Caden pressed her further, pushing them both back into the house.

			Savannah halted the kiss and glanced at the stairway. “Liam—”

			“Is upstairs sleeping soundly,” Caden whispered in her ear. “Ask me to stay, Savannah.”

			Her eyes fluttered closed, and when she looked at him again, desire lurked in those hazel-green depths. “Stay.” Then she lifted up on her tippy toes and kissed him deeply. Her breasts pressed against his chest, and Caden’s erection jerked to life. He groaned out loud, and before she could say another word, he lifted her into his arms and walked down the hall to her bedroom.

			The room was dark with only the moonlight spearing through the curtains. Caden didn’t care. The minute the door swung shut, he pulled her into his arms, unable to disguise his hunger. He bent down and claimed her mouth in a slow kiss. She kissed him back with equal fervor. But he wanted her naked and writhing underneath him. Maybe then he could forget the empty years of having other women in his bed. Women who weren’t Savannah.

			“Do you have any idea how much I want you?” he asked when he finally lifted his head. He wanted her more than anything or anyone he had wanted in a long time.

			“As much as I want you,” Savannah murmured.

			Quickly, they undressed each other, eager to be together. When she was finally naked and lying on the embroidered bedspread, Caden allowed his gaze to rake over her. He loved her voluptuous body, from her full, luscious breasts to her curvy bottom.

			He began to stroke her, tracing an erotic pathway over her naked skin. She writhed her hips impatiently, and Caden knew where she wanted him to touch her most, but he was making her wait.

			“Caden,” she moaned.

			“Hmm?” he murmured as he watched the rise and fall of her bountiful breasts. “Is this what you want?” He slipped his hand between her thighs, parted them, and hovered his finger over the sensitive bud.

			“Yes.”

			“And this.” He teased her quivering flesh with a flick of his finger.

			“Yes!”

			He laughed softly and began to strum Savannah until she almost shot off the bed. His rhythm was slow and steady as he lured her closer and closer toward the peak until eventually she shattered completely, crying out his name.

			He loved Savannah’s passion. She had been that way from the start when they’d been together in New York, and time had only seemed to strengthen their connection. It was more potent now.

			While Savannah still spasmed, he reached for his pants and donned a condom. He returned and slipped on top of her, and she opened her legs, allowing him entry. He took it, pushing inside.

			When her body clenched around his rigid length, he groaned. “You feel incredible.” Then he was moving inside her, thrusting deep.

			“So do you.” Savannah wrapped her legs around his waist as he established a hard rhythm that she quickly matched, undulating her hips to go with him stroke for stroke. She clung to his sweat-soaked back, and then her orgasm struck and she screamed out his name as he bucked within her. He took flight soon after as he too reached the peak and fell over the edge.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			“Okay, let me get this straight. You not only have an eleven-year-old autistic son you never knew about, but you also want to marry the woman who kept him from you?” Jack asked when Caden shared his plans with him the following day. Caden knew he had to tell him sooner rather than later.

			“That’s right.”

			Jack shook his head. “What the hell? How could you keep something like this from me? This is integral to your campaign.”

			“Don’t look at me like that, Jack. I had no idea when I asked you to find Savannah I’d be thrown for such a loop. I was searching for closure on a relationship that has dogged me for years. It’s been the reason I haven’t been able to fully commit to another woman. Can you imagine my surprise?”

			“I’m sorry. It’s just that this is quite extraordinary, and I’m trying to figure out how to spin it.”

			“There’s nothing to spin. I’ve discovered I have a child, and we’ve both decided we want to give our son a two-parent home. End of story.”

			“C’mon, Caden. You’re not that naïve. The press is going to have a field day with this. They’ll spin it like you abandoned him and are now marrying Savannah to keep your image squeaky clean.”

			“That’s not true.”

			“Yeah, but voters might believe it. You have to be prepared to answer the tough questions because trust me, you’re going to be under a microscope when this comes out.”

			“I have nothing to hide. Or at least I don’t.”

			Jack’s eyes narrowed. “Meaning someone else close to you has a secret? If so, tell me now so I know what we’re dealing with.”

			“My mother—she set this whole thing in motion by interfering in my life.”

			“How?”

			“Twelve years ago before we graduated, she went to West Point, told Savannah not to weigh me down with a wife and kids. She offered her money, but Savannah didn’t take it. Instead she left, leaving me to wonder what I did wrong.”

			“You must be very upset with your mother.”

			“What do you think? I’m furious with her. She altered the course of my life, my son’s life, by interfering when she had no right to. I’m only trying to make things right.”

			“And what about you? I get it. You want to claim your son, but you don’t have to marry Savannah either. You’ll never get those years back you lost, Caden.”

			“Don’t you think I know that? But I can forge a new life and get to know Liam. There’s so much I’ve missed. I don’t want to miss another minute. I want to be there for him.”

			“And Savannah?”

			“What about her?”

			“So Liam and Savannah are a package deal?”

			“Marriage, to me, benefits everyone. Savannah will no longer have to struggle to make ends meet taking care of Liam and her grandmother. I get to have a relationship with my son. And well, the rest is just icing on the cake.”

			“The rest meaning your feelings for this woman? The woman you’ve never truly been able to get over? Have you examined why you’re so eager to put a ring on it? Are you still in love with her, Caden?”

			Caden wasn’t prepared to answer that question because he didn’t know the answer. His emotions were all over the place. He was angry with Savannah for her deception in keeping Liam from him, but he remained equally enamored with her. Their marriage would ensure that he would have twenty-four-hour access to his son and as a result, Savannah would be in his bed, where she belonged.

			“I’m not in love with Savannah, but I do feel as if we have unfinished business.”

			“And marriage will clear that up? That’s doubtful. I think your head is in the clouds, my friend, or you’re letting another one rule you.”

			Caden laughed. “I don’t deny the sexual chemistry between us is off the charts, but I’m doing what’s best for my family.” And if he should benefit personally, then Caden saw it as a win-win.

			“Alright, but don’t say I didn’t warn you. Marrying Savannah will bring new challenges and obstacles you’ve never faced.”

			Is Jack right? Am I headed for a fall?
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			“So what do you think?” Caden asked when Savannah and Liam sat down to his dining room table two days later. He’d invited them both for dinner so they could reveal their marriage plans to Liam. He’d had a personal chef he’d met a number of years ago prepare a home-cooked meal of baked salmon with a buttery golden breadcrumb and parsley accompanied by asparagus and herb-roasted potatoes with a hollandaise sauce.

			He’d given Liam and Savannah a tour of his resort-lodge-style home nestled on a hilltop with lush woodlands and a large backyard and infinity pool. When they arrived, Caden had swept his lips across the softest pair of lips he’d ever kissed. If he’d had his way, he would have swept his hands across her generous backside, threaded his hands through her glossy hair, and molded the firm swell of her breasts in his hands. Instead, all he could do was look.

			“It’s very big,” Liam said, placing his napkin in his lap. “Why do you have so many rooms if you live alone?”

			His son had not understood why he had six bedrooms and five full bathrooms along with a large kitchen that would make any person dream of creating culinary delights, including Savannah. She’d oohed and aahed over the professional appliances, abundance of counter space, and butler’s pantry. And she’d sighed with pleasure at the thought of refreshing herself in the deep-soaking tub in the master suite.

			“Well, that’s the thing, son,” Caden said as he added some salmon, potatoes, and asparagus to a plate and handed it to Liam. “I was hoping I wouldn’t live here by myself.” He glanced in Savannah’s direction, hoping for an assist.

			“That’s right, Liam,” Savannah added. “Your dad and I were thinking we could all live together. Would you like that?”

			“Live here?” Liam questioned. “But we live with abuela. If we leave her, she will have no one to take care of her.”

			“Abuela is getting older, and it’s harder for me to take care of her,” Savannah replied. “Caden and I have found a really nice home for her so she can have around-the-clock care.”

			Liam frowned. “But that’s what we do. She would get lonely and miss us.”

			“Oh no.” Savannah shook her head. “Abuela would have lots of friends because people her age live in this community. It would be good for her.”

			“But I would miss her,” Liam stated.

			“Which is why we would visit her as often as you want,” Savannah offered, glancing at Caden.

			“The facility is really close by, only five miles away,” Caden added.

			Liam paused as if his brain was calculating the route. “It would take us approximately ten minutes to get there from this location.”

			“So, what do you say, Liam? Would you like to come stay?” Caden asked. When he and Savannah had met for lunch yesterday, she indicated if Liam wasn’t on board then all bets would be off and they’d have to take their relationship slower. Caden attributed her reluctance to cold feet, but now as he sat across from Liam waiting for his answer, he was as nervous as a kindergartner on his first day of school.

			“If we live here, what does that mean? Will you and Mom share a room like other moms and dads?”

			“That’s exactly what that means,” Savannah replied. “Your father and I would get married, and we would live here as a family. How does that sound?”

			“A family.” Liam mulled the words over on his tongue. “A family.” He looked at Caden and then at Savannah. “I think I would like that.”
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			Liam’s acceptance of their marriage arrangement is how Savannah found herself seated in Caden’s BMW with Liam in the back seat as they drove to meet Caden’s family for the first time on Saturday evening. Liam was completely oblivious as he sat playing a video game on his iPad, a gift Caden had given him as a welcome home present at his house last night. Liam was enthralled and, besides the several hours they had spent at Legoland today, he had done nothing else but play with the device.

			Savannah wished she could be as lucky as Liam to immerse herself in a gadget instead of what lay ahead: facing the Mitchells.

			“Are you nervous?” Caden asked, glancing over at Savannah as she wrung her hands in her lap.

			Savannah inhaled deeply. “Yes. Wouldn’t you be? Your family has cause not to like me.” Though Savannah was determined to put her best foot forward, she anticipated a chilly reception from Caden’s family. She’d kept Liam from them. She doubted they’d greet her with open arms, especially not Camilla Mitchell, who Caden was still quite angry with. He told Savannah he hadn’t spoken to his mother in nearly a week despite her repeated requests for an audience.

			“I’ve warned all of them to be on their best behavior or face my wrath,” Caden said. “I refuse to let anyone upset Liam.”

			“Of course.” Savannah plastered a smile on her face, but as Caden drove through the wealthy part of Baltimore, where the rich folks had large amounts of money to live the American dream, she felt as if she was way out of her depth.

			The imposing house, surrounded by oak and magnolia trees, soared up from the sunset evening. The lawn was expertly manicured, and dotted around the front door were beautiful antique pots filled with bright flowers. Caden came around to her door to help her out as she exited the vehicle. As she stood straight, Savannah glanced upward and prayed to God for inner strength tonight.

			How difficult could this be?

			Liam alighted soon after, following her and Caden up the front steps, where a sharp-eyed housekeeper met them at the entrance.

			“Rosa, good to see you.” Caden bent down and kissed the middle-aged Spanish woman.

			“You as well, Mr. Caden. The family is waiting for you in the parlor.”

			“Thank you.” Caden turned to Savannah. “Ready?” He glanced over at Liam, but his head was still in the iPad. Savannah was glad for the distraction because she never knew how Liam would react in a new place.

			She nodded and he linked his fingers with hers and they headed down the hall. As she walked beside Caden, she marveled at the gleaming marble floors and artwork on the walls, which she knew weren’t prints … that’s until they arrived at a formal room and several sets of eyes landed on her.

			“Mother, Father, I’d like to introduce you to my fiancée, Savannah, and our son, Liam.”

			“Fiancée?” The older woman stood up. Savannah noted that Camilla Mitchell hadn’t changed a bit in twelve years, except for her hair. Now, it was a sophisticated bob rather than straight and shoulder length as she’d worn it long ago, but her fashion sense remained the same. She wore tailored slacks with a pink silk shirt, and diamonds dripped from her earlobes. She was sophistication and good breeding all rolled into one.

			“That’s right, Mother.” Caden turned and smiled at Savannah, making her knees go weak. “We’re getting married.” He only had to look at her to make an ache unfurl low in her belly. Today, he’d chosen to wear dark trousers and a black shirt with the top two buttons undone.

			“Congratulations, son.” Cal Mitchell walked toward them, and Caden released Savannah’s hand just as his father swept her into a firm hug. “Welcome to the family, Savannah. And is this Liam?” He glanced down at his grandson, who’d failed to look up since they entered the room.

			Savannah walked over to him. “Liam, would you like to meet your grandparents?” Finally, he glanced up from the device, and Savannah breathed a sigh of relief.

			Liam looked at her and then around the room at all the new faces. Then he resumed playing.

			Savannah looked at Cal, but he shook his head. “It’s alright. This must be very overwhelming for Liam. Please come in and have a drink, and when he’s ready, Liam can engage with us.”

			She smiled at Caden’s father. He’d done his research. They couldn’t force Liam to participate. He was in new surroundings. They had to allow him to come to them.

			“That’s right.” The fair-skinned man she’d met at the fundraising ball came toward her with his hand outstretched. “I’m Cam—Cameron, that is,” he said, shaking her hand, “Caden’s brother. But we’ve met before, yeah?”

			Savannah grinned. “Yes, at the fundraiser. It’s great to officially meet you.”

			“You as well.”

			Their conversation was cut short as a big bear of a man set upon Savannah, extending his hand.

			“Carter Mitchell,” he said. “I’m glad to see Caden is doing the right thing. Welcome to the family.”

			“Grandfather …” A warning issued from Caden’s tone. “Don’t start.”

			Carter shrugged. “What?” He looked at his grandson and then turned to Savannah. “Have I said anything to offend you?”

			“No, sir.”

			“See?” Carter said. “If anyone should be on the hot seat right now it’s Camilla, not me.”

			At the sound of her nemesis’s name, Caden’s mother stepped into the circle. “Savannah.” She inclined her head.

			“Mrs. Mitchell.” There was no way she was calling this woman “Mom.”

			“Considering everything that’s happened in the past, I want to thank you for agreeing to come this evening,” Camilla said.

			“It’s important that Liam gets to know his father’s side of the family,” Savannah said, looking at Caden, who hadn’t left her side throughout the introductions.

			“That’s very magnanimous of you,” Camilla responded. Her eyes misted as she glanced in Liam’s direction.

			Rosa came and informed them that dinner was ready. They retired to the dining room, where they feasted on a three-course meal of lobster bisque followed by a chicken bathed in cream sauce with fingerling potatoes and fresh green beans.

			The different shapes of the potatoes enthralled Liam. Inwardly, Savannah was relieved because she was wondering if he would bother to look up from his iPad, but he enjoyed the meal.

			“This is delicious,” he exclaimed. His face lit up as he ate.

			“I’m so glad you’re enjoying it,” Camilla replied. “What’s your favorite meal? The next time you come over, I can have our cook make it up for you.”

			“Cheeseburgers,” Liam said with a smile as he spread more butter on yet another of the heavenly rolls that had come with dinner.

			Savannah chuckled because she doubted Camilla had ever had a cheeseburger a day in her life.

			“Then we’ll have a cookout the next time you visit,” Camilla said.

			Cal smirked. “I can’t recall the last one we had.”

			“Never mind your grandfather, Liam. We’ll have cheeseburgers with all the accoutrements.”

			Liam looked across the table at her. “What’s an accoutrement?”

			The entire table howled with laughter while Camilla looked flummoxed about what to say. The rest of the evening continued in much the same vein. The Mitchell family would occasionally pepper Liam with a personal question, and most times he answered. By the time the decadent desert of Baked Alaska came, Caden was leaning over and whispering in Savannah’s ear, “This went much better than I anticipated.”

			“I know.” She’d expected Camilla to be ice cold, but instead she’d been warm, effusively so. Savannah eventually excused herself but got lost on her way back to the dining room and found herself in a truly feminine room done in florals and pastels. The room had to belong to Camilla.

			“Lovely, isn’t it?” a feminine voice said from behind Savannah, causing her to spin around.

			“Mrs. Mitchell, you startled me.”

			“I’m sorry. That wasn’t my intention. I assumed you heard my approach.”

			Savannah shook her head. “I was admiring the beautiful room you have.”

			“It’s one of a kind.”

			“Yes, it is.”

			Savannah glanced out of the door and down the hall toward the dining room.

			“Liam is with his father and his family. He’ll be fine.” Camilla spoke Savannah’s fear out loud: “And I would like a moment alone with you, if you don’t mind.”

			Savannah’s heart sank, and here she thought the evening was going so well. “Certainly.”

			She was surprised when the older woman slid her arm around hers and uttered these words: “I know this may come as a shock to you, but it has been my greatest regret in life to discover that I steered you and Liam away from a life with Caden.”

			Savannah didn’t know how to respond.

			“When I came to see you in New York, I had some misguided notion you might be a townie, one of those girls who preys on West Point men in the hopes they’ll take them away from the provincial life.”

			“That wasn’t me.”

			“I can see that. Now that we’ve spent some time together, I can see I misjudged you and therefore made a grave error, which cost Caden precious time with his son.”

			Savannah wanted to agree, but clearly Camilla Mitchell was in her own private hell. “Although he is here tonight, Caden is very angry with me. I’m not sure if he’ll ever forgive me for the damage I’ve caused, but you must know as his mother, I’ll never stop trying to convince him.”

			“Of course, but I’m not sure what you want from me, Mrs. Mitchell. Absolution? Because I’m not sure I can give you that right now.”

			“I understand. I was just hoping you might allow me to do something nice for you and Caden.”

			“Like what?”

			“Give you a wedding,” Camilla suggested, “here at the house. I can arrange something discreet without the press being any the wiser. Please let me do this for you.”

			“What?” Savannah’s eyes were as wide as saucers widening to plates as she looked at his mother. “Caden doesn’t want to make a fuss.”

			“I know he doesn’t,” Camilla said, “but I owe you both this. More even, but I can give you this.”

			“Alright.”

			A smile spread across Camilla’s caramel features. “Excellent. I’ll get right on it and send you the details.”

			“Sounds good.”

			“Walk back with me?” Camilla offered.

			“Can you give me a minute?”

			“Of course.” Camilla left Savannah, who stood by a window in the room for a moment, soaking in the view. The terrace with the low pools of soft lights illuminated the greenery, giving it an almost fairy tale glow, but Savannah had to remind herself that this was no fairy tale romance. Not anymore.

			Everything was moving so quickly that she felt out of control. One minute, she was a single mother taking care of her elderly abuela and her autistic son. The next, she was engaged to marry a gubernatorial candidate and move into his luxurious home. How was she supposed to stop herself from falling in love with him? She was already treading a very fine line, and it wasn’t going to take much to push her over it. She was more than halfway there already.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			Savannah sensed a presence behind her and found eyes like dark chocolate and smoky long lashes looking back at her. Caden had always been drop-dead sexy, and Savannah doubted she would ever get tired of his carved face, chiseled cheekbones, and sinful lips.

			“I just saw my mother leave,” Caden said, glancing behind him. “Is everything okay? Do I need to remind her yet again to not interfere?”

			“Easy, lover.” Savannah patted his chest and noticed his eyes darken. “That wasn’t an invitation.” She smirked. “Your mother was actually apologizing.”

			He snorted. “She doesn’t know the word.”

			“Don’t sell her short. She knows what she did was wrong and that it had irrevocable repercussions for all of us. She wants to make amends, even offered the use of the house for our wedding.”

			“Really?”

			“Yes. I was as surprised as you are, but ultimately it comes down to this: Your mother loves you, Caden. She has her faults, just as any mother does, myself included.”

			Caden stared at her incredulously. “How can you be so forgiving after everything she’s done? After everything she’s cost us?”

			“Stay angry? I could do that, but the only person it would hurt is me and even Liam if I let my anger toward his grandmother rule me. I won’t do it. I won’t give her that much power ever again.”

			“You’ve changed,” Caden said.

			“I had to. I’m a mother now. I had to grow up because of Liam. He gives my life meaning and purpose.”

			Caden’s eyes rested on her. She could feel them on every part of her being. His hand lifted to caress her cheek. “You’re an amazing mother, Savannah. Our son is very lucky to have you, as am I.”

			“Are you sure we’re doing the right thing?” Savannah asked. “Marriage is a huge step.” She didn’t want to be blinded by passion.

			“Before you came out here and spoke with my mother, you were fine with the arrangement.”

			“I know, but …” Savannah didn’t want to explain that if she allowed herself to marry him she could fall in love with him. The first time nearly destroyed her when she left him. Suddenly, Savannah wasn’t sure she could do it again.

			“But what?” he asked. “I want to marry you, Savannah, and have a life with you and Liam. Is it so wrong to want a family?”

			“Of course not,” Savannah said, moving away from him. She needed to place space between herself and his magnetic pull. “I’m just …”

			“Afraid,” Caden added. “I get it, but you can’t deny the truth of what we have. We burn for each other, Savannah.” His voice dropped to a husky whisper. “Even now when you want to push me away, your eyes say otherwise.”

			Across the short distance, his eyes reached and hung on to hers. Savannah could feel herself being drawn further into his web. “This is all new to you,” she said. “Your feelings could change. After the election is over, you could feel trapped in a marriage of convenience.”

			“Our marriage will be far from one of convenience. I intend for it to be real, Savi.”

			That’s what she feared. Could she allow herself to believe, to want, to hope for a happy future with her, Caden, and Liam?
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			Caden didn’t understand Savannah’s about-face. What happened for her to have doubts about them getting married? And how could he rid her of them?

			“Do you doubt I’ll be a good husband?” he asked. “A good father to Liam? You must know I will do everything in my power to make a good life and home for you both.”

			“I know that.”

			“Then why this sudden reluctance?” Caden pressed. “What’s wrong?” He wanted an answer. He refused to let Savannah and his son slip through his fingers again.

			Savannah was silent for several moments, then she whispered, “Nothing.”

			“Say that again?”

			“I will marry you,” Savannah said, repeating the words she had uttered days ago, the words Caden so desperately wanted to hear again. Warmth flooded his entire being. If she’d reversed her decision, Caden didn’t know what he would have done.

			He reached for her, pulling her into his embrace, and she gave a little gasp. He cupped the sides of her face and tilted it upward. His lips touched hers, sealing their fate. Savannah’s eyes fluttered shut as the kiss went on and on and on …

			When he finally lifted his mouth from hers, Savannah was staring at him dazed and confused, her lips still parted.

			“It’s settled then. We’ll be married next weekend.” His voice was husky even to his own ears.

			“How can you be so sure we won’t be making a mistake?”

			“Because we’re doing what’s right.” Caden had always had a strong moral compass, and marrying the mother of his child, a woman he desired, made for a perfect match. There was no way Savannah could hide her responsiveness to him. It blazed in the furtive glances she was giving him even though she tried to hide it behind lowered lashes.

			She desires me as much I desire her.

			It was a start they could build their marriage on. He was tired of the interludes with women that punctuated his adulthood. He was ready for something different. No, he wanted someone different.

			He wanted the only woman who’d ever beguiled him from his very first glimpse. He welcomed the opportunity to put his ring on her finger and finally make her his.

			“C’mon,” Caden said, holding out his hand, “let’s go get Liam and get out of here.” It was time for their new life to begin.
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			“You’re getting married?” Incredulity sprang from her mother’s question when Savannah called her the next day. “To who? It’s not like you even date.”

			“Thanks, Mama.”

			“Hey, don’t shoot the messenger.”

			Could she fault Carmen? Not really. It wasn’t like Savannah made any attempt to hide it. Her life revolved around taking care of Liam and her abuela, but she didn’t need her mother to point that out.

			“So?”

			Savannah realized Carmen was waiting for an answer. “I’m marrying Caden Mitchell.”

			“Liam’s father?”

			“That’s right.”

			“How on earth did this happen? You haven’t spoken about the man for over a decade. Why now? What’s changed?”

			Carmen loved to gossip. There was no way Savannah could be honest about her real reason for joining herself in matrimony to Caden. Carmen would tell anyone who would listen whatever she said. Savannah would have to spin it, make it seem like a love story for the ages.

			“Recently, we reconnected, and I don’t know …” Her voice trailed off. “We realized feelings were still there that we wanted to explore, and one thing led to another and here we are.”

			“Wow! I didn’t think anyone could break through the barrier you’ve had around yourself for years, Savannah, but apparently it just needed to be the right man. ”

			“I’m not impervious. I have a heart.”

			Her mother sighed heavily. “I know that, Savannah, but you only show it to a select few. I don’t recall ever being a recipient of this great emotion you have.”

			Maybe because you never deserved it.

			“Do we have to fight, Mama? Because that’s not why I called. I wanted to share my happy news and see if you would come. We’ll have a small, intimate wedding next Sunday.”

			“Why the rush? You’re not pregnant again, Savannah, are you? After Liam, didn’t that teach you to protect yourself? I would hate for you to find yourself in a marriage of convenience.”

			Little did she know that was exactly what Savannah had signed up for. Although they hardly knew each other, she’d agreed to be Caden’s wife to provide Liam with a stable two-parent home and give him the extended family he deserved.

			“No, I’m not pregnant, Mama.”

			“Oh thank God. Men like Caden Mitchell don’t marry women like you typically, so consider yourself lucky he’s taking a chance on you.”

			“You make me sound like some charity case.”

			“I’m sorry, but didn’t I read somewhere that he’s running for public office? You’re going to be in the public eye, Savannah. You’re going to need to revamp your image if you’re going to stand up to the scrutiny of being a politician’s wife, though I’m sure Caden’s already thought of giving you a full makeover.”

			Savannah instantly regretted calling Carmen with her news. She’d already had her reservations about marrying Caden, and her mother wasn’t helping. In fact, she was feeding all of Savannah’s insecurities about what she’d signed up for. She didn’t know how to be in the public eye. She was a nurse, for chrissakes. What did she know about being a politician’s wife?

			What if I make a complete fool of myself?

			“I have to go,” Savannah said.

			“Don’t forget to text me with the details. I’ll be there for the wedding.”

			That’s what Savannah was afraid of. Having Carmen there would only add to her anxiety. She had to call Caden and convince him this was a bad idea. Once she explained the situation, he would see how futile it would be to try to mold her into the perfect wife.
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			“Savannah and I will be married this coming Sunday,” Caden told Jack when they met at his campaign office on Monday morning. They were meeting to go over Caden’s speech for a lunch later that afternoon with the Seafarers International Union.

			He and his opponent, Eric Thomas, would be discussing issues important to the union. The more endorsements Caden could line up would further cement his run against Thomas, the more seasoned politician. He was determined to prove he had sound ideas to lead the state of Maryland.

			“So you’re admitting you have feelings for this woman?”

			“I’m telling you Savannah and I are doing what’s best for our son.” Caden didn’t want to examine how he felt about Savannah too closely.

			“Does she understand what she’s signing up for? Have you explained what’s expected of her being your wife? She’s not marrying an average Joe. You’re running for public office, which means you’ll be in the spotlight. Is she prepared to have that light shined on her?”

			“She knows.”

			“Knowing and understanding are two entirely different things. I’d like to meet her, go over the expectation and be sure she understands. We need to get Savannah a personal stylist. I know just the person. Kianna Watson will help outfit her with the right wardrobe. We want to project the right image because she’ll be heavily scrutinized.”

			Caden hated to admit it, but he agreed with Jack. Although he appreciated Savannah’s easy vibe, she would need to adjust her outward appearance to conform to what was expected of a public figure. He was certain he would get major pushback. “Alright, I’ll call her.”

			“I’m glad you’re not going to fight me on this.”

			“No, because I fear one is already ahead of me.”
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			“So you want to change me?” Savanah asked, folding her arms across her ample bosom, which Caden had trouble taking his eyes off since he’d walked into her house that evening. She wore an off-the-shoulder romper that bared her shoulders to the sleek curve of her neck. A drawstring waist defined her shape and curved to her delicious bottom, which Caden wouldn’t mind pulling toward him, but she wasn’t having it.

			Savannah hadn’t taken too kindly to his suggestion of a makeover. He probably should have waited until tomorrow to explain it. The day had been grueling, from the talk preparation to the luncheon, in which Eric Thomas made him seem wet behind the ears. But Caden had known he had to tell her himself before Jack could. He loved his campaign manager, but Jack could be too blunt. He wanted to soften the blow.

			“Of course not, Savannah,” Caden responded. “But you’re going to be standing next to me at public events. Everyone’s eyes are going to be on you. I want to set you up for success. Surely, you must have realized this?”

			“I hadn’t actually,” she replied sarcastically. “I don’t live in your world, Caden, so I hadn’t given it much thought. I guess I naively assumed you would campaign on your own, but I suppose having a wife and child in tow would be a big career boost for you.”

			Caden sucked in a breath. “Savannah, don’t go there.”

			“Why shouldn’t I? Are you going to deny that going from being a single candidate to a married one isn’t beneficial to your campaign?” she asked, essentially raising the same question she had asked him on the night of his proposal.

			“Of course I’m not going to lie and say it’s not a benefit. But it’s not why I asked you to marry me. I want to give Liam a home and a family—you, me, him, and my entire family. Is that so wrong?”

			“No. But you have to understand all of this is new to me. I feel as if I’m being thrown into the deep end of the ocean and told to swim.”

			Caden walked toward Savannah and pulled her down to the sofa next to him. “You won’t be. It’s why my campaign manager, Jack, who also happens to be one of my oldest friends, is going to set you up with a stylist. They’ll walk you through everything.”

			“And my job? What about that?”

			Caden had known this discussion was coming but wasn’t looking forward to it. He would have to take a page out of Jack’s book and be blunt. “You might have to give it up,” he suggested. At the horrified look on her face, he quickly added, “Or take a leave of absence, at least for now. Campaigning is going to take up a big part of our time, and I’d like to do this with you at my side.”

			A slow smile spread across her lips. “You do?”

			“Yes, I do.” Caden leaned across to tuck a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “I want you in my life, Savannah. You and Liam. I’m hoping you’ll meet me halfway.”

			“When you put it like that, you make me seem unreasonable.”

			Caden stared deep into her hazel-green eyes. “Not unreasonable. Scared.” He could see the fear lurking in the green depths. “I know this is out of your wheelhouse, but you won’t be alone. I promise you. You’ll have all the help you need to navigate this new world.”

			She visibly swallowed, and Caden could see she was wrestling with her fears. “I don’t want to let you down. I know you have a lot riding on this.”

			“True, but nothing is more important than your and Liam’s well-being.”

			He meant that. If he had to give up running for governor for the welfare of his son and soon-to-be wife, he would do it. He may not like it because he wanted this badly. He had worked his entire life, it seemed, to come to this moment, and he felt he was suited to be the leader of Maryland.

			“Thank you. That means a lot to me.” She rose from the sofa, but Caden grabbed her arm and pulled her into his lap.

			“Caden—”

			His name died on her lips because he was covering her mouth with his. There was no tender exploration. Instead, Caden dove inside the kiss, devouring her lips with the hard pressure of his own. He heard her gasp, and then she was thrusting her tongue into his mouth in a way that was intensely erotic and made him tighten his grip around her waist.

			When he dragged his lips away, Savannah gave a murmur of protest until Caden placed them on the sensitive spot at her nape. Then she was moving her bottom against his crotch, causing him to harden underneath her. He wanted to touch her and explore her body. Before he was even conscious of it, Caden was peeling down the off-the-shoulder romper, revealing Savannah’s bountiful breasts. Once her breasts were bare, he bent his head to first one and then the other. He grazed his teeth over each puckered nipple. Savannah gasped again and curved her hands around the back of his head, urging him all while her hips moved in unspoken invitation.

			Caden’s erection jerked, and lust rushed through his body. He tugged harder on one nipple and then laved it with his tongue. He wanted to take her right here on her living room sofa, but he couldn’t. He needed to show restraint, which was hard to do when he was alone with her. Slowly, he hauled her romper back in place to cover her breasts.

			“I should go,” he said huskily.

			“Why?”

			“Because I have an early morning and so do you.”

			“I do?”

			“Yes. Since tomorrow is your day off, Jack has arranged for you to meet with the stylist while Liam is in school.”

			“Oh, okay.”

			“Trust me, I’d rather stay the night in bed with you, Savi, but neither one of us will get much sleep. Plus, it will be all the sweeter when we’re husband and wife.”

			Caden couldn’t wait for the day when he would have unfettered access to the woman of his dreams. He intended to sate them both day and night until they were spent. Savannah had no idea what he had in store for her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			Savannah was extremely busy in the days leading up to their wedding. She’d met with the stylist Jack had commandeered for her, and she was now in possession of an extensive wardrobe suitable for her role as Caden Mitchell’s wife as well as a beautiful yet simple wedding dress.

			The stylist had taken her to a salon where they’d chopped off several inches of Savannah’s hair until it fell a few inches below her shoulders. A makeup artist had given her a lesson on how to highlight her best features so much so that Caden had hardly recognized her that evening when she met him at his office.

			Caden told her that his mom was arranging a small but lavish spread for their immediate family. Savannah didn’t have many people on her side other than her mother, abuela, and Charlotte. She’d finally explained to her friend that she and Caden were getting married. Charlotte had screamed from joy.

			After that night on her sofa, in which Savannah had nearly begged Caden to make love to her, her life seemed to have spiraled out of her control. Caden hired a moving company to pack up her abuela’s house. She couldn’t complain. The new living facility her grandmother was being moved to was top notch.

			It was Saturday morning, and the movers had already arrived to move her abuela. However, Liam had become unruly and she’d called Caden, who luckily didn’t have a campaign event. Savannah knew that wouldn’t always be the case. She was thankful that he could stop everything and arrive as soon as he could.

			“I don’t like this,” Liam now said as they placed her grandmother in the van. “I want her to stay.”

			“You remember, sweetheart, I told you that your abuela will be taken care of much better in this new facility. They can take better care of her than I can. We can go see her anytime you want.”

			“It won’t be the same.”

			“True,” Caden joined in, taking off his suit jacket. “But think of what you will be getting. You’ll get to live with me and your mom in a big house with a pool and a big back yard.”

			“Pool,” Liam repeated.

			“That’s right.” Savannah nodded as she glanced at Caden. “We’re going to have so much fun. You, me, and your father.”

			The light gleaming in Caden’s eyes was evident, and it warmed Savannah’s heart considering she and Liam’s lives were changing so drastically from their previous quiet existence. Caden’s life was full and in Technicolor.

			“You promise?” Liam asked hopefully.

			“Yes.” Savannah prayed she was telling the truth because she too was afraid of all the changes ahead. She hoped she wasn’t making the biggest mistake of her life.
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			On Sunday, Caden stood under the white hydrangea and red-rose-draped canopy as he glanced over at the officiant, who threw him an encouraging smile. He couldn’t believe the day had finally arrived when he would marry Savannah Grace Vasquez. Although marriage was unknown, he wasn’t in the least bit nervous at the prospect of joining their lives.

			“You okay?” Cameron asked by his side. He’d asked his younger brother to stand up for him because Cage was nowhere to be found. Most likely his Navy Seal brother was on yet another secret mission. He wondered what it was that kept him away from the family.

			“I’m great,” Caden replied.

			This moment was twelve years in the making. He’d known when he was a West Point cadet that Savannah would be his bride one day, but then she’d run away. Caden had never thought the day would come that the dream he’d had back then would ever come to fruition, but now it was finally happening.

			Was he trying to relive the past?

			Recapture what he and Savannah once had?

			Maybe. But learning of Liam’s existence had changed everything. He wanted his son to have the very best in life, which included having two loving parents. And if those parents happened to not be able to keep their hands off each other, all the better. They had the makings for a good marriage.

			So what if love wasn’t part of the equation? Caden no longer had any illusion on that score. He’d tried the love approach his first go-round with Savannah. This time he was basing their relationship on honesty. So why was his conscious experiencing a flicker of unease?

			Perhaps because he’d once been madly in love with this woman and she’d broken his heart terribly. And by marrying her, she could again. No, no, he wouldn’t let that happen.

			A sudden rustle of movement caused Caden to look up, and as he did, any doubts he might have harbored fled.
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			Savannah took a deep breath and then smiled down at her escort, Liam. They’d practiced this moment for several days, but she was afraid all the eyes on Liam might cause him to bolt. Instead, as instructed, Liam kept his eyes on Caden, who was beaming at his son.

			Savannah focused on Caden as she made her way down the aisle of the terrace. He looked handsome in a dark suit and white tie. Hands down, he beat any other man Savannah had ever met. Out of the periphery of her eye, she could see Caden’s parents getting to their feet, as well as Charlotte, her mother, and her abuela in a wheelchair, but Savannah’s eyes were mostly fixed on the man standing at the far end of the aisle looking dapper in a tuxedo.

			Is this what we could have had twelve years ago? Did my fears and insecurities once deny us this day? There was no time to answer those thoughts because she and Liam’s walk had ended. Caden was patting Liam’s shoulder and praising him for a job well done. Savannah watched Liam take his seat beside her mother and glanced back up to find Caden’s midnight eyes on her.

			Her breath caught as it always did, especially when his long, dark lashes were lazily sweeping over her, taking in every detail.

			“You look incredible!” he said so only she could hear.

			“Thank you,” she murmured.

			Savannah didn’t hear much else as the officiant began to speak. She barely heard herself recite the traditional vows. Instead, she watched with something like astonishment as Caden slid the wedding ring on her nervous finger. Then she said more words as did Caden, slid a wedding band on his finger and soon the officiant was joining them in holy matrimony.

			After nearly twelve years, she was Caden’s wife.
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			Caden was glad to be on the road with Savannah in his BMW, driving away from the Mitchell mansion. The ceremony had been civil and short, unlike the wedding he’d once imagined in which he’d heard himself saying flowery words as Savannah trailed down the aisle in an amazing dress. But today was just a simple service followed by a delicious lunch of delicacies his mother had ensured were on hand.

			He’d been introduced to Carmen Vasquez, Savannah’s mother, and what a character she was. She made no qualms about her joy over Savannah’s rise in station. In fact, at one point, she cornered Caden to ask if he would be able to help her financially. Dear Lord! No wonder Savannah had no relationship with her mother. She was why Liam would be staying with Charlotte while they were away.

			Caden’s mother, however, would have much preferred getting to know her grandson while they honeymooned, but Caden and Savannah had agreed that Liam had been through a significant amount of change during the last week. Leaving him for a week with someone he didn’t know would be asking for trouble, and Charlotte had graciously agreed to allow the newlyweds some time to themselves.

			Meanwhile, Caden would have preferred to take two weeks off to fully indulge in having his wife all to himself to slake the lust that had been building between them all week. But he’d only been able to carve out a week for their honeymoon. Caden would take full advantage of uninterrupted sex with Savannah.

			He’d purposely kept away from her because he’d known that anticipation would make their coming together all the sweeter. But it also meant he had a raging erection now. It was a good thing she’d been kept busy with a personal stylist, moving, and getting ready for the wedding. Fortunately, she had been able to use vacation days to take the time off from work in preparation for her nuptials and to honeymoon too.

			Now, it was just the two of them driving to a vacation rental in a nearby beach town near the Chesapeake Bay. After an hour and a half on the road, Caden pulled into the gravel driveway and parked his BMW. “We’re here!” He turned to face Savannah, who’d quietly dozed for most of their journey.

			Savannah stirred, slowly awakening and looking at her surroundings. The cottage was on the lakefront and completely private. “Where are we?”

			“On the Chesapeake Bay, about an hour or so outside Baltimore. What do you think?”

			“I like it!” Savannah slipped on the four-inch heels she’d worn during the ceremony.

			Caden jumped out of the car and opened the trunk to remove their luggage. After Savannah exited the vehicle, he led her to the cottage, and after producing a key, he lifted her off her feet and swung open the front door.

			“Welcome to your honeymoon, Mrs. Mitchell.” Slowly, he lowered her to the floor, sliding Savannah down his body so she could feel every inch of the hard length of him.

			“Oh!” she gasped when she came into contact with his erection. Immediately, she pushed away.

			He grinned and said, “I’ll go get our luggage.” He was back in a few minutes and saw that Savannah’s shoes were left in the foyer. She was making herself comfortable in the kitchen and opening a bottle of wine with a cork opener. He’d made sure the cottage was fully stocked with food and wine. After pouring them both glasses, she walked over and handed him one.

			“This place is great,” she said, looking at the open kitchen, living, and dining room that faced a large wall of glass doors overlooking the bay.

			“Wait until you see the rest of the place,” Caden said. He’d made sure the master bedroom and bathroom were luxuriously appointed because he had several ideas in mind for them. “C’mon, I’ll give you a tour.”

			He led her from the kitchen to the master bedroom, done in white, teal, and blues with a large four-poster bed. Then there was the master bath with travertine tile, modern above-counter sink, rainfall shower, and a sumptuous sunken Jacuzzi tub complete with a plush shag rug in front of the fireplace. Caden was already thinking he intended to make love to Savannah in front of that very thing.

			Savannah must have been thinking the same thing because she blushed and quickly moved out of the bathroom. “Can I see the rest of the house?”

			“Of course,” Caden said. “There’s a door here,” he said, lifting a curtain in the master bedroom, “that leads out to the terrace. The view is—”

			“Spectacular,” Savannah finished. “We can eat out here.” A dining table was set up as well as two Adirondack chairs.

			“Or walk down the deck to the water,” Caden offered. For a sizable deposit, the owner of the cottage had agreed to allow them the use of his boat and jet skis.

			“I look forward to it, but I have to admit I’m surprised.”

			“Why?”

			She shrugged. “I don’t know. I thought you might want something more glitzy or glamorous.”

			“There’s a lot you have to learn about me, Savannah. My public image is one thing, but in private I’m really down to earth. Besides, I didn’t want to share you with anyone. I wanted you all to myself.”

			He was gratified to see a blush stain her cheeks, but he’d waited this long, a few more minutes wouldn’t hurt. “Let’s just enjoy this down time getting to know each other,” he said. “There will be plenty of time for us to be onstage in the coming months. Sound good?”

			“Oh, it does!” Warmth oozed from her voice—exactly what Caden wanted. He wanted this weekend to break down any further barriers between them, and he planned to ensure that happened.
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			They continued enjoying the wine as they sat in the Adirondack chairs watching the sunset until the doorbell rang with their dinner. Since it was their first official night as husband and wife, Caden had arranged for a caterer to bring them truffle scallops and creamy risotto with crispy, roasted mushrooms. Afterward, they would have to fend for themselves, but tonight, he wanted to make it special. And Savannah felt every bit of special.

			Throughout the evening while they dined, Caden gazed at her, leaving no doubt of how he wanted the night to end. But she was grateful when he adopted a more genial air and regaled her with anecdotes about his adventurous life in the military and the rigors he’d endured in Afghanistan and Iraq. Even though he had been an officer, physical and creature comforts had been scarce.

			Despite his fascinating stories, eventually a long yawn bellowed from her mouth. “I’m so sorry.”

			“Don’t apologize.” He pushed back his chair, getting to his feet. “You’ve had a long day. Perhaps you would like to retire to bed.”

			The inference was alone, but Caden was too much of a gentleman to say so.

			“No, I would love some fresh air,” Savannah said.

			The night was cloudy with only a faint breeze of ocean air, and once outside on the deck, Savannah gave a sigh of pleasure. It was so great to be away from the city and life’s stresses.

			“This place is great, isn’t it?” Caden said. “You can let all your worries go.”

			“And do you have them?” Savannah asked. “Worries?”

			He glanced over at her. “Of course. I know it may seem as if I don’t have a care in the world, but I want to not only be a good father and husband but governor as well.”

			“Something tells me the road ahead won’t be easy.”

			“I won’t sugarcoat it, Savannah. I have my work cut out for me. I’m relatively unknown in the state, other than in Baltimore, while Eric Thomas has been a state congressman for decades. He will be a worthy opponent.”

			“And you will rise to the occasion. You’ve always had a drive to succeed.”

			“How can you know that?”

			“We may not have known each other long while you were at West Point, but you were determined, disciplined, and needed to excel.”

			“I’m surprised you remember.”

			“I’ve never forgotten you, Caden.” The moment the words were out, Savannah couldn’t take them back and she didn’t want to. She’d had a lifetime of yearning for this man. The reality of their future was that they were married, and if she wanted to give it a fighting chance, she had to take a risk and lay herself bare, so she continued. “I’ve never stopped wanting you, and I never thought I’d ever get the chance—”

			Her words were lost because Caden jerked her toward him, sunk his fingers deep into her hair, and crushed his mouth down on hers. The kiss was raw and fierce, whipping her into a frenzy of sensations that in her wildest dreams she would never have imagined. Her mouth clung to his, and a low moan broke from her throat, feeding the hunger she’d kept bottled inside her.

			But the hunger was free now, and their mouths moved together, seeking and finding each other with a savage need Savannah thought she might drown from—from the masterful glide of his lips, the sensuous nip of his teeth, or the sexy mating dance of their tongues as they dueled with each other. Caden left no part of her mouth untouched, and Savannah felt her nipples turn taut and her panties become damp with lust.

			His arms were like steel bands around her body, and when he squeezed his hard thigh between hers, she began rubbing herself against him, desperate for contact.

			Caden lifted his head. “We need to take this inside before I have you right here on the deck.”

			Once inside, they divested themselves of their clothes with economical movements until they were both naked and reaching for each other. The graze of Caden’s fingertips on a swollen nipple sent a moan rippling out of Savannah’s mouth, and when he rolled it back and forth with his fingers, she felt an arrow of need center in her lower belly.

			She twined her hands around his neck, begging for more, and he gave it, bringing the other breast to his mouth with delicious whorls and flicks of his tongue. She didn’t protest when his fingers dipped into her folds and found her wet warmth. Instead, Savannah arched into the fingers he pushed inside her.

			First one and then a second. She cried out as he teased her and made her crazy with need. But Savannah was no casual observer. While Caden paused in his exploration, she ran her palms down his neck to his defined pectorals. His skin was warm and his hair springy to her touch, but that didn’t stop her. She touched him all over, running her hands over his hard body, broad chest, and rock-hard abdomen.

			When she came to his arousal, she licked her lips and heard a low rumble deep in Caden’s chest. “Don’t do it,” he murmured, but Savannah would not be dissuaded. She had thoughts of her own. She felt wanton for the first time in her adult life, and she was going to live in the moment.

			She scraped his butt cheeks with her fingers, causing goosebumps to form all over his body. He was a beautiful man, and he was all hers. She sank lower onto the bed, and before he could stop her, she took him into her mouth. She sucked the head of his erection gently, and Caden fisted his hand in her hair. So she took his shaft deeper into her mouth. She teased him with short flicks and sucks.

			“Stop,” he pleaded. “Our first time together as husband and wife, I want to come inside you, Savannah.”

			His hoarse plea was the only reason Savannah eased him out of her mouth and smiled up at him. He was breathing rapidly, but that didn’t stop him from grabbing her by the hips and making her straddle him. “Take me, Savannah. Take all of me.”

			Savannah’s gaze connected with Caden’s, and bracing one hand on his chest, she slowly sank down on his still-hard erection. Caden was her husband, the man she’d wanted more than any other, and she was about to give him the ride of his life.
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			Holy shit.

			His shaft was gloved inside Savannah’s tight, wet heat, and Caden nearly lost it. No way in hell could it still be this good, but it was. Each time they were together, it only got better, but he was already on the edge. The way she’d sucked him off, he could be racing quickly to the finish line and he didn’t want that.

			Flexing his hips upward, Caden watched Savannah. Her eyes were shut, and she had a look of intense concentration. No way was he missing her reaction. “Open your eyes, Savi.” She blinked but did as he instructed. “Ride me. Give us what we both want.”

			He sank his fingers into her thick hair and let out a filthy curse as she began to move forward and backward, up and down, kissing his mouth when she came closer, rubbing those delicious globes and their turgid peaks against him. He wanted to make tonight unforgettable because he couldn’t get enough of her gorgeous body, genuine smile, and expressive hazel-green eyes.

			He buried his face in her neck, breathing her in, trying to center himself, but it was impossible. The scent of her filled his nostrils and, mingled with her unique female scent, made all rational thought flee. Pleasure came at him in waves, building up the pressure in his pelvis.

			He crushed her mouth to his, needy to taste her. She was just as lost as he was because the kiss morphed into something Caden had only ever felt once before with Savannah. How was it that Savannah was the only woman to arouse the primal animal in him and make him feel this way? Was their relationship more than just duty and satisfying the insatiable desire they had for each other?

			Because it felt more than just good.

			It felt right.

			As if he’d waited his entire life for this woman. And hadn’t he?

			Blinking himself back to the present, Caden ran his hands over her supple, sweat-slicked skin and willed his self-control to last a bit longer. Flipping her over, he took them home to the finish line by pounding in and out of her. Savannah’s eyes were wide open, gazing up at him as she matched his hunger, demanding boldly and giving as good as she got.

			He dipped his hand between them to that tiny bundle of nerves at her core, heard her breath hitch as he worked her over and over. Soon, she was screaming, writhing, and twisting beneath him. Her muscles spasmed, setting off his own orgasm. Caden rode the wave with her and continued pumping until he splintered and he heard ringing in his ears.

			He was still shaking with the force of his release when he realized his full weight was on Savannah. He immediately rolled off. When he glanced in her direction, her eyes were closed and Caden wondered if she’d felt the intense connection just as he had. Tenderness filled him, and he gathered her to him, needing a physical anchor. With Savannah’s backside curled into his chest, Caden couldn’t shake the sense he’d just discovered something he’d thought had been lost.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			Sunlight was streaming through the sheer curtains when Savannah rolled over only to find the bed empty save for the cold imprint Caden’s body left behind. Burying her face in the pillow, she breathed in the scent of the man who’d consumed her all night.

			Caden had worn her out. They’d made love twice more as dawn was filtering orange light through the windows. Her entire body ached but with a good kind of soreness. Last night had been extraordinary, more so than the other times they’d been together. Was it because deep down she’d gotten all she ever wanted? She was married to Caden Mitchell, the man she loved.

			There was no denying the truth. Last night, she’d made love to her husband and found incredible pleasure and inexplicable joy. It made Savannah want more, much more than they’d agreed to in the marriage—a real marriage with love, trust, and mutual respect. Maybe even more children, but they hadn’t discussed more offspring.

			Does Caden even want more?

			Savannah had no clue. But what she knew for sure was that Caden was the only man she’d ever loved or would love. She found herself on a dangerous slope. She couldn’t show her hand and let Caden see how deep her feelings ran because to men, physical intimacy didn’t always equal emotional intimacy. And she’d hurt Caden years ago. She had no idea if he was closed off to the idea of a real marriage or whether he was just happy to have her, the mother of his child, and son around.

			“Good morning, sleepyhead.” Caden strolled into the bedroom carrying a large tray filled with a pot of coffee, some orange juice, bacon, eggs, and toast. “Thought you might be hungry.”

			“I am.” Savannah slid upward until she was nestled against the headboard. Although they’d shared intimacies, she felt a little shy and tugged the bedspread over her naked bosom. Caden eyed the movement but didn’t comment. “Thank you for this,” she said when Caden placed the tray in her lap. “It looks delicious.”

			“Anything for my wife.” A sly grin crossed his face as he sat beside her on the edge of the bed. “You need to keep your energy up.”

			“Do I?” Savannah asked, glancing up as she munched on a piece of bacon.

			“Oh yes. Last night was only the first course.” He leaned over to trail soft kisses along the line of her jaw. “Eat your breakfast because I can’t wait to be inside you again.”

			Savannah blushed. She’d never spoken so openly about sex. She was going to have to get used to this. For so long, she’d buried her feelings for Caden along with all her hopes and dreams that they would ever be together like this. Yet here they were, husband and wife.

			Caden wasn’t lying when he told Savannah that last night was the first course. The rest of the morning he continued to push her to the edge with his hands, mouth, tongue, and fingers until there was no place for Savannah to run. Instead, she allowed Caden to push her to new realms of carnal pleasure only he could satisfy.

			[image: C:\Users\Yahrah\Dropbox\Author photo\YahrahSt.John-3.jpg]

			Later that day, Savannah, outfitted in a simple sleeveless cotton V-neck shirt and shorts, and Caden, in similar casual attire of a T-shirt and shorts, prepared to go boating. Savannah had never been, but Caden told her he’d done a bit of rowing at West Point.

			After packing a picnic lunch to take with them, they walked the short distance to the dock. Caden offered Savannah his hand as he helped her into the rowboat. She sat in the front while Caden seated himself in the rear, pushing off the dock with one of the oars.

			“I’ll row. You steer.”

			“Let’s go!” Savannah cheered.

			As Caden rowed, they laughed and talked and finally got down to learning more about each other. Savannah learned of Caden’s military career and how he won his Medal of Honor. When Caden talked about his company being under intense fire in Afghanistan and not knowing whether he would survive to see his family again, Savannah was deeply affected. Caden explained how he carried each of the wounded men to a helicopter that finally came to rescue him before he was wounded in the abdomen. Savannah was impressed by his bravery and thankful he had survived what could have been a deadly wound.

			Eventually, they reached Hooper’s Island, and after dragging the boat ashore and spreading a blanket on the sand, they dined on the hearty picnic Savannah had packed up with meat, cheese, and fruit from the well-stocked refrigerator at the cottage. The day was relaxed and cheerful. Caden was an easygoing companion, and Savannah recalled how it had always been this way with them … and could have been if she hadn’t listened to Caden’s mother and left him without a word.

			“Savannah?”

			She glanced up and found his magnetic dark eyes on her once again. “Yes?”

			“Something on your mind? You were a million miles away.”

			“I’m sorry. I was just thinking how great this is, being here with you.”

			“No, that’s not it.”

			Is he reading my mind?

			“Okay …” She paused. “I was remembering how it was between us before I made certain choices that put us here.”

			“I understand you may have regrets, Savannah, but we can only move forward, and I would very much like to have an uncomplicated but enjoyable picnic with my wife.”

			“Do you have some thoughts in mind on that?” As she spoke, Savannah could feel color mounting in her cheeks because she suspected she knew exactly where Caden’s mind had traveled to.

			“Oh yes. Let me show you.”

			He reached for her then, kissing her until she trembled with need. Then, to her astonishment, he made love to her right there in the open, pulling off her panties and shorts in one fell swoop and lifting her on top of him on the blanket. Savannah gasped at the intimacy of drawing him inside her. She was no longer shy when it came to their lovemaking. Instead, she rode him, slowly at first, then she quickly began building speed. She gripped his shoulders tight and pushed herself against him, harder, deeper, and faster until eventually she screamed and Caden gave an answering growl from below her and the world exploded around her and she fell on top of him.
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			Caden’s eyes rested on Savannah over the candlelight of the small bistro they were dining at that evening. Was she thinking about how wild for each other they’d been earlier that day? After making love on the islet, they’d packed up the picnic basket and made their way back to the boat. Caden even let her row, which was a feat unto itself. Savannah was terrible at it, but she had a good time. He couldn’t tell her they hadn’t gone very far.

			Eventually, he’d taken over and led them back to the terrace, where they’d settled themselves on the Adirondack chairs to watch the sunset. Thinking about it now caused Caden to let out a pleasurable sigh. Savannah was his for forever. He would have a lifetime to sate himself with her. Even now, he couldn’t help but think how incredibly beautiful she was.

			She wore a red wrap dress with a string of colorful beads draped down her neck as the simple adornment. He admired how they highlighted her amazing cleavage. Caden couldn’t wait for dinner to end so he could have her again. She was so responsive, so pliant. He’d never met a woman with whom he’d shared a connection like this in bed and out.

			It scared him to think how quickly she was burrowing herself under his skin. Should he be worried that he could fall off the wagon and find himself head over heels in love with her again? He could only offer her passion, friendship, and companionship because he refused to go down the road of love a second time. He refused to give himself that completely only to have his heart broken again. The only way to prevent heartache would be to imprison any growing feelings he might have, to keep them chained beneath a wall of stone.
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			Over the course of the next few days, Caden made sure Savannah was at ease with him, in and out of bed. It was essential they both get on the same page if they were going to present a united front while campaigning. So he wooed her on their honeymoon.

			After poring over the local map, they worked out the best stops and biked into the heart of downtown. They explored the area, browsing through antique and secondhand bookshops and indulging in a lunch of blue crab encrusted with crab seasoning, careless of the mess they made. Another day, he took her to a quaint teashop overlooking the tourist-packed streets and they sipped English breakfast tea and ate cucumber sandwiches while Caden filled Savannah in on what to expect in the next few weeks.

			A daunting task loomed ahead, but Caden made sure to stay cheerful and easygoing. He didn’t want Savannah getting skittish because they both had to ensure Liam would be alright throughout all of this. He’d undergone some big changes, and having the media spotlight on him would require adjusting his habits and schedule. Meanwhile, as each day on their honeymoon passed, Caden felt Savannah becoming more relaxed and content with the life they would share.
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			On Sunday, when the newlyweds returned home, Jack called Caden to let him know he’d arranged for a press conference announcing their marriage. It would take place on Monday afternoon. Savannah was not pleased.

			“So soon?” she asked. She and Caden had retired to the master bedroom with the door closed. “I thought I’d have more time to get Liam prepared.”

			Caden sighed heavily beside Savannah in bed. “It’s already been a week, Savannah. I can’t let the press get wind of our marriage without getting our narrative out there first.”

			She nodded. “I get that. It’s just …” Her voice trailed off.

			“You’re scared,” Caden ascertained. “It’s a new world that you’re not used to, but we’re going to get you prepared. We’re working on finding you an assistant.”

			“I need an assistant?” Savannah’s eyes widened with fear.

			“Remember, I told you there were going to be duties, campaign stops as my wife that I’ll need you to make. Your assistant will keep your schedule and help you prepare talking points. Don’t worry,” he said, bending his head to brush her mouth with his, “everything will be fine.” His hand closed over the luscious ripe mound of her breast, and she felt his body quicken with lust.

			Gently, Caden wrapped his arms around Savannah tightly. He would disquiet her thoughts with the best distraction possible: Desire.
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			Snuggled in Caden’s embrace, her body languorous and sated from the most amazing sex of her life, Savannah’s heart was still thumping loudly. She knew what Caden had done. He’d distracted her with sex, but she had a right to be nervous. She was in a world that was foreign to her.

			It was hard enough moving from the home she’d built in Orlando with Liam to Baltimore to take care of her abuela. Now, she’d moved again, to Caden’s home. She was out of her depth in more ways than one. She was in love with a man who only seemed to want friendship and desire. But could there be more?

			Is that what I want?

			Emphatically, Savannah knew she wanted them to grow into more, much more. But she was afraid to put herself out there, so she crushed the feeling back even as her heart twisted. Instead, she would focus on being the best political wife she could be because that’s what Caden expected of her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			Caden thought he had everything in order. He and Jack had a statement ready to deliver for today’s upcoming press conference when he was met with an unpleasant surprise. As he parked his BMW in front of his campaign headquarters on Monday morning, reporters besieged him with questions about his secret wedding.

			Obviously, someone had leaked the news.

			Why get married in secret? Do you have something to hide?

			Jack was waiting for him and helped escort him into the building, where Caden immediately walked into his office and closed the door.

			“I warned you this could happen,” Jack said.

			“Who leaked it?” Caden asked. “Only a select few in my inner circle knew about our marriage, Jack.”

			“People talk. It’s the nature of the business.”

			Caden paced the floor and rubbed his bald head. “This isn’t what I envisioned.”

			“You wanted to make a grand announcement. Claim your son,” Jack responded. “We can still do that. We’ll have the press conference today and get our narrative out there.”

			“I don’t know if Savannah is ready.”

			“She’ll have to be. This is what she signed up for.”

			“You set it up, and I’ll call her.”

			“Sure thing. And, Caden?”

			“Yeah?”

			“Don’t sweat the small stuff. You’ve got this. Because trust me, there will be bigger fish to fry.”

			Once Jack left, Caden pulled his smartphone from his suit jacket and autodialed Savannah.

			“They know” were her first words.

			“Yes.”

			“How could this have happened?” Savannah asked. He could hear her anxiety. It was palpable through the phone.

			“I’m not sure, and at this point, it doesn’t matter. We need to get out front with our narrative. Kianna Watson is on her way to help you with your look, and I’ll need you over to the campaign office pronto after you meet with her.”

			“Of course. Liam has an early school day. I can bring him if you want.”

			“I dunno, Savannah. Are you sure? I don’t want to upset him. Having so many people around with all their loud voices can do that. How about this? We introduce him quickly and then bring him back inside? Would that work?”

			“I-I think so …”

			“Good.” Caden ended the call and prayed Savannah was right because they could be opening a powder keg bringing Liam into a situation he wasn’t ready for.
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			Savannah smoothed down the skirt on the sleeveless Ralph Lauren dress that reached her knee. Kianna had selected this outfit along with a simple choker, a structured ponte jacket, and three-inch heels.

			“We want you to look sophisticated but not show too much,” Kianna had said. “You have a killer body, but we need to tame the curves a bit.”

			Savannah had agreed because what did she know about all of this? Was that why Liam was so agitated beside her? Did he feel her anxiety?

			“Are you alright, Liam?”

			He nodded but didn’t look up. He continued playing with his video game, which he’d already mastered since Caden purchased it a few weeks ago.

			“Your father is depending on us now to help him with his campaign. Remember when I explained to you sometimes we would have to stand by his side and be quiet but wave every now and then? Do you remember that?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Do you think you can do that? It won’t be long—ten or fifteen minutes at the most.”

			“I know. I’m not a child.”

			“But there will be a lot of people yelling questions at your father. I don’t want you to get upset if they say something you don’t like.”

			“Okay.”

			Savannah didn’t like Liam’s short answers. Although he wasn’t a talkaholic by any means, he was usually more engaged, but he’d undergone so much change in the last few weeks. She just hoped the juggernaut of Caden’s political campaign wouldn’t crush them both to bits.

			Now in the rear of Caden’s campaign headquarters, they were ushered through the hallway into Caden’s office. He was not alone. His parents, grandfather, and Cameron were there.

			“Savannah, darling,” Camilla said, rushing toward her, “you look lovely. And my grandson,” she said, glancing down at Liam, “you’re just as handsome as ever.”

			“Thank you,” Savannah said. “I had no idea this was going to be a family gathering.” She glanced at Liam, who’d walked into the room with her but immediately had gone to the couch and sat down with his iPad.

			“We wanted to publicly support Caden and, of course, you and Liam,” Camilla replied. “You’re part of the family now.”

			“We appreciate that, Mother,” Caden said, “though I do wish you would have informed Jack.”

			“Why should we?” his grandfather blustered. “We’re your family. We should always be welcome.”

			“I’m not going to argue the point,” Caden replied. He walked over to Savannah. “You ready for this?” he whispered.

			She was far from ready, but Caden was looking at her so expectantly that she had no choice but to nod. Will it always be like this? she wondered. Would she always feel as if they were being trotted out for display?

			“And Liam?”

			“He told me he’s not a child and can handle it.”

			Caden sighed. “Okay. Let’s get the party started.” He held out his hand, and Savannah placed her trembling one in his. If he noticed, he didn’t say. Instead, the entire family headed to the conference room, where the press was gathered.

			Savannah watched in amazement as Caden delivered the speech he’d prepared. He’d been up half the night revising and revising it, so much so, he had left their bed last night and didn’t return until after she’d fallen asleep. Savannah’s mind wondered if that was on purpose. Was being with her a distraction to his campaign? He didn’t say so, but the thought tugged at her all the same because ever since their wedding, they’d made love every night. Caden was insatiable for her as she was for him. He knew exactly how to pull a response from her.

			Savannah was so caught up daydreaming that she didn’t realize a question had been addressed to her until it was too late. The reporter was repeating it loud enough for a hush to fall over the room at his audacity.

			“Mrs. Mitchell, was there some defect in Caden Mitchell’s character that caused you to keep your son’s existence from his father for over a decade?”

			Color drained from her face as all eyes turned to her.
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			Caden bristled inwardly at the intent behind the reporter’s question. The reporter was trying to prove that Caden had married Savannah to make himself look good.

			“‘Defect’ is such an ugly word,” Savannah said after several seconds as she made her way to the microphone at the podium. “People have used that word to describe our son, who has autism, and I refuse to use it again, other than to say …,” Savannah paused as she walked up to Caden and linked her hand with his, “that although there have been challenging times in the past as a single mother, I look forward to facing them now with Caden together as a family.”

			Caden watched as Savannah smiled and stepped back next to his parents. He could see admiration gleaming from his mother’s gaze. Camilla Mitchell wasn’t easily impressed, but Savannah had garnered her respect.

			“That concludes today’s press conference. Thank you all for your time,” Jack said after stepping behind the microphone.

			As the crowd dispersed, Caden couldn’t take his eyes off Savannah, who’d moved to the far side of the room with Liam as if she could avoid being seen. That wasn’t possible. She’d just put that nosy reporter in his place, and Caden was thrilled.

			“She did good,” Jack said from his side. “For a second there, I thought she was going to choke, but she pulled through.”

			Caden grinned. “That’s my wife.” He turned to Jack. “You shouldn’t underestimate her.”

			Jack nodded. “I won’t. It was good your parents, brother, and grandfather came out. The solidarity you showed today was remarkable and a great photo op.”

			“It wasn’t a photo op, Wyatt,” Caden’s grandfather Carter said from behind him. “We Mitchells support our own.”

			“I stand corrected.” Jack saluted Carter as he walked away.

			Carter couldn’t resist a smirk. “That campaign manager of yours is a pistol, but he’s got nothing on that pretty wife of yours.” Carter inclined his head toward Savannah, who was whispering something to Liam.

			“Yeah, she’s pretty great, isn’t she?” Caden looked fondly across the room at her.

			“You not getting soft, ol’ boy, are you?” his grandfather asked. “You can’t let your head get turned by a pretty face. There’s lots more to be done to win the governorship.”

			“I know that,” Caden snapped, blinking Carter back into focus. “But even you have to admit she held her head high throughout the press conference.”

			“Indeed. She gave as good as she got.”

			“I’m going to go check on her and Liam.” Caden didn’t wait for a response. He marched toward his family. “Everything alright over here?”

			He noticed the plastic smile Savannah had just put on. Her usual genuineness was replaced with a fake quality he’d never seen before.

			“Yes, everything is fine. Isn’t it, Liam?”

			“I did good, right?” Liam asked, looking to Caden for validation.

			Caden grinned from ear to ear. To have his son by his side dressed in a miniature dark gray suit similar to Caden’s had been unreal. But it was true. He was a father now. “Absolutely, my boy. Can I get a hug?” He knew Liam didn’t enjoy affection.

			Reluctantly, Liam allowed Caden to embrace him for a few moments before pulling away. “Thank you.” Caden knew how difficult it was.

			“Can we go now?” Liam asked. “It’s so crowded in here. I can’t hear myself think.”

			“Absolutely.” Caden touched Savannah’s arm. “You guys go on home. I’ll see you in a little bit.”

			Savannah nodded, but Caden sensed her relief despite the fact she’d been perfect in every way. He would talk to her tonight, allay her fears. He wanted the Savannah he remembered—the woman with passion in her soul who discarded her inhibitions in bed with him on their honeymoon and embraced her emotions.

			After a quick brush of her lips across his, Savannah and Liam left the campaign office.

			“She was great today,” his father said from Caden’s side as Caden watched his family leave.

			Caden turned to regard him. “Yes, she was, but I can sense her unease in this environment.”

			“Not everyone is made for this world.”

			“You mean everyone can’t be like Mom?” Caden said, glancing at his mother, who was chatting up his campaign staff. Camilla Mitchell was the consummate socialite, easily able to converse on any number of topics. She knew exactly how to handle herself in any given situation. Caden wanted the same for Savannah because this would be their world for the next four years if he had his say.

			“Perhaps your mother could help,” his father replied.

			Caden shook his head. He wanted his mother nowhere near Savannah. She’d done enough damage in the past. He’d just barely agreed to the small wedding ceremony at the house. “I won’t subject Savannah to that, and she’d never agree anyway.”

			Caden would have to find another way to help Savannah become comfortable in her own skin.
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			After settling Liam in his room, Savannah walked to Caden’s study, where she knew he kept his prized liquor, and poured herself two thumbs of whiskey. Today had been a real eye-opener on what she had to look forward to. There would be endless events, political rallies, and press conferences she would need to attend. Now, it was very clear to her: She really might have to give up the career she’d worked so hard to attain. How could she have failed to seriously think about this before she accepted Caden’s proposal?

			Because her love for Caden had won out over common sense. She hadn’t thought about the ramifications of becoming his wife. She’d merely thought about the logistics of moving in together and sharing a bed with the only man who made her emotions seesaw from high to low.

			Now, Savannah was in a situation of her own making with no way forward. She and Caden were married. She was expected to attend these sorts of events as was Liam. Liam had been okay today, but how would he handle this continuous invasion of his normally stable life? Instead of thinking of her son, she’d thought with her heart. She’d selfishly considered her own needs over Liam’s.

			Had she honestly thought she could have it all? Caden? And the family she’d always wanted?

			Savannah’s cellphone rang, prompting her out of her musings. She glanced at the display and saw Carmen. She didn’t call her “Mom” or “Mama” or anything else that endearing. Her mother preferred to act as if she hadn’t given birth to Savannah and was instead footloose and fancy free to do as she pleased.

			Savannah thought about ignoring the call, but Carmen would keeping calling her until she picked up, so she answered. “Hello.”

			“Well, look who’s moving up in the world,” Carmen spoke. “I happened to be back from my trip to Atlantic City when one of my girlfriends told me my daughter was on TV. Imagine my surprise to see you all dolled up standing next to Caden Mitchell.”

			“What did you expect? We’re married.”

			“Oh, I don’t know. It was just so unsettling to see you so, so perfectly manicured. I mean not a strand of that wild mane of yours I’ve never been able to tame was out of place. And the clothes. You didn’t even look like yourself. You looked like some Stepford wife.”

			“What do you want, Carmen?” The words slipped out before Savannah could catch herself. She sipped her whiskey.

			“I want to know how it feels to be Mrs. Caden Mitchell. He’s announced to the world that you’re his wife and Liam’s his son. You must feel like the cat that finally got the cream.”

			Carmen had no idea how Savannah felt about any given subject because her mother had never wanted to have her in the first place. She’d gotten knocked up by some smooth-talking fella, and Savannah was the result. If it hadn’t been for her abuela insisting Carmen have her, Savannah wouldn’t be here.

			“Well?” Carmen asked. “Are you going to answer me, or are you too uppity now that you’re living with the rich folks? You mark my words, one day Caden will see beyond your big tits and ass and wonder if he made a mistake. So I would suggest you figure out how to be more than a stick figure by his side.”

			Angered, Savannah broke her silence. “I’m not a stick figure. I spoke up for myself at the press conference.”

			“I suppose, but initially you looked like a deer in the headlights. You’d better figure it out or your precious Caden will be looking elsewhere for the perfect wife.”

			“Was there something you wanted?”

			“Yes, there is. Since you’ve boarded up my mama, I have no access to her bank account anymore. I’m going to need a couple of hundred dollars.”

			“That’s too bad, but I’m not your bank.”

			“Bull. You’re living the high life with your rich husband. I know you have money at your disposal.”

			Once again, Carmen was reminding Savannah how she’d jumped into this marriage without discussing finances with Caden. Sure, she had some of her own money, but what were his expectations?

			They had so much to learn about each other, and with the press watching their every move, not much time for a learning curve.

			“I don’t have access to Caden’s finances.”

			“Surely he’s given you an allowance.”

			“I’m not a kept woman, Carmen. I have my own money, and I won’t beg Caden for his. I have some money in my savings and could loan you a couple of hundred, but that’s it. You have to start taking care of yourself. I’m not going to support your gambling habit or whatever man you’re with.”

			With that, Savannah took one last sip of whiskey and ended the conversation because every time she talked to Carmen it only brought her concerns about this rushed marriage to the forefront. She just didn’t know how to bring them up to Caden.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			Caden heard every word of the conversation from the doorway, or at least Savannah’s responses to whatever negativity her mother was spewing, and was quick to disappear in a side room before Savannah could see him. He’d hoped to come home to a peaceful night with Savannah in his arms after he’d narrowly missed a campaign snafu.

			But his night wasn’t going as planned.

			Minutes later, he tugged his tie loose as he walked into the master bedroom, where Savannah had relocated after the phone call in the study. The bedside lamp was on, and Savannah sat cross-legged on the bed in a T-shirt and pajama shorts. This attire certainly wasn’t the negligee she’d worn during their honeymoon that Caden couldn’t wait to take off.

			She glanced up as he walked toward her. “Everything okay?”

			“Of course,” Caden said, tossing the tie on the nearby ottoman. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

			Savannah shrugged. “Was there any fallout after the press conference?”

			Caden shook his head as he unbuttoned his dress shirt. “You did a great job, Savannah. You must know that.”

			“How must I, Caden? You may be used to campaigning, but this is all new to me.”

			Caden sighed. He’d known this was coming. He’d seen the way Savannah looked after the press conference. He hadn’t done enough to help her during this transition.

			“Savannah, I’m sorry. I know this lifestyle is an adjustment for you and Liam, and I want to do everything I can to help you through it.”

			“Do you? Because all I need is you, Caden, not advisors and assistants. We rushed into this marriage without thinking everything through. I mean, we hardly know each other.”

			Caden narrowed his eyes. “We know each other in every way that counts.” He thought about the nights they’d spent on their honeymoon and how she’d responded to him.

			“I’m not just talking about sex, Caden. We have no problem speaking that language, but there’s more to marriage than the physical. What about finances? We never discussed how we were going to handle bills. And children? Do you want more children? I do. We rushed into this, and I feel—”

			“Overwhelmed,” Caden finished for her. He squatted next to the bed, facing her, and took her hands. “I feel your anxiety, Savannah. I felt it at the press conference and afterward. Yes, we got married quickly out of necessity, but that doesn’t mean we have to solve all our problems in one night.”

			“You can’t push this aside, Caden.”

			“I’m not,” he said, rising to his feet. “But it’s been a long day, and I was hoping to relax with my wife for the evening. Is that too much to ask?” He didn’t wait for an answer and instead walked into the en suite. He had stripped and turned on the taps to the shower when he felt Savannah behind him. He turned and found her arms folded across her chest.

			After testing the water, Caden stepped into the shower, but Savannah wasn’t finished with him yet. “Are you honestly going to ignore me?”

			As if that were possible.

			“We have real issues we need to discuss, Caden—issues that should have been discussed sooner than now. I’m not blaming you. I was just as swept away as you by the momentum of getting married, moving in together, and the honeymoon, but we have to figure this out.”

			Caden was tired of talking. It’s all he’d done all day, and he wanted a release. Before he changed his mind, he moved quickly and stepped out of the shower, dripping wet, and snatched Savannah’s hips to his. Before she could mutter a word, he pulled her into the shower with him.

			“Caden!” Savannah protested as the rain showerhead soaked her nightclothes through and through.

			Caden grinned at his handiwork. Savannah’s simple T-shirt was plastered to her bosom, and he could make out the outline of her nipples. His eyes held hers as he clasped the hem of her top and plucked it right over her head then tossed it to the floor. When he was done, he reached for the sides of her shorts and slid them down her creamy brown thighs.

			“What are you …” Savannah’s words died on her lips because Caden dropped to his knees to worship her. He was hungry for her.

			Savannah writhed and moaned above him, holding his head in place as he luxuriated in the act of bringing pleasure to his wife. When he glanced up at her, her eyes were closed. So he dragged his hands upward to squeeze her buttocks as his tongue played havoc with her swollen nub. He knew what she wanted and required. She was wound too tight tonight and needed a release. When he cupped her bottom, gently raising it to change angles, it was all she needed to soar.

			“Caden!” she cried. He rode the tsunami with her by licking every inch of her core until eventually she stopped trembling. Only then did Caden slowly rise to his feet, kissing his way up her body. When he reached her face, he brushed her wet honey locks aside, fused their lips, and entered her.

			Caden thrust upward inside her wet heat, and Savannah took all of him, wrapping one leg around his waist. He went deeper, and then he took them both to nirvana.
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			Later, after he’d wrapped them both in fluffy towels, Caden carried Savannah to bed. She was quiet as he placed her on the plush pillows.

			“Did you make love to me to shut me up?” she asked, turning on her side to face him.

			“I made love to you because I wanted you. I always want you, but you were a bit tightly wound tonight and it relaxed you, yes? And now we can speak calmly?”

			He took her silence to mean yes. “So, to answer your earlier question, yes, I would like more children, but I didn’t want to bring it up for fear I’d be putting too much pressure on you.”

			“You do?”

			“Yes, but for now I’m happy to have you all to myself. Does that work for you?”

			She nodded.

			“And as far as finances go, what’s mine is yours,” Caden said. “I want you and Liam to have whatever you need. This weekend we can go to the bank and set you up on my account.”

			“I wasn’t asking for a handout,” Savannah huffed.

			“I’m not giving you one. But I’m Liam’s father, and not only do I want him to have the very best, but I should contribute and pay my fair share.”

			“I suppose you’re right.”

			Caden grinned. “You suppose? Come here, woman!” He pulled her into his arms, and reluctantly Savannah rested her head on his chest. “Don’t go looking for problems where there are none. Yes, we married quickly, but there’s nothing we can’t solve if we talk about it.”

			“Why do you have to sound so reasonable?”

			Caden shrugged. “It’s a gift.”

			“Ha-ha.” She smacked his chest with a thud. “Don’t press your luck, Caden Mitchell.”

			“That’s too bad. I was hoping to get lucky again.”

			Savannah stared up at him. “You’re insatiable, Caden.”

			Only for you.

			“Yes, I am.”

			Sex with Savannah wasn’t just sex anymore. Something else was happening. Something that defied definition and whatever it was, he was addicted to it. Marriage had seemed simple enough. Give Liam a proper home. Get Savannah in his bed. But nothing was as it seemed. Savannah had weaved a magic spell around him that was unearthing a weakness Caden couldn’t shake. So he didn’t.

			He succumbed to it and instead found a blissfully pleasurable experience that banished all other thoughts from his mind. For now.
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			“Savannah, I’m surprised to see you here,” Charlotte commented when Savannah walked into the locker room the next morning.

			Savannah frowned as she tucked her purse into the locker. “Why? I work here.”

			“Honestly, I didn’t think you would much longer,” Charlotte said. “I mean, you married the mayor, Savannah, and he’s running for governor. You don’t have to work anymore, not like the rest of us.” She inclined her head around the locker room to a couple of other nurses in scrubs that had just come on duty.

			“Yes, I married Caden, but that doesn’t mean I have to give up everything. Does it? I’m still me, Charlotte.”

			“Of course you are, darling.” Charlotte walked toward her and grasped her hand. “I didn’t mean to make it sound otherwise. It’s just if I had the option to have that handsome, sexy husband of yours take care of me, I’d jump at the chance. I guess I assumed you would too.”

			“Don’t get me wrong, I’ve thought of it,” Savannah said, “but I don’t want Caden to feel like I’m using him as some sort of meal ticket. I can pull my own weight. I’ve been taking care of me and Liam for nearly twelve years.”

			“But, Savannah,” Charlotte said, squeezing her hand again, “you don’t have to anymore. You have someone to help. Let him.”

			“That’s easier said than done. I’m used to being independent.”

			“It’s been a long time since I lost my Derrick,” Charlotte said, “but I can tell you marriage is all about compromise.”

			“I know. It’s just hard.” Savannah was struggling with the marriage and finding her place and role in Caden’s life, in his world. “I’ve tried to express it to Caden, and he doesn’t get it. He’s all logic, but this is about feelings and emotions.”

			“It’s not easy for men to express themselves.”

			Ordinarily, Savannah might have said the same thing to a girlfriend, but Caden had never been that way before—closed off emotionally. He’d been an open book, unafraid to share how he felt about her. Of course, that had been before she’d hurt him.

			Have I broken his trust irrevocably?

			Is it possible I’ll ever get it back?
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			“You’re married!” Natalee burst into Caden’s office that Tuesday afternoon as if she had a right to be there.

			“Natalee.” Caden rose from the desk he’d been sitting at and walked toward her. He noticed the eyes of several volunteer staffers curiously looking at Natalee, who was pacing his office uncontrollably. Caden made sure to close the door firmly behind him.

			“Yes, I am,” Caden said once the door shut. “This shouldn’t surprise you, Natalee. I warned you that any hope you might have for a relationship between us was misguided. I’m sorry if my mother led you to believe otherwise, but my heart has always been with another.”

			“Savannah Vasquez.”

			“Savannah Mitchell,” Caden corrected.

			“Caden.” Natalee softened her voice as she stepped toward him. “Surely, you realize the error of such a quick decision.”

			He remained where he stood because he wasn’t in the least bit affected by Natalee or any other woman. In his mind, Savannah was a goddess. He’d been smitten from the start. He supposed he’d put her on a pedestal and when she’d fallen off and made him a laughing stock to the other West Point cadets, he’d felt like a fool.

			“I realize no such error, Natalee. I knew exactly what I was doing—creating a family for my son, a family he should have always had.”

			“You could have done that without marrying her, Caden. I saw her on television. She’s clearly uncomfortable in the spotlight.”

			“You don’t know that.”

			“Don’t I?” Natalee asked. “I’m in PR, for chrissakes. I know how to read people. It’s my job. If you would have only taken some time to get to know your son without shackling yourself to a woman you hardly know, you’d be in better shape.”

			“I don’t know you either,” Caden responded evenly. They’d enjoyed a lunch and mingled at his fundraising gala, but that didn’t make them kindred spirits.

			“True, but we could have been great together,” Natalee said, sauntering toward him and touching his chest. “We’re from the same world, Caden. We could have made a great team. We still can. You can have this farce of a marriage annulled. It’s not like you’re some star-crossed lovers who’ve reunited. You married her for convenience.”

			Had he?

			That question had haunted him since he’d slid his ring on Savannah’s finger. He’d thought their marrying was for Liam to ensure he had a happy, stable home with two parents who loved him. But had there been more? Had he married Savannah for himself?

			“C’mon, Caden,” Natalee began, sliding her hands upward toward his neck. But Caden caught her hands and quietly pushed her away.

			“You need to hear me now, Natalee, because I’m not going to repeat myself. I’m no longer an option for you. That ship has sailed. I’m committed to my marriage and providing a stable home for my son, so I suggest you leave and not embarrass yourself any further by trying to persuade me because it won’t work.”

			“Is she really that good in bed?” Natalee hissed. “Because I promise you, I’m a lot better.” She stormed to the door and flung it open, leaving it swinging in her wake.

			Jack poked his head around the threshold once the coast was clear. “Everything okay in here?”

			“Yeah, man. Everything’s fine.”

			Jack raised a brow. “That couldn’t have been a pleasant conversation.”

			Caden pursed his lips. “No, it wasn’t. I made it clear to Natalee some weeks ago that another woman was in the picture. I told her it was a woman from my past I hadn’t been able to forget, but she just kept coming at me, Jack.”

			“I think she had dreams of becoming the next Michelle Obama and you’d be her Barack.”

			Caden laughed heartily. “Only in her head.”

			“And Savannah?” Jack asked. “How’s she doing? I noticed yesterday she couldn’t hightail it out of here fast enough after the press conference. She does know that’s only the iceberg, right? There’s going to be much more to come, along with fundraising events, rallies, and such.”

			“She knows.”

			“Does she? You need to prepare her, Caden, for her new reality. I’ll have her assistant, Alexa Marshall, do what she can, but ultimately Savannah will be looking to you to make this alright.”

			That’s what Caden feared. He’d married this beautiful wife who fired an intense desire in him that flared every single time he was within a few feet of her. But as Savannah said, attraction wasn’t the sole basis for marriage.

			Love was.

			He’d wanted that once when he’d hoped to marry Savannah more than a decade ago, but Caden wasn’t sure he could allow himself to experience that emotion again. The first time he lost Savannah, he’d grieved for what might have been, and the pain had ravaged his soul, leaving him an empty shell of a man incapable of having a normal relationship with a woman.

			“Caden?” Jack was staring back at him.

			“I heard you. I will speak to her.”

			Jack held up his hands. “It’s your marriage, my friend, and I’ll leave you to it, but handle it you must because we need Savannah to get with the program.

			“Understood.”

			Caden really did.

			More than his passion, Savannah needed his support and reassurance, but Caden didn’t think he had it in him to give her the one thing she’d trampled over so completely the first time.

			His heart.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			Carrying his mayoral duty workload while still campaigning was difficult. Caden tried to get home and talk to Savannah, but after yet another event on Wednesday evening, he didn’t make it home until after she’d retired for the night. He thought about waking her to have that overdue talk, but she had an early shift the next morning, so Caden left it alone.

			The rest of that week didn’t fare much better. They both had busy schedules and only ran into each other in the morning near the coffeemaker. It certainly wasn’t a good time to discuss the state of their marriage and expectations for what lay ahead.

			By the time Friday evening came, Caden knew he’d waited too long to have the conversation about expectations. He and Savannah were due to attend a fundraising dinner. Caden wanted to beg off. It had been a long week, but neither Jack nor his grandfather would allow him to take his foot off the pedal. His Republican opponent had double the amount Caden had in his coffers, and his war chest was steadily growing. Caden had to press on, but he worried about Savannah.

			Though maybe he shouldn’t. When he arrived home, Alexa was already in his master bedroom prepping Savannah with the key figures who’d be present at tonight’s event along with any salient information Savannah should know.

			“Is there not a Cliff’s Notes version of this?” Savannah asked Alexa as her stylist, Kianna, and a makeup artist Caden had never met, made his wife flawless. He hardly recognized the chic, sophisticated woman in a royal blue body-skimming dress that hit just above the knee. The sleeveless number had an asymmetric neckline with a big ruffle detail at the left shoulder. The eye-catching dress fit Savannah to perfection.

			“I assume you approve,” Savannah said when Caden failed to speak after finding the group assembled in their room.

			“You look stunning,” he said, unable to tear his eyes off her.

			A big smile spread across her lips. “Good, because I haven’t eaten all day because I was afraid of not fitting into this dress.”

			“You have a great figure, ma’am,” Kianna responded.

			“You lie,” Savannah said. “It’s your job to prop me up.”

			“You don’t need propping up,” Caden said. “You’re doing a great job. Listen, I have to hop in the shower, but I’ll be ready to go in fifteen. A car should be here by then to take us to the event.”

			“I’ll be waiting,” Savannah said in a cheery tone, but Caden didn’t like the vacant look he saw in her eyes as he walked away. He shouldn’t have postponed talking to her about what to expect from campaigning.

			Unfortunately, he had no time to think about that and quickly rushed to the bathroom. In the time allotted, he showered, shaved again, and changed into a dinner suit. He found a complementary blue-striped tie that would bring out the blue in Savannah’s dress.

			As he exited the master bath, his wife sat alone in their bedroom. “Where’s everyone?”

			She chuckled, glancing around. “You mean my glam squad? Oh, they’ve left.”

			“Savannah.” Caden walked toward her, and when he reached her, he pulled her to her feet. “All of these trappings are for image and to help you feel more comfortable in the role.”

			“The role of your wife or a politician’s wife?”

			Caden frowned. “They are one and the same.”

			“Humph.” Slowly, she slid her fingers out of his grasp. “We should go downstairs. The car will be here any minute.”

			“And Liam?”

			“Handled. He’s spending the night at a friend’s, but we’ll need to talk about next steps for him since this is going to be our lifestyle going forward.” With that, she sauntered out of the room, leaving Caden to follow.

			He didn’t like her ominous tone, and Caden suspected he was going to regret not talking to Savannah sooner.
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			Savannah tried to put her best foot forward during the evening. She’d been angry from the moment she’d seen Caden show up at home. They’d hardly spoken to each other after the night of their intense lovemaking in the shower.

			She’d hoped that Caden would sense how uncomfortable she’d been, but instead he’d used sex to shut down her attempts to express her anxieties and fears about rushing into this marriage and, by default, his campaign. She hadn’t fully realized how marrying a man who was running for public office would change her life.

			But thanks to her new assistant, Alexa Marshall, Savannah had come to realize her life and Liam’s were no longer their own. They would be considered public figures and would need to carry themselves with comportment. They’d always have to be on and had to be cognizant of how they looked, spoke, wherever they went, and the list went on and on and on.

			Savannah wanted Liam to have a two-parent home, but at what cost? She was regretting having rushed into marrying Caden without giving enough thought to the consequences. She considered that maybe she was trying to recapture the magic of the past and love they’d once shared.

			Whatever the reason, now she was stuck in this new, unfamiliar role with a husband who wasn’t helping make the transition any easier. Instead, Caden left it up to other people, minions, to do his bidding. That seriously ticked Savannah off, but tonight she couldn’t show that. Tonight, she had to put on a happy face and play the role of the supportive wife.

			She grabbed a much needed glass of champagne and headed to the terrace for some fresh air. She was going back in when she heard her name and quickly hid behind a large potted plant.

			“Can you believe Caden Mitchell married his baby mama?” a female voice said as two women walked outside.

			“I can’t! He was such a catch,” the other woman said. “We were all vying for him.”

			“But she caught him first, Natalee,” the first woman said.

			“Or got pregnant on purpose,” the woman Savannah assumed was Natalee said. “She saw an opportunity when he was young and led around by another member of his anatomy.”

			Savannah’s heart lurched. So that’s what all these women thought of her? She’d caught the contemptuous and open stares when she and Caden had arrived arm in arm tonight.

			The women laughed. “So true. It’s such a shame because he deserves someone better.”

			“Yes, he does. And when she falls flat on her face, he’ll realize his mistake and see who he missed out on.”

			“You mean you, Natalee?” The other woman laughed.

			“Hell yeah. We come from the same background. We would have been perfect together.”

			“Too bad he didn’t see it that way,” the woman joked, and their voices trailed off as they stepped back into the banquet hall.

			Savannah stepped out of the shadows.

			There it was.

			She’d heard for herself exactly what people thought about her. To them, she would never be good enough for Caden. Deep down, Savannah believed that too. She doubted that she would ever be fit to stand by the side of the next governor of Maryland as his wife.

			“Savannah, there you are,” Caden said. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you. I was about to give my speech and need you next to me.”

			“Is that all you need me for?”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Why did you marry me, Caden?” Savannah asked, her voice rising. “I don’t belong. You should have married one of those women in there,” she said, motioning toward the banquet hall. “They would be better suited for this role you’ve place me in.”

			“Savannah, don’t do this. Not now. I have to speak in a few minutes.”

			“When should I do it, Caden? You’ve refused to talk about this all week. You must have known how I felt after the press conference, but you put your head in the sand and refused to acknowledge it. I don’t know how to do this. I’m not sure how to be the woman it is you’re looking for, the woman you need.”

			“You haven’t even tried, Savannah. You’re so ready to give up at the first sign of the going getting tough. Where’s the fighter I knew when we first met? Don’t be a coward. Why don’t you fight for us instead—for what we have or could have?”

			Caden turned on his heel.

			“Where are you going? We aren’t done with this conversation.”

			When he faced her, his eyes were dark as midnight with fire shooting straight at her. “Yes, we are. I have a speech to give, and you can choose to stay out here and pout or you can come inside and stand by my side like you promised.”

			Savannah wanted to argue, but he was right. This wasn’t the time nor the place to have this discussion. So she did what was expected and took his hand and walked with him inside.
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			The ride home was uncomfortably silent, and Caden blamed himself. He’d been too harsh with Savannah. All she’d wanted was for him to spend some time with her discussing their political life. He couldn’t blame her. Politics made for strange bedfellows, so he was sure she needed help navigating this brand new world. Instead, he’d bitten her head off when she expressed her frustration over his lack of availability.

			He considered apologizing in the car but thought better of it. He didn’t want the driver to hear their conversation. Politics had made him paranoid. Caden knew that certain discussions were best held in private.

			Once they made it inside their home, Savannah immediately went to the master bedroom without a word to him. Caden decided to head to his wet bar in the living room and pour a nightcap to fortify himself for the conversation. After several sips, he made his way to the bedroom. Savannah was already in the master bath with the door firmly shut.

			He considered going in after her but thought better of it. She needed some alone time. He did as well, to figure out how to take his foot out of his mouth.

			Savannah emerged fifteen minutes later. Her face had been wiped clean and was bright and glowing. Gone was the incredible blue dress, and in its place was a similar pair of pajamas Caden thought he’d dispensed with the other night when he’d taken her up against the shower wall. He told her then not to wear them to bed again. He suspected she was wearing them in defiance.

			“Savannah, I’d like to talk.”

			Her eyes narrowed, landing on his. “Do you? So you finally have time to talk to me? And now is the appropriate time?” She didn’t wait for his answer and instead strutted past him to the other side of the bed. She snatched back the covers before sliding in.

			“I’m sorry,” Caden said. “I seem to be saying a lot of that lately when it comes to you.”

			“Perhaps you need to look in the mirror and figure out why.”

			“Touché. I deserve that.”

			“And more.” Savannah continued, “You were incredibly rude tonight, and I didn’t deserve that.”

			“No, you didn’t. I was very anxious, and I took my frustrations out on you.”

			“Yes, you did.”

			“But you’re not blameless either, Savannah. I agree with you. We should have had a discussion about what to expect as my wife, a man running for public office. But at the same time, I get the feeling you’re ready to take flight at the first sign of trouble. I need to know I can depend on you.”

			“I’m here, aren’t I?”

			Caden rolled his eyes and threw back the remainder of his drink. He set it on a table. “Reluctantly. I can feel it, and so can everyone else. Would it hurt you to try? You could be capable of great things and have a big impact if you only gave it half the attention you give nursing.”

			“So it’s my fault?”

			“No, it’s not. Being Mrs. Caden Mitchell isn’t the same as being married to the average Joe. I’m mayor of Baltimore, and with that comes a number of boring engagements and events I must attend. Most I’m able to do alone, but occasionally I need my other half with me. But that’s not what’s bothering you.” Caden interpreted what Savannah wasn’t saying: “You’re afraid of campaigning.”

			“Is that so shocking?” Savannah said, tossing back the covers to face him. “Not all of us are as poised and in control as you, Caden. Some of us have fears and insecurities about having our every look or action dissected by the media.”

			“I understand.”

			“Do you? I don’t think so.” She shook her head. “You threw me to the wolves and let your campaign manager do all the heavy lifting. He made sure I had an assistant to help me figure this all out. What to say, what not to say. How to dress. How to interact with the public and your supporters.”

			“I agree. I could have handled this better.”

			“Well, you didn’t. But I get it, okay—don’t fuck up.” Savannah turned and plopped her head down on the pillow.

			“Savi.” Caden reached for her shoulder and turned her to face him. “I can’t do this without you, okay? I need you. I admit I didn’t help make this transition easier. What can I do now?”

			“Nothing.” She tried to pull her shoulder out of his grasp, but Caden refused to let her go.

			“Stop fighting me, Savannah.”

			“Everything can’t be your way, Caden. The world doesn’t revolve around you and your needs. Liam and I are here. We moved here to be with you, and we need you to be present. If you wanted to be a part-time father, we could have done that without marrying. Liam and I would have managed just fine on our own. So if you expect our support, you’re going to have to manage your time better and carve out time for us, your family.”

			She’s right, Caden thought. He didn’t have any excuse for failing to be a good husband and father. Savannah hadn’t asked for this. He’d come to her with this arrangement, and he wasn’t delivering on the promises he made. That galled him. He was a man of his word.

			“I’ll do better. I promise. I’ll figure out this whole work/life balance thing. Will you give me a chance to make this right?”

			He searched her eyes and found the answer in those hazel-green depths gazing back at him. Caden couldn’t quite remember any woman looking at him like that with everything in her eyes. Savannah pulled him in for a hug. It wasn’t meant to elicit lust. Was it love? Once again, he felt that strange sensation as if something was thawing inside of him, and when a smile broke across her face, Caden knew he would spend the rest of his days trying to make her happy.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			“We need to adjust my schedule,” Caden told Jack the next day at a Saturday morning strategy session. Caden didn’t mind the weekend meeting because there was still tension between him and Savannah despite their talk last night. Although they appeared to have cleared the air, they hadn’t made love either.

			“Problems with the missus?” Jack inquired.

			Caden looked up from the speech he’d been reading. “Why would you ask that?”

			“Caden, it’s my job to know what’s going on, and it’s evident that Savannah is struggling.”

			“Yes, she is. We’re just getting to know each other again. We’re not those twentysomethings with the world at our feet. We have responsibilities, obligations. And I want to be there for my son. Liam needs his father.”

			“And you need to campaign.”

			“Surely there can be a happy medium,” Caden suggested. “Ensure I have a couple of nights a week free of events, and keep Sunday as a day with my family unless it’s absolutely necessary. Sound good?”

			Jack nodded. “I’ll do my best, but you’re tying my hands.”

			“It’s unavoidable, but when I hired you I had no idea I was a father. I’ve already missed out on so much with Liam. I don’t want to miss out on more.”

			“How bad do you want this, Caden? There will have to be sacrifices.”

			“I know that, and I’m prepared to make them.” At Jack’s raised brow, he amended, “Within reason.”

			“I doubt your opponent has that caveat.”

			“That may be so, but I have to do what I believe is right, win or lose. Can you accept that?”

			A smile spread across Jack’s lips. “That’s what I love about you, Caden. You’re a man of conviction, and it’s why I’m going to do my very best to get you elected.”
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			Savannah pulled her Ford Escape into the driveway of the Mitchell family estate midmorning. She had the day off, and while Liam was visiting a friend, Savannah had intended to run a few errands, but somewhere along the way, her car led her here.

			Exiting the vehicle, Savannah walked to the enormous front door. She rang the doorbell and glanced down at her attire. A simple wrap dress with a wide belt and flats were understated and shouldn’t cause Camilla any alarm.

			Strangely, the lady of the house opened the door herself. “Savannah?” Shock sprung from Camilla’s caramel features. “What are you doing here?”

			“Hello, Camilla. I was hoping I could have a word, if you’re free.”

			“Of course.” Camilla swept open the door, and Savannah entered the marble foyer.

			“Please follow me. I was on my way to my garden when I heard the doorbell.” Camilla was dressed casually in jean capris and a tunic with flowers adorning it. Her normally chic hair was encased under a head wrap. “What brings you by?”

			“Well …” Savannah didn’t relish having to ask, but she needed help. “My role as Caden’s wife is much more than I envisioned or thought about when I accepted his proposal. I was hoping you could give me some pointers, maybe even help me throw a fundraiser for him. Isn’t that what wives do?”

			Camilla chuckled, but her brown eyes were wary as they rested on Savannah. “I’m surprised you would come to me. I would imagine I’m the last person on earth you would trust to help you.”

			“Although you may not be my first choice, you’ve lived in this arena longer than me and know many of the players in town. I’m woman enough to admit when I’m out of my depth and need help, albeit from an unlikely source.”

			“I respect your honesty. Does Caden know you’re here?”

			Savannah shook her head fervently. “I would prefer he didn’t.”

			“Why not? I’m sure he would appreciate you trying to endear yourself to his world.”

			“I want to do this on my own terms, if you don’t mind. I don’t want his interference.”

			“As you wish. Come out with me to my garden. We’ll talk as I plant some gardenias.”

			“Sounds great.” Savannah was determined to prove to Caden, but more importantly to herself, that she could be an asset to him and not an albatross.
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			True to his word, Jack adjusted Caden’s schedule to ensure he could be home to share some evenings with Savannah and Liam. Tonight was one such night. His wife’s shocked expression told him she’d thought he’d been telling her what she wanted to hear instead of making meaningful changes.

			“What’s for dinner?” Caden asked, taking off his jacket. He tossed it on the couch before walking over and planting a searing kiss on Savannah’s face.

			“I’m afraid I’m not making anything terribly fancy,” Savannah replied, somewhat breathless several moments later. “After visiting my abuela, Liam and I were late getting home, so I was making grilled cheese sandwiches and tomato soup. I know it’s not much for a Saturday night.”

			“Fine with me.” Caden rolled up his sleeves. “I make a mean grilled cheese.” He stepped from around her to start assembling the ingredients, a loaf of thick brioche bread and gourmet cheeses.

			“Caden.” Savannah reached from behind him. “You don’t have to cook. I’ve got this.”

			“Nonsense. I’m capable and happy to help.” He bumped her with his hip, pushing her aside.

			She smiled. “I know that, but you had a long day while I had the day off.”

			“Doesn’t mean your contribution was less meaningful or less than mine.”

			“Alright, well, I’m heating up the soup now, and I’ll get the bowls.”

			And that is how Caden, Savannah, and Liam spent the evening: eating grilled cheese sandwiches made by him along with steaming bowls of tomato soup. Afterward, they converged on the sofa to watch a baseball game, Liam’s pick for the evening’s entertainment.

			Caden was learning more about what was important to his son, along with his quirks. He’d had no idea Liam was a baseball fanatic. Or that Liam hated that Caden put away the dishes in the wrong order and that they weren’t perfectly lined up in the cabinet. Or that Caden installed the toilet paper in the wrong direction in the powder room. Liam had had to show him the proper way to do it.

			“I’m glad you were here tonight,” Savannah told Caden later that evening when they climbed into bed. “Liam appreciated having you here.”

			“How can you tell?”

			“It usually takes him time to allow anyone close enough to sit beside him. With you, he didn’t seem to mind.”

			Caden had thought Liam hadn’t wanted to be near him. He had so much to learn about Liam’s condition.

			“Don’t be discouraged,” Savannah said, turning off the lamp beside her. “He likes you.”

			Likes me, Caden thought. He wanted his son to love him. In his head, he understood it took time, but in his heart, it still hurt that he was so behind the eight ball in Liam’s affections. He would have to keep working on their relationship and hope one day love would bloom.

			“Don’t worry,” Savannah said, reaching for him in the dark and pulling him into her arms. “Liam is a tough nut to crack, but in time, he’ll come around. Trust me.”

			Despite their past, Caden did trust her. Is that why when they were together it felt as if she’d reached down inside his heart and rearranged things so he couldn’t find his balance? Was love blooming in his marriage?
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			“How’s married life treating you?” Cameron asked Caden when they met up during some rare down time a couple of days later.

			Caden had a city council meeting end early and had asked Cameron if he was interested in joining him for a drink at a local pub downtown. The drinks were strong, the cost fair, and they had a pool table and darts. It was a real man’s hangout.

			“It’s alright,” Caden said, tossing a dart at the bullseye and missing completely.

			“Are you sure about that?” Cameron asked, skepticism evident in his tone. “You’re usually quite good at darts.”

			“I’ve had a couple of missteps.” Caden fired another dart and missed. So he tried again and again, and missed every single time.

			“Something on your mind?” Cameron asked.

			Caden shrugged. “Marriage is proving a bit more difficult than I anticipated, but it’s nothing I can’t handle.”

			“Oh yeah?” Cameron pulled up a barstool and took a swig of his beer. “What’s been going on?”

			“Where do I start?” Caden pulled the darts out of the dartboard, went back to the starting point, and began throwing them again. “How about I married the mother of my child without a thought for what came next.”

			“Go on.”

			“I convinced her that Liam needed two parents and I don’t regret what I said, but I may have glossed over what marriage to me might actually look like.” At Cameron’s blank expression, Caden continued. “She didn’t understand that marrying meant we, she, would be knee deep in campaigning for the governor’s office and she would be in the public eye often, possibly have to give up her job to accommodate my dreams. I mean, I did mention to her that she might have to give up her job, but then I told her that that might only entail taking a leave of absence.”

			“Surely she must have thought about it. You didn’t hide what you did for a living.”

			“No, but the average person has no idea what it’s like to run for public office. I could have prepared her better. So needless to say, she’s been struggling to find her footing.”

			“Do you regret asking her to marry you?”

			“No, not for a single minute. I lo …” Caden stopped himself before he said words he couldn’t take back.

			“Love her,” Cameron finished the sentence for him. “Why are you so afraid to say it?”

			“I can’t put myself back in that vulnerable position again. Before, when she left, it took me a long time to get over her.”

			“Did you ever?” Cameron asked. “Because I’ve never really seen you get serious about any woman. You’ve always kept them at arm’s length despite their best attempts to snag you. Perhaps it’s always been Savannah.”

			“No.” Caden shook his head. “We are compatible, that’s all. There’s nothing more.”

			“You’re not fooling me, bro, but you could be fooling yourself.”

			“Hey, I didn’t come here for thought-provoking conversation. I came to talk to my little brother and have a beer. What’s going on with you and your lady anyway?”

			“She’s fantastic, Caden. Everything I could have wished for and more.”

			“It’s like that?”

			“Yeah. We’re committed to being monogamous, though I think Monae may have started hearing wedding bells.”

			“How do you feel about that?”

			“I definitely see a future with Monae, though I’m not ready to pull the trigger on proposing.”

			“Then you should bring her to meet the family. I’d like to get to know the woman who has stolen your heart.”

			“I dunno, bro. After how Mom treated Savannah … I don’t want to subject Monae to that kind of scrutiny.”

			“Mother has been chastised. I doubt she would ever think to involve herself in another son’s love life. Otherwise she risks alienating us all.”

			“I suppose.”

			“Give it some thought,” Caden said. Then he spun around and in quick succession threw every dart in the bullseye. There was nothing wrong with him. Savannah hadn’t stolen his mojo.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			“I can’t believe you did this,” Savannah said once she, Liam, and Caden sat down in one of the private suites at Oriole Park for a Baltimore Orioles game a few weeks later, on a Sunday. The suite was quite luxurious, with climate-controlled interior seating, high-def TVs, a wet bar with a buffet station lined with ballpark fare, a private restroom, and comfortable outdoor seating, which they now found themselves in.

			It was amazing to think how far they’d come. Over the past several weeks, their marriage had fallen into a conventional one. They slept together often and shared their day’s goings-on with each other. Caden talked to Savannah about his job as mayor and confided how difficult it was going to be to fight Eric Thomas.

			He valued her mind as well as her body, and Savannah found that Caden was becoming a more important part of her life. Today, he was capturing her attention in dark jeans and a polo shirt showing off his biceps and wide chest. And there was his wide mouth, which curved upward in a smile as he looked at her.

			“I wanted to give Liam something special,” Caden said, breaking into her thoughts as he glanced down at their son, who was already enthralled with the players warming up on the field.

			“This is great!” Liam said, leaning closer to the railing. “I can see the whole field from here. It’s much better than watching at home.”

			“I’m glad you think so,” Caden said with a smile. “Would you like something to eat? The suite has hot dogs, bratwurst, and burgers, or if there’s something else you want, I’m sure I can find it.”

			Liam glanced up long enough to say, “I’ll have a hot dog, please, with mustard only, no ketchup, and a Coca-Cola.”

			“Coke it is.”

			Liam turned and shook his head. “No, it’s called Coca-Cola.”

			Caden nodded. “Of course.” He was learning not to argue with Liam when he was dead set on something. Arguing would only cause his son to experience anxiety. “Savannah, anything for you? A beer perhaps?”

			“Yes, I’ll have an ice cold beer and a bratwurst with sauerkraut and mustard.”

			“You won’t be able to taste the bratwurst,” Liam interjected.

			“But that’s how I like it,” Savannah said and inclined her head, signaling for Caden to go on ahead. Caden had made a habit of catering to her this last month as if she was truly important to him. He accepted her for who she was and had stopped trying to fit a square peg into a round hole.

			“I think I like having a father,” Liam said by her side moments after Caden stepped out to get their food.

			“You do?” It was the first he’d spoken of his feelings toward Caden.

			Liam nodded. “He knows a lot of things, and I can talk to him.”

			“You can talk to me.”

			Liam gave her a sideward glance. “It’s not the same. He’s a boy. You’re a girl. He understands what it’s like to be a boy.”

			Savannah chuckled inwardly. Trust Liam to break it down so simply. “I’m glad you like him. I was worried.”

			“Is that why you kept me from him?” Liam asked.

			The question was so out of the blue that Savannah was momentarily stunned. “No, that’s not why. It doesn’t matter anyway because we’re a family now.”

			“Okay.” Liam accepted her answer and turned back around to face the game.

			Savannah couldn’t tell him the truth, which was that she’d feared Caden’s family might try to take Liam from her. Back then, she’d been so young and barely able to support herself, let alone the both of them, but she’d made due. But she couldn’t very well tell Liam this. She didn’t want him to have any negative feelings toward his grandparents.

			Caden returned several minutes later, holding two boxes, one with a hot dog and Coca-Cola for Liam and another for Savannah with her bratwurst and beer. Both Liam and Savannah graciously accepted their food. Savannah was looking forward to a great afternoon.

			Suddenly, Caden’s cellphone rang. Pulling it from his jeans pocket, he glanced down. “Got to take this. I’ll be right back.”

			Savannah was munching on her bratwurst and washing it down with the cold beer when Caden returned to his seat. She sensed his agitation.

			“What’s wrong?” she whispered.

			“Jack finally got an invitation from Gerald Lewis, the head of the Baltimore NAACP chapter, to meet with us to discuss his potential endorsement.”

			“And?”

			“He’d like to meet right now.”

			“Now?” Savannah’s voice rose, and Liam looked up at them. “Caden, you promised Sundays would be our day. Family day.”

			“I know and I’m sorry, but this can’t be avoided.”

			She sensed he was upset about the matter because a frown marred his chocolate features, but Savannah was afraid of the fallout with Liam. This would be very upsetting, especially after he’d just admitted to caring for Caden.

			“Can you tell Liam?” Caden asked.

			“Oh no you don’t.” She shook her head. “You don’t get to turn tail and run and leave me with the fallout. You tell your son.”

			“Tell me what?” Liam said, glancing back up at them. “The game is about to start soon. You should get your food and come back and sit.”

			Caden glanced at Savannah first, then Liam, and then back at Savannah, but she wasn’t budging. She shouldn’t be the only parent dealing with Liam.

			“Liam, listen, son. Something has come up, and I have to leave, but you and your mother can stay as long as you like. The entire suite is yours for the day.”

			“We just got here!” Liam yelled. Several pairs of eyes from neighboring suites glanced in their direction.

			“I know, Liam. And I’m sorry. Truly, I am. I wanted nothing more than to spend time with you and your mom today, but I need to do this.”

			“No! No!” Liam’s voice rose with each word and steadily became louder. “You said Sunday was going to be family day. You’re not supposed to work on Sundays.”

			“I know what I said, but this is unavoidable.”

			“Then you’re a liar,” Liam spat the words out at him, and even Savannah was taken aback by the anger in them, “because a liar is someone who leads you to believe something that is not true.”

			“Liam.” Caden went to move toward him, but Liam moved away.

			“I don’t want to be touched. I DON’T WANT TO BE TOUCHED!” Liam moved as far away as he could from Caden until he was standing in a corner. Then he began chanting and repeating the sentence.

			“Okay!” Caden held up his hands and backed away from him. “I’ll move away.” He glanced at his watch and then back at Savannah. “I’m sorry, but I need to go. Here are my keys. You can drive home when the game is over.”

			“And you?”

			“Jack has car service waiting for me outside.”

			“Of course he does.” Savannah shook her head in dismay and rolled her eyes. “Just go, Caden.”

			He stared at her for several seconds as if he was debating what to do, so she lowered her head, unable to look at him. In the end, she knew what he would choose. And she was right. When she lifted her head, Caden was gone, leaving her to pick up the pieces.
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			As he slid into the waiting Lincoln Town Car, Caden hated how he’d left the ballpark. He’d never wanted to be the reason his son was so upset. Not today. Today marked one of the few occasions they’d been able to go out as a family without a bunch of fanfare. Other than an occasional dinner out, there were always events and rallies to attend. Savannah had gone to some, but other times she’d stayed behind at home with Liam, as she should.

			Caden feared he’d just walked back all the progress he’d made with Liam. He’d finally started forming a relationship with him. Liam loved baseball and all the stats and figures. Caden had looked forward to seeing Liam’s brain tick and bonding with his son over the game.

			Instead, he was en route to his campaign office for a quick change of clothes and to prep with Jack for the meeting. Caden was doing everything in his power to turn the tide. Polls had shown he had made some progress in the state, but there was so much more work to be done and an endorsement from Gerald Lewis would go a long way.

			When the car stopped, Caden jumped out and rushed into his campaign headquarters.

			“Thank God. I wasn’t sure if you’d come,” Jack said.

			Caden frowned. “Of course I would. I know how important Gerald Lewis is to my campaign.”

			“True, but it’s Sunday, your family day.”

			Caden shrugged and walked to his office to change clothes in the small private bath.

			“How did it go with the family?” Jack asked. At Caden’s stone expression, Jack changed topics. “Alright then, well, I’ll wait for you out here.” He pointed to the reception area.

			“Do that.”

			Caden was showered and changed in fifteen minutes. In the Lincoln, Jack filled him on what to expect at the afternoon meeting. Caden listened, but his mind wandered to Liam’s reaction to his leaving. And there was Savannah. He’d seen the disappointment in her eyes. He was trying his best to be a good father and husband.

			He’d thought he was doing a pretty good job lately, but the linchpin of control he’d created after Savannah’s departure in New York had begun to come undone. He thought of Savannah every hour on the hour, as if she were some sort of alarm. He wanted her with a desperation that bordered on insanity. Sometimes, he’d strip her bare and spend the rest of the night proving she was only a convenient wife. But he knew better. Savannah was so much more, which made him feel less and less secure of the internal compass he’d always relied on. Had she finally penetrated through the barrier he had in place?
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			When Caden returned home later that evening, Savannah made sure to feign sleep. She was in no mood to rehash the events of the afternoon. After Caden left, Liam had been inconsolable and not even the baseball game could rouse him out of his sad state. Well before the game ended, Savannah had taken him home. No reason to continue the farce of family day.

			As soon as they had arrived home, Liam had immediately gone to his room without saying another word and slammed the door. He was disappointed in his father, and Savannah couldn’t much blame him. Caden bailed on them on one of the activities that meant the most to Liam. It was almost as if he’d desecrated Liam’s favorite sport.

			So no, I’m not in a mood to talk to him, much less accept an apology.

			So she stayed with her back turned to the window as Caden came in, showered, and eventually slid into bed. She sensed when he got in because she could feel him looking at her, watching and waiting for an outburst, she was sure, but she wasn’t going to give him the benefit of one. She was going to break a cardinal rule and go to bed angry because she had righteousness on her side.

			[image: C:\Users\Yahrah\Dropbox\Author photo\YahrahSt.John-3.jpg]

			The next morning, Savannah awoke in a fitful state. She hadn’t slept much and when she glanced over, the bed was empty. She touched the sheets and found them cool to the touch. Did he really leave without clearing the air?

			Anger rushed through her veins, and she hopped out of bed. Snatching her robe from the ottoman, she slammed her arms into the sleeves, tied the robe around her middle, slid on her slippers, and headed for the kitchen.

			That’s where she found Caden, barechested, wearing pajama bottoms and holding a cup of coffee.

			She swept past him to the coffee pot and, after pulling out a mug from the cupboard, poured herself a cup. She didn’t need milk and sugar today. She drank it black because that was her mood.

			After several sips, she glanced up to find Caden’s midnight eyes on her. “Are we going to talk now?” he asked. “Or are you going to ignore me like you did last night?”

			Savannah began to open her mouth, but Caden held up his finger to her lips.

			“Don’t lie, Savannah. We’ve slept in bed together many times. I know when you’re sleeping and when you’re faking it.”

			“Fine!” she huffed, slamming the mug down on the island in front of them, splashing coffee on the counter. “I was in no mood to talk to you.” She moved away because she couldn’t stand standing so close to Caden without touching him.

			“Don’t walk away from me, Savannah.” Caden followed her around the island, but she kept moving until they were standing opposite each other.

			“We’ve had this argument before, Caden. It’s the same ol’ song. And I get it, okay? Your campaign is important, but when are you going to put your son and me first? You knew how important baseball was to Liam, and instead you ruined it. You took him to the mountaintop, showed him how great it could be, and then unceremoniously dropped him.”

			Her words must have sunk in because the hurt on Caden’s face caused Savannah to wonder if she’d gone too far.

			“You’re right, Savannah. Clearly, I was trying to do too much, be too much to both you and Liam. Since I’m failing on both fronts, I might as well go to the office, where I actually see success.”

			Savannah watched in shock as Caden walked out of the kitchen, leaving her alone with her regrets.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			The next couple of weeks were a blur for Savannah. She went through the emotions of her life. Go to work, which she hadn’t let go of. Take care of Liam. Make dinner. But inside, regret and sadness filled her because for a fleeting moment, she and Caden had found a rhythm in their marriage. Now, it was gone again.

			Oh, she wasn’t foolish enough to think Caden was in love with her, but she’d thought they’d accepted who the other was and they’d come to a sort of peace. Now, she felt as if they were back at square one. She’d pushed him too far, and he’d retreated back into his shell, using work and the campaign as a shield.

			He wouldn’t be able to do that this weekend. Savannah had arranged a dinner party for several high-profile guests. She had run this past Jack, and after he’d approved, they were off to the races. She’d been so looking forward to the event to put into action all of Camilla’s advice and to show Caden she’d learned how to be the best political wife.

			Instead of feeling proud of her progress though, her stomach was turned into knots and she was sick with worry. Would everyone notice Caden’s cool demeanor toward her? He certainly hadn’t made any effort to bridge the gap between them in the last few weeks. If anything, he’d worked longer hours, and on the days he’d promised were family time, he made it home in time for dinner, then afterward, would shut her out and focus his attention on regaining Liam’s favor. Liam was slowly starting to talk to Caden after the disaster at the Baltimore Orioles game.

			Now, Caden was wrapping up his day at campaign headquarters while Savannah worked with the caterers to get the house in order. Camilla suggested Savannah have the party here at their home because she would feel more comfortable in a familiar setting hobnobbing with Baltimore’s wealthy.

			Camilla had stopped by earlier to check on things. “Looks like everything is going well.” She had circled her arm through Savannah’s as Savannah led her through the house.

			“It is,” Savannah stated. “The caterer you suggested is phenomenal, and the party planner has been helping set the stage for the dinner.”

			Camilla smiled. “Excellent. And your dress for the evening?” She’d suggested a local designer for Savannah, someone who could help outfit her with a number that would not only befit the occasion but complement her figure and give Savannah her own style.

			“He’s a magician,” Savannah said with a smile. “After sending my measurements, he arrived yesterday with a bucketload of dresses, and I actually chose several—one for tonight and several others for other events I might need to attend.”

			“Excellent.” Camilla patted her arm. “And my son? Where is the man of the hour?”

			“He’s busy at campaign headquarters.”

			Camilla must have detected the strain in her voice because she stopped walking and turned Savannah to face her. “Is everything all right, my dear, between you and Caden?”

			“Everything’s fine.”

			Camilla’s eyebrows arched in disapproval. “Fine is not a good answer. Have you had a falling out?”

			“You could say that.”

			“Ah.” Camilla chuckled. “Happens in marriage. You’ll get over it, but you mustn’t let it show tonight. Everyone will be watching you. Act as if you don’t have a care in the world.”

			“I understand.”

			“Good.” Camilla patted her hand. Savannah was surprised because it was an act of affection she hadn’t expected from Caden’s mother. “Well then, I’ll see you tonight.” She started for the door but then stopped. “Chin up.” She lifted hers in acknowledgment.

			Savannah could only hope tonight would go without a hitch. Otherwise, all her efforts to be the best wife would be in vain.
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			Caden felt uneasy about tonight as he dressed for the evening and began tying his tie. First, he wasn’t used to having people in his home, his sanctuary, but this dinner was important to Savannah, so he’d agreed. That was before their relationship had hit a roadblock.

			Since the argument about his leaving the baseball game, he and Savannah had barely spoken. Sure, they were civil with each other when they were around Liam, making polite conversation about their day, but in private, it was the cold war. They spoke to each other only if absolutely necessary. There were no shared laughs or jokes. And sex? Well, they might share a bed, but they hadn’t been intimate for a few weeks.

			Caden understood he’d been to blame for Liam’s meltdown at the game. He knew he’d failed to deliver on a promise he’d made, and he was regretful for agreeing to meet Gerald Lewis, who agreed to endorse him. Consequently, Caden had seen a spike in his numbers. So while he might be climbing to new heights in the polls, his marriage was taking a nosedive.

			Caden didn’t know how to stop it or whether he should. Since his and Savannah’s stalemate, his head had been clear to focus on the task at hand: become governor of Maryland. On the other hand, he missed the easy camaraderie he and Savannah had shared, having someone to come home to at night who genuinely cared about him and wanted what was best for him. It was a heady feeling, but it also scared him in its intensity.

			In truth, Caden hadn’t felt this way, well, since West Point, when he’d taken one look at Savannah and fell head first into love with the feisty Afro-Latina. He wasn’t sure he could go back to being that naïve, giving young man who thought love conquered all because that man had been destroyed when he found the love he’d had with Savannah had been built on sand.

			Just then, she appeared in the doorway of the master bath and all the air in his lungs left. Her chestnut and honey-blond hair had been styled into Marilyn Monroe waves and swept to one side. Her body was swathed in a sleek, green jersey silk dress with spaghetti straps. The front was demure with a sweetheart neckline, but when Savannah turned, her entire back was bare to her waist.

			Caden swallowed. “Savannah?”

			She arched a brow. “Do you need some assistance?” She glanced down at his tie, which somehow he hadn’t finished when he’d begun thinking about the state of their marriage.

			“Uh … sure.”

			She sauntered toward him and without looking at him began efficiently knotting the tie and sliding it up his neck. When she was finished, she glanced up at him and red-hot attraction arced between them. He saw it in her eyes because they had a tendency to change from hazel to green when she was turned on.

			“I had better get downstairs,” she said with a rasp, stepping away from him. “Make sure everything is going according to plan.” Picking up her dress, she swiftly rushed out of the bathroom like her dress was on fire.

			Hadn’t it been?

			If she hadn’t moved away, he would have hauled her to him, hiked up her dress, and thrust himself home, ending the détente between them. He let her go because he just determined that later tonight he would make love to his wife.
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			What’s wrong with me?

			She’d almost given in to temptation and kissed Caden, ending the miserable state she’d been in the last few weeks. But fortunately, she’d stopped and not thrown herself at him even though she suspected he might not have pushed her away. There had been an answering hunger in those midnight eyes of his, but Savannah refused to be the first one to break.

			Caden was in the wrong. He’d broken a promise, and instead of rectifying the situation, he was acting like a petulant child. So she’d treated him as such, but tonight she would put their differences aside and join him in giving the best acting performance of their lives as the happy newlyweds.

			When she arrived downstairs, she found that the planner had everything on track. Then the doorbell rang, signaling their first guests.

			Savannah took a deep breath. She was prepared for this. She’d been coached by Camilla Mitchell, socialite extraordinaire. She could do this. Plastering a smile on her face, she headed to the foyer to greet her guests. Just as she did, she noticed Caden walking down the stairs.

			Her husband made for a handsome figure in a dark bespoke suit tailored to fit his athletic physique. His smoldering dark eyes landed on hers for a second before he turned to greet Missy Summers and her husband, their first guests. Missy was on the board of Johns Hopkins and was a big mover and shaker in town.

			“Missy, thank you so much for coming,” Caden said. “This is my wife, Savannah.”

			Mrs. Summers leaned forward and blew air kisses at Savannah. “Thank you for the invite. Yours is one of the best we received for Saturday evening.”

			“Well, I certainly hope you enjoy yourself,” Savannah said to the older blonde woman. She watched as the couple made their way to the living room, where a liveried waiter was serving canapés.

			The next hour continued in much the same vein, with Savannah and Caden greeting their guests, who were influential CEOs and members of Baltimore commerce. Once everyone arrived, Caden gave a short speech, thanking them for attending. With Camilla’s help, Savannah arranged for evening entertainment in both the main living area and on the patio. A renowned pianist played softly in the background, giving the atmosphere a laidback feel. Since it was such a lovely evening, a guitarist who also happened to have an amazing voice sang outside on the patio.

			“You’ve outdone yourself, Savannah,” Camilla said when she and her husband, Cal, approached her and Caden by the fireplace mantel in the living room. “The party is magnificent.”

			They shared a knowing smile because Savannah couldn’t have done it without Camilla’s help. “Thank you. It really is an art putting together an event such as this.”

			“I agree,” Caden’s grandfather Carter said as he joined their circle. “Hats off to you.”

			Savannah wasn’t used to receiving compliments, especially from the patriarch in the family. She beamed with pride.

			“And who did you bring with you, Cam?” Caden asked from her side. That’s when she noticed his brother standing nearby with a petite but gorgeous woman.

			Cameron and his date moved toward them. “Mom, Dad, I’d like you to meet Monae Williams, my girlfriend.” From the way he looked at Monae, everyone could see that he was madly in love.

			“Girlfriend?” Camilla’s interest was piqued.

			“Yes, ma’am,” Monae said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you all.” She smiled at everyone in the circle.

			“I’m glad to see you’re finally settling down, like Caden here,” Carter said. “I thought young rascals wanted to stay footloose and fancy free.”

			Cameron laughed. “Not this rascal.” He wrapped his arm around Monae’s shoulder. “My partying days are over because Monae and I are in love.”

			“That’s wonderful, son.” His father shook his free hand.

			It was so fantastic to see young love, and it reminded Savannah of what she and Caden had once shared—what she’d hoped they might share in the future before she’d bungled it.

			Just then, she noticed the party planner signaling her. “Excuse me for a moment.”

			Stepping away from the group, she headed toward the planner and they spoke briefly about how well things were going. Minutes later, Savannah began looking for Caden, who had left his conversation with his brother and other family members. She found him and Jack whispering in the foyer. “What is she doing here?” She heard Caden’s shocked voice.

			“I don’t know,” Jack said. “I’m sure Savannah wouldn’t have invited her.”

			“Make her disappear.”

			“And create a scene?” Jack said. “No can do. We’ll just have to deal with it.”

			Savannah watched as a stunning young woman stepped in front of her. She had creamy tapioca skin with perfect makeup highlighting her cheekbones, long, straight black hair sleeked back to her shoulders, and a sequined black pantsuit with a deep V-neck and five-inch stilettos.

			“Ah, you must be Savannah, Caden’s wife.” She extended a hand.

			“Yes, I am.” Savannah accepted the proffered hand. “And I’m sorry, I’m at a loss. You are?”

			“Natalee Pierce, a good friend of Caden’s.” Natalee turned to stare at Caden and Jack. “I assumed since my parents were invited to tonight’s soiree you wouldn’t mind another guest.”

			Savannah knew exactly who she was. Her mind went back to the terrace when she’d heard this very woman sneer about her and say that she had trapped Caden into marriage. Why was she here? To cause trouble? But what could she do? If she made a scene, Savannah would make Natalee right about the notion that she wasn’t the right woman for Caden. So instead of saying what she wanted to say, she said, “Of course. Please come in.”

			She watched as Caden and Jack reluctantly followed behind them, but from the look on Caden’s face, she could tell that she had made a critical error.
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			Caden fumed at Savannah’s side once they were in the living room. He watched Natalee walk over to her parents, who were as surprised to see her as he was. Why in the hell would Natalee show up here knowing Savannah is hosting? he thought. To start trouble. She was deliberately trying to get a rise out of him, but he wouldn’t give her the satisfaction.

			“Caden, you mind stepping outside for a walk with me?” his father asked.

			“Not at all.” Caden joined in step with his father’s stride until they made it out onto the patio. There was only one other couple milling around, but his father still moved them into the farthest corner, where he assumed they wouldn’t be heard.

			“What’s going on between you and Savannah?”

			Caden glanced up at him. “Pardon?”

			“There’s something wrong, isn’t there? The last time you, she, and Liam came to dinner, I saw progress between you all. You were coming together as a family, but tonight something is off. What gives?”

			“It’s nothing.” Caden stared over at the guitarist who was playing one of his favorite songs. Is that Savannah’s doing?

			“I’m your father. I know when something is bugging you. You can talk to me about it. Maybe I can help.”

			“Can you help make three of me? Because I’ve been failing in juggling being a politician, a father, and a husband.”

			His father threw back his head and laughed. “Is that it? Hell, every man faces struggling with work and home life. You’re not the first man to have encountered this.”

			“Yeah, well, it feels like it,” Caden snorted. “Savannah is angry with me. Has been for a few weeks.”

			“Yet she planned all of this.” His father swept his hand wide.

			Caden stared at him. He hadn’t really given the party much thought up till now. He was so used to going to such events that he hadn’t considered the work Savannah must have put into this—yet another fatal flaw.

			“Hey.” His father grabbed his shoulder. “I’m not telling you this to beat yourself up. I’m just letting you know that despite how upset she might be with you, your wife cares a great deal about you. She wouldn’t have agreed to allow your mother to help her otherwise.”

			Caden frowned. “Mother? What are you talking about?”

			Shock registered on his father’s face. “You didn’t know?”

			“Know what?” Caden’s voice rose.

			“Savannah has been coming to the house and spending time with your mother. She’s been helping her with tips on being a politician’s wife, planning the perfect party.”

			“Really?”

			“Yeah. Savannah wants to please you, Caden. Do right by you. The least you can do is meet her halfway.”

			Caden sighed. His father was right. Instead, he’d been on his soapbox waiting for Savannah to come to him. He didn’t hold the high moral ground on this. He had to go to her, make her see he’d been a fool and make things right between them once more.

			“Thanks, Dad. I appreciate it.” He hugged his father. “Give me a minute, will you?” He wanted to clear his head before going back into the living room.

			“Sure thing.”

			Caden was thinking about the best approach when someone tapped his shoulder. He spun around to find Natalee on the patio.

			“The man of the hour,” Natalee said.

			“What are you doing here, Natalee?”

			“I’m here to show my support, of course. I assume my invitation was lost in the mail?”

			Caden frowned. “There wasn’t one, and you know it. Yet still you show up. Don’t you see? You’re embarrassing yourself.”

			“And don’t you see,” Natalee said, coming closer toward him until she was inches away from his face, “that woman isn’t right for you. Everyone can see how cold and distant you are with each other. Yours is no love story.”

			“You shouldn’t have come tonight.”

			“And you need to wake up, Caden. You need to find a woman who can bring more to the table than a plucky attitude. I can handle any situation I’m in, and I’ve got contacts to help your career.”

			Caden grabbed her arms and pushed her away. “I’m going to say this for the last time, Natalee, and I hope you hear me. You and I,” he said, pointing between them, “that’s never going to happen, and if you continue to show up to my campaign office and my home unannounced, I’m going to have to get a restraining order. Now get out!”

			Natalee’s eyes turned dark with fury, and Caden watched her storm back inside. He needed a few minutes to compose himself, otherwise everyone in the room would see how upset he was and he didn’t want anything to ruin this night Savannah had obviously put so much of herself into. He would stay out here until he was calm.
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			From the other side of the French doors, Savannah watched and listened with horror to their encounter. Obviously, Natalee and Caden knew each other, possibly intimately as far as Savannah knew. She’d watched the body language and how close the other woman had gotten to her husband.

			It made Savannah’s stomach roil thinking of the two of them together. Was Natalee the reason Caden was pulling away from her? Had he realized he’d bet on the wrong horse?

			Savannah wasn’t sure if she could walk into the dining room where all the other guests had gone now that dinner was ready. How could she go in there when she knew it was all a sham?

			“Were you listening?” Natalee asked when she found Savannah on the other side of the door. “Then you know you don’t hold a candle to me.”

			Savannah didn’t want to get into an altercation with the woman, so she started toward the foyer, but Natalee rushed toward her, stepping into her path. “You’re not good enough for him,” Natalee spat. “You know it, don’t you? But yet you go to all this trouble, because of what?”

			“Leave me alone.” Savannah tried to block out her words, but Natalee didn’t back down.

			“Omigod! You love him, don’t you? Well, guess what, sweetheart? He doesn’t love you, and everyone here saw it tonight. Your marriage is one of convenience to help him win the election. You’re nothing more than some Bronx ghetto trash Caden picked up when he was looking for a good time at West Point. But lucky for you, you got yourself knocked up, forever securing your place at the Mitchell table.”

			“Shut your filthy mouth!”

			“Why?” Natalee’s eyes grew wide with amusement. “What are you going to do? Kick my butt like they do in the Bronx? C’mon, Savannah, admit you have no place in this world and never will. No matter how many designer duds they put on you, all you will ever be is Caden’s baby mama.”

			Savannah didn’t wait to hear another word. Instead, she rushed toward the door. She knew exactly where the keys to her car were in the garage, and she would use them to get the hell away from these toxic people.

			Natalee was right. She would never fit in and had no place here among the elite. She started the engine of her Ford Escape and got out of Dodge.

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			Caden heard an engine and rushed toward the door in time to see the lights roar down the street. Standing at the curb was Natalee with a smug smile.

			“What have you done?”

			“I told her the truth. Someone should have. She knows you don’t love her now and never will. I’ve set her free. I’ve set you both free. So perhaps you can finally find the woman you were meant to be with.”

			“You thought that was you? Well, guess what, Natalee? You couldn’t be more wrong, because it’s Savannah I love, who I have always loved for the last twelve years. Trust me when I say that there will never be another woman for me but Savannah. You’ve done what you came for, so run along, but mark my words, you come near me or what’s mine again and you’ll regret it.”

			She gave him a deadly stare but didn’t say another word as she hopped into her car and drove off.

			“Son?” His father came out to join Caden on the driveway. “What’s happened? I heard a car gun the engine and drive away. Your mother asked me to check on things.”

			Caden stared down the road. “Savannah has left me.”
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			Savannah had no idea where she was going. Natalee’s words had wrecked her, but they were no worse than what Savannah had told herself: She wasn’t good enough for Caden. He’d only married her to give Liam a home. She doubted he’d even thought about his gubernatorial bid, only that he had to claim what was his. Once he’d realized his error, Caden had buyer’s remorse.

			Savannah was a half-breed from the Bronx raised by a mother who was looking for her next meal ticket. It didn’t matter if Camilla taught her what fork and spoon to use or how to converse with the elite. It didn’t matter because Savannah was no lady. She was gutter trash.

			It’s why her father had walked out on her mother because she was unworthy of love. No one would ever love her, including Caden. Maybe he did once, but she’d ruined it by running away and never telling him he had a son. Was it any wonder he didn’t want her? She was only good for a roll in the hay, but love?

			She’d been a fool to hope, to wish, to dream that Caden might love her. The best thing she could do for him was set him free. Let him choose a woman like Natalee from the right family with the right pedigree and credentials that might help advance him to where he wanted to be, because she definitely wasn’t it.
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			Back inside the house, Caden was a zombie, unsure of what to do. He felt bereft without Savannah. Thankfully, Jack, his mother, and grandfather came to the rescue, keeping everyone entertained. Somehow, Caden found the courage to give the speech he’d prepared for the evening even though his heart was breaking.

			The dinner concluded soon after dessert with several of the key Baltimore players in town firmly in his corner. Afterward, he retired to his room, leaving his mother to handle dealing with the caterers and cleanup. She knocked on his door when she was finished.

			“Can I come in?” She didn’t wait for an answer and walked into his bedroom, their bedroom, turning on the lights. Caden glanced at the bed he shared with Savannah and felt a gut punch.

			“Suit yourself.” Caden took a sip of the amber liquid he’d filled on his way here.

			“Darling, drinking in the dark is for cowards,” Camilla stated, sitting across from him at the bay window where he’d perched.

			He regarded her but didn’t speak.

			“You had a setback tonight, but you will rise again, stronger and better than you were before with Savannah at your side.”

			“She left me. Again.”

			“True, but you know why this time. You’re not wondering like you were before what caused her to leave, which in that case was me. I lay the cause of your hurt heavily at my own feet.”

			“Why?”

			“Because if I had not interfered twelve years ago, you and Savannah would be married and happily in love with your son. You may have even had more children. Who knows? But I robbed you of that because I thought she wasn’t good enough for you. I held those opinions never having known her. I was wrong.”

			Caden was surprised because Camilla Mitchell rarely admitted she was wrong about anything.

			“Over the last few weeks, I’ve gotten to know Savannah and she’s a wonderful daughter—the daughter I never had. She’s warm, giving, and loving. You are incredibly lucky to have found her not once, but twice. You mustn’t let her go, Caden. You have to fight for her. Fight with everything you have.”

			After talking with his mom, Caden was determined to find Savannah. He drove to her old home in the hopes she might have gone there for refuge, but it was locked up tight since they’d found a buyer and would be closing in a few weeks. He tried Charlotte, who hadn’t heard from Savannah since earlier that day when she’d called to wish her luck for the party.

			Somewhere around midnight, when Savannah still hadn’t returned home, he called her mother. Carmen Vasquez was a real piece of work. She wasn’t surprised that Savannah had run. She told him it had just been a matter of time because a daughter of hers wasn’t meant to be with the upper crust. She told him to leave Savannah be so she could live among her own kind.

			What the hell kind of mother is she? Caden thought. Is this what Savannah has had to endure all her life? A worthless mother who thinks little of her own child? Who doesn’t try to encourage her but instead puts her down all the time?

			No wonder Savannah lacked self-confidence. She’d never received any kind of love and reassurance from Carmen, that’s for sure. And when she’d looked for it from Caden, he’d given her the cold shoulder, leaving an opening for Natalee to slither in and fill her head with lies.

			Hours later, after his unsuccessful search for Savannah, his mother’s words encouraging him to fight for her were still ringing in his ears when Savannah walked in. It was the morning, and she was wearing the same dress she’d had on the night before.

			Caden rushed to his feet. His head felt a bit swimmy from drinking during the night. “Thank God you’re home, Savi. Where have you been? I’ve been worried sick.”

			She didn’t answer him. Instead, the look of defeat Savannah gave him gutted him, and for a moment, Caden was rooted to his feet. He watched her unzip her dress and leave it on the bedroom floor and begin stripping off a barely there thong and bra as she made her way to the bathroom.

			Then he heard the shower. He pictured her inside as the taps ran down her womanly curves. He could feel himself becoming hard at the thought. He wanted to go in there and make her forget anything else but him, hard and thick inside her. Make her remember how beautiful and perfect it had been between them. Still could be.

			Except this time, Caden knew he couldn’t use sex to get through to Savannah. He was going to have to be brave as he had been when he’d brought each one of the men in Afghanistan a quarter of a mile to the helicopter and received the Medal of Honor. He would have to lay it all on the line, be raw and naked with his emotions, and show her that she was worthy of his love.
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			The hot shower felt good on Savannah’s weary limbs. She hadn’t gotten much sleep. She’d driven endlessly for hours until eventually she’d pulled over along the side of the road and fallen asleep. Only when a police officer tapped on her window to make sure she was alright did Savannah realize where she was. After assuring the officer that she was okay, she’d driven herself home and come face-to-face with the man she loved.

			The man she would always love.

			Even after the divorce.

			Turning off the taps, she dried herself, and after lotioning, she quickly dressed in the walk-in closet before coming out to face him.

			He still wore last night’s suit. He looked tired, and his eyes were rimmed with red.

			“Caden, we need to talk.”

			“Never words men like to hear,” he said with a wry smile, “but I agree. There’s lots that need to be said. I’ll start first.”

			“No.” She shook her head. “Please let me. I have to do this before I chicken out.” She sat down on the edge of their bed.

			“If you’re about to say you’re leaving me, you can stop right now, Savannah Grace Mitchell, because I won’t hear of it.”

			“For God’s sake, Caden, listen to me!”

			“Alright, alright.” He went to sit down on the bed beside her, but she instantly bolted upright to her feet.

			“I can’t do this anymore,” Savannah said, walking away from the bed.

			“Do what? Be married to me?” The words sounded acrid on his tongue.

			“This marriage was a mistake. I should never have agreed. I should have never let the appeal of being married to you cloud my better judgment. I think I got caught up in what could have been when we were madly in love, but I screwed that up, didn’t I? By keeping Liam from you? It’s why you could never love me, and I don’t blame you, Caden. Honestly, I don’t. I deserve it.”

			She continued, “But the truth of the matter is we’re worlds apart. I’m a simple girl from the Bronx. I’ve been able to rise above my upbringing, and I’m a good nurse and a damn good mother, but I’m not cut out to be a politician’s wife. I tried. Honestly, I tried to mold myself into the image of being what you needed, but after last night, I can see I’ll never live up to it. You should find yourself someone worthy of you. Someone who’ll lift you up instead of bring you down.”

			“What are you saying, Savannah?”

			“I want a divorce. I’m releasing you of your obligation to me, but not to Liam. Never Liam. I want you to be the father you should have always been to him, and I promise you I will never get in the way of that.”

			Caden just stared back at her without responding, and Savannah wondered if he heard her, but then he said, “Are you done?”

			She nodded. She’d said what she had to say. She hadn’t known she had the guts to do it, but she had. So why did it feel like she’d just been torn asunder?

			“I’m sorry to tell you, Savannah, but you’re in for a fight.”

			Her hand flew to her mouth. “You would fight me for custody of Liam?”

			“Of course not. I’m going to fight you for you.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“What I’m trying to tell you, Savannah, is that I love you and I won’t let you leave me. I want more than anything for our marriage to work, to be the husband you want and the father Liam needs.”

			“Love?” His words must have startled Savannah because she reached for a nearby chair and sank into it.

			“I fell in love with you twelve years ago, Savi, and despite the years apart, I never stopped. No other woman has been able to open my heart because it’s been locked shut until you came back to set it free. I was angry with you for keeping Liam from me, yes,” he said as he began walking toward her, “but more importantly because you broke every part of me when you left me back then and I didn’t think anything would ever put me back together again. But since we’ve reunited, we’ve grown, and it’s given my love for you space to grow again into something new, something stronger that can withstand anything, even some wayward leech of a woman who tried to threaten what we have.”

			Caden went to his knees in front of her. “But I won’t let her or anyone else get in the way of us ever again. Not Natalee. Not my mom. Not anyone. But first you have to stop running, baby, at the first sign of trouble. We’re going to have bumps in the road, but I need you by my side every step of the way, because I trust you.”

			“You do?”

			“Yes. I love you, Savannah. Do you hear me?” He grasped both sides of her face and peered into her eyes. “I couldn’t live forever without you, and I don’t want to even try.”

			Tears slid down her cheeks because she couldn’t believe it was possible that Caden could actually love her. All the years of hoping and wishing had finally come true. He not only loved her, he trusted her.

			“I need to hear you say the words back,” Caden murmured even though his throat was tight.

			“I love you too.” Savannah threw her arms around him, a sob racking her shoulders.

			Caden had never been so thankful his entire life to hear those words. Last night, he thought he’d lost Savannah, but being fearless, he’d gained all he’d ever hoped for.

			“I never knew you felt the same,” Savannah said.

			Caden took her chin in his hand and stared down into her eyes. “Deep down, I’ve always known, but I was afraid of losing you again. I couldn’t bear it, Savannah. I love you and the family we’ve created, and I want more children with you.”

			“Really?”

			“Yes, really.” He clasped one of her hands to his. “I want as many babies as you’ll have with me.”

			“And we’ll have a brood of them,” Savannah said, “because this time we’ll be together.”

			“How about we start working on them right now?” Caden said. He lifted her out of the chair and carried her to the bed. They stripped each other’s clothes off and came together as husband and wife in every sense of the word. Caden felt as if the aching hole that had been in his heart all these years had finally been filled.

			With Savannah’s love, he was complete.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			The entire family rejoiced several months later at Caden and Savannah’s vow renewal because not only had Caden won the election against Eric Thomas, but he and Savannah were pregnant. Caden suspected he knew when they’d conceived: the day after the fundraiser Savannah threw for him.

			When she’d come back the next morning, Caden had been worried sick, but after declaring their mutual love for each other, they’d made love over and over. Caden was certain that’s when they’d created a new life. They hadn’t been sure how Liam would react to the happy news, but he, along with the rest of the family, was ecstatic. Liam screamed, “I’m going to have a baby brother or sister someday soon!”

			Since they were past the three-month mark, Savannah and Caden felt comfortable announcing their pregnancy.

			“Wonderful news, my boy,” Cal said, pulling Caden into a bear hug.

			“Thanks, Dad.” Caden was thrilled because this time he would be there for Savannah at every step of the pregnancy and get to see his little girl being born. They’d found out the sex from the last sonogram but were keeping it a secret.

			“Congratulations,” said Caden’s wayward brother Cage, who had suddenly shown up for the nuptials earlier that day.

			“Thanks, it’s good to see you, man,” Caden said, wrapping his younger brother in his embrace. “We all were hoping nothing happened to you on one of your crazy Special Forces missions.”

			“Naww, you know I have nine lives,” Cage responded. “But you are a lucky man. Savannah’s a beauty.”

			“That she is,” Caden said. “I hope you find someone someday.”

			Cage shook his head. “I’m not the settling down kind.”

			Cameron strolled over to his brothers, his arm wrapped around Monae. “Welcome home, bro.” Cameron released Monae long enough to wrap his big brother Cage in a bear hug.

			“Yeah, thanks.” Cage gave him a sideward glance. “And who is the lovely woman behind you?”

			Cameron slid his hand through Monae’s and pulled her forward. “Cage, this is my lady, Monae.”

			“Pleasure.” Cage bent his head and brushed his lips across her hand.

			From his vantage point, Caden noticed Cage’s eye had grown wide with interest, but Cage quickly covered it up. Caden hoped Cage was just appreciating Monae’s beauty and there wasn’t more there. Cage had always been the troublemaker among the three Mitchell boys.

			Caden glanced over at Savannah, and their gazes locked. He felt a familiar heat as he always did when her eyes called to him across the room just like a siren’s song. The pull between the two of them was as strong as ever. He immediately left his brothers and moved toward the woman he adored and always would.
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			If you loved Caden’s story, you won’t want to miss Cage’s story in Seducing the Seal, the next Mitchell Brothers Series installment!
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