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Louise

Age Eleven

WHITE ON ALL SIDES.

White, like black, isn’t a color—it’s the result of the presence of light. I can almost hear my teacher’s voice saying it.

Beep. Beep. Beep.

The annoying machine won’t stop announcing to the whole world that it’s taking care of me so I don’t die.

I try to lift my arm, but there’s a needle in it.

Unlike most kids, I don’t have a problem with needles. When we got our shots, even when we were little, my sister would cry and kick. I’d just watch.

Daddy said I was very determined and that because of that, I could be anything I wanted, even brave.

Beep. Beep. Beep.

My father is dead. That’s why I was brought here.

I should be dead, too.

“Is she going to survive?” I hear my mother’s voice ask.

She is going to survive, I tell myself, this time as a statement. Because she is determined and can be anything, even a survivor.

Or a murderer.

Can pre-teens be called murderers? I think so.

Killing is a sin, the priest always said.

Beep. Beep. Beep.

I don’t regret killing that man. I tried to save my father and I’d do it all again, because I’m determined.

“She is going to survive,” I repeat the phrase like a prayer, wanting to convince myself, and God too, of it.

I don’t want to die because I need to find out why they stole Daddy from us. I need to understand that man’s words. He is the real murderer. I’m just determined.

That day, my determination was to protect my father. Today, it’s to live to avenge him.
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Bryce

Texas

Twelve Years Later

“THEY’RE SAYING THAT as soon as you finish this first term, you’ll be the party’s nominee for the Presidency, Senator,” my aide says.

“That’s still four years away, Alfred. A lot can happen between now and then. Besides, I don’t fit the Republican mold as neatly as Hudson did. My brother was the candidate they wanted for President.”

“True, your ideas might be a bit too bold for the more conservative wing of the party, but you appeal to the younger voters, and they’re the majority.”

I rise from my chair, thinking this would be the crowning achievement of a career I didn’t even know I wanted a few years ago.

I’ve always lived in a limbo between the country and the city, but suddenly, life on my ranch didn’t seem like enough anymore.

Not that I was willing to give up everything I’d built in Grayland.

Once a cowboy, always a cowboy.

That wasn’t the point. The point was an insatiable hunger for everything. An appetite for conquest, for dominance, that never abated.

I’d be lying if I said it was a surprise to hear that even as a first-term senator, they already see me as a future presidential candidate.

I did a good job as Governor of Texas, succeeding my brother.

I don’t leave things half-finished, and I knew exactly where I wanted to go when I entered politics.

“There is one issue, however, that still troubles even the more liberal Republicans.”

I roll my eyes, irritated in advance.

“No one is going to tell me when I should get married, Alfred.”

“You’re the only Gray on the Texas side who’s still single, sir,” he says, and then a discreet smile forms on his face. “Even your cousin from Wyoming, who had a terrible reputation, found his soulmate.”

It was a surprise when, a few years ago, Wyatt—who inherited my nickname as the ‘debauched cowboy’ and made good use of it—married the girl the town knew as “the virgin widow” just a few months after arriving in Grayland.

“My cousin fell in love with Maribelle. That’s different from marrying for political maneuvering.”

“May I speak frankly?”

“Since when do you ask my permission for that?”

It’s the end of the workday, and I watch him shed the robotic persona he wears all day and loosen his tie.

“Can you imagine yourself marrying for any reason other than the convenience of having a wife to meet the demands of politics?” he asks point-blank.

I stare at him for a few seconds, mentally cataloging the number of women I’ve been with in recent years.

Becoming a senator did nothing to diminish my sexual appetite. It just made me more discreet.

I even thought my reputation as a womanizer would hurt me somehow, but despite the numerous partners, the party concluded there was nothing disqualifying in my past.

My fame as a confirmed bachelor followed me to the Senate, and sometimes it’s harder to dodge the married ladies of other politicians, who try to seduce me to escape their boring lives, than it is to form alliances for my projects.

I remember a conversation with Hudson, my older brother, right after I won the Senate election.

“Are you sure you really want this? Do you know how many restrictions a senator’s life involves?”

He came to congratulate me before anyone else, as soon as he heard of my victory.

“It’s too late now. I won. Besides, it was the natural path, Hudson. I can’t see myself doing anything else,” I said.

My brother looked at me seriously.

“I knew that when you took over as Governor of Texas, and even though you’ve done very well staying single so far, if you really aim to be President one day, you’ll have to get married. It’s practically a requirement from the voters. Don’t believe the world has changed, Bryce. A wife and children project an image of reliability to the electorate. You’ll have to stop with these relationships that last two months at most.”

I smiled.

“I’ve improved a lot from the past. They used to not last a week.”

“And you were very lucky not to have left a trail of little Grays behind.”

“I may have been a bastard when I was younger, but I was never irresponsible. I’d never turn my back on a child.”

“Alright, brother. I’m happy you’re our new senator. Very proud of your trajectory, too. But if you really want the White House to become your residence one day, you’ll have to make some adjustments. Getting married is the biggest one.”

“I already have someone in mind,” I said, even though the idea of marriage made my stomach clench.

“What? Are you in love?”

“Of course not. It will be a marriage of convenience. I’m too old to fall in love. If it hasn’t happened by now, what are the odds?”

He gives another smile.

“I used to think that too, and now I have a wife and three kids.”

“I’ll be satisfied with just the wife part, thank you. I don’t need kids. You all keep bringing children into the family. It’s plenty big enough already.”

“Keep deluding yourself,” he said, giving me a hug. “If you want some advice, forget this marriage of convenience business. I was in one before I met Antonella, and it was a hellish experience. Find a good woman and make her your home.”

After he left, I went to the window of my office.

Yes, I intended to find a good woman, and I even had a name in mind. A girl as docile and calm as a cove.

But unfortunately, it wasn’t the face of the perfect candidate that appeared in my mind. Instead, it was the face of a restless, brazen redhead who made me want to pin her against a wall and fuck her hard from the first moment I saw her:

Louise, her older sister, proud and sexy as hell.

“Senator Stonebraker has a daughter,” Alfred says, as if he could read my thoughts, referring to the man who, along with Hudson, is my political mentor.

“Actually, he has two,” I correct him, thinking of the woman who makes my blood boil like no other.

The “ideal” candidate never gave me an erection.

Who am I trying to fool? Emory Stonebraker didn’t even stir in me the desire to kiss her.

I believe there are men who appreciate the timid ones, but I’m not one of them. I like the ones who fight back.

So much so that two years have passed since that conversation with Hudson, and even though I know a single gesture from me would put Emory and me on the path to the altar, I haven’t made a single move to make it happen.

She’s like putty in her father’s hands, and as much as I like Cassius Stonebraker, I don’t like the idea of my future wife being unable to stand her ground.

“Allow me to correct myself, then: he has one daughter ‘suited’ for the role of First Lady. The other one is a bit... fiery.”

“Good night, Alfred.” I dismiss him, ending the conversation.

‘Suited’ doesn’t sound the least bit attractive to me.

He sighs, but before getting up, he says:

“There’s a dinner at Cassius’s house next week. It would be a good time to start thinking about building a bridge to Emory Stonebraker’s heart.”

I ignore him and don’t say goodbye again when he leaves.

The bridge was built years ago. Whether I’m willing to cross it is another story entirely.
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Louise

“THE LATE GOVERNOR EMMENT Whitlock, who was murdered—allegedly by one of his accomplices, according to the police investigation after three years of inquiry—has lost the right to have the state library bear his name.

Quoting a Texas senator, ‘It would be a disgrace for a man who used public resources for his own benefit to receive any kind of acclaim from the people of our beloved state.’”

The newspaper clipping is already yellowed. The story is nine years old, but I still keep it as a reminder of when they almost destroyed my life for the second time.

They weren’t content with killing my father; they tarnished his reputation across the entire world and, for a time, made me hate him.

My hands tremble as I slip the paper back into the folder I’ve labeled: never forget.

It’s a warning to myself.

Never forget. Don’t disappoint him. You are determined.

I look at the backpack with my freelance journalist gear, which I tossed carelessly onto the sofa when I got home earlier, and then at the dress my mother had delivered here this morning.

God, another dinner where I’ll have to keep a smile plastered on my face the whole meal so she and my stepfather can put on the perfect performance of a happy family.

Immediately after the thought, I feel guilty.

Cassius has been nothing but wonderful to me since he married our mother. Even in the hardest moments, he supported me.

It was she who always put me down.

It only took a few days after I got out of the hospital, after I was shot, to realize that having killed a man—even in self-defense for myself and my father—had forever changed the way my mother saw me.

Suddenly, I went from perfect daughter, athlete, daddy’s little girl, to someone “contaminated.”

All her attention turned to Emory, my younger sister, which in a way was a relief. I didn’t want anyone to see me. I just wanted to grow up so I could get my revenge.

Less than two years later, Mom got married again, and the chasm between us widened to the point where we could never reach each other again.

I couldn’t forgive her for choosing my father’s best friend as her new husband.

The funny thing is, I wasn’t angry at him. It was obvious to me that Uncle Cassius—I still sometimes call him that in my head—had fallen in love with her. Who wouldn’t?

I didn’t blame him. I blamed her, for replacing my father so quickly.

My sister accepted it all very fast, perhaps because she wasn’t the one who saw our father die. Soon, the three of them formed the perfect happy family.

All that was left for me was to stay determined.

I wasn’t a rebellious teenager; I was apathetic. Not long after, however, everything changed when the investigation into my father’s death was closed, concluding he’d been killed by accomplices in a corruption scheme.

The world I knew vanished beneath my feet and I lost my mind.

I went from an introspective girl to the family’s wild child.

I no longer had a purpose or a reason to live. There was no more point in being determined.

He had betrayed me.

My father, my world, my best friend, was a crook.

I tried to do everything that would shame him.

I drove drunk once and even went to court for it.

I got into fights at school and disrespected teachers.

I dyed my hair a different color every day to show how little I gave a damn about the world.

It took my mother less than a year to give up on me. Cassius did not.

He loved Dad, and as much as he could, he defended him and fought to clear his name.

He also fought for me, trying to pull me back from the descending spiral of self-destruction.

He didn’t succeed. No one can help someone who doesn’t want to be helped, so he had no choice but to send me to a Swiss boarding school for girls.

Mom didn’t want me coming home for the holidays or vacations. I no longer fit.

For the entire time I was boarded there, I pretended not to care that she had forgotten me, but the truth is I only didn’t plunge into full-blown depression because Cassius was always there.

He showed up with books, treats, and said I’d be welcome if I wanted to come home for the holidays, but even though I was young, I could see in his eyes that he was afraid if I accepted the invitation, I’d just end up getting hurt.

Nothing would ever be like before. To my mother, I had ruined everything. Twice.

When I finally graduated, on the outside I was the perfect image of a millionaire’s daughter; on the inside, my whole body still vibrated with rage.

I didn’t want to go home. I didn’t have a home.

Not even memories, because everything my father did wrong—stealing and cheating—erased the best years of our lives.

He became forgettable to Mom and Emory.

I never managed that feat, and so, I hated him.

The sadness of it all is that no matter how hard I tried, I loved him too.

I still loved him. My determination to hate him didn’t work.

Back in Texas, now eighteen and being pressured by the family to choose a college, I began to slowly suffocate.

I have no doubt that, in a short time, I would have been back to my old self-destructive habits.

And then, unexpectedly, he came to me with proof that everything they’d told me about my father was a lie.

Dad was murdered not because he was corrupt, but because he wasn’t. Because he refused to swim in that sea of filth.

He made me promise to get back on my path. He gave me his word that he wouldn’t give up until we discovered and proved the whole truth.

He needed me determined, so, I reinvented myself.

I enrolled in journalism school, because that was part of our plan. I needed to be close to power to get evidence. It was good cover, since my stepfather was always surrounded by people who might have known and even worked with Dad.

Not even he could get that close, so we formed a secret team.

Overnight, I regained my image as the good, well-mannered girl I was raised to be.

My mother smiled at me again. I was perfect once more because Cassius made sure my past was kept under wraps. Cases sealed—including the justifiable homicide, because I was still a minor.

I then told my stepfather I wanted to work in politics after I graduated. I wanted to be close to power because I was so proud of him.

I felt no shame in deceiving him. I wouldn’t hurt him, of course, but I needed to carry out the plan he had laid out for me.

A year ago I graduated, and now, I’m exactly where I want to be: on the path I need to walk to rub it in the face of this country’s population that my father was killed for being too good for this world.

I know this obsession isn’t healthy. I have no life outside of work.

When I’m with my family, I should win an Oscar for best actress.

I fake smiles and feelings.

I fake liking to be kissed and touched.

I fake that I care.

The truth is, most of the time, I feel nothing.

I can shut everything off the moment I want to.

Loneliness is dangerous.

I’m not talking about the kind where you isolate yourself physically, but the one you move into voluntarily. The one inside ourselves.

Once you decide not to let anyone in, once you understand you are self-sufficient, you become unreachable.

Nothing bad can happen to you anymore when you’ve already suffered enough.

The great truth, however, is that sometimes, even if you try to leave that cocoon, you can’t.

The roads that would lead you back to those you should be emotionally connected to have been destroyed, and there comes a point where no one cares to try and pave them again.

There is a crater. Dark, deep.

And no one wants to jump into the void.
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Louise

“I KNEW THAT DRESS WOULD look beautiful on you, Louise,” my mother says, though her eyes show surprise, as if she still sees the dysfunctional teenager in me.

We’re in the foyer of her house, in front of the full-length mirror she picked up at an auction of some bankrupt European noble, and I take the opportunity to do what I didn’t do before coming: critically observe my appearance.

I’m not in the habit of standing in front of mirrors. The woman who’s there doesn’t interest me because she isn’t the real Louise, but rather the one society wants to see.

Controlled, appropriate. They wanted me to fit in, so I became this.

However, the years I spent going crazy, outraged by my father’s supposed crimes, took their toll, and inside me there will always be a rebel who likes to do only what she wants.

I can’t even be like that inside my own house. Cassius, Emory, and Mother visit occasionally, and if they saw what I’d like to turn my home into, they’d see the mess I still am inside.

Unable to vent my true personality, I created a secret refuge, a place no one knows about.

No, that’s not true. Perhaps he knows, because the man seems to know everything.

“You didn’t like the dress?” Mother asks, sounding disappointed, and only then do I realize I was frowning while observing myself.

Of course she imagined it was because of the long, pale pink, one-shoulder dress.

“Choosing the right outfit is the most important thing in the world,” I think with irony.

I put on my good-girl mask.

“I loved it,” I lie.

“Really?”

“Absolutely,” I say, forcing myself to give her an air-kiss on the cheek, as she taught me from childhood. Mother was never a fan of hugs or kisses and told me that a true lady doesn’t touch another’s skin.

Air-kisses are acceptable, however, because it’s enough to show the intention of doing it, without actually performing the act.

My father was another story. He was a man of contact. Unmeasured hugs and loud kisses were part of the menu, and not for the first time I wonder how they could have stayed married for so long.

“I’m glad you liked it,” she says. “You look a perfect Stonebraker.”

I feel my jaw clench and analyze her face to see if she did it on purpose. I will remain a Whitlock until the day I die. Unlike Mother, who changed her surname after marriage, and Emory, who accepted being formally acknowledged by Cassius, I did not. Even at the height of my revolt against my father, he was my father. Nothing would change that.

God, I’ve barely arrived at the party and I already want to leave.

“I’m going to circulate and speak with some acquaintances, Mother.”

“Oh, of course. I forgot my little girl is now an important journalist,” she says, sounding proud, but the words fall like acid in my stomach.

Her little girl? It must be convenient to remember you’re my mother now that I’m grown and have a “normal” life.

I move away from her before I can’t control my temper, and after dodging a few people along the way, I flee to the only place I know no one will be: the library that belonged to my father and which Cassius preserved.

Inside, I can breathe again.

I know I shouldn’t be here, that I should go greet my stepfather and my sister, but I need a moment before returning to the jungle.

The room is in semi-darkness. No lights on, but I know it like the back of my hand and don’t need a guide.

I walk to the window overlooking the garden, the only source of illumination at the moment, and watch the valets park the cars.

I rest my hands on the windowsill, recognizing some of the guests.

Senators, judges, CEOs, and of course, famous actresses and actors to “entertain” the select audience.

Models, however, are off the list, because they aren’t acceptable, according to Mother’s precepts.

“Half-naked young women who make a living wearing bikinis in magazines are not the kind of guests I want in our home, Louise,” she told me once, when I befriended Zoe Lykaios, a former top model I met by chance in a lingerie store in New York.

I was foolish enough to suggest to my mother that she invite her and her husband, Christos, to one of the parties she would host, and got that response.

Mother doesn’t care who you are, but about your surname. New-money Greeks, which is the case with Zoe’s husband, don’t please her.

How anyone can live their life based on what others think of them, I will never understand.

“And isn’t that exactly how you live yours?” a voice mocks.

No. That’s the false Louise. One day, I’ll leave. When my father’s name is finally cleared, I’ll choose a place in Europe and live the way I want.

I run my finger along the old window frame, internally grateful that Cassius kept the library as it was in my father’s time. I can still feel him in here. The smell of the cigar he loved. His voice.

I wrap my arms around myself and close my eyes, thinking how many more years I’ll have to live this farce before I can finally turn my back on the past.

As if it were a warning that I need to stay firm, an itch spreads on my right thigh. I run my hand over the spot. The dress’s crepe makes my skin tingle, and not in a pleasant way. I wish I could take it off. Throw it far away.

I laugh to myself imagining what Texas high society would think if I suddenly appeared in the ballroom wearing only panties.

The itching increases and, propping one leg on the window seat in a not-at-all-elegant manner, I lift the dress to see the damage the fabric has caused to my fair skin.

Even in the semi-darkness, I can see the redness on the inside of my thigh, near my panties.

I hear a sound behind me and, startled, quickly lower my leg and let the fabric fall loose around my feet.

I turn to see who it is and only then realize the door didn’t open. Someone has been watching me in the darkness this whole time.

I don’t see his face, but the outline of a solid body, broad shoulders. A tall man, with the build of a quarterback.

It’s not the kind of body one usually finds in businessmen or politicians. Usually, the men in our circles eat poorly, drink too much, and don’t exercise, which ends up making them look older than they really are.

But not this one. He takes care of himself. Every inch is worked, defined by muscle, and not even the expensive suits he wears can hide the fact that he was an athlete in college—besides being a cowboy who loves the countryside, according to the celebrity magazines that love to highlight him as the dream of ten out of ten women.

Not mine.

To me, Bryce Gray, the other Texas senator besides Cassius, is nothing but an arrogant bastard.

It’s not something he did to me. Even though after taking office in the senate he became close to my stepfather, we’ve seen each other no more than half a dozen times and exchanged few words.

It’s the way he looks at me that irritates me.

As if he could see beyond others. As if he doesn’t buy my carefully crafted image of the perfect woman.

There’s always a glint in the depths of his blue eyes that makes me think he’s laughing at me internally. I never even considered the possibility that it was for me, because I suppose men like Bryce don’t appreciate antisocial, opinionated people like me.

No, I think they prefer the sweet ones, like Emory. Those who will never raise their heads to confront him because they were molded to say yes to everything.

Although I still can’t see anything beyond the outline of his body, I know he sees me perfectly. I feel like an actress on a stage, performing for an audience of one.

Anxious with the silence, I try to move, but at that moment, the hem of the dress catches on my shoe, making me stumble.

He acts quickly, and in seconds, I feel strong arms envelop me, preventing the fall.

“It’s risky to make uncalculated moves in those heels.”

His deep voice sends a shiver down my spine, and I tremble even against my will, my hands gripping his forearms.

My body responds unexpectedly to his proximity, and frightened, I try to free myself, but he doesn’t allow it, acting as a wall—which I haven’t yet decided if it’s protective or a prison.

I wish I could see him, but all I can notice is the gleam of his eyes. There’s also a subtle scent of nice cologne. I don’t need light for his face to be drawn in my memory.

Sun-tanned skin, a golden hue that doesn’t disappear even in winter, thick black hair, well-cut, as the position demands, and inquisitive blue eyes, as if hiding a secret the world doesn’t know.

There’s also the square jaw, hidden by a trimmed beard.

The image of the handsome, successful man.

And then, I remember the lips.

A mouth with full lips that always disguise an ironic smile.

“I never make uncalculated moves,” I reply, returning the comment.

I don’t know what it is about the man that, even in the few interactions we’ve had, makes me show a part of myself I hide from the rest of the world.

With him, my aggressiveness comes to the surface, albeit disguised.

“A ‘thank you very much, Senator’ would be welcome. Aren’t you a well-bred girl, Louise?”

Louise.

Another shiver hits me hearing him say my name. Until now, he had only called me Miss Whitlock.

Funny that only now do I realize that Bryce Gray never made the same mistake as most—assuming that, like my sister, I changed my surname. He always called me Whitlock.

“Are you a senator twenty-four seven, Mr. Gray?” I say, trying to break the pleasantly strange sensation of being held by him.

“I’m a Gray twenty-four seven, Louise: arrogant and demanding. I don’t give up on anything. I want and can have everything.”

Something warm and unknown spreads in my belly, and I don’t want to feel that.

I free myself from his arms and start walking toward the door.

I touch the doorknob, but before opening it, I turn back. The roles have reversed and now I can see him, but he can’t see me.

The feeling is good and excites me.

“Thank you for saving me from a risky move, Senator Gray. For today, you were my hero, though I’ll never need one.”
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Bryce

AS I WATCH HER LEAVE the library, a violent urge to drag her back and make her pay for being so alluring, without even trying, seizes me with a dangerous intensity.

Lust.

It doesn’t need to be accompanied by fondness or admiration.

Pure, raw want, miles away from rational. It’s a skin-deep thing, awakened when your body recognizes in another a suitable mate.

I believe that wholeheartedly.

We are animals at our core, and sex has nothing to do with lasting desire.

I haven’t had much contact with her, but every single time, my body’s reaction has been the same.

Today, however, I crossed a line by holding her. Now I know the sensation of having the redhead breathing so close to my mouth that her scent invades my senses.

I know it wasn’t polite of me to let her think she was alone, but I couldn’t help admiring that delicious body, outlined by the moonlight.

I recall her brazen words.

Thanks for saving me from a risky maneuver, Senator Gray. For today, you were my hero, though I’ll never need one.

I don’t know if I believe that. Louise doesn’t seem vulnerable to anything, but there’s something in the depths of her eyes, which she tries very hard to disguise, that tells me what she shows the world and who she really is are two different things.

I shake my head, as if I could shake her from my memory. I shouldn’t have these kinds of thoughts about the redhead.

Not because she’s Emory Stonebraker’s sister.

Even though, in the past, I considered making her my wife of convenience, I know now it would be impossible. The younger sister is nothing more than a puppet in her parents’ hands. Even a marriage I might make that doesn’t involve love, I don’t want a toy; I want a real partner.

The girl is so apathetic I doubt she even knows what lust feels like, for God’s sake!

But Louise... she’s pure fire. Contained, but unable to hide the heat, the defiant gaze, the clever mouth.

She’s never had a boyfriend that I know of, or maybe she’s as discreet as I am about my flings.

I head for the door, resigned that the half-hour I stole to hide from the other guests—even from my host—is over. I can’t stay in this library forever.

In the hallway, I check my watch, tempted to have my aide call me with a fake emergency, but I know I need to stay.

To forge the connections that will lead me to the presidency, I must expand my circle of supporters, especially among the more traditional wing of the party, who think I’m too young for such an important role.

If what Alfred said is true about their intention to choose me as the Republican party’s presidential candidate—and I have no reason to doubt it—if I make it to the White House, I’ll be the youngest president in U.S. history, beating Kennedy and Roosevelt by a few months.

“Bryce, where have you been? I was looking for you,” Cassius says the moment I step into the corridor.

As much as I consider him a political mentor, second in importance only to Hudson, he is also my adversary first and foremost. So telling the whole truth is out of the question.

Never trust a lawyer—that was the running joke in law school—and Cassius, like me, is one.

What would they say, then, about a lawyer who is also a politician?

“Senator, I took the liberty of admiring your library,” I say, opting for a half-truth. “Last time I was here, I was impressed by your acquisition of El Ingenioso Hidalgo Don Quixote de la Mancha.”

Truthfully, I was more impressed by how he paid almost three million dollars for the copy.

Don’t get me wrong. I love books, but not three-million-dollars’ worth.

“Your Spanish pronunciation is good,” he praises, focusing on what interests him, as always. “It will help a lot when you start campaigning for the presidency.”

He says it casually, as if it weren’t important, but I know there was nothing casual about that information. Cassius has been on this road too long to simply “let something slip.”

I don’t respond and keep my best poker face, which I think is a Gray family trait. We only show what we want people to know about us.

“You don’t seem surprised.”

“Because I’m not. I’d already been informed, and it was always my intention. I didn’t come this far to be a career senator. No offense.”

“None taken. That’s why I chose to mentor you in the first place. I like your family’s arrogance. Your father and uncle were the same way, God rest their souls.”

“You said you were looking for me.” I change the subject because ever since I found out Callum is our brother, hearing my father and uncle mentioned in the same sentence makes me feel like shit.

“Yes. I have a favor to ask you.” We’re walking toward the main hall, and the first person I see is the beautiful Louise in her pink dress, which doesn’t seem to suit her personality.

Red would suit her. Or purple.

Pink, never.

“As long as it’s not to give up my ambition for the White House,” I warn.

He throws his head back and laughs, drawing the attention of some guests. Including the tempting redhead.

When she looks our way, her stepfather gestures for her to come over.

At first, it seems she’ll refuse, but at the last minute, she walks toward us, head held high, proud and combative. A fucking turn-on.

“Have you two spoken today?” Cassius asks, as if dealing with two children.

“We have,” she replies. “But you can never be too polite. How are you, Senator Gray?”

“Are you sure you don’t want to go into politics, dear?” Cassius asks, proud of his daughter’s charming, diplomatic manner.

I’m not buying that sweetness. I see something flash quickly in her eyes.

Tension? I couldn’t say. It was too fast to analyze. Seconds later, she’s back to that impassive, good-girl smile, nothing like the woman with one foot on the window ledge a few minutes ago, leaving her thigh completely exposed.

“It’s tempting, Cassius, but no, thank you. I prefer snooping into your lives,” she says.

He laughs again.

“Speaking of snooping, I have the perfect solution for what you asked me last month, and at the same time, it will be a balm for my peace of mind, because I don’t want you getting into trouble.”

That last part makes her expression falter, and I wonder why. Even if she’s brazen, Louise is the picture of the perfect daughter, at least in front of her parents.

“I thought I was the apple of your eye,” she says, and I detect the irony in her voice, but he, apparently, does not.

“And you are,” he replies, stroking her cheek. “I’m joking. Anyway, what I’m trying to say is that you asked to be closer to my work. As much as I’d love to keep you nearby, I don’t want to be accused of nepotism, so I have the ideal solution: I found out Bryce is looking for a press secretary. Problem solved.”

Yes, I am looking for a new press secretary because mine, after the maternity leave she took two months ago, said she doesn’t want to come back because she wants to dedicate herself exclusively to her son.

Still, I wasn’t expecting this bombshell. Louise’s reaction, however, piques my interest.

She takes a step back as if bitten by a snake, and that stirs my pride—or maybe it’s not pride, but I don’t want to analyze it right now.

The fact is, even knowing I’ll regret it, a desire to keep her under my control overcomes my usual caution.

“It’s a good idea,” I begin, not sounding too enthusiastic, because the girl looks like a jaguar caught in a trap, ready to attack anyone who gets too close.

I wouldn’t mind a bite or two, but I’m aware we’re being watched not only by her father but by other guests as well.

“But?” Cassius prompts.

I almost smile at what I’m about to say, because I can guess her reaction.

“I’m not sure your daughter could handle my hours. I’m not exactly a nine-to-five kind of worker. I tend to use up my staff’s weekends and holidays, too.”

I see the flash of challenge in her eyes before she even opens her mouth.

“I can handle anything,” she says, as if she’s forgotten her father is there, her chin lifted proudly.

I don’t give her time to take her next breath.

Got you, Louise Whitlock. Now you’re mine, even if the entire universe is screaming right now that this is a bad idea.

“In that case, you’re hired.”

​
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CHAPTER 5
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Louise

DAMN IMPULSIVENESS.

After offering a strained smile and a nod, I pull away from the group, still feeling Senator Gray’s eyes on me.

I know his invitation—or should I say summons?—is more than I could have dreamed of.

Exactly what we’ve been waiting for.

Even as Cassius’s stepdaughter, I can’t get too close to my stepfather’s work without raising suspicions. Becoming a senator’s press secretary would be ideal.

So why does everything inside me recoil from this unexpected gift?

“Because he sees you,” a voice warns, “and that could be very dangerous.”

After greeting a few people along the way, I head for the place Daddy used to call my “secret garden” when I was a child. He named it that after I once hid here, exhausted by the thousand activities my mother forced me into every day to satisfy the press’s demand for our perfect family—not just because Daddy was a former governor, but also “old money,” as they say down South.

He even had the space hedged in with bushes and said that once I stepped into the garden, I’d become invisible.

I smile at the memory, even as my heart clenches with longing.

This time, though, I haven’t come here to think about my father, but to talk to him.

The phone rings several times before he finally answers.

“Sorry to call so late. Apologize to your family for me in advance.”

“Louise, is something wrong? Don’t worry about that. They’re more than used to late-night calls by now. Tell me what’s wrong.”

I know he has several brothers who are FBI agents, so calls at odd hours must be a kind of routine.

“We got a gift,” I begin.

“Really? And if it’s a good thing, why does your voice sound tense?”

For the first time tonight, I smile.

“You know me too well. I’m not sure I like that.”

“Tell me.”

“My stepfather got me a job as press secretary for a senator.”

“What? That’s fantastic! Almost like winning the lottery. Who’s your new employer?”

“How do you know I accepted?”

“Because you wouldn’t waste a chance like this. We haven’t come this far to back out now. Which senator will you be working for?”

“Another Texan. Bryce Gray.”

“Correction: the surprise was good... in part.”

“What does that mean?”

“It’ll be a great cover for you...”

“But?” I prompt, because it’s clear he hasn’t said everything he’s thinking.

“But did it have to be press secretary for the most honest senator in the United States? The guy doesn’t have a single blemish on his record.”

I smile, because I’m pleased by what he’s saying. As much as I dislike Bryce Gray, I’d be deeply disappointed if he were corrupt.

“It’s what’s on the menu today, sir. Do you think any senator would hire me? I barely graduated.”

“Yes, I know. And in that case, why do you think Gray called you?”

“He didn’t call me, to be frank. Cassius more or less said, ‘Here, take this press secretary.’”

“And you’re okay with that? I know you ended up falling for journalism, but I also know you hate being exposed, and if there’s one thing to be said about being a press secretary, it’s that you’ll be the one taking the hits for him.”
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