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CHAPTER 1



Laura Cooper was having one of those days.


She was already running late that morning, having completely forgotten that her youngest son, Milo, was supposed to be at school early for a special choir practice. While she was rushing around the kitchen trying to make Milo and his brother a quick breakfast she dropped an entire carton of milk that splattered not only the kitchen floor, but the ceiling, her clothes, and even her hair. Laura rarely cursed but if there was ever a time to do so it was now. She didn’t have to, though. The moment the milk dropped Laura heard a loud “Oh shit!”


It was six-year-old Milo.


“What did you say?” Laura asked.


Milo looked at her bashfully.


“Nothing.”


“Where did you hear that word?” Laura demanded.


“Daddy,” Milo’s older brother, James, declared. “He said it when he spilt his drink in the car.”


“Did he?” Laura replied. “Well that is not a nice word and it’s not a word that little boys should be saying.”


“But daddies can say it?” Milo asked, confused.


“Daddies shouldn’t say it either.”


“Is Daddy in trouble?”


“He will be when I see him,” Laura said. “Which is hardly ever . . . ,” she mumbled under her breath.


The last two years had been great for her husband Luke’s career but terrible on their marriage. He was now Governor Luke Cooper, one of the youngest governors in the nation and among a handful who are black or Jewish—he being both. And he was widely recognized as a rising national star in the Democratic Party. His friends had taken to jokingly referring to him as “Mr. President,” a nickname that Luke seemed to eat up, but which drove Laura insane. She had taken to calling him that herself, but only when she was irritated with him. As in “Mr. President. Would it be too much trouble for you to put your dishes in the dishwasher like everyone else in this family does—including your sons who are in elementary school?”


The night before Laura’s spilt milk, Luke dropped a bombshell that made the moniker more than a term of endearment among his inner circle. He announced that he was considering a run for the presidency. At the behest of some of his advisors he had done some polling and it showed that he was a viable candidate for the next presidential election, less than three years away. He had decent national name recognition and his favorability rating among those who knew who he was was through the roof.


“So what do you think?” He asked her like a kid waiting to receive a gold star from a parent for good grades on a report card.


Laura stood in her nightgown staring at him for a moment.


Finally she replied, “I’m . . . I’m sorry but I’m really tired.”


Luke, looking a bit like a deflated balloon said, “Oh. Well I know you’ve had a long day. We can talk about this tomorrow.”


But that’s not what Laura meant. She meant she was tired of it all. Tired of campaigning. Tired of living in a fishbowl. Tired of feeling like a single parent while he hopped from one event to another across the state seven days a week. And most of all tired of pretending that her black, Jewish husband didn’t receive death threats as regularly as most people receive junk mail.


She climbed into bed.


Luke climbed in beside her an hour later. Though she was still wide-awake, the thought of a presidential campaign weighing on her, terrifying her, she pretended to be asleep. He scooted next to her and wrapped his arm around her waist, reached for her hand and whispered in her ear “Love you.” She didn’t say a word, but gently squeezed his hand.
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When Laura awoke the following morning she was exhausted, having gotten only a few hours of restless sleep, and she was torn.


As much as Luke’s happiness meant to her—and it meant a lot—she had to admit that while the two of them began their life with similar dreams—or so she thought—this was not the case today.


While Laura dreamed of a life out of the public eye, having been burnt by the nasty rumors and innuendo that accompanied Luke’s gubernatorial race, Luke now dreamed of the White House.


She had always put their family first even when he didn’t. She had loved teaching and being in the classroom but gave up her career as Luke’s political star rose. And that wasn’t the end of her sacrifice. There were days when he left the house at 7 a.m.—just as the boys were rising—only to return after 11 p.m. long after they had gone to sleep. More and more she began to feel not like half of a power couple, but rather like a single parent. She hadn’t signed up for having her own career goals and dreams become secondary. She had wanted to become a specialist helping children with learning disabilities from disadvantaged backgrounds and once thought of pursuing her PhD in the subject. That was a distant memory now. Laura recalled once hearing a relationship “expert” say that healthy relationships are characterized by compromise on the part of both but endless sacrifice by neither. And yet after all of these years she felt as though she was the only one doing the compromising and sacrificing.


Luke and Laura rarely fought. Neither was really the raise-your-voice type, but they did have one legendary blowout that was still a source of teasing among Luke’s friends. Both of the boys had come down with the flu and Laura had spent her day wiping noses, making soup, and cleaning up vomit. When Luke returned home around 9, the boys were sound asleep while Laura was sitting on the couch staring blankly at the TV screen, clearly exhausted. When he walked in and bellowed, “Hey, hon!” she barely looked up and simply said, “Hey.”


“How are the little guys?”


“Asleep.”


“Awww. Hate I missed ’em.”


Then he took off his coat and threw it on a chair like he always did, and began giving a rundown of his day as he made his way to the kitchen shouting, “Hey, hon—where’s the leftover meatloaf?”


“Second shelf of the fridge.”


“I looked. Can’t find it.”


“It’s on the second shelf.”


“Can’t find it.”


“Well it’s there.”


“Hon, can’t you just come help me find it? I’m just so tired. You know I had to work all day.”


Laura sat upright. Jumped off of the couch. Walked into the kitchen. She reached for the Tupperware container, positioned smack in the middle of the second shelf, with a small label reading “meatloaf,” and handed it over to him. She then pulled out a container of gravy, opened it, and proceeded to pour the cold goop over his head.


“What the!??” he screamed.


“I worked all day too!” she said. “If you’d like to trade places and stay here tomorrow cleaning up puke while I fill in for you sitting and talking with a bunch of adults, be my guest.”


She then turned on her heel and walked out of the kitchen, but not before shouting back at him, “And in case you hadn’t noticed, the hall closet is for hanging clothes like your coat.”


Luke was stunned. In all their years together he had never seen Laura so angry.


The following morning, when Laura woke at 5 to check on the boys, Luke wasn’t beside her. She looked in the spare bedroom, then on the couch.


Finally she went into Milo’s bedroom and saw Luke sleeping on the floor next to his son’s bed with a box of tissues on his chest and an open bottle of children’s cough syrup next to him. Milo’s arm was dangling down the side of the bed with his tiny fingers wrapped around Luke’s thumb.


Laura walked into the kitchen to prepare herself a quiet cup of coffee and was struck by two things. The kitchen was spotless. The dishes were put away and the floor gleamed where a puddle of gravy had been the night before. There was a beautiful bouquet of yellow roses—her favorite—on the breakfast table, and a note that read “To the hardest working person in our home. I love and APPRECIATE you. Luke.”


And so Laura continued with their delicate compromise, and from that day on Luke continued making an effort to let her know how much he appreciated her for it. Their compromise then took them all the way to the governor’s mansion and now Luke was hoping it would take them all the way to the White House.


She needed advice. So she decided to talk to the one person she knew she could trust: her mother-in-law, Esther.


Ever since losing her own mother to cancer Laura had grown extremely close to Luke’s. Esther had longed for a daughter and in Laura she had finally gotten one. They were a bit of an odd couple, and the strength of their bond perplexed some, particularly Esther’s other daughters-in-law. After all, unlike them, Laura wasn’t even Jewish—far from it. But this black woman who had been raised Catholic, and now attended an Episcopalian church, was the one who most reminded Esther of her younger self. Laura was tough in a quiet and unassuming sort of way. She put her kids first—ahead of her own career and ahead of her husband.


Laura and Esther often did mother–daughter things together—something they actually began to keep secret so that the other Cooper wives wouldn’t grow jealous. They had a standing appointment for mani-pedis every three weeks at Bebe’s Day Spa, a perfect occasion for Laura to seek Esther’s help in coming to terms with Luke’s new ambition. As they sat with hands and feet under dryers, Esther finally asked Laura what was wrong.


“And don’t try to convince me that something’s not wrong. I can always tell when something’s wrong with my kids,” she said.


Laura smiled. It meant so much to her that Esther thought of her as one of her children.


“It’s Luke.”


Esther looked worried and tense—like she thought Laura was about to drop a bomb on her, like that Luke was seriously ill or that they were getting divorced.


“Everything’s fine,” Laura continued not so convincingly.


“Well clearly it’s not. What is it?” Esther replied.


“Luke’s seriously considering this presidential thing,” Laura continued.


Esther’s face relaxed a bit.


“I just . . . I want Luke to be happy . . . and I know that he would be a wonderful president. . . .”


“But?” Esther asked.


“I just don’t know that I want this life . . . for my boys . . .”


“And for you?” Esther added.


Laura nodded. “Yes. I just want us to be a happy family and I . . . just don’t know how we can stay one with all of this craziness.”


It then occurred to Laura to be mindful of how loudly she discussed this in the spa.


“I know I must sound so silly. I have a wonderful husband. Beautiful family . . . a great life . . . ,” Laura continued.


“And you want to protect it. There’s nothing silly about that at all,” Esther said. “It’s what we do. Mothers have made and maintained happy homes in the craziest of circumstances—wars, famines—forever. But one thing all of those circumstances had in common is that the women made it possible for the men to go out and conquer. Now Luke doesn’t want to conquer. He just wants to make the world a little better.”


They sat there for a moment.


“Just think what would have happened if Coretta Scott King had said, ‘I can’t stand the craziness.’”


“She wouldn’t have lost her husband?” Laura said.


“Perhaps,” Esther replied. “But you and I wouldn’t be sitting here together because we wouldn’t be allowed to. And Luke wouldn’t be my son.”


Esther’s courage and compassion had always been two qualities that Laura admired about her most. She had been a Freedom Rider during the civil rights movement and one of her childhood friends had been a high-profile murder victim at the hands of the Klan, a tragedy that seemed only to strengthen Esther’s resolve. She continued supporting civil rights organizations and, to her husband’s chagrin, was even arrested once during a protest march when she was well into middle age. Her bravest act to date, in Laura’s eyes, was adopting a little black boy and raising him into a strong black man.


After their big talk, Laura and Esther Cooper sat in silence for a bit. Then Esther carefully reached over so as not to ruin either of their manicures and squeezed Laura’s hand. Then she said, “You know what? I think we deserve a treat. What do you say we get the works today? I think I could use a facial and a massage, and you know my policy against getting spa treatments alone.”


She and Laura both laughed.


“Esther?” Laura said.


“Yes, dear?”


“You won’t mention our chat to anyone?”


“When you say anyone you really mean my husband and Luke.”


Laura smiled and nodded.


Esther continued. “Of course not, dear. Besides, half of a successful marriage is knowing what secrets to keep from your husband.”


She then winked mischievously.


They then summoned the receptionist at Bebe’s so they could schedule their next round of treatments.


Over the next seventy-two hours Laura kept revisiting her conversation with Esther in her head although she didn’t breathe a word of it to Luke. She assumed she had a week, max, before he would force the subject again and yet she was still undecided, despite her mother-in-law’s pep talk.


Laura hated politics. She felt it brought out the worst in people, and her early brushes with being in the public eye had left her badly bruised. But she cared about policy, particularly education policy. It bothered her that there were other boys just as sweet and smart as hers who would never have the same opportunities as they just because they didn’t have a father who’s an elected official, a mother with a master’s, and access to some of the best teachers in the state.


So on Sunday evening Laura curled into bed to watch Education Watch, the only political show she liked. Luke, who had appeared on the program several times, teased her that if she ever stopped watching the show, they’d lose fifty percent of their audience. U.S. Senator Laurence Sampson was one of the guests that evening. Laura couldn’t stand him. She felt he was a phony who had snubbed her and Luke. They first met early in Luke’s political career, when he was still a lowly state senator. Sampson had been nice to them only once Luke’s political star rose. But most of all she felt that he didn’t care enough about poor children and their education. She felt as though he wrote certain communities off. And the way he spoke about education policy suggested that if you weren’t middle class he wasn’t interested in you. To her, Sampson was both an ass and an intellectual lightweight.


Luke walked in just as the host introduced Sampson. “Your favorite,” he said knowing she would roll her eyes.


Every few minutes she would say, “What a moron,” prompting Luke to say, “You know, maybe you should run against him.”


She rolled her eyes again.


After twenty minutes of discussing various local and federal bills and funding initiatives, the conversation finally turned to national politics. The host mentioned that political insiders were already discussing the next presidential contest and noted that some local names were being mentioned as possible contenders. He asked Sampson if he would ever consider running. Sampson, predictably, replied, “Right now I’m focused on serving the constituents of this great state and doing the job of senator.” Prompting the host to reply, “So you’re not ruling it out?”


“I’ll listen to my constituents and wherever they want me is where I’ll be.”


“Another local name who’s getting a lot of attention is our very own Governor Luke Cooper. What kind of president do you think he’d make?”


“Well I think he’s a great governor who is certainly charming and charismatic.”


“What about president?”


“Well . . .” Sampson paused. “I don’t know if he’s there yet. I think he’s still very young in his career, relatively speaking, and I think there’s a learning curve to really, really be ready. But who knows? Maybe a few years down the road. . . .” His voice dripped with condescension.


Luke chuckled but Laura didn’t.


“That jackass,” she snapped.


“At least he called me charming.” Luke winked at her. Laura didn’t crack a smile. “Aw hon,” he continued. “He’s harmless. A jackass, yes. But a relatively harmless one.”


“I don’t know about that,” she replied. “If he’s any indication of what the primary competition is going to look like, you could win it hands down.”


Luke tilted his head, as though he hadn’t heard her correctly.


She turned off the TV and began rubbing lotion on her hands. Without looking up at him she said, “You should run.”
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Luke Cooper wiped his shoes on the doormat as he had done thousands of times before.


“Who’s there?” his mother’s voice called out.


“Guess.”


“Luke! Be right out.”


Luke then slipped off his faux moccasin loafers and mentally counted down to himself, “Three, two, one . . .”


“And don’t forget to take off your shoes.”


He chuckled. Esther Cooper said this every single time one of her boys came home—in spite of the fact that she had been telling them to do it their entire lives. It was as impossible for them to forget as breathing.


“Let me get this out of the oven and I’ll be right out,” she said.


He made his way toward the kitchen.


“Hi, Mom.”


“Well this is a surprise.”


She removed her oven mitts and gave him a great big hug. She was so tiny her head barely reached his shoulder, yet he’d experienced the giant in her once or twice when, as a child, he made the mistake of breaking her two cardinal rules: lying and not working up to his potential. But more often than not he witnessed the giant unleashed on others—particularly those she felt were trying to hurt her children in some way. In one of the Cooper family’s now legendary tales she had almost been arrested for making terrorist threats after she told the mother of a fellow student at Luke’s Hebrew school that she would send her and her “little monster” home in a bodybag if the little boy ever called Luke the N-word again.


“You’re so thin! Feels like I could wrap my arms around you twice. Sit down. Just finished the cake for the bake sale at the center. Plenty of food in the fridge.”


The staff at the Gorman Center for children, where she had been volunteering for years, had come to rely on the leftovers she would bring throughout the week. The center was like a second home, as it was the place where, as a toddler, Luke Cooper first met the woman who would become his mother.


“We have flank steak and potatoes. I’ll heat a plate up.”


“I’m not hungry, Mom.”


“If I let you decide when you’re hungry you would have starved to death a long time ago.”


It never ceased to amaze him how quickly returning to his childhood home felt like a return to childhood.


“Mom, I haven’t lived at home forever and I haven’t died of starvation yet.”


“Where are my boys and my girl?”


Typical Esther Cooper move. If she didn’t like something you just said she would ignore it and move on to something she wanted to talk about.


“Laura took the boys to a birthday party. Where’s Dad?”


“Where he always is. Upstairs watching TV. It’s like he’s in a coma. What brings you by?”


“Just wanted to see my best girl.”


As she pulled leftovers from the refrigerator Luke made his way over to the cake on the counter. As he reached for it a wooden spoon hit his hand.


“Ow!”


“Get your hands out of there.”


“Well you could have said that without using your spoon.”


Edmond Cooper walked in.


“Thank goodness you’re here, Dad. She’s trying to kill me with a spoon.”


“Stop being so dramatic,” his mother said. “I’m making Luke a plate. You want something?”


“Not hungry,” his dad replied.


“I’m making you a plate,” Esther said as though her husband hadn’t spoken at all.


She turned to reach for a second plate, then a moment later Luke’s father shouted, “Ow!”


“Get your hands out of there!” Esther Cooper said to her husband of more than fifty years, who like his son was trying to sneak a little bit of cake.


The three of them sat in the kitchen, Luke enjoying leftover steak and potatoes while his father nibbled on a steak sandwich. His mom watched them eat.


“Mom, aren’t you going to have something?”


“No, I’m not hungry.”


“Working hard or hardly working?” his father asked.


“Working pretty hard, Dad, but I think things are going pretty good.”


“Umm-hmph. Well you know what they say, hard work never killed anybody and anybody it did kill . . .”


“Wasn’t used to working hard enough.” Luke could finish the thought because he’d heard his father say it a million times.


“Well don’t work so hard that you forget to take care of yourself. You have to eat,” his mother chirped.


“I know, Mom . . .” He took a few more bites then pushed his plate aside and said, “I actually wanted to talk to you both about work.”


“Politics? Goodie. My favorite subject,” Edmond Cooper said with a sigh and the sarcasm that was one of his trademarks. He found politics and most politicians both tedious and tiresome, but he supported Luke’s interest in it the way he supported all of his sons’ interests. He saw hosting a fundraiser for Luke’s campaign as no different from schlepping across the country so his oldest son could try out for the Olympic wrestling team years before, even though he found watching wrestling about as fascinating as watching paint dry.


“I’ve been talking with my team,” Luke continued.


“Your team? You make it sound like you’re playing sports,” his father said.


“Well, it kind of is, Dad. Like blood sport.”


“Remember to wear a cup,” his father mischievously replied.


“Edmond!” Esther scolded him.


“My team and I are talking about a presidential run,” Luke said.


His parents sat in silence.


“You look . . . surprised,” Luke said.


“Of course we’re surprised. Why wouldn’t we be?” Esther said defensively.


“Well?” Luke pressed.


“Well what?” his father asked.


“Well what do you think?”


“I think the bigger question is, what does the captain of your team think?” his mother said.


“The captain?” Luke replied.


“Laura,” his mom pushed.


“Come on, son. Even I knew that. You didn’t think you were the captain did you?” His father laughed.


Luke flashed a smile of commiseration. His father had spent more than half a century with his own loving but tough captain. “Laura’s on board.”


“Well then what are you talking to us for? That’s all you need in the way of a permission slip. Now you can go on the field trip,” his father said.


“I just wanted to see if you two had any reservations.”


“Reservations are for restaurants,” his mother countered. “If this will make you happy then you should do it.”


“You know that we’ll all be under a microscope. More than we’ve ever been.”


“Well if the news media finds out any secrets about your mother, tell them I’ll pay top dollar for them,” his father said, displaying a grin.


“Edmond, this is serious,” she snapped at him. “Go on, sweetheart.”


“Well, you know our family’s . . . different.”


His father cut him off. “Luke, we’ve already talked about this. As I’ve told you since you were five, we can’t give your brother away. We’re stuck with him and his red hair. I’m sorry. You’re going to have to let it go,” his father deadpanned.


When his brother was in a serious car accident as an adolescent and hospitalized for a week, his father arrived at the hospital one day with his hair dyed purple. His injured brother and all of the Cooper boys found it hysterical. It was the first day his brother Matt, still in pain from the crash, had laughed since the accident. The fact that their mother was livid only made the moment funnier. Though he hadn’t reached for a clown nose during this conversation, Luke could tell by his wisecracking that his dad was nervous at the prospect of this presidential adventure.


“There’ll be people curious about the adoption. You might get some questions.”


“What’s there to ask? What’s there to know? You’re my son. That’s the only thing anyone needs to know,” his mother said.


Luke reached across the table and squeezed her hand. His mother was one of the toughest people he knew, but whenever she felt as though somehow her love for her family and capabilities as a mother were under assault it was as though she became the most vulnerable woman on the planet, particularly when she felt her bond with her youngest son challenged. When a black woman she had considered a friend casually said she thought the then seven-year-old Luke would be better off with a family he could better “relate to,” Esther Cooper first instructed Luke to cover his ears, then proceeded to give the woman a tongue-lashing like no other. When they returned home that afternoon Luke heard his mother sobbing behind her closed bedroom door.


He remembered a moment at a grocery store when he saw a black family—or “brown” family, as he called them—all together and it dawned on him that his parents were a different color. He wasn’t sure what age he was. Then he remembered becoming conscious of the fact that people stared at his family, particularly when he called for his mom or dad in front of strangers. Heads would swivel when he ran to them or his dad picked him up. His father told him the stares were because he was so good-looking, just like his dad. He learned to ignore them.


He tried to play with some of the other boys at the Gorman Center, where Esther volunteered—sons of the teen mothers enrolled in the training program. It was there he first understood that some people might consider him different in a way that was not good. One of the boys told him he “talked like a white boy.” Luke wasn’t sure what that meant. But he did notice that the boy and his friends subsequently excluded him from the game they were playing. He could never talk about the moment, not even with his family. But it stayed with him. He became conscious of wanting to be accepted by people who looked like him, and this was later one of the reasons it was so important for him to attend Morehouse College—one of the oldest and most prestigious historically black colleges for men—instead of Harvard, where each of his brothers had gone. There were other defining moments along the way, though, such as when he got into a fight with a fellow high school student who teased him by comparing him to the characters from Diff’rent Strokes, the TV show about a pair of black orphans adopted by a wealthy white widower.


After spending his whole life fighting for understanding and acceptance when it came to his racial identity, Luke was ready for any upcoming battles on the presidential campaign trail. But he wanted to make sure his family was up for the fight as well.


“I want to make sure that you guys are okay with all of this.”


“We’re okay with whatever helps you accomplish your dream.”


Esther bit her lip and made a face that suggested to him that she really wasn’t ready.


“You know you guys are my real parents. No matter what, but . . .”


“But what?” Esther asked, looking as though she were on the verge of tears.


“But I’m going to need to revisit the details around my adoption before someone else goes digging around in it, which they’re bound to do, if they’re not already. And that won’t be the end of it. It’s going to be a challenging year, at the very least, for all of us.”


His father chimed in. “What he’s saying, Esther, is that you can’t threaten to send everyone who’s mean to Luke home in a bodybag.”


His mother stood up as though she were about to leave the kitchen in a huff, but Edmond grabbed her hand and pulled her to his lap and planted a kiss on her cheek.


“You always have to bring that up. I never really threatened that woman.” She giggled.


“Mom. I was there, remember?” Luke said. “And yeah, you did.”





CHAPTER 2



I don’t give a shit what kind of computer glitch there was. It was supposed to be on my desk at 8:30 sharp and by my watch it’s 8:36 and instead of reading the brief I’m talking to you. Stop apologizing and just fix it.” Brock Simpson slammed the phone down.


“Mr. Simpson?” his intercom blared.


“What? I told you to hold my calls.”


“I’m sorry but I think it’s someone important . . .”


“Peggy, you’re not paid to think. You’re paid to make sure my coffee is just right and my schedule runs smoothly and so far today you’ve fallen short on both . . .”


“Sorry, Mr. Simpson.”


Two minutes later his BlackBerry began blinking.


The message written in the subject line in all caps read: “MR. BIG SHOT TOO BUSY TO TALK TO YOUR OLD FRIENDS?”


It was from Luke Cooper, Brock’s oldest and closest friend and the current governor of Michigan.


“Shit,” Brock muttered to himself.


He buzzed Peggy.


“Peggy?”


“Yes, Mr. Simpson.”


“Get Luke Cooper back on the phone.”


“Certainly, Mr. Simpson.”


“And Peggy?”


“Yes, sir?”


“Sorry about before.”


Brock’s wife, Tami, called Luke “the Brock antidepressant.” Luke was one of the few people in the world whom Brock relaxed around. He wasn’t one of the most feared divorce attorneys in the country for nothing, having famously wrangled a $250 million settlement on behalf of the wife of golfer Greg Branch, who infamously bedded dozens of porn stars. Brock even lowered his voice around Luke while everyone else got the equivalent of eardrum assault, an outdoor voice whether he was inside or not.


“Hey, Coop. How are you?”


“What are you doing calling me? I thought you were too busy to talk. Your assistant stonewalled me like I was a telemarketer or something.”


“Sorry about that. I’ll have to remind her that you’re on my VIP list.”


“Listen at you. VIP list? Do I need an appointment to get a chance to talk to my old friend? I know how valuable your time is. What are you making, like $1,000 an hour? Am I going to have to cut you a check for this call?”


“Please. You’re a public servant. You can’t afford me!”


They both laughed.


“How’s firm life? Claim any scalps today?” Luke asked.


“No, but I plan to mount a couple of baldheaded husbands on my wall before lunchtime.”


“Well if Laura runs off with the lawn guy just remember which one of us you were friends with first.”


“I don’t know, man. You know I like your wife better than you.”


“No loyalty. No loyalty. I see how it is.”


They chuckled.


“So what’s up?”


“I’m heading to New York. Wanted to see if I could get the guys together for a pickup game. You around end of this week?”


“Might have to move a couple of things. What day you thinking?”


“Friday afternoon?”


“Let me see what I can do.”


“Okay. You have your people get back to my people, big shot.”


They laughed again.


“I’ll do that.”


With that they hung up.


Brock didn’t really need to check his calendar. He knew he had an opening Friday afternoon because it was the day he and his wife were supposed to see a couple’s counselor. He had attended only one counseling session since, a month before, he promised her he would participate. But the promise gave way to a convenient pattern. He would wait until the morning of a scheduled session and have his assistant call and cancel due to a work emergency.


He would then give Tami a gift to apologize. Unbeknownst to her, he had stocked up on various spa gift certificates and small pieces of jewelry in anticipation of his cancellations over the coming weeks—until finally, he presumed, she would get the hint and stop scheduling the sessions altogether.


But this wasn’t the kind of thing that a man known publicly for negotiating people out of their marriages wanted known about his own—even to a friend like Luke.


TWENTY YEARS BEFORE


Professor Oppenheim’s announcement was met with loud groans from the room of second-year law students. “Finish up chapters ten through fourteen before our next class. There may or may not be a quiz on that as well as the material we covered today.”


“Damn. This man is single-handedly trying to kill my social life.”


“Yeah, blame him for you not having a social life,” Luke deadpanned.


“Like you’re one to talk. I don’t even know why you’re wasting dough at law school. For as much action as you see, your ass should be going to divinity school . . . or whatever they call seminary for rabbis. . . . What do they call it?”


Garin Andrews could tease Luke about his atypical racial and religious heritage. Most people couldn’t. But the two had been best friends since meeting at the exclusive Langley preparatory school, the high school for the sons and daughters of Michigan’s wealthiest families. Garin was different from most of the students as he had been a scholarship student who had lived in public housing projects. He and Luke became inseparable, bonded in part by their love of basketball. After attending different colleges, they ended up at Columbia together for law school.


As they gathered up their belongings to leave, Luke asked, “Hey, you seen Baltimore lately?”


“No. Thank goodness.”


“Baltimore” was the nickname they had given to another black student in their class—one who rarely spoke and never smiled and whose version of small talk, when Luke tried to make conversation with him, consisted of muttering, “From Baltimore,” before walking away brusquely.


When “Baltimore” refused to loan Garin his notes after Garin missed a class and was unable to get in touch with Luke, Garin decided he didn’t care for Baltimore—the city or the person.


“He’s missed a couple of classes, right?”


“Do I look like his secretary? Come on. Let’s grab a bite. They have this new waitress at the shop. Built like a cola bottle. I’m not sure if I’m in love but I am sure as hell in lust.”


“What happened to the librarian built like a cola bottle?” Luke asked.


“I took a sip already,” Garin replied with a devilish grin. “Come on.”


The following week Professor Oppenheim delivered on his threat and gave a pop quiz.


After class Garin nudged Luke and whispered sarcastically, “Poor Baltimore.” He glanced back at Baltimore, who had returned to class for the first time in more than a week. “No way he passed that quiz after missing more than a week. Maybe if he hadn’t been such a prick someone would have loaned him their notes.”


“He was out sick, Garin. Give him a break.”


“Well I hope the doctor gave him some pills for his personality.”


Just then the two guys looked up to see Baltimore standing behind them.


“I just wanted to say thanks. And give you this.”


Baltimore passed Luke a bottle of wine.


“Thanks,” Luke said.


Baltimore turned to walk away.


“Hey. It’s bad to drink alone. Garin and I are having some friends at our place Friday. You should come by.”


“I don’t know if I can . . .”


“We understand,” Garin replied a little too eagerly.


“What? Have other plans? Come by,” Luke insisted.


“Okay,” Baltimore replied before turning to walk away.


“What the hell just happened?” Garin asked. “You two buddies all of a sudden?”


“He was out sick, Gar. With pneumonia. So I took him notes from class.”


“So that means we have to spend time with him out of class?”


“Garin, he’s not a bad guy. Just takes him a little time to thaw.”


A few days later, Luke spotted Baltimore on campus, but Baltimore—as always—had his nose in a book and didn’t see him. As Luke was walking toward him he watched Baltimore walk headfirst, book and all, into a young woman, whose drink splattered all over her.


“Oh no!” Baltimore shouted.


“Great! Just great!” the woman screamed. “You need to watch where you’re going.”


“I’m sorry,” Baltimore stammered, clearly mortified.


“I’m already late . . . I can’t believe this is happening . . .”


Luke rushed over—in part because he was headed in Baltimore’s direction anyway, but also because the woman in question was the most beautiful he had ever seen.


“Here. Let me help,” he said. He pulled out some napkins.


“I’m sure it may be a little big but if you want you can wear this. No one will ever know.” He passed her a white, perfectly pressed Ralph Lauren Polo button-down shirt, fresh from the dry cleaners where Luke had just retrieved it.


“I couldn’t,” she replied.


“Of course you can. I insist.”


“Well, okay. . . . How will I get it back to you?”


“Well, I’m having a party Friday. You can bring it then.”


Luke wrote down the party details on one of the napkins. As the young woman turned to leave, he added, “I didn’t get your name.”


“That’s because I didn’t give it to you,” she replied with a smile.


“Well how will I be able to find you?”


“I’ll find you.”


He stopped to give her an extra good look.


She smiled, amused as she watched his brain try to come up with what was clearly going to be a pickup line.


“Well what if you don’t return the shirt and I decide to sue you?”


“Sue me?”


“Yeah. I could take you to small-claims court. Although I have to warn you, I’m a lawyer so it probably wouldn’t be a fair fight.” He grinned.


“Oh really. And what law firm is it that lets you wear jeans to the courtroom?” she asked, looking him up and down.


“Well, I’m almost a lawyer. . . .”


“Oh really? How almost?”


“You know. As soon as I finish law school and pass the bar exam.”


“And when will that be?”


“Any day now.”


“Really?” she smirked, clearly not buying it. “Well, I tell you what. If I try to abscond with your shirt, why don’t you call the police? Have them put up a sketch of me. And I promise I’ll turn myself in.”


She then turned and rushed off.


Baltimore, clearly amused by the exchange said, “Thanks for a . . . helping out.”


“No. Thank you.”


“For what?”


“I just met the woman I’m going to marry,” Luke replied.


Laura Long arrived at his and Garin’s apartment for their party with Luke’s shirt in tow, although all these years later it now sat in her closet, one of her favorite mementos of their relationship.


Baltimore arrived too, although Luke discovered he hated being called that so Luke began calling him by his God-given name, Brock. Though Brock Simpson and Luke Cooper could not have been more different, they developed a bond like brothers, especially after Luke invited Brock to spend Thanksgiving with his extended family in Westchester when Brock couldn’t afford to travel home for the holiday.


Brock had no idea that Luke Cooper’s family was white—or rich. He couldn’t recall a single instance where the subjects had come up.


He sat in awe at Thanksgiving dinner. The only time he had seen a house that big was in movies. But he was also in awe of how happy they all seemed. An entire family of at least fifteen people who seemed as though they didn’t have a care in the world. Money may not be able to buy happiness, Brock remembered thinking, but it sure could buy peace of mind, because this family laughed like they were floating on air.


Raised by a single mother who worked as a cleaning lady for a judge (one of the factors that inspired him to become a lawyer), he had never known that level of comfort. He had only known worry. Worry about how he was going to make life better for him and for his mother so that she wouldn’t have to clean someone else’s house in her golden years but would instead have someone cleaning hers.
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Brock arrived at the West Side sports club, the most exclusive sports club in the city. Though there were three gyms closer to his Park Avenue apartment, Brock insisted that he and his wife join this one because, as he put it, “instead of working out next to just your average investment banker,” they were more likely to find an A-list movie star on the treadmill to the right of them and someone socially significant, like Caroline Kennedy, to the left. Brock wasn’t a very good athlete, but Luke was his best friend whom he didn’t get to see very often, so he had Peggy book the court at the club. Though they were all nice enough, being around Luke and his other core group of friends—the other members of his so-called Dream Team—tended to give Brock flashbacks to his childhood days of being the last one picked for the team.


Joe and Garin had been the first to arrive, making Brock immediately feel outnumbered when he walked in. Though he was technically friends with both of them, really, they were all friends with Luke. Brock knew that he hadn’t exactly been Mr. Personality in those early days at Columbia, and though Garin was always polite, at least to his face, he always had the sense that Garin remained suspicious of him, viewing him as a lifetime third wheel. Though they lived in the same city, the two rarely socialized. Their wives did, but that was something Brock wasn’t thrilled with since he deemed Garin’s wife, Brooke, a successful publicist, “mouthy.”


Joe Nelson, on the other hand, was one of Garin and Luke’s high school friends, though seeing how differently their adult lives had turned out, Luke and Garin’s closeness with him puzzled some, including Brock. While Garin and Luke had been model students at their prep school, Joe had eventually been kicked out for his hard-partying, troublemaking ways. The son of an NFL Hall of Famer and a former Dallas Cowboys cheerleader and ex-Playmate, Joe resembled a Ken doll, only shorter. Joe had parlayed his lack of athletic talent but love of sports, and his father’s extensive connections, into a semi-successful career as a mid-tier sports agent. What Joe lacked in athletic prowess, though, he more than made up for with ego. He did inherit two other gifts from his father: a love of cheerleaders and the ability to woo them. At last count he’d been engaged to four: one New York Knicks dancer, one New Jersey Nets dancer, a Dallas Cowboys cheerleader, and his latest love, Tiffini, a former New York Jets cheerleader turned Rockette. None of them had been over the age of twenty-four, something that prompted endless ribbing by fellow Dream Team members.


Garin was seated on a bench while Joe stood in front of him holding a ball. They were laughing about something when they looked up and spotted Brock.


“Hey Brock. What’s up?” Joe asked. He extended his hand. “Good to see you, man.”


Joe still looked like Joe, no doubt owing to the gazillion hours he spent in the gym every week. Apparently working for elite athletes at the agency had the same mental impact on Joe that working in the fashion industry seems to have on most women—he had become obsessed with trying to look like he belonged—so every free minute not spent working (or skirt-chasing), Joe spent in the gym. But even Joe had picked up a few flecks of gray in his blond mane since Brock had last seen him.


“Good to see you too, Joe,” Brock replied. “Hey Garin.”


“Hey Brock.” Garin still looked like Garin, which is to say irritatingly handsome. Brock always suspected his wife, like most women, had a crush on Garin, though she would never be dumb enough to say so. The closest she came was saying, “You know it just hit me who Garin reminds me of. A younger, taller Harry Belafonte.” She had clearly forgotten that she had once said that Harry Belafonte was the most beautiful man in the world when he was younger.


“How’s the family?” Garin asked.


“Everyone’s good. No complaints.”


“And the firm?”


“No complaints there either. You know my line of work is recession-proof.”


“Don’t remind me,” Joe said as they all chuckled, since Joe’s marriage phobia was a constant source of amusement for the crew.


But Garin couldn’t help thinking the line was also a slight dig from Brock. After obtaining his law degree from Columbia, Garin never used it. Instead he joined an investment firm on Wall Street that made him independently wealthy faster than being a successful attorney had made Brock. But the recent recession had taken a toll on Garin’s company, like many others. Though he still was far wealthier than the average American, he sensed Brock’s recession line was intended to send a little message.


Just then Adam Leventhal, who was officially Luke’s oldest friend on the planet, arrived. A successful music executive, Adam had been the first to befriend the little brown boy who stuck out like a sore thumb at their Hebrew day school. Adam looked exactly the same, still possessing both the baby face and paunch he had had since adolescence, and the glasses too—only now the glasses had the name Dior discreetly etched on the rims. There were a few other Dream Team members scattered throughout the country, but this comprised the New York crew.


“Hey Ad-Man!” Joe thundered.


Joe always seemed to turn into a quintessential fratty-jock asshole around Adam. It had been their dynamic for as long as they had known each other. Luke often ended up playing big brother to Adam, by putting Joe in his place when he needed it.


“Joe,” Adam replied, feigning enthusiasm. The two men did an informal shake.


Ever the smart-ass, Joe said, “Good news, Ad-man—Garin’s on your team.”


“Really?” Adam naively replied, thinking he had hit the jackpot since Garin was without question the best athlete among all of them.


Joe then burst into laughter.


“What’s so funny?” Adam asked.


“Nothing,” Garin said, glaring at Joe, who after all these years was like an irritating brother he had learned to put up with. “Joe has the sense of humor of a toddler, but then again you knew that already, Adam.”


Adam cracked a smile. Garin then pointed at crutches lying underneath the bench he was sitting on. Though Garin was wearing regular sneakers, the guys hadn’t noticed that his ankle was wrapped.


“What happened to you?” Adam asked.


Garin proceeded to tell the same little white lie he had to anyone who asked, blaming his current state on an injury incurred while running during a game of racquetball, though the real story was slightly less macho. He had been running—out the door to work—when he tripped over his toddler daughter’s toy. His wife, Brooke, the powerhouse publicist, thought he was being silly to tell the little running lie, but as a former star athlete in both high school and college, Garin’s ego simply wouldn’t allow him to admit to the world that he was officially middle-aged and that at forty-five things didn’t bounce back as quickly as they did at twenty-five, and that these days a pink stuffed teddy bear was now enough to take him out of the game.


Brock was secretly relieved he wouldn’t have to go up against Garin’s wall-of-steel defense today.


After Garin’s explanation Joe couldn’t resist a little dig at his longtime pal. “Oh, I thought some client finally kicked you for losing all their money.”


“You know, Joe, that’s almost as funny as your game on the court—or should I say lack thereof?”


With that everyone burst into laughter. It had been ages since the group had been together.


Then Joe added for good measure, “Ha ha. Geez, without Garin playing it’s basically me versus a bunch of old ladies.”


“Shut up, Nelson,” Brock barked.


“Actually, make that two old ladies and one invalid. Don’t you need a doctor’s note or something to play?” Joe said staring at Adam, a reference to Adam’s recent heart attack scare, which turned out to be a panic attack—something that had resulted in months of ribbing by his friends.


“Fuck you, Joe,” Adam replied. “Oh wait, I can’t. I’m not a cheerleader.”


The rest of the guys broke into assorted “oohs” and “aahs” at the dig.


“Look at that. Adam finally grew a set of balls,” Joe replied. “Your mother know you talk like that, Ad-Man?”


“Let’s just leave my mother out of this,” Adam replied.


“Fine by me. I had more than enough of her last night,” Joe chortled.


“Ignore him, Adam,” a voice piped in. “We all know that unless your mom has started dancing for the Detroit Pistons lately she’s safe from Nelson.”


“Very funny,” said Joe.


“No, very true,” said Brock.


“Great to see you, Gov,” Joe said, enveloping Luke in a big bear hug.


One by one each gave their old friend a hug.


“Speaking of cheerleaders, Joe, when’s the big day?” Brock asked.


“What big day?” Adam asked.


“The wedding. Didn’t you hear, some chick has finally managed to get Nelson locked in with a date and all,” Brock continued. “So when’s the big day? When do you officially become as miserable as the rest of us?”


“Speak for yourself, Brock,” said Luke. “I happen to love my wife. In fact I even like her.”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah, Luke. You and Laura so in love. Just like the soap opera characters.”


Luke blushed. The fact that Luke and his longtime love shared the names of one of the most famous couples in soap opera history—the fictional star-crossed lovers Luke and Laura of General Hospital fame—was a source of much teasing by Luke’s friends.


“If I did whatever my wife told me to do all the time I’d be happily married too,” Brock added.


“So when is the wedding, Joe?” said Adam.


“Let’s pick teams,” Joe said.


“Wait a minute. Now I’m no expert in law,” Adam said, “but Brock—help me out here since you’re a lawyer. If a witness dodges a question, can you object?”


“You know what I object to? Those fairy glasses you’re wearing. Did you get those in the ladies’ section?”


“Uh-oh. Sounds like we hit a sore spot,” said Brock.


“Are we here to talk or play?” Joe asked impatiently.


“Trouble in paradise?” asked Brock.


“Bite me, Brock-li.”


“Uh-oh. Uh-oh,” Brock replied. “Does this mean I shouldn’t expect a wedding invite anytime soon?”


“Well you shouldn’t expect one no matter what. So it’s none of your business. We’ve postponed the wedding . . . just temporarily. Now let’s play?”


“I knew it!” Brock shouted. “Hope you brought your checkbook, Luke—actually I hope you brought cash. I don’t know that I can count on your checks clearing since you’re a low-paid public servant and all.”


“What are you talking about?” Joe asked.


“I told Luke your ass wouldn’t make it down the aisle and put a hundred bucks on it. I should have put a thousand.”


“Fuck you, Brock,” Joe replied.


“Well, now you’re free to since you’re single again.”


“I’m not single. For your information I’m still with Tiffini. We’ve just put the wedding on the back burner for a while.”


With that the guys cut sideway glances at each other while trying in vain not to laugh. They all knew that this was Joe-speak for “I’ve lost interest.” Joe was a friend, but that didn’t stop them from feeling kind of bad for Tiffini. She wasn’t exactly the sharpest knife in the drawer, but then none of Joe’s gal pals were. She was nice enough though, and probably had no idea that she was about to be replaced, just like Brandi, Traci, and Staci before her.


“What’s so funny about that?” Joe asked.


“Nothing, Joe. Nothing at all,” said Luke. “Let’s pick teams.”


Forty-five minutes later, Brock and Joe led Adam and Luke 12–10.


Due to his injury Garin was serving as referee and so far had racked up courtside Knicks tickets from Joe and a free dinner at Le Cirque from Brock to make calls go their way. Luke called them both “shameless” in their efforts to rig the game. A minute later Garin called Luke for traveling with the ball. “I did not,” said Luke. “Did too,” Brock chimed in. “Ref—with all due respect, I think you need to get your eyes checked,” Luke said. Garin, with a wicked grin replied, “Adam—you might want to talk to your teammate. He’s flirting with a technical.” They all began to laugh. As play resumed, Joe shouted to Luke, “Maybe next time you should try shamelessly offering up something. Too bad the Pistons are playing so shitty this year. Probably couldn’t give those tickets away. Any good restaurants in Michigan?” Everyone laughed.


Just then Luke, ever the cheerleader for his home state said, “Screw you, Nelson. I’ll have you know we have some very fine dining establishments in our great state . . . and they also have some great ones in D.C.”


“What does D.C. have to do with anything?” Joe replied.


“I might be spending more time there.”


“Why on earth would anyone want to spend time in Washington unless they absolutely have to? It’s almost as bad as the Midwest.”


“You are such a snob, Nelson,” Garin shouted. “You’re from Michigan, for crying out loud. . . .”


“I may have grown up there but I was always a New Yorker at heart.”


“Whatever you say, Joe,” said Garin.


“Are you up for an appointment or something, Coop?” Adam asked.


“No,” Luke said. “I’m going to run for president.”


“Of what?” Adam asked.


“The PTA,” Luke replied sarcastically. “What do you think?”


With that pronouncement they all froze.


All of them except Luke, that is. He stole the ball from Joe and began dribbling down the court. As his friends stood there with their mouths hanging open, Luke shot a beautiful three-pointer.


“Well, if I knew it was that easy to throw off your defense I would have mentioned it to you guys much, much earlier.”


“Are you serious, Luke?” asked Joe.


“As a heart attack,” Luke replied. “Oh—sorry, Adam.”


They all burst into laughter.
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“Why now?” Brock asked.


“Well, we’ve looked at the numbers . . .”


“Numbers?” Adam asked.


“The polling. My team thinks our numbers are never going to be better than they are right now. It’s not exactly now or never, but basically tomorrow’s not going to be any better than today. It seems I’ve got a bank of goodwill stored up with the public, and what’s to say it’s going to be there forever.”


The Dream Team knew what goodwill Luke was referring to. He had gone from lowly state elected official to nationally known hero virtually overnight thanks to an unlikely encounter with a white supremacist that sounded straight out of a Hollywood script.


Luke had initially been drafted to run as lieutenant governor on a ticket with Attorney General Jamie Griffin, the heir to a local political dynasty. The Democratic candidate’s frontrunner status had been hobbled by allegations of racial insensitivity after video surfaced depicting him laughing heartily at racially charged jokes, including one using the N-word, at a friend’s bachelor party. After only a year and a half in office, Governor Griffin was forced out, his fondness for prostitutes having been made public by one of them. Just five short years after entering politics, Luke Cooper had gone from lowly state senator to the most powerful elected official in Michigan and one of the youngest sitting governors in the nation.


Though he faced a tough re-election fight because of his youth, perceived inexperience, and the corruption of his predecessor, in the end he managed to hold on to his seat. His family and friends all pitched in to help, raising money from their own friends, relatives, and acquaintances throughout the nation. They even knocked on doors on Election Day. Luke nicknamed them the Dream Team. Fate struck again when Luke’s rival was incapacitated by a stroke in the days before the election, and Luke went on to win his first major race, and earn his first round of national attention—although it wouldn’t be the last.


Just a few months into his first official term as governor of Michigan, while en route to an economic development conference in Florida, the SUV carrying the governor and a local elected official came across a group of protesters. Luke was informed that a group of self-described “white nationalists” had gathered to protest a rise in crime they blamed on growing communities of Haitian and Mexican immigrants. Luke asked the driver to stop the car and listened as protesters on both sides of the issue—the white nationalists and those shouting them down—tried to make their case for the surrounding crowd and the news cameras. Then something extraordinary happened. A racial slur was hurled and in an instant fists were flying. As police intervened to break up the melee, the SUV driver turned to encourage the governor to return to the vehicle, but Luke was nowhere to be found.


As the driver would later recount the story, minutes later he spotted Luke in the crowd but then lost him again. Panicked, he grabbed a police officer and said, “The governor of Michigan is in this crowd. If something happens to him we’re all in trouble.”


A moment later Luke was spotted again before his head disappeared back into the crowd. With a police officer in tow, the driver made a beeline for the spot where he had last seen what looked like the back of Luke’s head. Together they found him on the ground. He was bleeding with a small cut to his forehead but insisted that he was fine. He then apologized to the police officer for being a distraction, the officer would later recall in interviews. Luke refused to go to a hospital, noting that he had already made them late enough for the conference, and opted instead for a simple Band-Aid. He gave a brief statement to police, noting that his scrape was merely a result of falling when the chaos erupted, and told the police officers to feel free to contact him should they need any additional information. It was not until that evening that his driver found out exactly how the governor earned his minor injury. Footage aired on the local news that night showed the crowd as they erupted into a blur of shoving and swinging fists. Only seconds later the camera captured an extraordinary sight: as a white nationalist lay on the ground bleeding, another man removed his tie and used it as a tourniquet to help the man with his injury. Just then a protester hauled his leg back as if ready to kick the white nationalist, but the man helping him blocked his leg.


The man helping the white nationalist was Luke.


Over the next seventy-two hours the clip would be played endlessly on television. The story of Luke—the black-Jewish governor who protected a racist—became a national sensation and Luke became one of the most recognizable elected officials in the nation. People who didn’t even know the name of the governor in their own state now knew the name of the governor of Michigan. While talk swirled of film offers, Luke agreed to a total of five interviews on the subject. He did an interview with the Southern Poverty Law Center, a research institution that studies the role and impact of hate groups. He did one interview with a high school newspaper in his home state of Michigan. He did one interview with the Museum of Tolerance, inspired by Holocaust survivor Simon Wiesenthal’s Center. He did one interview with a local news anchor in Michigan. The lone national interview he did was with Good Morning America—but only because he had been previously booked for a segment regarding several controversial death penalty cases in Michigan. Luke’s press secretary stipulated that the Good Morning America anchor could ask only one question about the “incident” or the interview would be canceled. Luke agreed to one more national appearance, but it wasn’t for an interview. He appeared as a guest on Sesame Street, for an episode on tolerance. He pointedly declined all further requests from political reporters because, according to his press secretary, he “didn’t want to politicize something that had nothing to do with politics but was about simply being a human being.” When later pressed about the small number of interviews, Luke added that he believed that if given a choice the citizens of Michigan would probably prefer to see their tax dollars pay for a “governor who works, not just gives interviews.”


But that didn’t stop the media from talking—or from dubbing him a rising political star. In fact, Luke’s decidedly nonpolitical response to the media siege only added to the mystery and hype surrounding him. TIME magazine named him to its annual list of the world’s most influential people, “for reminding all of us that there is just one race: the human race.” GQ magazine named him to its list of “Political Power Players,” noting that “the handsome governor is known so much for his debonair suits that some in the Michigan statehouse have been known to refer to him as ‘Mr. GQ.’”


That was a total fabrication perpetuated by the media (in fact Luke’s real nickname among those who knew him best was Coop). But the moniker stuck nonetheless, and with it the GQ candidate was born.


So here Luke was barely a year into his first official term as governor, and he was already planning a White House run.


As understated as ever, Joe shouted an enthusiastic “Hell yeah, Coop! I’ve always wanted to play ball in the White House!”


“Well, I don’t know that they have an indoor court there, Joe,” Luke replied with a smile.


“Yeah but if you’re president you can get one if you want.”


“Well I got to get there first.”


“You’ll get there, Coop. There’s not a single thing you’ve set your mind to that you haven’t accomplished. In fact the more I think about it, you got some kind of magic voodoo or something you’re working with? Maybe we ought to rub your head for good luck.” With that Garin stood and steadied himself on his one good ankle and proceeded to get the possible future president in a headlock and rub his head.”


“Alright, alright, Garin. That’s enough!” Luke said, laughing.


“Just making sure that president or not you never forget you’re the same old Coop to us. And if you do ever forget it I’ll leak all your secrets to the media.”


“Garin, I don’t want to start my presidential campaign off by being accused of assaulting an old man with a bum leg so let me go before I have to hurt you.”


“Old man, huh?” Garin proceeded to rub Luke’s head even harder, as though it were a genie lamp, before letting go.


“Please, like Mr. Squeaky Clean here has any secrets worth selling,” Joe piped up. “You know, now that I think about it, it all makes sense. That’s why you’ve always been so . . . so . . . so . . . what’s another word for ‘boring’?”


“Joe, you think Hugh Hefner’s life is boring,” Garin teased.


“Well, the man did sleep with the same three chicks for, what, a year? Two?”


They all began to laugh, and the fact that Joe was dead serious in his comment only made them laugh harder.


Then Brock and Adam got quiet.


“Adam? What do you think? Do I have your vote?” Luke asked.


“Of course, Coop.”


“Well try not to get too excited,” Luke said.


Adam stood there silently for a moment and then did something completely unexpected.


He leaned in and gave Luke a big hug. When he let him go he said, “I can’t believe I just hugged the next president. Anything you need. Anything at all.” He looked as though he was tearing up and for once Joe didn’t tease him.


“Thanks, Adam,” Luke said, squeezing Adam’s shoulder.


Adam wasn’t known for big displays of affection, so his gesture made the moment more real for all of them.


They stood there awkwardly in the way men often do when things get too intimate, too emotional.


“Brock? Any thoughts?” Luke said.


“I’m just taking it all in,” he said noncommittally.


“Say what’s on your mind. We’re all brothers here,” Luke said.


“Well, Coop . . . isn’t it a bit early? I mean, your governor’s race was close. Don’t you want to stay in there, show everyone what you can really do, and then make your move?”


“We talked about that, but five years is an eternity. Who knows where things will be by then? I mean, I could be the answer to a trivia question,” Luke said.


“Your people are right. You gotta strike when the iron’s hot. It’s hot for you now,” Garin added.


“I agree, Coop. It’s like when I talk to a family who’s torn between sending Junior to college or the league. You can’t control when you’re going to be at the top of your game. You have to move when you’re there. Not wait a few years and hope you stay there,” Joe added.


“Well, I want everyone in my family to be on board because you know this is going to be a crazy ride whether they want to be on it or not. I mean, there’s going to be press digging around in my past, talking to every person I ever said hi to on the street. And this goes without saying, but I can’t do this alone. I’m going to need my Dream Team to get me to the championships again. So what do you all say?” Luke asked.


“I’m in. All the way, Coop.” Garin then put his hand out, the way he and Luke did in high school in their basketball huddle.


“Me too,” Joe said, putting his hand in.


“Me three,” Adam said, putting his hand on top of Joe’s.


They all looked at Brock.


“Come on, Brock. Don’t hate just because Luke is going to make it to the White House before you. Just think, he can appoint you to the Supreme Court.”


All of the guys laughed. Brock feigned a chuckle, but inwardly he was pissed at Garin.


“I only have one question,” Brock said. “When can me and my missus host a fundraiser for your presidential campaign?” Brock put his hand on top of Adam’s. Then Luke put his on top of Brock’s.


[image: images]


The Political Post-Express


TWO MORE DEMS MULL PRESIDENTIAL BIDS


Congressman Jay Billings of Ohio took his first official steps toward becoming a presidential candidate today by launching an exploratory committee. Though Billings, who announced his intentions on “Meet the Press” days ago, is considered a long shot by many members of the Democratic establishment, some insiders say he could potentially draw support from “ABB” voters, those looking to vote for “Anyone But Abigail Beaman,” the senator and daughter of the late President Michael Carter Beaman. But according to sources, “ABB” voters may soon have another surprising choice. Luke Cooper, the charismatic governor of Michigan, is said to be seriously considering throwing his hat in the ring. The governor, who gained national acclaim when he intervened on behalf of a white supremacist who was being attacked, could potentially draw from two key Democratic constituencies, African-American and Jewish voters. The governor, who is African-American, was adopted and raised in the Jewish faith, and has in previous interviews identified himself as “Black and Jewish.”


But before a single vote is cast, candidates have to win the pre-primary primary, known colloquially as “the money primary.” Sen. Beaman, who it has been said has been preparing for (and been prepared for) this race her entire life, has approximately $8 million on hand for her presidential run. Though spokespeople for Billings and Cooper both declined to give specific figures, they both acknowledged that their current money totals are nowhere near the $8 million figure. Both candidates also acknowledged that that has to change soon for their campaigns to be taken seriously.





CHAPTER 3



Tami took her babies out and, as had become her ritual, immediately hid the evidence—the boxes and the shopping bags.


She had already gone over her monthly shopping allowance, and if Brock knew that she had purchased two more pairs of shoes, he would flip, especially if he learned they came from Giuseppe Zanotti and Jimmy Choo. It was amazing to her that a man who primarily wore Gap khakis and Brooks Brothers suits off the rack could know that Jimmy Choo wasn’t a Chinese takeout chain, and also knew how much a pair cost. But that was Brock for you. He made it his business to know the names—and prices—of the labels that Tami wore.


Forty-eight hours earlier Brock had informed her that they would be hosting a fundraiser for his friend Luke Cooper, the governor of some Midwestern state, and they had ten days to pull it together, and by they, he really meant her. In typical Brock fashion he had told, not asked, her.


She shopped when she was stressed. Shopped or ate. And while Brock disapproved of overindulging in either habit, his reaction to her putting on 60 pounds while pregnant with the twins made it clear that he disapproved of her overeating more. From his perspective, he married a model, and he wanted to stay married to one, or at least someone who still looked like one. She once asked him point blank if her being overweight made him love her any less and he coolly replied, “Not any less than you would love me if I quit the law firm and hopped on the back of a sanitation truck.”


That exchange pretty much summed up their relationship.


Tami had never really run an event this big on her own. She was on the boards of a couple of small nonprofits and worked on committees, but those were different. The one upside was that Luke’s cousin Jessica was an event planner and had agreed to help. She was even trying to get a couple of celebrities on board. Brooke, the wife of Garin, an old friend of Brock and Luke, had also agreed to pitch in. Brooke always struck Tami as both tough and no-nonsense—someone who didn’t take any crap from anyone, least of all her husband. It was a trait Tami had always admired, and even envied.


After the shoes were safely hidden away Tami headed down the stairs to the kitchen of their Park Avenue duplex and opened the fridge. She opened the produce drawer and saw a smorgasbord of apples to choose from. She then closed the drawer and spotted a bushel of fresh grapes and next to them some strawberries, and above them two cartons of blueberries. “What is this, a freaking farmer’s market?” she thought to herself.
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Political pundit and blogger Keli Goff makes
her fiction debut with The GQ Candidate, the
liccrary cquivalent of TV's The West Wing

meets The Game.

After a sex scandal brings down a local politician,

Luke Cooper finds himself catapulted into the
Michigan governor's mansion, making him one of
the few black and—Dby virtue of adoption—Jewish
elected officials to hold such an office. His national
eclebrity is increased when he heroically saves the
life of an avowed racist, and his good looks and
charm carn him the nickname “The GQ Candidate.”

One day Luke stuns his circle of intimates
by informing them that he is going to run for
president of the United States. His friends and
family have his back and lend whatever help they
can to his campaign. But the candidate and his loved
ones discover that standing by their man takes more
cffore and has more impact on their lives than they
ever imagined.

Keli Goff knows the world of American
politics as a firsthand obscrver and media figure. She
brings all that expericnce and her ineredible skills
as a writer to bear in making Th GQ Candidate
an_insightful, memorable, and above all, highly

entertaining read.

Keli Goff s an author, blogger, and political analyst
whose commentary on politics and pop culture
appears regularly in national cclevision, print, and
online publications. She is a frequent guest on news
programs on CNN, FOX, MSNBC, and NPR, and
is a regular contributor to theloop2I.com and The
Huffington Post. She is the author of Party Crashing:
How the Hip-Hop Generation Declared Political
Independence. This is her firse novel. For more about
Keli Goff, visic www.keligoffcom, Facebook, or

Twitter.
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“In recent years, and especially in the clection of 2008, Keli Goff brought skill and
grace to the rough-and-tumble arena of political commentary. Now, in time for 2012,
she has aimed those same talents at fiction, and the result is a witty novel that reminds

us that all politics is personal.” —Arianna Huffington, president and
editor in chief of The Huffington Post Media Group )

“From its humorous inside peek at the world of politics to its honest portrayal of the
vicissitudes of a loving marriage, Keli Goff’s book is the ideal escape for the thinking
person. Hers is a bold and bright voice for a new, ‘post-racial’ generation.”
—Susan Fales-Hill, author of One Flight Up

“Goff’s intellectually pulsating and fresh political page-turner is penned with
undeniable heat and heart-racing soul. . .. If you love government affairs laced with
swaggering scandal and an intense competitive race to the finish line,

The GO Candidate is a must-read.” —Victoria Rowell

“Keli Goff takes us on the entertaining behind-the-scenes ride of a
handsome, young, charismatic African-American presidential
candidate. Think you know how it ends? Think again.”
—Trey Ellis, author of Platitudes and Right Here, Right Now





