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The Photo

The study smelled like leather and old money, which was fitting because everything about Senator Richard Hart's life smelled like leather and old money, right down to the daughter currently sitting in the wingback chair trying not to vomit on the Persian rug.

Evelyn crossed her ankles. Uncrossed them. Folded her hands in her lap the way her mother had taught her at fourteen — left over right, thumbs tucked, posture that said composed even when her insides were liquefying. She focused on a point just past her father's left shoulder where a framed photo hung on the wall: the Hart family at the Governor's Mansion Christmas reception, 2019. Everyone smiling. Everyone performing. Everyone exactly where they were supposed to be.

"—circulating on at least three political gossip sites as of this morning," Doug Mercer was saying, pacing in front of the bookshelves like a man whose stock portfolio had just caught fire. He was her father's chief of staff, had been for nine years, and he treated every minor PR hiccup like a four-alarm crisis. To be fair, this one might actually warrant it. "The photo itself is ambiguous enough, but the location isn't. Anyone who Googles the name of that bar is going to get a very specific result."

"It's a bar," Evelyn said. Her voice came out flat, controlled. Good. "People go to bars."

"People go to that bar for a reason, Evelyn." Her mother's voice sliced through the room from the settee by the window, where Catherine Hart sat with her legs crossed and her reading glasses perched on her nose like she was reviewing a disappointing quarterly report instead of her daughter's public downfall. "Don't insult our intelligence."

Evelyn's jaw tightened. She could feel the muscle jumping under her skin and knew her mother could see it too. Catherine saw everything. It was her most devastating talent — an X-ray eye for weakness, paired with the surgical precision to exploit it at exactly the wrong moment.

"A friend invited me," Evelyn said. The lie slid out smooth as silk, the way lies always did when you'd been practicing them since childhood. "I didn't check the Yelp reviews before I walked in."

"Which friend?" Catherine asked.

"Lena. From Georgetown."

"Lena Park? She's in Singapore."

Fuck.

"A different Lena."

"How many Lenas do you know?"

"Catherine." Her father's voice, low and tired, from behind the mahogany desk that had belonged to his father and his father's father, because nothing in this family was ever just a piece of furniture. "That's not the point."

"The point," Doug said, stopping mid-pace to face Evelyn with the expression of a man who wanted to be sympathetic but had a campaign to run, "is that we're eight weeks from Election Day. The Senator is polling within the margin of error against a challenger who would love nothing more than a culture war distraction. And his daughter was photographed leaving a lesbian bar in Dupont Circle looking like—"

"Looking like what?" Evelyn asked.

Doug hesitated. He had the decency to look uncomfortable, at least. "Disheveled."

Evelyn almost laughed. Disheveled. She'd been wearing a cashmere sweater and slacks. Her hair had been down — that was the dishevelment. Her hair, which she usually wore in a chignon so tight it gave her headaches, had been loose around her shoulders because she'd taken it down in the car on the way there as a tiny, pathetic act of rebellion. And some photographer with a telephoto lens and a blog had turned that into evidence.

"I went to a bar," she said again, slower this time, enunciating each word like she was speaking to someone very young or very stupid. "I had one drink. I spoke to no one. I left. If that's a scandal, then this campaign has bigger problems than me."

The silence that followed was the particular kind of silence that only existed in her father's study — the kind that meant everyone was thinking something they wouldn't say out loud, and that the something was about Evelyn, and that it wasn't flattering.

Senator Hart leaned back in his chair. He was a handsome man at sixty-two, silver-templed and square-jawed, the kind of face that photographed well on yard signs and inspired confidence in donors. He looked at his daughter the way he looked at a briefing that contained bad news he'd been expecting: with a calm, measured disappointment that was somehow worse than anger.

"Doug is bringing in outside help," he said.

Evelyn blinked. "What kind of outside help?"

"A consultant. Crisis management, media strategy, image rehabilitation." Doug pulled out his phone, scrolling. "Sabrina Vale. She runs a boutique firm in the District. She's handled situations like this for—"

"I don't need a handler."

"Nobody's calling it that," her father said.

"It's exactly what you're calling it. You're hiring a babysitter because your adult daughter went to a bar."

"We're hiring a professional," Catherine said, standing from the settee with the fluid grace of a woman who'd been a Miss Virginia finalist in 1987 and had never stopped moving like one, "because our adult daughter has been increasingly erratic for two years and we're tired of pretending it's not a pattern."

The words landed like a slap. Evelyn felt them in her chest — a hot, tight compression that she recognized as the precursor to either tears or rage, both of which were unacceptable in this room. She chose neither. She chose the third option, the one she'd been choosing since she was old enough to understand that Harts didn't make scenes. She went blank.

"Fine," she said. "When does she start?"

Doug looked relieved. Her father looked tired. Her mother looked satisfied, which was the expression Evelyn hated most because it meant Catherine believed she'd won, and she had, and they both knew it.

"Monday," Doug said. "I'll send you her brief."

"Wonderful." Evelyn stood, smoothing the front of her skirt — a gesture so automatic she barely registered it anymore, just her hands performing the constant maintenance of looking acceptable. "If we're done, I have work to finish."

She made it out of the study, down the hallway with its parade of family portraits and framed commendations, up the stairs to the second floor, and into her childhood bedroom before she let the mask crack.

She closed the door. Leaned against it. Pressed her palms flat against the wood and breathed.

The room was exactly as it had been since she was eighteen: cream walls, a four-poster bed with a duvet her mother had picked, bookshelves lined with the right titles in the right order. It looked like a page from a Pottery Barn catalog — tasteful, impersonal, designed to impress houseguests rather than comfort the person who actually slept there. When Evelyn had been a teenager, she'd wanted to paint the walls dark blue. Catherine had said no. When she'd put up a poster — just one, Audrey Hepburn in Breakfast at Tiffany's, which was practically mother-approved — Catherine had replaced it with a framed botanical print within a week.

This room had never been hers. This house had never been hers. This life had never been hers.

Evelyn sat on the edge of the bed and pulled out her phone. The photo was easy to find — the blog had a tacky name, Capitol Confessions or something equally stupid, and the headline read: HART'S DAUGHTER SPOTTED AT DC'S HOTTEST SAPPHIC NIGHTSPOT — WHAT'S THE SENATOR'S GIRL LOOKING FOR?

She stared at the image. It was grainy, taken from across the street with a long lens, and it showed a woman in dark slacks and a cream cashmere sweater stepping out of a doorway beneath a rainbow flag. Her hair was down. Her face was turned slightly away from the camera, but the angle caught her profile — the straight nose, the sharp jaw, the pearl studs she wore even to a bar because she didn't own earrings that weren't pearl studs.

She didn't look scandalous. She didn't look "disheveled." She looked like a woman leaving a building, which was exactly what she'd been doing.

Except.

Evelyn zoomed in. There was something in her expression that the grainy photo almost hid but didn't quite. A softness around the mouth. A slight unfocus in the eyes. She looked, if she was being honest with herself — which she almost never was — like a woman who had just seen something that rearranged her.

She closed her eyes. The bar came back to her in fragments: warm amber light, music she didn't recognize, the smell of citrus cocktails and perfume. She'd sat at the end of the bar with her gin and tonic and tried to look like she belonged, which she didn't, which was painfully obvious from the way she'd perched on the stool like it might bite her.

But no one had cared. That was the first revelation. No one had looked at her sideways, demanded credentials, asked her to justify her presence. The bartender had poured her drink and called her "hon" and moved on. Two women beside her had been arguing about whether to get a cat, and it had been so mundane, so startlingly normal, that Evelyn had almost cried into her Hendrick's.

And then.

The corner booth.

Two women. One dark-haired, one blonde, leaning into each other with the easy intimacy of people who'd been doing this for a while. The dark-haired woman had said something against the blonde's neck — Evelyn couldn't hear what — and the blonde had laughed and tilted her head back, exposing the line of her throat, and the dark-haired woman had kissed her there. Just below the jaw. Softly. Like it was the most natural thing in the world.

Evelyn had watched. She hadn't meant to. She'd been unable to stop.

The kiss had moved from the blonde's neck to her mouth, slow and unhurried, and the blonde's hand had come up to cup the dark-haired woman's face, and they'd kissed like the bar didn't exist, like the music didn't exist, like nothing existed except the precise, devastating point where their mouths met.

Evelyn had felt it in her stomach first. A drop, like the bottom falling out of an elevator. Then lower — a warm, spreading ache that she'd tried to attribute to the gin and couldn't. She'd sat there with her drink sweating against her palm and her heart hammering and a single, catastrophic thought repeating in her head like a breaking news ticker:

Oh.

Oh, that's what it's supposed to feel like.

She'd left after that. Put cash on the bar, walked out, driven home with the windows down and her hands shaking on the wheel. She'd showered and gone to bed and lain there in the dark, staring at the ceiling of her apartment in Arlington, replaying the scene on a loop. The tilt of a throat. The curve of a smile. The casual, gorgeous intimacy of two women who wanted each other and weren't sorry about it.

She'd touched herself that night. She didn't do that often — her sexual history with men had been so uninspiring that her own hand felt like more effort than the payoff warranted. But that night, she'd slid her fingers between her thighs and thought about the corner booth and come so fast it almost hurt. Then she'd rolled over and pressed her face into the pillow and thought: No. You don't get to want that. You're Richard Hart's daughter, and Richard Hart's daughter does not go to lesbian bars and get off thinking about strangers kissing.

That had been three weeks ago. She'd told herself it was a one-time lapse. Curiosity. Hormones. The natural consequence of being twenty-eight and sexually frustrated and surrounded by men who treated her like a decorative asset instead of a person.

And now the photo existed, and Doug Mercer was pacing, and her mother was arranging her life like furniture, and a woman named Sabrina Vale was about to walk into her carefully constructed world and assess the damage.

Evelyn looked at the photo one more time. The woman stepping out of the bar. The softness in her face that she hadn't known was there until a stranger's camera found it.

She didn't look disheveled.

She looked like someone waking up.

Evelyn closed the browser and set the phone facedown on the nightstand. She lay back on the bed that wasn't really her bed, in the room that wasn't really her room, in the life that had never really been her life, and stared at the ceiling.

Somewhere in Washington, a woman named Sabrina Vale was being sent a file with Evelyn's name on it. By Monday, she'd know everything — the photo, the talking points, the approved version of who Evelyn Hart was supposed to be.

She wouldn't know about the corner booth. The dark-haired woman and the blonde. The kiss that had rearranged Evelyn's understanding of her own body. The way her hand had moved between her legs that night with a need she'd never felt with any of the careful, appropriate men her family had approved of.

She wouldn't know that the "image problem" wasn't a bar or a photo or a bad headline.

The image problem was that Evelyn Hart had spent twenty-eight years in a frame, and three weeks ago, in a corner booth in Dupont Circle, she'd seen what it looked like to be free.

She pressed her thighs together under the duvet and hated herself for it.

Then she stopped hating herself.

Then she did it again — pressed, released, pressed — because the memory was right there, vivid and insistent, and her body didn't care about optics or elections or the look on her mother's face. Her body just cared about the dark-haired woman's mouth and the blonde's exposed throat and the sound the blonde had made — a low, delighted hum — when the kiss deepened.

Evelyn's hand drifted to her stomach. Stopped. She was in her childhood bedroom, for God's sake. Her parents were downstairs. Doug was probably still pacing.

She pulled her hand back. Pressed her palms flat against the mattress. Controlled her breathing the way she controlled everything — through force of will and the bone-deep terror of being caught wanting something she shouldn't.

Monday. The fixer would be here Monday.

Evelyn closed her eyes and tried very hard not to think about women kissing in corner booths.

She failed.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


The Fixer

Sabrina Vale had a rule about political families: they were never as clean as their press kits, never as dirty as their enemies claimed, and always, without exception, exhausting.

She was reviewing the Evelyn Hart file at her desk on Sunday night, a glass of Tempranillo sweating on a coaster beside her laptop, and she was already tired. Not of the work — the work was fine, the work was what she was built for — but of the type. She'd handled a dozen Evelyn Harts in the last five years. Senator's kid. Governor's niece. Congressman's wife who smiled wrong at a fundraiser. The details changed; the playbook didn't. Step one: contain the narrative. Step two: reintroduce the subject as relatable, warm, human. Step three: collect the check and never think about them again.

The file Doug Mercer had sent over was thin, which meant the family was either disciplined about information security or there wasn't much to find. Bri was betting on the former. Families like the Harts didn't produce messes — they produced controlled detonations and called them crises.

She scrolled through the dossier. Evelyn Catherine Hart, twenty-eight. Georgetown undergrad, master's in public policy from UVA. Currently serving as communications director for Senator Hart's reelection campaign, which was a polite way of saying she was the family's designated public face when the Senator was busy being important. Unmarried. Previously engaged to one Connor Whitfield III — yes, the third — of the Virginia Whitfields, engagement dissolved eighteen months ago, no public explanation.

And now: a photograph.

Bri pulled it up. The image was exactly as grainy and underwhelming as she'd expected — a woman in a cashmere sweater leaving a bar. The bar happened to be Amethyst, which happened to be the best-known lesbian bar in the District, and the woman happened to be the eldest daughter of a Republican senator in a tight reelection race. So here they were.

She zoomed in. The photo was mediocre, shot from across the street, but it caught enough. The posture — straight-backed, careful, even in a doorway at eleven PM. The pearl earrings that looked aggressively out of place against the rainbow flag behind her. And the face, turned three-quarters away from the camera, showing a profile that was undeniably beautiful and undeniably tense.

Bri had expected a trainwreck. A party girl caught stumbling. A spoiled political princess doing something stupid for attention.

This wasn't that.

This was a woman leaving a building and trying very hard to look like it meant nothing.

Which meant it meant everything.

Bri closed the file, finished her wine, and texted Doug: Monday 9 AM works. I'll come to you.

Doug replied in eleven seconds, because Doug Mercer had never in his life let a text sit for longer than fifteen: Conference room B. Evelyn will be there. She's been briefed.

Bri set her phone down and stared at the ceiling of her apartment — exposed brick, warm lamplight, a water stain in the corner that her landlord kept promising to fix and never did. Adams Morgan at night was all bass from the bar downstairs and the occasional argument in Spanish floating up through the open window, and she loved it the way you loved a place that had seen you at your worst and hadn't judged.

She thought about the photo again. Not the optics of it — she'd have a strategy for that within an hour of meeting the client. She thought about the woman in it. The rigidity of her spine. The earrings. The way she'd clearly dressed to go somewhere she'd never been, in clothes that announced she didn't belong, and gone anyway.

That was either recklessness or courage, and in Bri's experience, the two were often the same thing.

She poured another glass of wine and told herself this would be a standard job.

She was already lying.

•  •  •
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The campaign office was exactly what she'd expected: fluorescent lights, whiteboard chaos, the particular stale-coffee smell of people who were working too hard on too little sleep and running on conviction instead of common sense. Arlington, Virginia, a nondescript office park that could have housed an insurance company or a dental practice, because that was how campaign offices worked — temporary, functional, devoid of charm.

Doug met her in the lobby. He was a compact man in his fifties with the energy of a terrier who'd been given too much espresso, all sharp eyes and fast handshakes and sentences that came out like bullet points. Bri liked him. She liked people who didn't waste her time.

"Appreciate you taking this on short notice," he said, leading her down a beige hallway. "The Senator is worried. Catherine is furious. And Evelyn is—" He paused, searching for the diplomatic word.

"How is Evelyn?" Bri asked.

"Cooperative," Doug said, in a tone that suggested this was a more loaded word than it sounded.

"Cooperative how?"

"She agreed to everything we proposed. Immediately. Without discussion."

Bri raised an eyebrow. In her line of work, immediate compliance was never a good sign. People who fought back had energy. People who rolled over had already given up — or were planning something.

"How long has she been like that?" Bri asked.

Doug glanced at her. "Like what?"

"Agreeable."

"Her whole life."

There it was.

Doug pushed open the door to Conference Room B, and Bri walked in, and everything she'd prepared to think evaporated.

Evelyn Hart was sitting at the far end of a rectangular table that was too big for the room, in a chair that looked like it had been chosen for durability rather than comfort, with a posture so precise it could have been measured with a level. She wore a navy sheath dress and a blazer the color of fog, and her hair was pulled back in a low knot that looked like it required an engineering degree to assemble. Pearl studs — the same ones from the photo. Hands folded in her lap, left over right, thumbs tucked. Legs crossed at the ankle under the table.

She looked like the "after" photo in a finishing school brochure.

She looked like she was suffocating.

Bri had spent fifteen years reading people for a living. She could clock a liar at twenty paces, spot a marriage fracture from across a ballroom, and identify the precise moment a client was about to break down, bolt, or do something spectacularly stupid. She was good at her job because she saw what people were trying to hide, and she saw it fast.

What she saw in Evelyn Hart, in the three seconds between the door opening and their eyes meeting, was this: a woman who had been performing so long she'd forgotten she was doing it. Whose composure wasn't confidence but armor. Whose beauty — and she was beautiful, unavoidably, almost aggressively beautiful, the kind of face that made you look twice even when you were trying not to — was being used as a shield rather than lived in.

Evelyn stood. Extended her hand. "Ms. Vale. Thank you for taking this on."

Her handshake was firm, practiced, exactly two seconds long. Her smile was warm and completely disconnected from her eyes, which were green and guarded and watching Bri with the wariness of a woman who'd been assessed by professionals her entire life and had learned to hate every second of it.

"Bri," she corrected. "Nobody calls me Ms. Vale unless they're trying to sue me."

The faintest crack. Not a smile — a flicker of something behind the composure. There and gone, like a fish breaking the surface of a very still pond.

"Bri, then," Evelyn said. "Please, sit."

She gestured to a chair as though this were her home and not a borrowed conference room, because of course she did. She'd been raised to be gracious even when she was the one under review. Bri filed that away in the growing mental catalog she was already compiling — performs hospitality under stress, defaults to politeness as a control mechanism, doesn't know how to stop being a hostess even when she's the one who needs help.

Doug hovered by the door. "I'll let you two get acquainted. Bri, I've got background material on the shared drive — oppo research on the photo source, the Senator's polling numbers, and the approved messaging framework. Evelyn can fill you in on the event calendar."

"Great," Bri said, without looking at him. She was watching Evelyn the way she watched every new client — openly, without apology, the way you'd examine a painting to determine whether the frame was obscuring the art.

Evelyn noticed. Her chin lifted fractionally, and a faint flush crept up the side of her neck, barely there, quickly suppressed.

Bri noticed that too.

Doug left. The door clicked shut. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead like a migraine waiting to happen, and Bri settled into her chair and folded her arms and gave Evelyn Hart the silence.

Most people couldn't stand it. Most people rushed to fill the gap — explaining, justifying, overtalking. Bri used silence the way a surgeon used a scalpel: precisely, purposefully, and with full awareness of what it would expose.

Evelyn held the silence for eleven seconds. Impressive. Then: "I imagine you've reviewed the situation."

"I've reviewed the file," Bri said. "The situation I need to hear from you."

"The situation is straightforward. I went to a bar. Someone photographed me. My family would like the resulting coverage to go away."

"Why that bar?"

Evelyn's expression didn't change. "I've already explained this to my parents and to Doug. A friend invited me. It was a spontaneous decision."

"Which friend?"

A pause. Microscopic, but Bri caught it — the half-second delay of someone accessing a rehearsed answer instead of a memory. "Someone from college."

"And this college friend specifically chose a lesbian bar for a girls' night out?"

"I didn't realize the bar's... orientation when I agreed."

"You didn't notice the rainbow flag on the door?"

Evelyn's eyes hardened. The composure was still there, but something underneath it shifted — like watching ice crack in real time, fissures running beneath the surface while the top stayed smooth. "Are you here to help me or interrogate me?"

"Both," Bri said. "I can't fix a narrative I don't understand."

"The narrative is simple. I made a careless decision, and it's created an inconvenient news cycle. I need it managed."

Bri leaned back. Studied her. Evelyn sat perfectly still under the scrutiny, which meant she was used to being studied and had built her entire presentation around surviving it. The dress. The posture. The folded hands. Every element was a choice — not a style choice but a survival choice. This is how I sit so you don't see me. This is how I dress so you see exactly what I want you to see.

"Okay," Bri said. "Here's what I'd recommend."

She outlined the standard playbook. Phase one: media management. Get ahead of the story, push it down the algorithm with positive coverage. Phase two: image softening. A wardrobe refresh — not a makeover, just a shift from "untouchable" to "approachable." New talking points for interviews that made Evelyn sound like a human being instead of a press release. Phase three: visibility. Curated public appearances that reinforced the right narrative — Evelyn as the Senator's warm, dedicated, perfectly normal daughter.

"If the polling warrants it," Bri added, keeping her voice deliberately neutral, "Doug mentioned the possibility of a visibility boyfriend. Someone appropriate for a few public appearances. We have options if—"

"No."

The word came out sharp enough to cut. Evelyn's composure cracked for real this time — just for a second, just a flash of something raw and immediate before she smoothed it over. "That won't be necessary."

Bri held her gaze. "It's just an option. Not a requirement."

"It's not an option." Evelyn's voice was steady again, but her hands had tightened in her lap, the knuckles pale against the navy fabric of her dress. "I'm not going to parade around with some rented boyfriend to make a photograph go away. That's beneath both of us."

There she is, Bri thought. Under the polish and the practiced smile and the twelve layers of family conditioning, there was a woman with a spine. You just had to push the right button to find it.

"Noted," Bri said. "No rented boyfriend."

Evelyn exhaled. The tension in her shoulders dropped a fraction — not relaxation, exactly, but the cautious relief of someone who'd expected a fight and hadn't gotten one. "Thank you."

"Don't thank me yet. I'm about to spend the next several weeks in your space, adjusting your schedule, coaching your public interactions, and telling you what to wear. Most clients hate me by week two."

"I don't hate easily."

"That's because you haven't worked with me yet."

Another flicker. That almost-smile, the one Bri had caught earlier — the one that suggested Evelyn Hart might actually have a personality under all the armor if someone bothered to go looking.

They spent the next forty minutes on logistics. Event calendar, media commitments, the Senator's schedule, the campaign's messaging priorities. Evelyn was precise, organized, and efficient in a way that Bri respected despite herself. She knew the operation inside and out — every donor name, every polling district, every talking point and its variations. She was genuinely good at the work, which made it all the more obvious that the work was eating her alive.

Bri watched her talk. She watched the way Evelyn's hands moved when she was explaining something she cared about — quicker, more expressive, freed from the lap-folding prison — and the way they went still and careful the moment she caught herself being animated. She watched the way Evelyn's voice changed when she shifted from policy talk to family talk: warmer on the former, flatter on the latter, like someone turning the volume down on their own feelings in real time.

And she watched the neck flush. It happened twice more — once when Bri asked about the broken engagement ("that's not relevant to the current situation"), and once when Bri stood to refill her water glass and passed behind Evelyn's chair close enough that her sleeve brushed Evelyn's shoulder. A faint pink bloom from the collar of the blazer up to the jaw, there and gone in seconds.

It could mean nothing. Plenty of people flushed under stress. Plenty of people were sensitive to physical proximity when they were anxious.

But Bri had been reading people for a long time, and the flush didn't read as anxiety.

It read as awareness.

Bri didn't let herself sit with that observation for more than a second. She filed it, the same way she filed every useful piece of client data, and moved on.

"I think we have enough for today," she said, gathering her bag. "I'll put together a detailed strategy and send it to you and Doug by Wednesday. In the meantime, no interviews, no unscheduled public appearances, and for the love of God, no social media."

"I don't use social media."

"Of course you don't."

Evelyn stood. Extended her hand again — same firm grip, same two-second duration, same practiced warmth that didn't reach her eyes. "Thank you, Bri. I know this isn't the most exciting assignment."

"You'd be surprised what I find exciting."

It came out lower than she'd intended. More personal. Evelyn's hand was still in hers, and Bri was suddenly aware of the specifics — the narrow fingers, the smooth skin, the faint pressure of Evelyn's pulse in the web between thumb and forefinger. A fast pulse. Faster than a woman in a navy blazer with perfect posture should have.

Bri let go first. Professional. Easy.

"Monday," she said. "Wardrobe consultation. I'll send you an address."

"I'll be there."

Evelyn held the door for her — because of course she did — and Bri walked down the beige hallway and through the lobby and out into the September heat of an Arlington parking lot, where she sat in her car for a full two minutes before turning the engine on.

She picked up her phone. Called Kira, who answered on the second ring because Kira was incapable of letting a phone ring more than twice.

"How's the new client?" Kira asked. "Spoiled brat or hot mess?"

"Neither." Bri stared through the windshield at the campaign office, its windows blank and fluorescent-lit. "She's not a crisis, Kira. She's a hostage."

"Oh no."

"What?"

"That's your voice."

"I don't have a voice."

"You absolutely have a voice, and it's the one you use right before you do something professionally inadvisable. The Senator's daughter, Bri? Really?"

"I'm not doing anything. I'm managing her image."

"And?"

"And she went to a lesbian bar by herself three weeks ago and told her parents it was a friend's idea, and her pulse was hammering when I shook her hand, and she wears pearl earrings to nightclubs because she doesn't own anything else. And she said no to a fake boyfriend like I'd suggested she eat glass."

Silence on the line. Then Kira, who had known Bri since their freshman year at Howard and could read her through a phone connection the way most people couldn't read someone standing in front of them: "Do not fuck the client."

"I'm not going to fuck the client."

"You're thinking about it."

"I'm thinking about the fact that her family hired me to make her smaller, and she's already so small she barely exists. That's not the same thing."

"It's adjacent."

"Goodbye, Kira."

"Don't fuck the client!"

Bri hung up. Started the car. Pulled out of the parking lot.

She drove through Arlington with the windows cracked, letting the warm air push through the car, and thought about Evelyn Hart's hands — the way they came alive when she talked about policy and went dead when she talked about her family. The flush on her neck. The way she'd said no to the fake boyfriend with a vehemence that had nothing to do with dignity and everything to do with something she wasn't ready to name.

Bri had been doing this work long enough to know the difference between a client who needed a new image and a client who needed a new life. Evelyn Hart didn't need better talking points or a softer blazer or a curated Instagram presence. Evelyn Hart needed someone to look at her — really look, past the performance, past the armor, past twenty-eight years of someone else's script — and say: What do you actually want?

That wasn't Bri's job. Her job was the talking points and the blazer and the carefully managed appearances.

But she kept thinking about the photograph. The woman in the doorway. The way she'd dressed in cashmere and pearls to visit a lesbian bar, like she was attending a state dinner at a country she desperately wanted to visit but didn't have a visa for.

She kept thinking about the pulse under Evelyn's thumb when they shook hands. Fast. Nervous. Alive.

She kept thinking: That woman is not a problem to be solved. She's a person waiting to happen.

Bri turned up the radio and drove home and told herself, very firmly, that she was going to do this job the way she did every job — efficiently, professionally, and without getting emotionally invested in a client who was beautiful and repressed and clearly, quietly, unmistakably terrified of her own desire.

She told herself that, and she meant it.

She just didn't believe it.
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Chapter 3
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Fitting

The problem with Sabrina Vale, Evelyn decided by Wednesday morning, was that she was annoyingly good at her job.

They were in Conference Room B again — the same beige walls, the same fluorescent hum, the same table that was too big for the space — and Bri was running her through mock interview questions with the calm authority of a woman who had done this a thousand times and found it only slightly more interesting than filing her taxes.

"Tell me about your role on the campaign," Bri said, leaning against the edge of the table with a legal pad she hadn't written on. She was wearing black trousers and a white silk blouse with the top two buttons undone, and she looked like the kind of woman who got photographed leaving restaurants in the Style section. Not that Evelyn was cataloging her outfit. She was simply observant.

"I serve as communications director for my father's reelection campaign," Evelyn said. "I oversee messaging strategy, donor relations, and public-facing events. It's a privilege to support his vision for Virginia and—"

"Stop."

Evelyn stopped.

Bri tilted her head. "That was technically flawless."

"Thank you."

"It wasn't a compliment. You sounded like a press release someone left in a printer tray. If I heard that answer at a cocktail party, I'd excuse myself to get a drink I didn't need."

The heat crept up Evelyn's neck before she could stop it. She hated that — the involuntary flush, the way her body betrayed her irritation before her mouth could shape it into something polite. "I was answering your question."

"You were performing an answer. There's a difference." Bri set the legal pad down and crossed her arms. "You've been media-trained since you were what — fifteen? Sixteen?"

"Fourteen."

"Fourteen. So you've had fourteen years of someone teaching you to say nothing with perfect diction. That works for a senator. It doesn't work for the senator's daughter, because the daughter is supposed to be the human part of the equation. Voters don't want a second press secretary. They want a person."

"I am a person."

"Prove it. Tell me about your role on the campaign, and this time, pretend you have blood in your veins."

Evelyn opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. The approved answer was right there, sitting on her tongue like a mint she'd been given at the door — smooth, predictable, designed to leave no impression whatsoever.

"I run communications," she said slowly, "which mostly means I rewrite my father's talking points at two AM because his speechwriter has the rhetorical range of a LinkedIn influencer, and I smile at donors who want to tell me about their golf handicaps, and I—" She stopped herself. Pulled back. "That's not appropriate."

"That's the first interesting thing you've said since I walked in." Bri was watching her with an expression that was equal parts amusement and something sharper. Attention. Real, focused attention, the kind that made Evelyn feel like a specimen under a microscope — exposed, examined, seen in a way she hadn't consented to. "Keep going."

"I can't say that on camera."

"No. But we can find the version of it that you can say. The version that sounds like a human being who actually gives a shit about the work instead of a woman who's been programmed to smile and recite." Bri leaned forward. "What do you actually care about? Not what the campaign cares about. You."

The question landed in the room like a grenade with a slow fuse. Evelyn stared at her. Nobody had ever asked her that — not in this context, not in any context. The campaign cared about messaging. Her family cared about image. The donors cared about access. Nobody had ever sat across from her in a fluorescent-lit conference room and asked what Evelyn Hart, the actual person, gave a damn about.

"Education funding," she said, before she could stop herself. "Title I allocations are a disaster. Virginia is leaving federal money on the table because the application process is Byzantine and nobody in my father's office wants to do the paperwork. I rewrote the proposal three times and it keeps getting deprioritized because it's not a headline issue, but there are schools in southwestern Virginia that don't have functioning science labs, and—"

She stopped. Bri was staring at her. The legal pad was forgotten. The amused expression was gone, replaced by something Evelyn couldn't read — something warm and startled and almost hungry.

"What?" Evelyn asked.

"That," Bri said quietly. "That's who you are."

The room felt smaller. Evelyn swallowed.

"We'll find a way to get that into your public answers," Bri said, straightening, returning to professional mode so smoothly that Evelyn almost wondered if she'd imagined the shift. "Not the part about the speechwriter. The part where you sound like someone who actually read the policy brief instead of the CliffsNotes."

Evelyn nodded. Her heart was doing something inconvenient in her chest — beating too fast, too aware, like it had been jolted out of a long sleep by the simple, radical experience of being asked what she wanted.

•  •  •
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The boutique was in Georgetown, tucked between a bakery and an art gallery on a side street that smelled like espresso and money. It was called 
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