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Dedication 
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For the idealistic ones, who believe that leading with love will always win in the end. And for everyone still mentally in the Bartlet administration. West Wing fangirls forever!
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Chapter One
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It was absurdly early, but Jasmine been awake for at least a half an hour, scrolling through the Sunday morning show lineups. She hadn’t dared to flip on the light, afraid of waking her boyfriend, who was still asleep beside her. She made do with the first bits of sunlight bleeding in around the cheap roller shades in their tiny bedroom. She was used to this—angling her laptop away from Danny, working at the crack of dawn. She couldn’t seem to turn her grind off, even though they’d gotten in pretty late the previous night. One of Danny’s friends from college had just moved back to town to start law school at Georgetown the next month, so they’d gone down to the Navy Yard for a housewarming party.

Her boyfriend spent the whole Uber ride back complaining that another one of his friends was going the ‘sellout’ route.

“I remember when he hated corporate America, now he wants to cozy up to it.”

Jasmine had drunk a little too much wine to handle that kind of a conversation. But when Danny had some whiskey and a weed gummy, he almost always ended up ranting about integrity.

An unfortunate side effect of living in D.C.

“Maybe he thinks he can actually affect change from the inside,” she reasoned. “That’s why I’m working on the Hill.” 

Before she’d even graduated from Georgetown that spring, Jasmine had accepted a job on the communications staff for Senator Jack Ashworth, of the storied Ashworth political dynasty—an old money, old power family rivaled only by the Kennedys themselves. Since mid-May, she’d been crafting press releases and tracking headlines for the entire Ashworth clan, always on the lookout for the best way to position the Senator in the media. 

“And once you do your time, we can get the fuck outta D.C. and you can do some real good out there,” Danny slurred as they climbed the stairs to their third-floor walkup apartment. 

Uninterested in getting into the debate about staying in D.C. with Danny when he was like this, Jasmine simply washed her face, wound her long box braids into a knot onto top of her head and covered them with her silk scarf and collapsed into bed, hoping he’d be in a better mood by morning.

He let out a groan when Jasmine’s phone began to vibrate on her nightstand. She got up quickly to grab it, tossing her laptop to the side to retreat to her corner of the room so she wouldn’t disturb him. The screen lit up with two pieces of bad news: it was five-thirty in the morning, and the call was from Gwendolyn Jacobson—her boss at Senator Ashworth’s office. If she was calling this early on a Sunday, it couldn’t be good. Maybe she’d gotten wind of something that was going to dominate the Sunday morning shows, a warning to tune in to Face the Nation or Meet the Press for some kind of bomb to drop.

Jasmine fumbled to swipe the screen to answer the call, speaking in hushed tones. “Gwen? What’s going on? It can’t be good this early.”

Gwen’s voice came through rushed and close to frantic. She operated at a constant caffeinated buzz under normal circumstances, but this was intense even for her. “Jasmine, we have a problem. A big one.”

“Is Martinez announcing an exploratory committee already? Before the midterms?” Senator Ashworth was eyeing a presidential run, so news about every other potential primary challenger sent Gwen straight into the stratosphere. Governor Ramon Martinez of New Mexico was the latest source of panic, and for good reason. Young, Latino, and a self-made green energy executive, he’d gotten into politics almost as a hobby and rocketed to the governor’s mansion. His telegenic, happy family was a far cry from the once-widowed, incredibly white Jack Ashworth—not to mention his younger trophy wife and adult son who could be a press liability thanks to his playboy reputation. 

“No, it’s Trip.”

Speaking of that particular liability...

“Another post from some girl he took home last night?”

“Oh, honey, if only. Do me a favor, hop onto TikTok, watch Mariana DaSilva’s most recent post and call me back.”

Her stomach dropped. Mariana DaSilva was a pop princess, with a reputation for highly personal, almost confessional song writing, and legions of rabid fans that followed her every move. Every single she released got dissected to death on Tumblr and Instagram, trying to parse just which of her exes she was singing about.

So, of course, Trip, Senator Ashworth’s son, had decided that she was the perfect option for a summer fling.

They’d been photographed together all over New York City and down the Jersey Shore where the Ashworths had a famous summer retreat. There was even a rumor that Mariana had been looking at real estate down there, considering purchasing her own home in Stone Harbor. And then, just as quickly as they seemed to catch fire, they burned out about a week ago, amid a swirl of rumors that Trip had cheated. 

Whatever Gwen was directing her towards on TikTok, it couldn’t be good for Trip... or for the Senator. 

“I’ll call you right back.” 

Jasmine ended the call and opened her TikTok. She searched Mariana DaSilva, and tapped on the most recent video she’d posted. The caption on the bottom read: 

“Last min addition to the new album out October 9. Fire in more ways than one.”

Jasmine turned the volume up. Mariana was dancing to the track, but the lyrics immediately caught her attention. She replayed the video several times, wanting to catch every word. 

I learned the hard way,

American royalty

The playboy prince

Not who you want him to be

It's a game, it's a shame

Earned that notoriety 

Guess you just can’t trust

American royalty

“Shit,” Jasmine cursed, loudly enough that Danny lifted his head across the room.

“What’s going on?”

“Trip fucking Ashworth making my job a goddamn nightmare.” She darted into their small living room to call Gwen back while Danny flopped back down. 

“Did you watch it?” Gwen asked as soon as she picked up.

“Yeah, this... isn’t good.”

“Isn’t good? That’s like saying the Titanic took on a little water, honey. This is a fucking disaster.”

“How soon do I need to be in?”

“Crisis meeting at seven a.m. You able to get here before to strategize?”

“Sure thing, who will be...”

“Just the inner circle. Me, Ben, Addison, Trip and the Senator.”

“Are they going to be comfortable with me being there?” Jasmine was the newest member of the staff, and she knew neither Senator Ashworth nor Trip warmed up quickly to new people. Ben had been with the office for years, and Addison was family. She didn’t want it to be awkward—or worse, unproductive—if they held back.

“If I’m there, I need you there. This is a communications nightmare. We both need to be up to speed.”

“Okay, then.” Jasmine exhaled. “I’ll see you soon.”

She went back into the bedroom to get ready, unwinding her head scarf and letting her braids down, laying her edges quickly. She groaned when she realized she was going to have to text Bailey and tell her she wasn't coming to the hairdresser’s after church to get her hair done. Hopefully these braids could hold on for another few days because this week was shaping up to give her no free time at all. 

She changed into her typical weekend work outfit: wide leg linen pants and sleeveless top that she’d add a cardigan to from the collection on the back of her office door. Despite the relative swamp-like atmosphere in the city in August, the air conditioning gave the entire office suite an arctic level chill. She added enough concealer and mascara to hopefully cover up the fact that she was running on only three hours sleep. The Metro didn’t start running until seven a.m. on Sundays, so she ordered an Uber and began to scroll through the comments on Mariana’s TikTok while she waited for her pre-coffee coffee to finish brewing.

“Oop. Guess Ashworth isn’t Prince Charming.”

“Go OFF girlie”

“That white boy is trash.”

“Do we need to unalive him bestie?”

“We ride at dawn, MariNation!”

“Ok, but you still look flawless? Drop the post breakup glow up skin care, bestie!”

“Savage. We love to see it.”

In addition to being a PR nightmare, the Capitol police were going to have to investigate some of these comments as actual death threats. Great.

There wasn’t enough caffeine in all the world to make this morning not a giant headache.

She filled her favorite pink glitter tumbler with coffee, grabbed her beloved plum colored Kate Spade bag already packed with her laptop and tablet, and went downstairs to wait for her ride on the already sweltering sidewalk in front of their building. 

Gwen’s texts started as soon as she got into the white Honda. Her driver was predictably and blessedly silent, knowing that anyone going up to the Hill at this hour on a Sunday wasn’t having a good morning. 

Ben and I just got in and he’s already breathing fire about this.

Hope you’re ready for your first crisis campaign.

She thought the pictures from earlier in the summer of Senator Ashworth’s wife cozying up to a lobbyist at Le Diplomate should have qualified as crisis, but what did she know? This apparently was a much bigger deal, especially if Ben’s back was up about it. 

She swiped into the building, nodding to the familiar security guard. The elevator doors slid shut, and she pressed the button for the third floor, her stomach tightening with each floor number that ticked up. As she exited the elevator, the familiar hum of the fluorescent lights made her heart beat faster.

When she walked into the main waiting area in the outer part of the office, Jasmine could already hear Gwen’s voice going a mile a minute, sounding higher pitched than usual, and Ben’s rumbling baritone sounding less than pleased in response. She ducked into the small office she shared with Addison and grabbed a sweater before taking a deep breath and entering the conference room. She went to the sideboard and started making coffee, wanting to avoid interrupting the current heated exchange.

Ben looked more disheveled than Jasmine had ever seen him. He wasn’t even in a tie—just a plaid shirt open at the neck. From what Addison had told her, there had been a minor turf war over dress code when Gwen joined the office last year. Ben wanted the staff in business dress one hundred percent of the time, even on weekends. Gwen favored a much more casual approach when they weren't in session, to make staffers seem more ‘accessible’ and less stiff, a deliberate effort to counter to the old money connotations of the Ashworth name. With her patented blend of charm and iron will, Gwen had prevailed. 

Unfortunately, Ben was as stiff as they came. Jasmine sort of understood him, at least better than the rest of her officemates. As a Black man that came up more than a decade ago, he’d had to fight harder for respect. Even after fourteen years, though, he hadn’t figured out how to let his guard down. He stuck to his ties, just as neat as his always impeccably fresh lineup, while the rest of the team dressed down. Today, though, was clearly an exception.

“Gwendolyn, how does this happen? The kid’s off limits, we’ve said this a thousand times.”

Gwen flicked her wavy blonde ponytail and sighed with exasperation. “This isn’t media, Benjamin. It’s social media. We can’t very well tell a 23-year-old pop star what she can and can’t post on her own TikTok page.”

“Didn’t she sign some kind of NDA?”

Gwen scoffed. “Are you serious? Do you really think that would work? She’s a songwriter, she wrote a song, that’s her job. Besides, in the clip so far, she doesn’t say his name, doesn’t mention any details. There’s nothing there that would be covered by an NDA anyway.”

Jasmine wasn’t exactly sure what she was supposed to do in this situation. Finally, Gwen greeted her. 

“Morning, Jasmine, dear. Things are a little tense at the moment.”

“He didn’t ask for this, you know,” Ben interjected.

“He didn’t not,” Jasmine mumbled as she poured some coffee into a navy-blue mug emblazoned with a picture of the Capitol building to hand to Ben.

“What was that?” Ben asked sharply. 

Jasmine froze. She wasn’t afraid of Ben—not exactly—but as the chief of staff, he had the power to fire Jasmine instantly. Getting canned from Senator Ashworth’s office all but guaranteed no other Democrat on the Hill would touch her. His famously flat affect made him hard to read under the best of circumstances, and she felt even less certain now that he was actually fired up. Jasmine had to tread carefully with her response.

“Sorry, sir, but Mariana DaSilva has a history of writing about her exes. I mean, I think it’s unfair the flak she gets, honestly. Male artists do the same all the time, and it’s not a big deal. But when she does it, people say she’s using them for clout. Trip had to know when he started seeing her that this could happen. So, while he didn’t ask for it—I’d never say that—he also should have been aware that it might.”

“She’s not wrong,” Addison’s voice said from the doorway of the conference room. Senator Ashworth's niece and constituent services liaison came in and sat down next to Jasmine. She was dressed even more casually than Jasmine in jeans and a t-shirt with her long chestnut brown hair coiled into a messy top knot and last night’s mascara still smudged under her eyes. Ben eyed her disapprovingly but said nothing. Even with the considerable power he wielded in this office, his last name wasn’t Ashworth, and that was always going to be the most significant credential in the room.

“Where’s Trip?” Ben asked. Trip and Addison shared a brownstone in Georgetown, so they usually drove to the Capitol together when Trip had to put in an appearance at the office.

“Parking the car. He dropped me off so I could check to see if Uncle Jack was here yet.”

Gwen shook her head. “The Senator won’t be joining us until after church.”

“So, we’ve got about three hours to fix this thing and prevent Uncle Jack from murdering Trip right here in the Russell office building?”

“Fix is a relative term,” Gwen said. “The song is coming out whether we like it or not. It’ll be more brand management.”

“Brand management? Really, Gwen?” Ben asked incredulously.

“I don’t know Benjamin, I think that sounds better than damage control, don’t you?” 

“He’s gonna love that,” Addison said under her breath. Jasmine wasn’t sure if she was referring to Trip or Senator Ashworth. “Jazz, can you pass me a cup of coffee?”

Jasmine filled another mug and handed it to Addison, also wordlessly passing her the caddy of sugar packets and creamer, having learned over the three months that they’d shared an office that she liked her coffee very light and sweet, unlike Jasmine who drank it black.

“Well, no matter what we call it, we need a plan,” Gwen huffed. “Anyone have any ideas?”

“Ignore it?” Trip Ashworth joined them, leaning defiantly against the door frame.
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Chapter Two
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Jasmine had been working for Senator Ashworth’s office since the end of May, but could count on one hand the number of times she’d actually seen Trip Ashworth in person. He’d spent most of the summer out of the city, so it was still a little startling every time she saw him in the flesh, this guy from the cover of People.

Tall like his father, Trip was in every other way a carbon copy of his mom. She was the dark-haired youngest daughter of a minor Italian noble that Jack had met at Oxford when he was there on his Rhodes scholarship. She was pursuing a PhD in literature. Their whirlwind romance, engaged in just weeks and married in under a year, was a fairytale that added another layer to the Ashworth mystique, and meant that gossip about Trip's love life ran rampant. Everyone wondered if he could recreate his parents' magic.

It also meant he was infuriatingly handsome—better looking in person than he was in the countless photos every website ran proclaiming him America’s most eligible bachelor. Impossibly fit, with striking green eyes and summer-tanned skin, Jasmine couldn’t deny that the headlines were right. Even his slightly crooked smile, also inherited from his mom from what Jasmine could tell from the family photos lining the walls of the office, only added to his charm—imperfect yet somehow flawless.

But right now, he looked like he hadn’t slept, a plaid button down haphazardly thrown on over a t-shirt and joggers. His chin was covered in stubble, and his much-discussed green eyes looked heavier than usual. It seemed like Trip would have preferred to be anywhere else in the world than in this conference room right now.

“Trip, how are you, son?” Ben asked with compassion in his tone, the harsh anger mellowing a bit. Ben had an enduring soft spot for Trip and was more protective of him than Senator Ashworth ever was.

“I mean, ready to chuck my iPhone in the Potomac with my mentions blowing up everywhere. If she was gonna call me out like that, I just wish she’d done it during daylight hours on the east coast. But this isn’t my first rodeo.”

Jasmine stayed quiet, still trying to get a read on the situation. She poured two more mugs of coffee, setting one down for Trip beside Addison before taking the other for herself. She eyed the empty chairs at the table, then slipped into the seat next to where Gwen stood. Pulling out her tablet and stylus, she got ready to jot down any action steps from the conversation.

As Trip came up to sit beside Addison, she reached over and grabbed Trip’s phone out of his hand. “Why don’t you let me take this for a while?”

“The Senator isn’t going to like not being able to reach him,” Ben said coolly. 

“And I’m not letting him out of my sight for at least twenty-four hours, so I can run interference again.” Jasmine didn’t know what Addison meant by ‘again,’ but Ben clearly did, as he gave a grim nod.

“I’m not a child, Addison, I don’t need a chaperone,” Trip protested.

“No, but you do need a friend.”

Trip’s face softened into a smile. The two cousins were incredibly close, and everyone on the staff knew that getting in between Addison and Trip was a non-starter. 

“So now can we start talking strategy?” Gwen chirped.

“What’s there to talk about?” Trip asked. “We can’t do anything about it.”

“There must be something,” Gwen countered. “We can’t just let this go unaddressed.”

“We absolutely can,” Ben said. “The people of the commonwealth of Pennsylvania didn’t vote for John David Ashworth III to represent them in the Senate, they elected Jack Ashworth. The public isn’t owed any information about Trip’s private life.”

“And that’s a fine quote for the press release we’re going to be forced to issue, but it’s not going to do a damn thing to stem the tide on socials, and you know that,” Gwen bit back. 

“Some other sound will trend on TikTok eventually,” Trip said, his eyes glued to his coffee cup.

“But then the album is going to come out. Or if she decides to release it as a single and this starts to get radio airplay, we’re looking at a few months—at least—of your relationship with Mariana staying front and center on the gossip sites.”

“Not like that’s anything new,” Trip muttered under his breath. For a second, Jasmine really did feel bad for him. Even though he sometimes seemed to court the attention, it must suck to have your dating life constantly examined by people who don’t actually know you. 

“Listen,” Trip continued. “Isn’t it better to just like, let her have her truth? The press release about my private life being private, fine, whatever. I think my entire life is documented in press releases, I’m pretty sure there was one announcing I was fucking potty trained.” Jasmine had to stifle a giggle as he continued. “But anything else coming from me is going to sound like I’m calling her out as a liar, and that’ll be even worse with her crazy fucking fandom.”

Gwen’s face grew tight when he said the word liar, and she hesitated, choosing her words carefully. “Look, this is uncomfortable, but I have to ask the question before we proceed—”

“I’m certain you don’t, Gwendolyn,” Ben said warningly.

“I can’t protect him if I don’t have the truth, Benjamin,” she shot back, before taking a deep breath. “Trip, did you cheat on Mariana with Teresa Kensington?”

“Absolutely not,” Trip replied instantly, and Addison nodded emphatically beside him. “Not with anyone else, either, for the record, but no, definitely not with Tess.”

“So, the photos were...”

“Taken out of context.”

Jasmine had seen the photos. They’d popped up on a couple Beltway gossip blogs and got picked up by Drudge Report. The ones that showed Trip and Tess drunkenly stumbling into his townhouse, and Tess leaving again the next morning in very much the same clothing that she’d worn the night before. News of Trip and Mariana’s breakup started to circulate just days later, and obviously Mariana had believed whatever ‘context’ those gossip pages wanted her to have.

“Can we just get Tess to come out and say nothing happened?” Gwen asked.

But both Trip and Addison shook their heads. “Not gonna happen. I decided a long time ago, this office doesn’t get to ask my friends to do shit,” Trip said. “It’s not their fault I’m who I am—I won’t have them offered up for media scrutiny.”

“But with her father, Tess understands...”

“Senator Kensington isn’t an Ashworth. You know it’s not like this for anyone else. And I’m not going to ask her to open herself up to even more speculation than she already gets.”

“I just thought someone who’s been friends with you for so long would want—” Gwen started, but Trip cut her off again.

“All the more reason for me to say hell no. I’m not jeopardizing a decades-long friendship for some momentary mediocre pop music crisis.”

“To be fair, it’s not not a bop,” Addison said, a smirk on her face. Trip shot her a faux murderous look before chuckling.

“I really wish you two would take this more seriously,” Gwen huffed at the pair of them.

“How can they, Gwen? This whole thing is patently absurd!” Ben cried.

“And if you think it won’t matter to voters, you aren’t a very capable politician.”

“I’m not a politician. I’m a policy wonk.”

“And that’s why Jasmine and I are here.” Gwen gestured to Jasmine sitting at her right. “Because if the last three election cycles have taught us nothing else, it’s that people don’t vote for policy, they vote for personality. Especially in statewide or national campaigns,” she emphasized. “And Trip is a part of the Senator’s brand, whether you all want to acknowledge that or not.”

Ben closed his eyes and sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose as he always did when he was stressed. “Since addressing this directly seems to be out, what are our options?”

“I repeat, do nothing,” Trip said defiantly. 

“I’m afraid your father isn’t going to accept that answer, son,” Ben said with a grimace. Trip fell back in his chair with a sigh, seemingly conceding that Ben was correct.

“Jasmine, what did you just write?” Gwen asked, peering over Jasmine’s shoulder at her notes on her tablet.

Jasmine looked up and met Trip’s eyes. His gaze sharpened slightly, as if he’d just registered her presence. They’d spoken—maybe—a handful of times. She got the distinct impression Trip didn’t care much about connecting with his father’s congressional staff, despite the level of involvement they had in his day-to-day life. Except she spent hours each week monitoring media mentions of the whole Ashworth family. So, she felt a weird sense of intimacy, even though she was almost a stranger to him. She knew his patterns better than he knew her name.

“Oh, um.” She glanced down at her tablet. “It just says ‘pivot the narrative,’ that’s all.”

“What do you mean?” Ben asked.

Jasmine fidgeted with her stylus. Ben’s gaze was steady on her, waiting. “It might not work, it may be too simple, but instead of addressing this directly, maybe we just—Look, the story is always about Trip’s romantic relationships, right? Because that’s the most public-facing part of his life, when people see him out and about with women.”

“I’m right here,” Trip grumbled from the end of the table. “You can talk to me, not around me.”

Heat flooded her face as she looked up at him. “Sorry. But what I’m getting at is that we should think about a media push that highlights something other than your dating life. Like the fundraising you do for cancer charities, or some kind of policy initiative that your dad backs that you could get behind. Start to paint you in a more serious light.”

“Ooh, that’s good,” Gwen said. “Not a direct response, just shifting the conversation beyond the playboy image, to show that he’s more than just a vapid pretty face.”

“I graduated summa cum laude from Princeton and was recently named editor-in-chief of the Georgetown Law Journal. Do people really think I’m vapid?” Trip asked, shaking his head.

“I don’t think those credentials mean much to the crowd reading Seventeen,” Addison laughed. 

“Teen Vogue might be a good place to start, though,” Jasmine offered. “They’ve gotten into a lot more serious journalism over the last several years. From there, we can probably pitch an exclusive profile to a print publication like the Atlantic.”

“And this isn’t all just a little bit transparently in service of a presidential campaign that hasn’t been formally announced yet?” Trip said.

Jasmine’s jaw tightened. Why did he act like every media strategy move was some kind of deception? His dad had been in Congress since before he was born, he had to understand the game, the balance they needed to strike between authentic and aspirational.

“Any move this office makes for the next six months is going to be seen that way, so we might as well give it a try,” Ben said. It was exactly what Jasmine was hoping he’d say.

“What’s the angle we’re pushing then?” Gwen asked.

“Not the cancer thing,” Addison said quickly. “Sorry, guys, that’s personal.” Trip nodded beside her.

“Environmental anything looks like it’s a direct shot at Martinez, and we can’t compete, record-wise, so we can’t even attempt to engage on green energy,” Ben said.

Jasmine looked directly at Trip. “What matters to you, Trip? It’ll be best if it’s something you’re authentically passionate about.”

He furrowed his brow at her, clearly not expecting anyone, least of all a junior communications staffer, to ask him that kind of question. But his expression softened into something thoughtful, before looking like wasn’t sure if he should say what he was actually thinking. “I don’t really know if it’s a good—I mean I have an idea, but—”

“Why don't you sit with Jasmine and go through the policy books until we hit on something you can champion?” Gwen cut him off firmly. Trip’s expression flattened—the first spark of interest he’d shown all morning, snuffed out. Jasmine opened her mouth to protest—educating Trip on his own father’s policy positions wasn’t her job—but Gwen’s look stopped her cold.

“I don’t think I need someone to...” Trip tried to interject, but he too was silenced with a look from Gwen. “Fine,” he sighed, his face slipping into a scowl once more. 

“And we need to think about your overall image,” Gwen continued.

“What, ‘hyper privileged white frat boy’ doesn’t do it?” Addison joked.

“I was never in a frat, thank you very much,” Trip said with a roll of his eyes. “They’re not really a thing at Princeton, plus Dad thought being in something ‘exclusive’ was bad for the tiny bit of populist clout he could possibly claim as a child of the second most famous political dynasty in the country.”

“Don’t you both belong to Ivy Club?” Addison snorted, citing the most exclusive and prestigious of the famed Princeton ‘eating clubs.’” 

“Yeah, but no one outside of Princeton actually knows what that means.”

“Then my sentiment stands,” Addison said, sticking her tongue out at him.

“I think what Gwendolyn is getting at is that it would be better for you to not be photographed with any more pop stars or other assorted Hollywood types,” Ben said, giving Trip a pointed look. 

“Who makes the cut for ‘staff approved social contacts,’ then?” Trip asked.

“Well, classes start in like two weeks, right? So, you’ll be back in D.C. for the most part?” Gwen asked. 

“Already am. Law Journal stuff started up again mid last week, I don’t expect I’ll be out of the city much at all this fall.” 

“Then we need you to start being seen with Hill staffers—policy wonks. Make it look like you actually care about the work.”

“I live with a Hill staffer,” Trip said, jerking a thumb at Addison beside him. “That doesn’t seem to have helped.”

“Maybe find someone you aren’t related to?” Ben suggested. “Or, you know, don't have the net worth of a small European principality.”

“Oh, Jasmine!” Gwen said, looking over at her. “Why don’t you introduce Trip to some of your friends? Getting him seen at Union Pub with a bunch of anonymous, normal young Congressional employees would be a good look.”

“Are you saying I’m not normal?” Addison asked, full of mock offense.

“At least she got that part right,” Trip cracked while Addison swatted his shoulder. 

Through their banter, Jasmine just stared at Gwen. How had this gone from her merely suggesting a change in strategy to somehow being single-handedly responsible for rehabbing Trip Ashworth’s image? What would her mother have to say about this, that she was wasting her prestigious—not to mention expensive—Georgetown education on something that Mary Lewis would summarily dismiss as “media nonsense”?

It probably didn’t say anything good about Jasmine’s relationship with her mom that her probable disapproval made the whole project more appealing. 

Trip caught her eye and smirked. “Guess we’re going to get to know each other a little bit better, then.”

“Looks like it,” Jasmine said with a weak smile.

“Just promise me there won’t be any wardrobe consultation,” he quipped. “I know how you media staffers operate. I’m not giving up my hoodies.”

Jasmine’s smile faded. “Believe me, I’m not concerned about what you do or don’t wear.”

Trip raised an eyebrow, and Jasmine felt a rush of heat bloom across her cheeks. She silently cursed herself for saying anything with even a hint of suggestiveness. The thought of Trip Ashworth wearing nothing had never crossed her mind. Trip seemed like the type that, if you gave him an inch, he’d take a mile—and Jasmine hated giving up any ground at all. 

Addison looked back and forth between Jasmine and Trip, trying to get a read on the vibe. She obviously knew Trip better than anyone, and she’d gotten to know Jasmine well, though they didn’t hang out much outside the office—not that Jasmine had much of a life outside of work to speak of over the last few months, anyway. The look on her face didn’t give Jasmine a warm and fuzzy feeling about this plan being successful.

“Okay, great, let’s work on getting this mapped out on a calendar,” Gwen said briskly, and they snapped back into business mode. 

They took a break a little after nine-thirty, and Jasmine made another pot of coffee while waiting for the Senator to arrive. Trip’s eyes were on her back, intense enough to practically feel his stare penetrate her shoulder blades. She knew he wasn’t thrilled about being stuck with a stranger, but she wasn’t exactly eager either—so she wasn’t in the mood to stroke his ego and lie about the whole arrangement.

She was filling her mug when the chatter in the room fell silent. The Senator had entered the room. His imposing voice rang out across the wood-paneled room.

“What kind of fucking mess has my son gotten us into now?”
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“I can’t believe you let this happen, Trip! I told you when you got involved with that singer that it was a terrible idea. It was fucking foolish to date someone in the public eye again when you keep insisting that you want your personal life out of the press. But you just had to ignore me, like some kind of petulant child. I swear to Christ, the minute I tell you not to do something, it makes you ten times more likely to go ahead and do it!”

“So does that make this your fault, then?” Trip shot back, his eyes ablaze with anger.

“John David...” His voice held a clear warning, but Trip waved him off.

“Sir, I think we should focus on the path going forward,” Gwen interjected. “Thanks to Jasmine here from the communications team, I think we’ve got a solid plan to change the conversation the media is having around Trip.”

“Should there even be a conversation around Trip?” Ben asked.

Gwen looked affronted. “Benjamin, I thought we were in agreement that...”

“Well, the Senator has a point. Trip’s been public about wanting to keep his private life private. Are we working against that by going along with your charm offensive?” Jasmine watched Ben as he spoke. He wasn’t grandstanding—his tone was too even, too deliberate. He was offering Trip an exit.

“It’s the exact opposite of a charm offensive, Ben, it’s about giving Trip more substance,” Gwen said. “And Trip agrees, don’t you, dear?”

Trip just sat there fuming, arms crossed tightly across his chest. Addison spoke up for him. “Yes, Gwen, you’re correct, that is what we discussed,” she said, nudging Trip sharply. 

He glared at Addison for a second. “Yeah, the plan makes sense to me.”

“Shall I go on, then?” Gwen asked. Ben grunted in vague agreement. “We’re not going to react in the immediate aftermath, other than a boilerplate press release about how we’re not going to comment. Then, Trip’s going to work with my communications staff”—pointing to Jasmine—“to identify a policy priority he’s passionate about and aim to get a feature interview before the midterms with a youth-centered publication. Even though the Senator’s not up for reelection this cycle, we can get a little goodwill from the party for it. And then we use that energy to pitch a longer-form piece about Trip’s upcoming graduation from law school and defining the next generation of the Ashworth legacy over the winter.”

“I already said if that’s the angle we’re taking, it’ll be me and Addison,” Trip said. “She’s just as much a part of it as I am, probably even more since she actually does the work.”

Gwen skated over it for now. “We’ve got time to work out the specifics. But basically, we want to give them something to talk about that isn’t about his relationship status and bone structure—though the latter is lovely, dear.”

“In the lead up to the announcement, that makes sense,” Jack agreed. “But what are we doing in the meantime? I’ve previously suggested locking him in the brownstone until he can learn not to be a distraction, but somehow that doesn’t go over well.” 

Jasmine nearly winced, but she smoothed it quickly, hopefully before anyone else noticed. 

“That’s also where Jasmine comes in,” Gwen said. “We’re going to have her introduce him around the Hill, have Trip make friends with some of the staffers. When he’s seen out, it’ll be with a different sort of crowd.”

“And the situation with Tess?” Jack asked, casting his glance between Trip and Addison. 

“It’s handled, Dad. I won’t let them ask her to say anything.” 

Jack gave a curt nod. Jasmine bit back the questions forming in her mind—she had no idea what was actually going on with Tess, but she’d learned not to ask. If they wanted her to know, they’d tell her. 

Jack turned to Jasmine. “So, you’ve been tapped to babysit the pampered prince here, then? Has Benjamin offered you hazard pay?” 

Behind the Senator, Ben’s jaw visibly tightened, but he stayed silent. 

“Oh, I’m happy to do it, sir,” she said with a smile that she hoped didn’t seem too fake. Trip might have been difficult since day one, but watching his father talk about him like this—right in front of him—didn’t sit right with her. She kept her mouth shut. Whatever she said would only make it worse for him. 

“I see you’re an actress like your boss,” Jack deadpanned. “Well, all the same, we appreciate you taking on this little side project to rehabilitate my son’s unfortunate image.” He turned to Trip. “Don’t sleep with this one, please? I’ve barely recovered from having to bury the thing between you and that congressional page.”

“That was seven years ago, Dad,” Trip protested. “Believe me, I am not interested in revisiting that particular bit of your wrath.” 

Heat prickled at the back of Jasmine’s neck. She turned her attention back to her tablet. 

“It's nothing like that, Senator,” Gwen assured him. “Jasmine is someone of the highest integrity, I made sure of that when I did her backgrounding. She understands that working for the Ashworth family requires a different level of discretion and decorum than the average D.C. job.”

Gwen's comments, despite sounding like praise, troubled Jasmine. It was her job to keep Trip from hitting on her? That seemed wildly regressive, especially for someone like Gwen who had all the makings of a female power player. But Jasmine was learning the Hill wasn't as progressive as she had hoped it might be. Old patterns of power apparently die hard.

“Not to mention Jasmine’s got a boyfriend,” Addison pointed out. “Which the rest of you would know if you spent five seconds talking to anyone about anything other than optics.”

“Fine, then, move this forward,” Jack agreed. “But Trip, I’m warning you. You're on a short leash. One more scandal, and we're going to revisit you heading to Italy for a while after graduation.”

“Because banishing me to Europe with Mom's family is a good look for a presidential campaign?” 

“It’s a better look than you being a fixture on Drudge Report,” Jack countered, before turning to Ben. “Can you send me everything we’ve got on the Ninth Circuit nominee? I know we’ve got a couple more weeks until we’re back in session, but I need time to craft some substantive questions—something that puts daylight between me and the current administration on something progressive.”

And just like that, he’d moved on. Trip—dealt with. Next item. Jasmine blinked, still catching up. She glanced at Trip, his expression was stony, unreadable. Clearly this wasn’t a new experience for him—no matter what Jasmine thought. 

After the Senator and Ben walked out, talking rapidly in hushed tones, Gwen gave Jasmine a nod—the meeting was over. Jasmine flipped the cover over on her tablet and began to pack up. She’d work from home for the rest of the day, combing through the policy books to pull some options for Trip, cross-referencing which other members were already co-sponsoring related bills in order to narrow down who should be
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