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			Dear Reader

			“Truth is stranger than fiction, but it is because fiction is obliged to stick to possibilities; truth isn’t.” Mark Twain’s quote seems appropriate for contemporary Washington. The line between fiction and real life politics has grown from blurry to indistinguishable. But in reality, Capitol Hill has always been delightfully theatrical. There’s an endless supply of entertaining characters, each playing a pivotal role within the unfolding dramedy. As soon as one plot line resolves itself, another conflict presents itself. The action never stops, and the cast is always changing.

			Lobbyists are a key part of the story. They provide information to Members of Congress and staff, arguing positions on behalf of opinionated companies, interest groups, concerned citizens, universities, towns and cities, and even the disadvantaged. Their job is singular in nature: to persuade policymakers into action. Money matters, but at the end of the day, personal relationships determine who gets access and when. Lobbyists often get a bad rap in the popular press, but their contributions are neither uniformly evil or virtuous. I decided Kit Marshall should tussle with the morally ambiguous, complex world of K Street in the fourth book of the Washington Whodunit series.

			I also wanted to write about the unique pressures felt by a congressional office when its elected Member was engaged in a tight reelection race. As a staffer, I lived through a breathtaking Senate campaign in 2006. Tensions ran high and pressure mounted. Staff felt powerless in Washington as their boss fought a tough race back in the home state. Hill jobs are uniquely stressful because the employer can be fired every other year. In short, election season provides a perfect setting for murder. The combination of campaigns and lobbyists was too tantalizing to resist. I hope readers of the series agree.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			“If I see Maeve Dixon listed one more time as a sponsor for that darn bill, someone isn’t going to live to see tomorrow.”

			My voice echoed inside a corner office suite of the Cannon House Office Building. The staff, packed tighter inside our workplace than Metro commuters during rush hour, knew I meant business. After all, threatening bloody murder wasn’t my preferred management style.

			Representative Dixon’s legislative director Meg Peters, who also doubled as my best friend, cleared her throat. As the head of our policy operation, she was responsible for Dixon’s endorsement of pending bills.

			“Kit, don’t worry. I spoke to Congressman Russell’s legislative assistant who’s shepherding it through floor consideration tonight. He knows we need to remove Dixon’s name as a supporter.” Meg sighed deeply and added, “For political reasons.”

			Six frustrated pairs of eyes bored into me like lasers. Unfortunately, such an excuse had powerful cache these days inside the world of Congresswoman Maeve Dixon. As the chief of staff, I often had to tell our employees why they had to make sure our boss supported certain legislation while she ran away from others. It was a matter of political survival, and it was my job to make sure Maeve didn’t suffer a long, painful death on election day.

			In my most ebullient voice, I rallied our staff for what felt like the hundredth time this month. “Listen, team. I don’t need to go through the drill again. We all need to remember who the enemy is here, right?”

			Our press intern Brock Metcalf yelled, “Mack Hackensack!” He thrust his fist in the air for added emphasis.

			“She was asking a rhetorical question,” said Meg wryly.

			Like all of us, Meg appreciated Brock’s enthusiasm—to a point. We all had our limits, and Maeve Dixon’s nail biter campaign had tested them. To add insult to injury, the election wasn’t just around the corner. There were still six excruciating weeks to go before the first Tuesday in November. Rhetorical question or not, Brock was right on. He-who-shall-not-be-named had a real name in our office, and it was Mack “Coach” Hackensack.

			“It’s worth repeating again. We need to keep our eyes on the prize.” I pointed to a dark alcove of the office, where someone had hung a large poster depicting Maeve’s congressional opponent with a photo-shopped Ghostbusters “no” symbol superimposed over his face.

			Mack Hackensack was not an attractive man, even on a good day. He looked like a cross between the Pillsbury doughboy and Billy Bob Thornton. In this particularly unflattering photo, he was sweating profusely with his mouth wide open, ostensibly barking a command to an unfortunate underling. A beauty contest didn’t matter to the people of North Carolina. Coach Hackensack would remain in their minds forever as the man who brought the NCAA men’s basketball title to the state. Chapel Hill wasn’t even in our district. That geographic factoid also made no difference. Devoted Tar Heel alums lived all over the precious state, including the seventh congressional district. We weren’t running against a political opponent; we were running against a bona fide sports legend.

			Brock, whose well-meaning devotion reminded me of a golden retriever puppy, shouted, “Have you seen the latest campaign commercial he’s running?”

			“What’s he doing now?” asked Meg feebly. Like me, Meg had been around Capitol Hill for several years. We’d worked for a United States senator who’d been murdered and knew how difficult it was to find a new job when the boss departed—electorally or permanently. If Maeve Dixon didn’t rally against Mack Hackensack, once again we’d have to hustle to find new staff jobs. Privately, I was beginning to wonder whether continuing to run on the hamster wheel called Capitol Hill made sense. Close campaigns were hell, and our boss was trapped inside the inner circle of Dante’s Inferno. Maeve’s party controlled the House of Representatives, but if too many Democratic members lost their races, we’d lose the majority. That meant even fewer jobs might be available after the election. Would anyone want to hire a chief of staff who’d failed to get her boss reelected?

			“Come over and watch,” said Brock.

			We squeezed around his computer as he pressed “play” on the YouTube video. The title of the video was “Personal Foul.” Not a good start. I braced myself.

			Mack Hackensack’s face appeared on screen. Standing in the middle of a basketball court, he sported a UNC “Champions” polo shirt and wore a whistle around his beefy neck. An image of the American flag with an embroidered “USA” decorated his baseball hat. My politically astute brain churned. Without saying a word, the image conveyed “winner” and “patriot” in a single swoop.

			But Coach didn’t stay silent for long. “I’ve always played by the rules. Work hard, play hard. Those are my values. I’m not afraid of making the tough calls or staying late for practice.” Then he walked toward center court, where the national championship trophy rested on a table.

			He put his hand on the trophy before speaking again. “When my players do something wrong on the court, the referee calls a personal foul.”

			Then the camera shot tightened. “The voters of the seventh district in North Carolina are the referees. Watch closely how my opponent, Maeve Dixon, plays the game.”

			The image flashed to a still image of Maeve, standing in front of the Great Wall of China. His voice continued in the background. “While the people of North Carolina were struggling with the economic recession, where was Maeve Dixon? Traveling the world with her liberal colleagues.”

			The next photo showed our boss in front of Big Ben. She was smiling for the camera, her brown hair whipping in the wind. “You deserve better than being represented by a member of Congress who treats her job like a vacation,” said the Coach.

			“We shouldn’t have tweeted out pictures from her trip to London,” I muttered.

			Meg put her hand on my arm. “It’s not your fault, Kit. She was only there for a two-day parliamentary exchange program.”

			“Besides, she looks great in the photo,” said Brock cheerfully.

			Meg and I glared at our intern but said nothing.

			The ad returned to Coach Hackensack next to the trophy. “Voters, there’s only one smart choice.” He pointed to the camera and blew his whistle. “Call a personal foul on Maeve Dixon. Elect me as your next Congressman!”

			After putting my head in my hands, I could only manage two words. “Game over.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Despite the heartburn the latest Coach Hackensack ad had given us, there was no rest for the weary. Hill staffers involved in toss-up congressional races lived inside a perennial pressure cooker, but the last day of congressional session before the election doubled the heat. The Speaker of the House was understandably worried about maintaining the majority, so he abruptly halted legislating in the third week of September. The government had been funded—at least for another five months—and there was no need to keep sitting members of Congress caged inside the claustrophobic walls of the District of Columbia. During campaign season, politicians locked in tight races were restless tigers. They yearned for their natural habitat, where they could roam free and eat their prey. That meant sending every elected representative back to his or her district. Yes, partisanship reigned the day, but so did the roar of incumbency.

			I was sitting at my desk, contemplating whether I could somehow persuade House leadership to promote a bill canceling college basketball season this fall. Out of sight, out of mind, right? Just as I was drafting bill language in my mind, Maeve Dixon’s voice interrupted me.

			“Kit, can you tell me when we’re going to leave for the event this evening?”

			My office was so tiny, there was barely room for me to swivel around. I almost knocked over my plastic cup of Dunkin’ Donuts coffee, leftover hours earlier from breakfast.

			Representative Maeve Dixon certainly didn’t look like she was in a massive political flight. Her shoulder-length brown hair turned up slightly at the ends, the product of a professional blowout earlier this morning. Her trim, athletic figure was highlighted by a fitted black dress and a shapely blazer. A stylist silver chain necklace and small hoop earrings completed the professional look. Maeve was no Maxim model, but by Washington standards, she was damn attractive.

			“Yes, absolutely. The event sheet is right on my desk here. One moment.” I proceeded to rifle through a pile of papers. No luck. I moved onto the next mound. Still nothing.

			“Having some trouble?” asked Maeve. I could tell by her voice she was slightly annoyed, but mostly amused.

			“No, it’s here. I read it earlier today. There’s a lot going on today since the House is gaveling out tonight until after the election.” I sighed in frustration.

			“Perhaps you should use the upcoming congressional recess to devise a filing system.”

			“I’ll make sure that’s a priority.” I grinned. “Right after defeating Mack Hackensack.”

			My boss laughed. “I suppose if we don’t take care of Coach, there won’t be any need for filing.”

			That wasn’t a joking matter. “Actually, closing a congressional office is a real pain in the neck. I did it once in the Senate, and I don’t plan on doing it anytime soon in the House.”

			“Don’t worry, Kit. I don’t plan on it, either.”

			After grabbing a piece of paper from the fourth stack, I said, “Eureka! I found it.” I scanned the sheet and then clicked on an e-mail. “Here’s the situation for tonight. Drinks and dinner at Charlie Palmer’s, starting at six. But final votes are on for eight.”

			Maeve nodded. “Plenty of time.”

			“Absolutely. Remember, the Majority Leader and Chairman Edwards are hosting the event for you,” I said.

			“How could I forget? They remind me about it every time I see them.” The Majority Leader was the second most powerful member of the House of Representatives, and Edwards ran the Transportation Committee.

			“That’s because tonight is the biggest fundraising evening in Washington, and they can only hit one or two select events. They both chose your campaign as a priority.”

			Maeve ran her fingers through her hair. “I know, I know. I should be grateful. I also feel after I win this election, I’m going to owe a lot of favors around here.”

			“That’s how it works,” I said.

			“When will I ever get off this merry-go-round?” she asked.

			I wasn’t sure if she wanted an answer, but I offered one. “Once more voting Democrats move to your district.”

			While forcing a smile, she said wistfully, “In the meantime, the name of the game is raising money to fund the campaign. Lots of it.”

			As Maeve’s chief of staff, I was allowed to liaise with my boss about her reelection. Even so, there were many restrictions preventing myself and others on staff from performing campaign duties as government employees. I often attended fundraisers with her and was privy to her donation record. Of course, I kept a separate iPhone for political matters. Becoming ambidextrous had been an unintended consequence of the close race. Oftentimes, I could be seen double-fisted walking down the hallway, and it had nothing to do with happy hour drinks.

			“You’ve done well with K Street. Even some lobbyists who normally stick with Republicans opened their pocketbooks for you,” I reminded her.

			“God only knows what I’ll have to do for them when this is all over,” she muttered.

			I really didn’t have time for an existential conversation about whether our current campaign finance system made running for Congress worth the effort. The phone on my desk rang, and I glanced at the caller ID. Saved by the bell.

			“It’s my husband,” I announced.

			We’d been married almost four months, but I was still getting used to the “H” word. At least I didn’t stammer anymore.

			Maeve waved her hand. “Take it. But I’ll need a quick briefing before Charlie Palmer’s.”

			I grabbed the receiver and silently mouthed, “Got it.”

			“Hey, I’m here,” I said into the receiver.

			“Kit, is that you?” asked Doug.

			“Who else would be answering my phone? Last time I checked, I don’t have an assistant.”

			“Good point. I wasn’t sure. Do you answer all your phone calls like that?”

			“Only the ones from my spouse.”

			“Hopefully that’s just me.” He chuckled briefly.

			“I’m definitely not into polygamy. One husband is enough,” I said.

			“You seem grumpier than usual. Is something the matter?”

			“Nothing’s wrong, but this is the last day Congress is in session, and we have a big fundraiser scheduled for tonight. It’s mayhem around here.”

			“So. it’s business as usual.” The disappointment in his voice was clearer than the springtime view from the top of the Washington Monument.

			“Unfortunately. We didn’t have plans this evening, right?”

			“No, but I want to talk to you about something that’s come up, and I thought maybe we could go out to dinner.”

			Shoot. It didn’t matter I hadn’t been to church in several years. The Catholic guilt came on strong. Maybe Doug could join us tonight.

			“I could call our fundraiser and see if we could comp you at the event. Given all the extra time I’ve put in after hours, it’s the least the Maeve Dixon campaign could do,” I said.

			“Nah.” Doug sighed. “You’ll be running around, catering to donors and making sure the Congresswoman has everything she needs. It’s not the right time.”

			“Tomorrow? Because I’m likely to ship out to North Carolina to help on her campaign once I’m not needed here in the office.”

			“Are you really going to do that?” Doug didn’t relish the prospect of being stuck at home alone with Clarence, our slightly overweight beagle mutt, for almost six weeks.

			“Listen, if she doesn’t win this race, there’s no job for me to come home to, right?” Doug had lived in Washington, D.C. longer than me. He knew about the vicious revolving door on Capitol Hill. Now that I was a chief of staff, it would be harder to find a replacement job since I was at the top of the food chain. Besides wanting to avoid another job search, I also didn’t want Maeve Dixon to lose. She had her flaws like anyone, but she was a damn good member of Congress. She deserved reelection, and I intended to make sure the voters of the seventh district of North Carolina knew it.

			“Well, there’s always me and Clarence here at home,” said Doug.

			“Of course, I didn’t mean it that way.” I rubbed my temples.

			“I know. We can talk later. Just wanted to put it on your radar.”

			“Sounds like a plan. See you later tonight after it’s all over.”

			“Good-bye, Kit. And watch out for those lobbyists at the fundraiser. That’s a deadly crowd.”

			Doug, as always, was right on target.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The afternoon sped along as our entire staff banded together to support our boss. There were press releases to write, vote decisions to discuss, and last-minute negotiations on legislation to orchestrate. The craziness of the day aside, I tried to savor the moment. I stood inside the doorway of my tiny office and stared at the bustling office suite. Our D.C. staff finally functioned like a well-oiled machine. I’d only been in charge for six months, yet in that short time, the team had come together. We had a great member of Congress who called the shots, and I enjoyed a modest sense of satisfaction that I’d helped create a dynamo staff. If Maeve Dixon didn’t win reelection, this would be the last time I’d see these folks in action. I seriously hoped North Carolina voters would give us another chance.

			Meg must have noticed my pensive expression. “What’s wrong with you?” she asked. “You look like you just saw a ghost.”

			“Hopefully not. I’m just trying to remember what it all looks like in case. . .” My voice trailed off.

			“In case what? There’s no way Maeve Dixon is going to lose this election.” Meg put her hands on her hips. “Especially after you convinced me to leave a stable committee job to come work for you.” As if I needed another reason to worry about the election. I’d persuaded Meg to join Team Dixon earlier this year. My job wasn’t the only one on the line.

			I glanced at my watch. It was half past five, which meant we had to leave soon for the fundraiser. “Are you coming to Charlie Palmer’s tonight for the fundraiser?”

			“Of course. Dash is going to be there. I even bought a new dress. Didn’t you notice?” Meg pointed to her floral printed sheath dress. “End of the summer sale at Lord and Taylor.”

			“You bought a new dress to attend Maeve’s fundraiser tonight?” I don’t know why I was surprised. My best friend needed no excuse to buy an outfit. I liked to think she was stylish enough for both of us. Since I became chief of staff, I’d tried to put more effort into my clothes. Today was a minor success. I wore one of my standard black suits, but I’d added a scarf, which I considered a major fashion victory.

			“Not really for the fundraiser, Kit. Because I knew Dash was going to be there,” Meg said coyly.

			“You’ve been dating the guy for three months and you’re still dressing to impress? This must be serious.” At this point in most of Meg’s relationships, she usually became antsy and looked for excuses to end it.

			Meg smoothed her blonde bob. “It could be. After all, the Washingtonian did name him to the top Forty under Forty list.”

			“I’m aware,” I said, trying to hide the exasperation in my voice. If I had a vote for every time I’d heard this tidbit about Dash Dugal, Maeve Dixon wouldn’t need to attend tonight’s dinner because she’d be crushing Coach Hackensack in fundraising.

			“And he’s devastatingly handsome,” said Meg, giggling.

			“Terrific. That’s very important in a long-term relationship.” I didn’t bother to hide the sarcasm this time.

			“Seriously, Kit. Since you got married, you’re no fun. I’m joking, of course.” Meg blinked her long eyelashes in a feigned attempt to appear as though her feelings had been hurt.

			“Handsome or not, I’m glad he forked over the money to attend the fundraiser,” I said. “Can you find Maeve so we can head over there?”

			“Sure thing.” Meg took a few steps toward Dixon’s office and turned around to finish our conversation. “I was kidding about what’s important in a relationship, you know. I’m not a total idiot.”

			“Meg, I believe you.”

			“But I wasn’t kidding about Dash. He is really hot,” she said matter-of-factly.

			I shook my head and smiled. Sometimes, conceding a point was much easier than the alternative. I went back inside my office and gathered the information about this evening’s event. As the chief of staff, I was allowed to coordinate limited functions between the campaign and the congressional office. Of course, no campaigning could take place inside a House of Representatives office building, and our staff didn’t raise money for Representative Dixon during regular work hours. I kept e-mails about donations and associated events separate from my congressional correspondence and only assisted with fundraisers when they took place in the morning before work or during evening hours. I wanted Maeve Dixon to win, but I wasn’t going to break any ethics rules or laws along the way.

			Thankfully, we had a resourceful Washington, D.C. associate who managed Maeve’s fundraisers in town. We’d been lucky to land Clarissa Smythe, who’d helped run several successful House campaigns in previous election cycles. She had a winning track record and vowed to bring home the bacon. One of her specialties was the transportation industry, a perfect match for Maeve since she served on the relevant policy committee in the House. It had been Clarissa’s idea to put together one last high dollar Washington fundraiser before Maeve returned to North Carolina for the remainder of the campaign. She kept track of the details, recruited generous donors, and put together the VIP guest list. It was my job to make sure Maeve showed up, prepared to schmooze.

			Maeve emerged from her office with her game face on, both literally and figuratively. She’d freshened her makeup and added a finishing shine spray to her hair. A military veteran who’d seen her share of action in the Middle East, Maeve Dixon normally eschewed the heavily made-up look. In her late thirties, she was young enough to get away with a freshly scrubbed appearance. However, I’d noticed she carefully applied eyeliner, eyeshadow, mascara, and even lipstick before each fundraiser. Maeve Dixon wasn’t letting anything fall to chance. Mack Hackensack might have a championship trophy under his belt, but our boss, who could double for Angie Harmon when she fixed herself up, knew what mattered to the K Street crowd. Soft on the eyes never hurt inside the Beltway.

			“Time for a short run down on the attendees?” I asked.

			“Sure. Let’s catch a cab, and you can brief me on the way,” she said.

			“Meg, let’s go. We’re headed to the event,” I called out.

			Instead of Meg’s voice, Brock answered. “Wait! I’m coming, too.”

			I raised my eyebrows, and Meg must have noticed. She tapped her phone and whispered, “He can take photos for the campaign website.”

			“Okay,” I said under my breath. “Not sure why we need photos of lobbyists.”

			“Not them, silly,” said Meg. “The rooftop has one of the best views of Washington, remember?”

			Actually, I had no recollection because I’d never dined at Charlie Palmer’s before. Unless a campaign fundraiser provided the reason, it was rare to see Capitol Hill staff there. The pricey meals and drinks didn’t exactly mesh with the modest salaries of most government employees.

			We exited the Cannon Building to the northeast and walked toward Independence Avenue to hail a taxi. “Can’t say I’m familiar with Charlie Palmer’s. Are you?” I asked.

			“I’ve been there a few times,” said Meg, smiling.

			“Let me guess. With Dash?”

			Meg blushed. “Perhaps.”

			Our boss’s head was buried in her iPhone, impervious to our gentle banter. Like me, she’d switched to her campaign-issued device, which meant she was likely reading a last-minute e-mail from Clarissa about our likely guest list. I flagged down a taxi, who cut across two lanes of busy traffic to pick us up. Meg opened the door for Maeve, who got inside the car without moving her eyes from the iPhone screen. Walking without a stumble while simultaneously reading e-mails should be a prerequisite for Washington politicians.

			Once we were inside the taxi, our boss seemed to take notice of our presence. “Who’s going to brief me on this fundraiser? I got an e-mail with the names, but I’m not familiar with most of them.”

			This was my cue. I grabbed a cheat sheet out of my purse. “As you know, this is your last D.C. fundraiser before returning to North Carolina. There’s not many attendees, but it’s a high dollar affair. To kick the evening off, there will be drinks on the rooftop. Once everyone arrives, the Majority Leader will speak. Then Chairman Edwards will introduce you. After your remarks, we’ll go inside for dinner.”

			Maeve wrinkled her nose. “Beef, I assume?”

			“Most likely. It is a steakhouse, ma’am,” I said. “I’m sure we can arrange for fish or a vegetarian meal.”

			“If I win this race, I’ll be as big as Hackensack by the end,” grumbled Maeve.

			“Oh, that’s not humanly possible, Congresswoman!” chimed in Brock.

			Without acknowledging his comment, I plowed ahead. The restaurant was nearby so we didn’t have much time. “The biggest name in the room tonight is Van Parker. Have you heard of him?”

			Our boss nodded. “Who hasn’t?”

			“Right. The principal transportation lobbyist in Washington these days. He runs A-T-F.”

			“Sounds like Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms,” said Meg, giggling.

			“You wish,” I said. “That’s American Trucks First. Don’t get between him and his eighteen wheelers.”

			Meg leaned in. “He’ll want to talk to you about expanding highways in the district to allow more trucks to travel through to Florida.”

			“Should I mention truck driver fatigue and its relationship to fatal crashes?” asked Maeve, with a mischievous twinkle in her eye.

			“Go ahead, especially if you want him to rip up his fat check for your campaign,” I said.

			“I’m joking, Kit. Don’t lose your sense of humor,” said Representative Dixon.

			“That’s what I said earlier today. She’s not as much fun since she got married,” said Meg in a pouty voice.

			I clenched my jaw. “That’s completely false. Why do I feel like I’m the one running for reelection here?”

			Our boss smiled. “Kit has a point. Please continue with the briefing.”

			“Lauren Parker, Van’s wife, will also attend. She rarely attends the same fundraisers as her husband, but she requested to attend this one because it was the last opportunity to rub elbows with you. She works at Johnson and Peale, a prominent lobbying firm in town. Other than that, I don’t know too much about her. Meg?”

			Lauren’s been on K Street for a while,” said Meg. “She represents a wide range of clients, so you never know why she might show up at your door.”

			We were getting close to our destination. “Anyone else I should know about?” asked Maeve.

			“Meg, would you like to do the honors concerning Dash Dugal?” I hoped she’d leave out the details about Dash’s physical appearance.

			My best pal straightened up, eager to talk about her latest flavor of the month. “Van Parker might be the most prominent transportation lobbyist in the city, but Dash Dugal is right on his heels. He’s a top guy at ARF.”

			The corners of Maeve’s mouth twitched upward. I’d seen this reaction before. She was trying to suppress a chuckle. “ARF? Does he lobby for dogs?”

			“No,” I interjected. “Although getting the Humane Society’s endorsement would be terrific. Sixty-five percent of American families own pets. That’s a lot of votes.”

			Meg cleared her throat. “A-R-F stands for American Railway Federation. It’s the top association representing railroads.” Washington was a city of acronyms. The mayor’s office should hand out a guide to abbreviations when transplants relocated to our fair city.

			“That explains why he wants to attend the fundraiser. He wants to shake my hand as a member of the Transportation Committee,” said our boss.

			“Is it unusual for Dash and Van to attend the same event?” I asked. “After all, they’re fierce competitors.”

			“You’re right,” said Meg. “The trucking industry and the railroads compete for scarce funding. So, they’re not best buddies. But I convinced Dash he shouldn’t miss this opportunity to meet you and contribute to the campaign.”

			The taxi arrived at our destination, and Maeve paid the driver as we got out. We started to walk toward the entrance of Charlie Palmer’s when our boss called us back.

			“Let’s finish this conversation before it’s feeding time at the zoo.” She motioned toward the front door of the restaurant and faced Meg. “How were you able to convince Dash to pony up thousands of dollars for tonight’s event? I’m curious.”

			Meg straightened the skirt of her dress. “He’s a personal acquaintance, ma’am.”

			Maeve raised her eyebrows. “How personal?”

			Meg squirmed. “We’re dating.”

			Our boss exhaled a big sigh. “I hope this isn’t a problem. The last thing I need is some sort of ethics investigation.”

			“I don’t think so,” I offered. “Meg might have told Dash about the fundraiser, but she only did so in her personal capacity, not as an employee of the United States Congress. Isn’t that right?”

			Meg nodded her head vigorously. “Absolutely.”

			My words seemed to reassure our boss. “Okay. I’m glad you told me. He should be easy to recognize, I suppose. He must be attractive.” Her eyes twinkled. A serious legislator, Maeve Dixon didn’t kid around too much. Even she knew about Meg’s penchant for eye-catching men. Meg smiled and kept her mouth shut.

			“Shall we?” I asked, pointing the way. “Or we could hang outside for a while longer. But you’re not raising any money on the corner of First Street and Louisiana.”

			Maeve pursed her lips together. “Point taken.”

			As soon as we walked inside the fancy foyer near the bar area, Brock started snapping photos with his iPhone. He’d been with us to other off-hours fundraisers, but nothing had been as extravagant as Charlie Palmer’s. His eyes widened. “Are we actually having dinner here?”

			Meg had limited patience for our pup. “Don’t eat anything until everyone else has been served. Understand?”

			With a solemn expression, Brock nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

			Meg shot him a dirty look. “Ma’am? I’m not your mother. How old do you think I am?”

			Brock hailed from our home district, which made him a true southerner. I suspected his use of “ma’am” was nothing more than an attempt to affix Meg with a moniker of respect. In her mid-thirties, Meg had recently become more sensitive about her age. Our intern had inadvertently waded into a hornet’s nest.

			Brock stammered. “I don’t know.” A bead of sweat appeared on his forehead as Meg glowered at him.

			Meg wasn’t going to let him off the hook. “Take a guess,” she pressed.

			I slipped behind Meg, so Brock could see me. I held up two fingers with one hand and then five with the other.

			Poor Brock wasn’t the quickest on his feet. “Gosh, maybe two and five. I mean, twenty-five!”

			Meg paused. She gave him a suspicious look and said, “Good answer.”

			Brock exhaled an audible sigh. Another crisis adverted, just in time for the arrival of Clarissa Smythe, Maeve’s campaign fundraiser.

			She crossed the length of the restaurant to meet us inside the reception area. “Congresswoman, so good to see you.” She gave Maeve a polite hug.

			Out of the corner of my eye, Meg bristled. Clarissa wasn’t her favorite person in the world. Used to being the best-looking woman in the room, Meg enjoyed a bounty of male attraction. Clarissa gave Meg a run for her money in that category. Tall and voluptuous, she had long wavy auburn hair and creamy skin that made her look like she’d just came from having a moisturizing facial. Her makeup was perennially flawless, accenting her striking blue eyes. Clarissa was in the right business. Lobbyists tripped over the opportunity to attend her fundraising events due to her knack of putting together a “who’s who” for each gathering. I was thrilled when the Dixon campaign was able to land her. Although Meg couldn’t dispute Clarissa’s success, playing second fiddle wasn’t Meg’s preferred status.

			Clarissa turned to me next. “Kit, I’m glad to see you survived the marathon legislative session before the campaign recess.”

			“It’s not over yet,” I said. “Final votes at eight tonight. Will we be able to get this event in before we have to head back to the Capitol?” Yes, the campaign was critically important. Nonetheless, I never lost sight that I was Maeve Dixon’s chief of staff first and foremost, and I was responsible for her work as a sitting member of Congress. Besides, missing a vote for a fundraiser was bad political business, and Coach Hackensack would clean our clock if she shirked her duties while swilling French wine at a pricey steakhouse.

			Clarissa hit the face of her black Fitbit around her wrist. “Not a problem. It’s just after six now, and our guests will be arriving by six-thirty. We’ll do a brief cocktail reception on the roof, hear some speeches of support for the Congresswoman, and then head inside for dinner.”

			Maeve listened to Clarissa’s run down of the schedule. “Kit, I’ll depart no later than quarter to eight. I don’t want to be rushed. You stay here until everyone has finished their meals and enjoyed dessert or an after-dinner drink.”

			“Don’t you want us to come back with you to the Capitol?” I asked. “In case you have any questions about the votes?”

			“No, it’s better if you stay here and play host to any stragglers who want to enjoy the party. I can handle it.” Her face brightened. “You and Meg should enjoy yourselves.”

			I groaned inwardly. After a summer of fundraising soirees, there were a thousand things more enjoyable than hanging out on a rooftop with high-priced K Street lobbyists. I took a deep breath. After all, I’d signed up as a chief of staff for a member of Congress who represented a politically divided district. This was part of the job description.

			“Understood,” I said.

			On the other hand, Meg was delighted, since our boss had given her permission to hang out with Dash for the remainder of the evening. “Don’t worry. We’ll make sure everyone has a memorable evening!”

			Meg’s promise was easy to keep.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Clarissa led us into an elevator and pressed the button for the ninth floor. “The rooftop is delightful this time of year,” she cooed. Over the past several months, we’d eaten southern barbecue, Tex-Mex, seafood, and too many steaks to count. The name of the game was bringing in cash for the Dixon campaign and providing the attendees with access to the candidate. Everything else was window dressing.

			However, when the elevator door opened, and we exited, I had to admit Clarissa wasn’t exaggerating. A beautiful long table had been set for elegant dinner service adjacent to glass windows overlooking the rooftop balcony. “Follow me.” Clarissa opened the door onto the terrace.

			A middle-aged man dressed in an expensive looking suit and tie met us outside. “Welcome to Charlie Palmer’s. I’m Stuart Gladstone, the manager of our private events. We are honored to host your function tonight, Congresswoman Dixon.” Stuart extended his hand and shook my boss’s hand lightly. He had impeccable manners, a prerequisite for his line of work.

			“Thank you,” said Maeve. “You certainly have a gorgeous venue.”

			Stuart guided us onto the large rooftop. “We’re most fortunate to have the best view of the most famous two landmarks in Washington.” Walking backward, he used his right hand to gesture toward the eastern side of the terrace. “The United States Capitol Building needs no introduction to you.” He smiled at our boss. “Of course, not everyone is thrilled with Congress these days, present company excluded. For those patrons, we have the Washington Monument.” He extended his left arm.

			“Something for everyone,” I muttered.

			“Yes, we like to think so,” said Stuart. “And you are?”

			Just like a typical Washington, D.C. veteran to ask my affiliation. Only after my answer would he assess whether I was worthy of his precious breath.

			“Kit Marshall. I’m Representative Dixon’s chief of staff.” I extended my hand and he accepted it. But I wasn’t finished. “This is Meg Peters, our legislative director. And Brock Metcalf, our intern and campaign photographer.”

			Brock straightened up as he accepted Stuart’s hand, clearly impressed he’d been elevated to an official title. Hey, interns worked for no money, but impressive position descriptions were free. Why not make him feel important?

			Stuart nodded in their direction. “Great to see that the team’s all here. We’ll handle this as a standard fundraiser. We do them every night of the week,” he said in a blasé tone. “I’m sure Clarissa has given you the run down. If there’s any problems, don’t hesitate to find me.” He gave Maeve a quick kiss on the cheek. “Ciao, darlings. I hope you raise a lot of money and beat that sonofabitch Coach Crackerjack or whatever his name is.”

			Meg and I giggled. Stuart was a card. Sometimes it was comforting to revel in the predictability of D.C. stereotypes. However, if Hackensack defeated Dixon, this time next year, Stuart wouldn’t hesitate to host a fundraiser for him instead.

			We drifted over to the eastern edge of the rooftop with the Capitol in the background. There was still a glimpse of sun. A few days after the fall equinox, nightfall was coming earlier. Early autumn was a superb time in Washington, D.C. The humidity had dissipated and with enough warmth still in the air, it would be a pleasant evening outside.

			“Why don’t I take your photo in front of the Capitol?” asked Brock.

			“That’s not a bad idea.” Meg whipped out a compact from her purse and checked her makeup. Meg didn’t pose for photos unless she looked flawless. It was her version of the Girl Scout motto.

			I glanced at the dome before turning to face Brock. “It does look impressive after the restoration.”

			Over one hundred and fifty years old, the entire Capitol dome had recently undergone a complete overhaul. For the past two years, workers repaired cracks in the cast iron and repainted the entire structure. The result was spectacular, giving one of the most iconic landmarks in the world a much-needed facelift.

			Maeve stood in between Meg and me. “Sixty million dollars and not one penny over budget,” said our boss.

			“That’s a Washington first,” I said.

			Brock set up his iPhone for the photo. “Why don’t you all say A-O-C instead of cheese?”

			That stood for Architect of the Capitol, who was responsible for the maintenance and preservation of the grounds. The Architect had led the dome project and received plaudits for keeping it on schedule.

			We smiled for the photo and adopted Brock’s corny suggestion. As soon as he snapped the picture, Clarissa approached us.

			“Time to get to work,” she announced. “Guests are starting to arrive.”

			Sure enough, a well-dressed, chiseled man in his mid-forties strode directly toward us. Over six feet tall, he cut an impressive figure. Shoving his hand at Maeve, he said, “Representative Dixon, I’m Van Parker, and I represent the United States trucking industry.”

			The congresswoman politely accepted his hand. “A pleasure to meet you. Thank you for supporting my campaign.”

			“I look forward to getting to know you,” he said as he steered Maeve away from the edge of the balcony. “There’s a lot of issues to discuss with the highway bill up for reauthorization next year.”

			“Perhaps you should meet my chief of staff and legislative director, who are here tonight as well,” said Maeve in an apparent attempt to diffuse Van’s strongarm tactics.

			“Let’s get a drink and chat ourselves. I like to get to know the politician I’m working with. I can meet with staff anytime.” Van waved his hand dismissively in our general direction.

			“Charming fellow,” I whispered to Meg.

			“You haven’t seen the half of it. Just wait until Dash arrives.”

			“Maybe you shouldn’t have encouraged him to come tonight. I don’t want any fireworks at her last fundraiser inside the Beltway.”

			“Don’t be a worrywart. Dash and Van might be political rivals, but they’re professional. They’ll give each other enough space. Besides, Dash really wanted to attend.”

			“That’s your job for tonight,” I said. “Make sure they steer clear of each other.”

			Meg gave the thumbs-up sign and grinned. “Will do, boss lady.”

			“I’m going to check in with Clarissa and see who else has arrived,” I said.

			“Have fun. I’m grabbing a glass of wine. I’ll need it to keep the peace tonight.”

			Maeve was deep in conversation with Van Parker underneath a small tent in the middle of the rooftop which sheltered the bar. I’d let the conversation run its course for a while longer. After all, Van did pay a great deal of money to attend tonight’s event. He deserved some precious minutes alone with the guest of honor.

			As soon as I reached Clarissa, another man opened the door and walked onto the rooftop. This guy looked familiar, but I couldn’t remember his name. The more years I spent in Washington, the more often this scenario became a reality. The face rang a bell, yet it was impossible for the ever-expanding Rolodex inside my brain to retrieve the correct moniker. He was shorter and younger than Van, maybe our age, with the early trappings of a receding hair line. He wasn’t handsome or unattractive. In other words, he looked like the majority of the male population in the District of Columbia. Yet something about his face told me I knew him. He couldn’t work on the Hill; no staffer had extra cash to throw at a freshman member of Congress who might go down in flames during her first reelection cycle.
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