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DIE ON THIS HILL


You aren’t born a killer. You don’t gradually become one, either. One minute, you’re not, and the next, you just are. Like your first time having sex. Just as thrilling. Just as awkward. Nothing much changes but the label. You’re still you. But now, you’re a quote-unquote murderer. You played God and took a human life.


It’s entirely natural, but it still shocks people. Some people want other people dead. We visualize our goals, and we achieve them. Shouldn’t that be celebrated?


You wish someone wanted you dead. Not that you have a death wish. You’re too self-involved for that, and suicide is so gauche. You just wish you were that important to someone. It’s a compliment really: to have given another person’s endpoint more than a passing thought. To decide for them that today is enough. And not just today, but at this very minute, their contribution to history should meet its unceremonious finish. High flattery.


You’re welcome.


You have the senator’s warm blood on your hands. In the darkness, it looks and feels like microwaved fudge. It smells like pennies. Like copper Lincolns. The decedent would have loved the comparison to the Great Emancipator.


You’re free now, Senator.


The crackling of the television whines in the background.


“… The news desk is now able to project the winner of the presidential election. Having netted Iowa’s six electoral votes by a razor-thin margin, we can declare that the forty-seventh president of the United States will be…”


One of your knees digs into the thin government carpet while the other hovers inches over the body. You don’t shake. You’re at remarkable peace. Like a coroner, you pore over your victim, head to heel. You memorize the details. You want the moment etched into your conscious mind. Why shoot a deer if you can’t admire its fallen carcass? You don’t need its permission.


The newly dead don’t undergo a transformation. They look like—at any moment—they might flip over, stand up, and walk right out of there. You watch precisely because you wonder if this might happen.


Death is just a silencing. You much prefer people that way.


You’re silent, too. You have so much to say, but it would fall on defunct ears. At the periphery stand a few eyeballs ensconced in shadows. Weaklings stunned silent. See, some people want other people dead, and they make good on their wishes, but they can’t stomach it afterward. You feel the saddest for them. Even the deceased has taken this development gracefully. You don’t hear them bellyaching.


You have so much to say, but not to those who stay on the sidelines. And you’re not the type to talk to yourself. You’re not crazy. That would be too facile an excuse. So is “evil.” What even is evil in a non-egalitarian, capitalist society that leeches off the labor of the least among us and wages perpetual war with untold civilian casualties? That isn’t a criticism—you’re no socialist! No peacenik! It’s merely a descriptive matter. There are no good guys or bad guys anymore. Just guys. And girls. And the sixty-one other genders, of course—you’re no bigot! All of them looking out for number one.


What you are is a rational actor. Murder is a perfectly rational enterprise. Governments do it. Even the greatest, oldest democracy in the world engages in it. Or something like that. You’re no history major.


The doors to the committee room fly open as armed men in boots and tactical vests burst in. You stand and raise your bloody palms in the air. You finally begin to shake.


You shout over the commotion.


“They made me do it!”
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THE GENTLE MAN FROM IOWA




We hang the petty thieves and appoint the great ones to public office.


—Aesop




I dressed myself in my father’s hand-me-down beige suit on a late August morning. The cuffs fell short. The shoulders were tight. The tip of my fat yellow tie hit just above my belly button. I parted my gelled hair to the side. I settled my tortoiseshell glasses on the bridge of my nose. I applied aggressive globs of acne treatment to a patch of emerging redness.


My roommate—the formless mound of bedsheets in the corner—stirred.


The curtains shrieked against the metal rod as I swept them open, directing bright sun onto him. The mound bellowed a string of curses.


I walked off campus to the main road and waited for the bus, leaning up against a deep green light post, parked beneath potted lavender flowers suspended in air. The post left a film of dirt down my right arm. I spent the ride slapping my suit sleeve, drawing looks from riders, including a man in tattered clothing muttering to himself.


I got off at Union Square, dodging taxicabs and slamming my hard black soles against asphalt in a sprint toward the Senate side of Capitol Hill. The long walk—even under the shade of elms—left me coated in sweat. Summer was sticky and suffocating here. It was a lie that the city had been built on a swamp, but it still felt that way.


I slung my jacket over my shoulder for the last few paces. Before entering the Hart Building—the most modern of the three Senate office spaces—I stared at the Capitol Dome in the near distance. The sun distorted its surface, giving it an ethereal, wavelike appearance.


It looked more majestic in person than it did on TV. My chest puffed out in pride at making it here. I was there to change the world. We all were.


I stepped into frigid air-conditioning and stood beneath the doorway vents for a beat, audibly moaning. The Capitol police officer at the metal detectors cleared his throat to get me to cut it out.


A senator wearing an identifying pin on his lapel cut the line, striding around and past the magnetometers. Looked like he never got checked for weapons. The officer, who like his colleagues had memorized the faces of all 100, let him by with a smile.


I wandered the marbled floors, watching professionals my age speed-walk the halls in a controlled chaos. Many baby faces in full suits and Dupont Circle haircuts with bulging backpacks strapped to their backs, big enough to fit their egos. The skylit atrium poured sunlight on them so they were literally aglow. The month-long August recess featuring vacations and slimmed-down schedules had ended. Everyone was back in their Sunday best after weeks of strolling into Congress in jeans and chucks.


I arrived at my intern orientation on the minute, with not a second to spare. Exact counts were important to me.


Shelly, the twenty-something intern coordinator, stared at her phone and droned at me.


“Iowa Senator Bill Williams is the president pro tem, the oldest and most senior member of the Democratic Party. But that doesn’t mean he isn’t plugged into our generation. He’s inspired a sort of underground fandom. You’ve seen the TikToks?”


She didn’t look up.


“Of course you have. They call him 2 Bills. Get it? ’Cause his name is William Williams. It’s totally catching on. Sort of like a Notorious RBG thing. May she forever rest in power.”


She glanced down at the résumé in front of her.


“You’re a Hawkeye?”


“Just graduated.”


“Then we’re only a year apart. How was the game in Ames this year? That finish was wild, wasn’t it?”


My smile was tight. I was no good at small talk. I’m a killjoy like that.


“‘Wild’ is a good word.”


“How was everyone feeling afterward? I can only imagine.”


I swallowed long. She waited for an answer.


“Actually, I don’t follow football.”


She frowned and looked down, speaking to her hands.


“I was talking about basketball.”


She returned to her phone and finished her rote presentation. She led me to the ID processing room. I didn’t smile for the picture.


“Oh, shit. I forgot. Don’t laminate that yet,” she warned the middle-aged black woman behind the counter, who rolled her eyes but paused. “Senator Williams is the chairman of the Judiciary Committee. Did you want to work out of the personal office or—”


“The committee,” I said fast.


“You sure? You won’t get face time with the member.”


“Fine by me.”


Bills are born out of committee. It’s where things happen. Personal offices are for the grunts. It’s all skinny paychecks and stress headaches. Unlike most of my peers here, I didn’t care to be seen. I much preferred to blend in. It’s why I walked on the balls of my feet. It made the least amount of noise.


I looked surly in my ID picture. Underneath my square face it read, “Cameron Leann—INTERN, US SENATE JUDICIARY COMMITTEE.”


I was raised on modest means by my withholding mother and doting grandparents. We were working middle class, and not middle class the way 70 percent of Americans call themselves middle class, but true-blue paycheck-to-paycheck, penny-pinching, clipping-coupons-in-the-grocery-aisle middle class. One big health scare away from bankruptcy. Mom was the type who let me steal small stuff, shielding me from detection as I shoveled candy into my mouth from those troughs of bulk goods by the pound.


Dad made his cameos in my life every now and again, but the disruption he wrought outweighed the marginal benefit. He was a drag, an anchor on the family, so we tolerated him only in small doses to keep from going under.


Mom and Dad together didn’t produce much good in the world, except for maybe my baby brother, Nathaniel, younger by seven years. When I felt homesick and lonely those first few days in the capital, I mostly thought of him. How I hoped to make him proud. How I hoped he might not recognize me now: suited up, shit together, shoulder-to-shoulder with the most powerful people in the country. I was a new man here.


I operated on a highly routinized system. I ate the same breakfast every morning: two hard-boiled eggs and one glass of 2 percent milk. I counted daily calories (2,750) and steps (10,250). I religiously jerked off three times a day at designated hours. Once in the shower. Once after the lunchtime lull. Lastly before bed.


That first week brimmed with nothing. Like a stray, I’d roam from desk to desk of permanent staffers, flashing idle hands and puppy-dog eyes. Will work for attention, they read. Other, more industrious interns had already come by and snatched up the research project or the memo-writing assignment: Brad had arrived an hour early each day; Katherine had scheduled her coffee chats weeks in advance; Jackson played lacrosse with the chief-of-staff’s son.


“We’ll find something for you to do,” they’d say. “You can always help answer phones.”


I’d let the phones reach the eighth, ninth, tenth ring. As I said, I didn’t like talking. Instead, I sat at a computer, refreshing news site after site until my pointer finger turned purple. Then, I went home.


At night, my roommate tried to ask how my day went.


He was a try-hard. From the first day we met, he was chatty and overly familiar, as if two grown men sleeping inches from each other meant we had to become fast friends. It was too summer camp, too inorganic.


I wasn’t there by choice. I just had no money.


So I’d shrug and say, “I have to shit.”


I’d stow away in the bathroom, sitting on the toilet seat and checking my phone until I saw the light under the door go out. Only then would I slink out to my bed, rub one out in deadly quiet, pray, and fall asleep.


One morning, a young white staffer asked me to cover his meeting with the top brass of an advocacy group so he could take an extended lunch. I took one look at the gray-haired adults waiting for him in the lobby and declined.


“Won’t they be offended to be babysat by a kid like me? I know nothing about the semiconductor industry,” I said.


“Neither do I. You think I can do shit for them? I’m twenty-three. Just nod as they talk your ear off. They know the game. They’re just happy to be away from their desks.”


By Friday, I had settled on the idea that coming here had been a mistake. One big waste of time.


But that all changed when I met her.


I had nearly missed out. I was headed to a secret self-session when I crossed paths with Shelly. She had rarely dropped in on me in the week, and even as her eyes scanned the length of me, there was barely a hint of recognition.


“Capitol tour. Rotunda. Now.”


Her order just floated behind her as an afterthought.


I considered ignoring it. Congress was out of session—senators famously don’t work on Fridays—and I had my mind already on the weekend. But this was my first assignment of interest. I would finally learn how to lead tours. I grunted, whipped around, and followed along.


The Rotunda was full of natural light and tourists. Noise echoed off its sandstone walls, so that tens roared like hundreds. At the eye of the cast-iron dome was a faraway fresco: George Washington ascending to heaven, flanked by women. Sun poured in from windows out of reach, lining the perimeter. Massive paintings of countless white men in wigs and stockings—in varying states of standing, sitting, talking, founding—outfitted the walls. Bronze and marble presidents on pedestals loomed as tall as giants. Noted racist Andrew Jackson was the most gallant among them with permanently windswept hair.


In the center, dwarfed by the majesty, was her.


Her hand hung off her hip. Her high-heeled, red-bottomed shoes pointed inward. (I couldn’t tell you the brand, but I knew it meant she was better than me.) Her updo had loosened, spilling streams of blonde into her face, prompting her to intermittently blow them away. Her cheekbones were high but full, and she had a prominent chin. Her eyes were big, blue, and nestled deep in her sockets like turquoise quartz sparkling in rock. She pulled at an invisible chain on her neck, groping herself until she made her pale skin red. I caught myself staring at her bony sternum.


She pulled the crowd closer with a wave of her hand. She gave a shouty introduction. I missed her name. She pointed lazily as she spoke, indicating generally without precision. Her hands were notably small.


I swore she kept looking at me. I’d know because, even as others turned to study the room, I studied her. Her eyes never landed on me longer than a flash. They would float away, dutifully far not to rouse suspicion. But inevitably, they’d return, before flitting off again. Her eyelashes were long and moved in a hummingbird bustle.


She led our tour group away. I walked at her periphery, shoulders pulled way back and trying to stand taller. Inside a room of crimson drapery, gray columns, and rows of cherry wood school desks arranged in a semicircle, she came alive.


“This is the Old Senate Chamber, site of the famous caning of Senator Charles Sumner,” she said, grinning. “The hot topic of the day? Whether my great state of Kansas would enter the Union as a free or slave state, tipping the balance of power in the lead up to the Civil War. Antislavery Republican Charles Sumner had some choice words for his proslavery colleagues: calling one a nameless animal and telling another that slavery served him like an ugly harlot.”


She leaned in and lowered her voice.


“Apropos of nothing, Congressman Preston Brooks—who was apparently boys with one of these slavery apologists—took offense. He made his way across the Capitol, all the way from the People’s House to the Senate Chamber—right here—and struck an unsuspecting Sumner repeatedly in the head with his metal-topped cane. It was a vicious attack that left Sumner bleeding profusely onto the Senate floor and critically wounded, but Brooks walked right out, detained by no one. Each became heroes to their respective factions. But Sumner had the last laugh. He recovered and went on to serve another eighteen years in the Senate, whereas Brooks died soon thereafter at the hardy old age of thirty-seven.”


She shared in the light laughter. Her incisors were uncommonly sharp.


“And, of course—the ultimate victory—after catastrophic war, the scourge of slavery was finally tossed into the waste bin of history. Anyone able to tell me, perhaps a fellow Kansan among you, on which side—free or slave—did the state ultimately enter the Union?”


I fired off the answer unthinkingly. I was at least pleased with the depth of my voice.


“Free.”


She turned to me and held her gaze. She didn’t say anything at first. She just looked at me. Through me. Others turned to curiously peer at me, too. See what had stopped her dead in her tracks. I didn’t blink or breathe. My chest was too tight for air to pass through. Gradually, the muscles in her face softened and a smile poked through.


“Rock chalk, Jayhawk.”


At the end of the day, I tossed off my jacket, rolled up my sleeves, and slouched onto a retaining wall just outside the Hart Building. I shut my eyes and baked in the sun for a bit. At the sound of feminine laughter, I peeked out of one eye.


Our tour guide was standing to my left, opposite a young-looking white girl and guy sharing a vape pen between them. The two were mirror reflections: standing at identical heights, boasting pouty pink lips and sandy red hair, and wearing powder-blue suits and bored expressions. I didn’t catch myself staring. But the tour guide did.


“Free-Stater!”


She walked over, motioning for the smoking pair to follow.


Out shot her hand to my eye level. Her fingernails were a chipped pink.


“Liz Frost. Senator Dale Whitehurst’s office.”


They all introduced themselves that way in DC. Their full names followed immediately by what they did and for whom. A walking, talking LinkedIn profile.


I accepted her hand. It was warm and fit in mine wholly.


“I’m Cam.”


She squinted, but not one line appeared on her unblemished forehead. She had not let go of my hand.


“Erm, I work for Judiciary,” I finally added.


“Ah, 2 Bills,” she said, letting go. “These are the Blum twins: Isla and Scoop. They’re college interns in my office. Juniors at the University of Kansas.”


Isla and Scoop gave matching half nods before returning to their phones and e-cig. I was as equally uninterested in them. I turned back to Liz.


“What do you do for Senator Whitehurst?” I asked.


“Staff ass.”


“Excuse me?”


She laughed. She did so in bursts, not continuously like most people.


“You’re new here, aren’t you?”


“First week.”


“It’s what we call staff assistants. You know, answer phones, greet visitors, handle tours, supervise interns—basically the little bitch of the office. You’re an intern?”


I nodded.


“How old are you?”


I considered lying.


“Twenty-two.”


“You look older.” She said everything in a half taunt, hardly suppressing an impish grin. “I’m twenty-four. So you’re from Iowa, not Kansas?”


“Yes, Iowa. Small town. Farm country.”


She squinted again, making her eyelashes dance. Her mouth opened and shut, as if it were testing out but ultimately rejecting a bold statement. It lurched out of her anyway.


“You have Chinese in you, Cam?”


I felt itchy heat rise to my cheeks.


“I’m sorry?”


“You look vaguely Asian to me. You know, smallish eyes. No offense. You’re still cute.”


My upper lip twitched. Scoop raised his eyebrows and smirked into his phone.


“So cringe,” Isla murmured.


Gross was more like it. But I gave it a pass. Everyone’s a little bit racist.


“Just plain white. Irish actually,” I said through gritted teeth.


She shrugged.


“You make friends yet?”


I coughed, although I didn’t need to.


“Well, no. I have a roommate. But yeah, no.”


“That’s what’s great about DC. We’re all transplants, searching for a connection. You can come here and reinvent yourself. Become an entirely new person.”


There was intensity in her eyes and then, abruptly, warmth.


“Our friend Randy has a swanky pad nearby. We were just heading there to meet up with some friends. All of them work on the Hill. Wanna join?”


Isla looked up from her screen to indiscreetly roll her eyes at Liz.


“Sure, I’ll tag along.”


On the walk, as soon as we stepped off the Capitol complex, south past the main Senate buildings, the dome, the main House buildings, and into the million-dollar residential Hill neighborhood, the twins switched out their vape pen. Skunky sweet-smelling smoke wafted from this new one. I must have made a face.


“Weed’s legal here. Just not on federal property,” Scoop said.


He offered me a hit.


“I don’t smoke.”


It didn’t take long for Randy’s row house to come into view. It was a three-story brownstone topped by castle-like cones. A perfectly manicured rosebush bloomed to the side of its entryway steps, and a gleaming white Mercedes was parked out in front.


“Fuck,” I muttered. “This all him?”


“Basically. His uncle’s back in the state. Away most weekends. So it’s just him most of the time,” Liz said.


She led us down the side alley toward the back and down a series of stairs into the basement. The inside was just as lush: renovated kitchen with steel-topped appliances, masculine black and brown leather décor, a sweeping sectional couch situated around a massive flat-screen TV bolted to the wall, and a California king with silk sheets in the corner. Four other people were inside.


“Honey, I’m home!” Liz belted out.


“Who’s the new kid?”


I didn’t register who had asked it.


“Another stray Liz has charitably taken in,” Isla said.


My eyes focused first on the black man nearest to us, standing before an open refrigerator door. He was towering: easily over a half-foot taller than me and wide, noticeably built like a brick wall under his partially splayed open button-down. His skin was so black, it shined, and he wore a high and tight fade above a nicely symmetrical face.


Liz jogged into his arms. The two kissed lengthily. She had to get on her tiptoes to reach him.


“Baby,” she purred.


He was her boyfriend. She had a boyfriend. My chest deflated.


I strode up with an inflated smile and offered my hand. He gave me his. It swallowed mine. I initiated a hand slap and back pat.


“I’m Cam. I intern for the Judiciary Committee.”


“Charlie James the Third. I’m Senator Scott Denton’s body man.”


“You’re a Republican?”


It flew out of me. I’m sure my cheeks turned red. At our age, being progressive was reflexive. I’m not even sure I chose it. I had always been. Being siloed in congressional offices with like-minded people, you forget exactly half of the folks walking past you are on the other team, most of them as young as you, too. But almost never black.


Charlie chuckled, but it was Liz who answered.


“His boss is a RINO,” she said. “Moderate, pro-choice Republican from swing state North Carolina. We give Charlie a pass. Don’t worry. He’s woke.”


Charlie winced. Being around Liz apparently meant ignoring the screwy remarks she slipped in every now and again. Pretty girls get away with things like that. I found it refreshing. She was admirably carefree. The sting of offense was short-lived and all that remained was intrigue.


“You played football, Cam?” Charlie asked.


“No. I didn’t play any sports.”


Charlie’s forehead wrinkled.


“Well, you look it. Broad shoulders.”


“I’m an Iowa farm boy. Lots of baling hay.”


“Huh. I guess you are a little short for it.”


I widened my smile, baring teeth. I didn’t appreciate the barb.


“Charlie played Division I ball,” Liz said. “He was quite good at it at a place where football is religion. He was a literal god on campus who could do no wrong. But we know better, don’t we, Charlie?”


She caressed his clean-shaven jaw, capping it off with a pinch that appeared to hurt a little too much.


“You drink beer, Clark Kent?” Charlie asked, extending a frosted can to me.


“Clark Kent?”


“Yeah. You got the dark hair. You got the glasses. You got the Iowa farm boy thing—”


“Superman’s from Kansas, Charlie. Not Iowa,” Liz said.


I accepted the can.


“I do drink beer. Thank you.”


Scoop stretched out his hand for one.


“You’re not twenty-one yet, kid,” Charlie said. “Ask me in a couple months.”


Scoop smiled in earnest for the first time, revealing a slight gap between his front teeth. I had known him for only twenty minutes tops by that point, but lightheartedness was so antithetical to his essence that he looked like a different person. Charlie threw an arm around his skinny shoulders and rustled his hair before handing him a beer despite his teasing.


Liz detached herself from Charlie and—in a move that accelerated my heart rate—planted her palms on top of my shoulders.


“Let me introduce you to the rest of the gang.”


A man with slicked-back hair and a beauty mark on his cheek was rolling a joint on the couch. He stood to greet me.


“This is Chuy,” Liz said. “That’s Mexican for Jesús.”


“I’m from Ecuador. Not Mexico. Our group is a rainbow coalition—as diverse as the Hill gets,” he said. I noted that he was just as fair-skinned as Liz, and he looked moneyed. “My government name is Jesús Lavandeira. But it’s true: you can call me Chuy.”


He pronounced “Ecuador” correctly, not like a gringo, and he sang his name in a perfect Spanish accent. He wore a tailored herringbone suit that hugged him, a floral pocket square, and a series of rings, one sporting a purple gem. One, but only one, of his fingernails was painted black on each of his hands. It was the middle finger.


“Oh, and my pronouns are they/them.”


“Cool. Mine are he/him,” I said.


Chuy’s eyes widened.


“I like this one. You done good bringing him around, girl.”


Liz laid her head on their shoulder.


“Chuy’s the highest ranking of us all. They’re the legislative correspondent for Senator Abby Kelley from California.”


“It’s a fancy way of saying I write constituent letters for the crone.”


“I’ve heard stories about her,” I said. “Yelling. Cursing. I read somewhere she doesn’t let junior staffers look her directly in the eye.”


“Yeah, she’s a real bitch,” Chuy said, before sitting back down, crossing one leg lazily over the other.


Liz next brought me to a white man tinkering with the TV. He was lanky and dressed in casual seersucker with floppy brown hair that fell into his eyes.


“This is Randolph Lancaster. He works for his uncle, Senator Chris Lancaster from Connecticut. What are you on now, Randy? Your third year as an intern?”


“Fourth. But who’s counting?”


“Your uncle, no doubt,” she said.


He grimaced.


“That asshole wouldn’t say a word. I know where the bodies are buried,” he said, turning to me. “I didn’t catch your name, bruh.”


“Cam. Your place is chill.”


“Thanks. Where do you live?”


“The dorms at Georgetown. It’s a shoebox I share with another guy. But it’s funded housing, so I can’t complain.”


He and Liz shared a pregnant glance.


“We don’t have one of those in our little Benetton ad,” he told her, smiling.


He meant poor. It was humiliating.


“You single, Cam?”


I stuttered. “Oh. Uh, yes. Single.”


“Bet. We can cruise together. Chuy isn’t the best wingman for landing chicks. I’m more likely to score him ass than the other way around.”


“Them,” Liz corrected.


“I love you, Chuy, and you know I’d kill for you, brother. But you’ve got a dick. And I know this because when you get me drunk, you try offering it to me—”


“One out of eight straight men try a same-sex experience these days!” Chuy chimed in.


“—so you’re a he to me, unless and until it comes off.”


Randy planted a lengthy kiss on Chuy’s cheek. Chuy looked unnerved.


“That’s a Greenwich limousine liberal for ya!” Chuy hollered, sweeping their hand across their body theatrically.


In a normal voice and directed at me and my stunned look: “Ignore the performative transphobia. Queers love Randy. And he loves the attention. He’s a textbook narcissist. Forget gay or straight: he’s a Randy-sexual.”


“Randy is a rake,” Liz added.


“Pardon her old-woman vocab. She’s obsessed with Victorian Era romance novels. You know, lady porn,” Randy said, hand shielding his mouth for effect, although the volume of his voice carried normally.


I struggled to hide a chuckle.


“He’s the oldest of us all,” Liz continued with a sly smile, “but he’s a professional intern who puts his efforts solely into bedding the women of his intern class. Inexplicably, he’s usually successful.”


Randy bowed. I found the performance charming. He was all show.


“You’re not a virgin, are you, Cam?” he asked.


“No,” I said too forcefully, reflexively looking at Liz. “Why? Do I look it?”


Randy shrugged.


“No, I suppose not. Maybe just like a missionary, socks-on, jackrabbit sex with a long-term girlfriend kind of guy. But Charlie’s taken and Scoop’s a child, so I’m sure when you chill out, you’ll do just fine for my purposes.”


As punctuation, he reached over and loosened my tie for me.


“Go easy on him, ya’ll. He’s a sweet boy,” Liz said, winking at me.


She pulled on my forearm—making the hairs stand at attention—and brought me lastly to a white girl on the other end of the couch. She was a blonde, like Liz, but of a browner hue, and freckles populated her nose and cheeks. She stood and hugged me. She left a natural scent like ripened bananas behind.


“This is Lisa Stoltz. She’s the press assistant for Florida Senator Sandy Grunwald-Santos.”


Lisa found me attractive. I could tell by the way she flagrantly avoided eye contact and how the rates of her blinking and breathing shot up by milliseconds. When she finally spoke to me, the skin beneath her freckles turned bright pink.


“Nice to meet you, Cam.”


Everyone took up a spot on the couch. Liz and Charlie cuddled directly across from me, within my field of vision. I sipped my beer slowly. Randy had left MSNBC on.


Chuy lit up their joint and passed it down the line. Liz inhaled and left the smoke trapped in her lungs for a while. No one declined a turn. It made its way to me.


“Clark Kent doesn’t smoke,” Scoop said, sneering.


It was clear the twin looked up to Charlie. Imitating him was how he expressed his fondness, down to the unfitting nickname the lineman had bestowed on me.


I watched Liz as she emitted smoke out of her nostrils like a dragon.


“I’ll take a hit,” I said.


I puffed and did not exhale until my eyes watered. It hit me immediately: light-headedness and relaxation. My legs shot out from my body as I pleasurably sank into the couch.


“That’s some good shit,” I said.


There was hooting and applause.


“How do you like it so far on the Hill?”


I didn’t know who asked it. I had been staring at my own hands.


“Honestly, I hate it,” I said, chuckling. “I’m not doing anything. Sitting around with my thumb up my ass all day.”


I was part of the generation raised on The West Wing. You come to Washington to do big things: work on policy, hobnob with hotshots, leave your old, unremarkable life behind. Save the world in forty-two minutes or less. People say it’s more like Veep, but I wasn’t even getting that. I was stuck still watching the commercials.


“Your supervisor is Shelly, right? She not giving you work?” Liz asked.


I shook my head.


“Come to me next week. I’ll take care of you. All of our bosses work together on the Committee. That’s how we became friends. The press has even given them a nickname: the Gang of Six. Nothing gets passed in the Judiciary Committee without the green light from the Six. Media whores, the lot of them.”


I had heard a little about the fabled Six. At a time of unified government—when the Democrats enjoyed majorities in the House and Senate and occupied the White House—they had positioned themselves as a thorn in President Bob Stevenson’s side. Watering down his criminal justice bill. Outright killing his pass at immigration reform. Confirming nominees to the judicial bench at a fast clip, but stalling those without the clout to promise them anything in return.


Vice President Kiara Jones was facing a strong challenge from Florida Governor Chad Thornton for the presidency, in no small part due to the Six’s recalcitrance.


Liz was playing with her hair while she lay on Charlie’s chest. The joint made a second round.


“But we all hate it here,” she continued. “That won’t go away—with work or without it. Members are overgrown children. No matter your title, we’re all just personal assistants, subject to their whims and tantrums. It’s demoralizing.”


“Big facts. Senator Kelley is a terror. Everything you heard about her is true and tenfold,” Chuy said. “You know, she once chucked a stapler clear across the room. Thank God it didn’t hit me. I’d have sued the ill-fitting pantsuit right off of her.”


“Senator Grunwald isn’t cruel. She’s kind,” Lisa said in a monotone, as if the weed had turned her into a zombie. “But she works like a bull. And that means you have to work like a bull, too. No respect for your time. No respect for your own ambitions, your own life. The woman wants to be president so badly, she can’t see anything or anyone else.”


“Her black husband’s hot, though,” Liz said.


“He’s Hispanic. But, Liz, my girl, you clearly got a type,” Chuy said.


I sulked quietly. A type not me.


“My boss works us to the bone, too,” Liz said. “Ever since 2 Bills went off his rocker, Whitehurst has been playing shadow chairman. He can’t wait until 2 Bills croaks so he can take over. Did you guys see the chairman’s recent interview? He forgot the question within seconds of being asked it. The rumors of cognitive decline are finally hitting the mainstream media. It won’t be long before a pressure campaign calling for his retirement begins. And Whitehurst—his beloved mentee—will be secretly behind it all. Coward.”


“Charlie’s got it the worst,” Scoop said.


A few of them shifted uncomfortably in their seats.


“Why’s that?” I asked.


No one dared answer for Charlie. We all just waited awkwardly to see if he would oblige.


“I’m Denton’s token black,” Charlie finally said, nose flared. “Trotted out to help siphon off just enough black votes from the Democrat to win reelection. Failed college football star becomes Morgan Freeman to this white man’s Miss Daisy, chauffeuring him from event to event. Yessir, Massa Denton. Right away, Massa Denton.”


The quiet lingered for minutes.


“Who’s Miss Daisy?” Isla finally asked.


The tension deflated into laughter.


The TV resounded more crisply once the ebullience ended.


“… the right-wing militia group’s plans were thwarted after the FBI intercepted communications planning the kidnapping and execution of several government officials. The eight men—all with ties to white nationalism—have been apprehended and could face federal terrorism charges…”


Randy chuckled.


“Idiot boomers,” he said. “Our generation would know better than to plan it over any electronic medium. It’d have to be done all in person. Even cell phones can be bugged by the government.”


“It’s always these right-wing nuts also,” Chuy said. “So predictable. The government is watching their every move. But they wouldn’t see it coming from liberals. Can you imagine? If a bunch of progressives resorted to violence like that? They might just get away with it.”


I had been listening to them but staring only at Liz. She looked adrift, with a twinkle in her eye and a soft smile. I found it alluring—and chilling. She felt the heat of my gaze and locked eyes with mine. She didn’t pull away. We just stayed like that, even as we continued to speak.


“You guys really hate your bosses?” I asked.


She nodded, almost sadly, almost solemnly.


“Even you, Randy? Your own uncle?”


“I can’t stand the prick,” he said immediately. “Nothing I do is ever good enough for him. I’d want nothing more than for him to vanish off the face of the earth. Wish it’d been him who died and not my dad.”


Liz and I were still watching one another, barely blinking.


I wanted to be liked by them. They were all so cool and self-possessed. Exactly the type of DC personalities you dream of getting in good with. The ones who know where to find all the best receptions with open bars and heavy finger foods to get around the ethics rules against free sit-down meals. Big-city energy. Not backwoods trash like me.


I tried out a joke.


“Then why don’t you kill them?”


My voice trembled on the way out. I was expecting a marked reaction. Likely laughter. Maybe horror. But I was met with surprising forbearance. No one stirred. Liz just nodded softly.


“Maybe we will.”


ELECTION NIGHT


Charlie had his elbows on the table and his large hands cradling his head.


“Who suggested it first? I can’t really recall. I know it wasn’t me. I’m a black man in America. We don’t make jokes like that. And it was just a joke. We had a good laugh about it. It was just a stupid, stupid joke. I see that now. Not funny at all. Just stupid, stupid, stupid, stupid, ssssstttuuu…”


His voice faltered.


“Cam? It wasn’t his idea, I don’t think. He didn’t say much of anything that first time. He never says much of anything.”


He peered at his reflection in the giant mirror opposite him.


“Is someone watching us from behind there? Are you recording this? Aren’t you supposed to tell me if you are?”


Tears sprang to his eyes.


“Can I call my mama now? She’s going to be so pissed at me. I wasn’t supposed to end up here, man. I was supposed to be better. I was supposed to be the good one. Fucking white girls. Mama told me they’d get me in trouble. She told me to stick to my own. But I didn’t listen. I never listen. I want to go home. Back to North Carolina. Back to my mom’s. Can I go home now, Officer? Please.”
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DRIVING MR. DENTON


Liz made good on her word. The Monday after that first hang, she poked her head into the cubicle crammed with committee interns.


“Free-Stater, you open?”


I nodded and leapt to my feet.


She strutted down the Hart Building hallways, leading me to the underground tunnels that connected the buildings in the Capitol complex. I tried my best at keeping up but remained always just a few steps behind. I didn’t mind. It gave me the opportunity to watch the full length of her.


“What are we getting into?” I asked.


“Not ‘we.’ It’s Charlie who needs the help. His boss, Senator Denton, asked for an intern-slash-gofer to staff him at an event today.”


I grumbled. A favor for her boyfriend. Of course. She half turned to me, eyebrow raised. I wiped off the discontent and beamed.


“Thank you for thinking of me.”


“No problem, Cam. We’re friends now. We look out for each other.”


She stressed the word “friends.” I nodded along.


We walked to the Russell Office Building, the oldest of the Senate offices. Outside a door and plaque labeled “Senator Scott Denton: North Carolina” stood Charlie, clad in a conservative black suit, white shirt, and solid-primary-colored tie.


Senator Denton was an old-school iconoclast who repeatedly bucked his party seemingly for the thrill of it. His politics were indiscernible outside of compromise as an end in itself and worshiping at the altar of almighty bipartisanship. No first principles whatsoever.


Before noticing us, Charlie had been looking into the face of his wristwatch.


“One strapping gofer, as requested,” Liz said in greeting.


“You brought me Clark Kent.”


He sounded as thrilled as I had been. The corners of his mouth dipped downward.


“Denton prefers men—white men—at public events, doesn’t he?”


She said it through a mischievous smile and twinkling eyes, but Charlie nodded in earnest.


“Keep up. We’re late,” he barked at me, marching off. I had to double his speed to match the strides of his long legs. We walked outside to an older-model champagne Honda Civic sitting in the employee parking lot. I pulled up to the passenger-side door.


“Denton sits there,” he said in a baritone.


It took me embarrassingly long to process what he meant and pivot to the backseat. The inside of the car was surprisingly messy: binders, loose paper, notepads, ties, socks, and size 8 dress shoes littered the floor. I had to sit with my feet propped up on hills of clutter, boosting my knees up to eye level.


When the engine sputtered on, hip-hop music blared. Charlie swiftly lowered the volume.


“I like this song,” I said.


“You would. You all do.”


We drove up to the Capitol dome and sat in park as Charlie kept his eyes locked on the side doors. I did the same. Charlie must have texted him. Within a minute, a white man of shorter-than-average height, coal-black eyes, aquiline nose, and thinning gray hair emerged. I recognized him from TV as Senator Denton.


Charlie switched off the music for NPR before the senator pulled open the passenger door and hopped in. Denton didn’t acknowledge me. He didn’t even address Charlie. We just peeled off in silence. Almost immediately, the senator was on his cell phone, talking loudly into the receiver.


“I’m in the car… Some fringe pro-family, evangelical group. You know the sort. Sons of the Confederacy or some shit. Cotillions, long-barrel shotguns, closeted homosexuals, and generations of inbreeding… Top of the list? Blowing up the gay agenda. You got to play the hits. No one comes to hear the new songs… The hot topic right now is Title IX reform. That’s the focus of the talk. You know, keeping trans kids off the field—who the fuck knows why—and better protections for students accused of rape in schools. Now that I can get behind. These poor boys get no due process, worse off than a common street dealer getting off on technicalities. Sent right back to ravage their ghettos. But one mere accusation of rape, and the boy’s crucified. No facing your accuser. No high burden of proof. Just a girl’s word.”


It sounded so reductionist coming from him. These were real people, caught in real crosshairs—not caricatures. He was a walking, talking minstrel show.


I felt Charlie’s eyes intermittently peek at me from the rearview mirror. I kept my own glued to the window, feigning inattention.


The senator was uncharacteristically quiet for a period, mumbling noises of agreement, as if he were just waiting—like Double Dutch—for his chance to jump back in. The soothing voice on NPR filled the vacuum.


“Breaking this hour: NPR news can now confirm, the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court has died at the age of eighty-seven.”


“I’ve got to go,” the senator said, poking at his screen—his long nail tapping it wildly to end the call—and letting the phone fall to his lap. “Charlie! Turn that up.”


Charlie obeyed.


“This vacancy in the highest court of the land comes just sixty-four days before the nation votes for its new leader. Unpopular outgoing president Stevenson, at the end of his statement offering condolences, announced his intention of sending the Senate a nominee, citing recent precedent of a quick turnaround to confirm the last associate justice before an impending election. As expected, Democratic presidential nominee Kiara Jones has called for swift confirmation hearings for the unnamed nominee from her party, while the Republican nominee, Chad Thornton, has denounced the president’s plan as an end run on the will of the American people. Once there is a nominee, the power shifts to the Senate Judiciary Committee, where the infamous Gang of Six—Senators Williams, Whitehurst, Denton, Lancaster, Kelley, and Grunwald-Santos—can play kingmaker. It’s said nothing gets past the committee without the express say-so of the Six.”


The senator clapped his hands. The slap of his bones made me jump.


“Let’s fucking go!” he yelled.


His phone rang to the tune of the “Battle Hymn of the Republic.”


“Dale,” he answered. That’d be Liz’s boss, Senator Whitehurst. “It’s going to be a shitshow with Bill at the helm. It should be you, Dale… I’ll have to vote against the eventual nominee, but we should send a slate of candidates to the White House today… Sandy will be a pain in the ass, but she’s a freshman senator. She’ll let the old men do the talking if she knows what’s good for her.”


Charlie pulled up to the National Mall. Denton opened his door and swung a leg out onto asphalt.


“I can accompany you, sir,” Charlie said. “I can leave the intern to watch the car.”


Denton turned his eyes on me for the first time. He made his choice in seconds.


“This is a conservative group, Charlie. It wouldn’t look right. You understand.”


Charlie sent an open palm toward the backseat.


“Binder!” he ordered. “The blue one.”


I scrambled to pull it out from under my feet and hand it to him. Charlie gave it to the senator.


“I pulled together some talking points, sir. As you know, reforming Title IX is of particular interest to me. Your Judiciary counsel reviewed it.”


Denton was flipping through the pages, shaking his head, wrinkling his nose.


“Where are the talking points Matt wrote?”


Charlie shrank in his seat.


“They’re in the back of the binder, sir.”


The senator tore out Charlie’s pages and laid them softly on his chest.


“Stick to what you’re good at, son.”


Denton flashed him a tight smile, tossed the binder onto my lap, and stalked off, leaving the car door wide open. I stared after him through the window.


“You slow or something? Follow him!”


Clutching the binder, I stumbled out of the car and caught up to the fast-walking senator. We weaved through crowds of tourists, none of them aware there was an elected official in their midst. He was just another old white guy in a suit.


It was just us two. No protection between him and the masses other than myself. It was terrifying and exhilarating. I could see the beads of sweat forming and rolling down his neck, which I could reach out and easily wring if I wanted. I could smell his old-timey aftershave. I could see the smattering of dandruff dusting his shoulders.


We pulled up to a crowd gathered on the green. He traversed the perimeter, walking directly onto the stage even as a speaker was mid-speech. That speaker didn’t even finish his sentence. He caught sight of the senator and flowed abruptly into an introduction. Denton pried the binder from my hands. I stood off to the side as he stepped up to the mic and flipped open his talking points on the lectern. They were only a crutch. He barely looked down at them.


As he spoke, I watched the crowd. Mostly men. Red faces in camouflage, trucker hats, and flag-inspired attire. Lots of creative salt-and-pepper facial hair. Children on shoulders wearing gun iconography on their tiny shirts. The donor class—donning suits and expensive watches or clerical collars and Bibles as props—were interspersed throughout, cheering at all the same applause lines as their coarser brethren.


I recognized them. They were my people. My neighbors in flyover country. But I didn’t understand them. They looked like artifacts from a time capsule. Times were changing, but they were not, and the world was passing them by. It was frustrating.


Denton was full-throated: protecting the nuclear family and stemming the expanding definition of gender and sexuality.


“What even is a demisexual?” he cracked.


Such low-hanging fruit. Was it this easy to appease the base? Pick a minority and lay into them? I guess we all enjoy feeling part of the dominant group, if we can swing it. There’s comfort in numbers.


I spotted a few skeptics in the crowd, shaking their heads, pointing their thumbs, rumpling their faces. Put off not by the message but by the messenger. Denton was a lifelong bachelor, which inspired widespread, bipartisan belief that he was gay. But no men had come forth with tawdry stories of down-low trysts—not on message boards, not on the pages of checkout-aisle rags. Beltway insiders were convinced the man was merely asexual—one of the many recent lexical additions he railed against—or had successfully stifled all latent sexual impulses in naked pursuit of power.


People make everything, always, about sex. Freud would have a field day.


At some point, Denton gestured behind him to a distant Lincoln made of limestone across the reflecting pool, drawing a tortured connection between freedom of religion and the enslavement of flesh-and-bone people. He loved Lincoln.


“Lincoln was a Republican,” he reminded them. “Not a lot of people know that.”


Everyone knows that.


I was daydreaming when I heard sustained applause. Denton was done. He was beaming, on a high. He walked off the stage, handing me the binder. We marched off. A gaggle of reporters intercepted us. A microphone was shoved in his face.


“Are you open to supporting the president’s nominee to the Supreme Court, Senator?”


Stragglers from the crowd joined, leaning in to hear the senator’s answer.


Denton smirked and started toward the car again, as if he intended to bypass the inquiry. But he stopped himself.


“I can tell you this: a nominee who doesn’t support a major overhaul of Title IX is dead on arrival. Big Brother needs to get the heck out of regulating the sex life of kids on college campuses.”


Others shouted follow-up questions, but their voices crashed against one another in cacophony. Using his outstretched arm as a rudder, parting the sea of implorers before him, he sprinted away. I followed in his wake.


Charlie had not moved from his spot. As we entered the car, he cranked up the air-conditioning and waited for direction. The senator sighed loudly, a balloon noisily deflating.


“I’m fucked,” he said.


He twirled his finger in the air. Charlie reacted by shifting the car into drive and accelerating off. The senator’s phone resounded, but he let it ring. He sat slumped in silence, against the backdrop of his phone’s constant buzzing. Under the shadow of the Capitol dome, Denton stepped out.


“Oh, and Charlie boy, can you pick up my dry-cleaning and drop it off at my house before returning to work?”


Personal errands like these were prohibited by ethics rules. Charlie nodded anyway.


The senator indelicately tossed his keys into the vehicle, hitting the dashboard, which shot them down to the passenger-side floor. Charlie reached over to retrieve them as his boss walked away.


“You can get out here.”


He was talking to me but staring at the steering wheel. The idling engine sent trembles through the car.


“I’ll join and help you. If that’s all right.”


I had felt bad for swooping in and stealing his job. For being just another white face at the right time. And Shelly wouldn’t miss me. She was too self-absorbed and us interns too lowly for her to notice I was gone.


Charlie looked into the rearview, his big brown eyes scrutinizing me. The ends of his lips curled slightly upward but only briefly. He sent his eyes darting away.


“Move to the front then. I’m not your Uber.”


I stepped out of the back and into the passenger seat. Charlie sped off, revving the engine and making the tires shriek. He tossed off his tie and threw it over his shoulder into the mess. I did the same. He switched back to “urban” music at a deafening level. The car shook from the treble and bass.


“This your car?” I yelled over it.


He nodded. “Had it since school. Charles James the Second gave it to me.”


His father was apparently in the picture. That surprised me.


“Is that common? To use your own car?”


Charlie snorted.


“Yes. This gig doesn’t come with perks. I make pennies.”


Judging by the bling on his wrist, he didn’t need a fat paycheck. My wrists looked naked in comparison.


Charlie pulled up to the officer’s booth and rolled down his window. The elderly white man inside said something, but the music drowned him out. Charlie didn’t bother turning his head. He flashed him the credentials clipped to his waistband, pulling long on the elastic string, and left it there until the officer lifted the boom barrier.


“The man knows me. And still, he asks for my ID every time.”


“Maybe he asks everyone for it. Maybe it’s just his job.”


He rolled his eyes at me.


“He doesn’t. It isn’t.”


We drove to Chinatown. It was small. Other than a traditional Chinese archway and some characters slapped onto storefronts, it barely read as Asian. Most of the establishments were American chains. Most of the pedestrians were black.


Charlie read my mind.


“Not many Chinese around these parts anymore,” he said. “Leave it to Denton to track down the one Chinese-owned Laundromat still around. My man likes his races to specialize along historical lines.”


He couldn’t find parking. He pulled up parallel to the dry cleaners and turned his hazard lights on.


“You like Chinese food?” he asked.


“Who doesn’t?”


He swung his long finger at the restaurant a few doors down. His nail was neatly filed down and shiny.


“That was the meeting place for John Wilkes Booth and his co-conspirators. Now it serves bomb egg rolls and plays classic R & B hits from the nineties. DC’s wild, ain’t it?”


Charlie placed a wad of cash and a claim ticket in my hand.


“Pick up Denton’s suits. Then get us two orders of the shrimp egg rolls. You’re not Jewish, are you?”


“No.”


“I’ll wait here and make sure we don’t get towed.”


I walked into the cleaners as wind chimes announced my presence. I approached the elderly Asian man behind the counter and slipped him the ticket. His deep smile wrinkled the sides of his eyes and his forehead. He began speaking a foreign language—lyrically, speedily.


“I’m sorry. I don’t understand what you’re saying.”


A teenage boy came racing out from the back, shouting him down in the same language. He softly shoved the elder to the side.


“Sorry about that,” he said. “My gong-gong isn’t supposed to talk to clients. I don’t know what got into him.”


The man retreated to a sewing machine nearby, head hanging low.


A twinge of guilt squeezed my heart.


The boy pulled the senator’s clothes from a rotating garment conveyor.


“You work on the Hill?”


I didn’t answer out of confusion at first. He helpfully pointed at the ID fastened to my waist.


“Oh. Right. Yes.”


“Fancy,” he said, eyebrows arched. “Oppose gentrification, OK? It doesn’t just shove out people. It shoves out culture.”


Ma-and-pa stores like these—like the alteration shop my grandpa used to own—are the economic engines of this country. I liked the boy’s sentiment, but I shrugged. Who cared what I thought?


“I’m nobody.”


“A nobody closer to a somebody than we are,” he said, gesturing to himself and the old man.


I nodded, smiled, and inserted a couple of dollars into the tip jar.


“Thank your grandpa for trying to help me.”


I walked over to the restaurant. An Asian woman in a sparkly vest attended me. I ordered the egg rolls to the tune of Boys II Men in the background. As she began to turn, I ran my finger down the paper menu beneath the glass-top counter, stopped at a familiar item, and called her back.


“How are your scallion pancakes?”


“Delicious.”


“Add an order of those, too.”


I returned to the car with my hands full. Charlie reached over and opened my door from the inside. I hung the suits from the grab handle and sat the food on my lap. It was too warm for my thighs, but I just left it there and didn’t complain. He appeared impressed that I had successfully returned.


“Good man,” he said, before speeding off.


We headed to drop off the senator’s laundry in Alexandria, Virginia, which didn’t take longer than twenty minutes. Neoclassical architecture gave way to suburban greenery. Charlie pulled into the driveway of a midsize, one-story home on a sweeping plot of land. When we stepped out of the car, the sun was high, and the air was muggy. We retreated fairly quickly to the inside.


Senator Denton’s foyer was spacious and minimally furnished, but the wall opposite the door was cluttered with art, tapestries, tchotchkes, pottery, and sculptures. Lots of colors, patterns, pouty lips, aggressive noses, head wraps, and clay masks—decidedly African. Exotic.


Charlie caught me staring. The display was off-putting.


“Africa as fantasyland. As a faraway idea. In the abstract. Fitting neatly on a white man’s entryway table,” he said.


“Big yikes.”


He nodded and waved me into the kitchen.


We pulled up two stools to the island in the center and dug into our bags of food. He stood and opened the drawer in search of dishes. I wagged my finger.


“These containers double as plates.”


I unfolded the take-out box, breaking the sides down until it lay flat.


“Lots of Chinese spots in small town, Iowa?” he asked.


“Everywhere, man. It isn’t Bumblefuck.”


Charlie drowned his egg roll in duck sauce. I had mine plain.


“I’ve never tried these,” he said, opening the container with the pancakes.


“A slice of flaky heaven.”


He tore into one and bobbed his head approvingly. He reached into his pocket and tossed a set of bulky keys onto the countertop.


“These are digging into my leg.”


There had to be more than a dozen keys chained together.


“Quite the collection. Like a school janitor’s,” I said.


“Being elected senator opens a lot of doors.”


“Like what?”


He singled out a key. “The Senate gym.” He selected another. “The lockers at an exclusive, members-only country club. Negroes merely tolerated.” A third: “The doors to the committee room.”


“Aren’t those always open?”


“Not after hours.”


“Why would he need to go in after hours?”


“It’s where he goes to think. Sometimes in the middle of the night. He just sits in the dark, in his seat.”


“You ever consider slipping into the committee room after hours yourself?”


I finished chewing and swallowed a bite. I looked up from the food at his wide face. It took him a while to match my gaze.


“For what?”


He was smiling but his eyes were smoldering, on fire. I had piqued his interest.


“To catch him off guard.”


All the muscles that his shirt just barely contained were taut. I was perfectly still.


“And why would I want to do that?”


I shrugged, looked away, and resumed eating.


“To show him your work. At a time he might be more receptive. In his downtime. Away from the busyness.”


His stiffened body relaxed.


“Right.”


I felt his eyes finally abandon me.


“I’m a field Negro. Not a house one. Does not matter the time of day. That ain’t changing.”


“Race is a big thing for you, huh?”


He looked amused.


“It’s a big thing for everyone else. I’m just a mirror. I didn’t know from birth I was black. I had to be told I was. I had to learn it. You always know you were white?”


What an odd question. Others had always seen me that way. It had seeped into my bones like osmosis. There was no one moment it dawned on me. Race was obvious, wasn’t it? We all know it when we see it.


“Yeah, I guess so. It’s pretty mindless,” I said finally.


“Well, mine’s on my mind all the time.”


“Sounds exhausting.”


He laughed lightly.


“There we agree.”


We were done eating. We wiped our hands on napkins in silence, but he lingered and didn’t get up. I waited for his lead. He crossed his arms so that his muscular forearms pressed up against the fabric of his shirtsleeves. His nostrils flared.


“Promise me you’ll tell me if you fuck my girlfriend.”


My mouth fell open to protest but no sounds came out. I blinked repeatedly. I almost chuckled, but he was dead serious. I felt laid bare. Was I so transparently slavish to my most shameful, base desires? The dark, ugly recesses of your mind are meant to remain private. You would never act on those thoughts. At least, you’d like to think so. Had he seen something in me that proved otherwise?


I cleared my throat to make way for words.


“Charlie, I would never—”


“Just promise me, will ya?”


His tone left no room for equivocation. I agreed, stiffly nodding along.


He collected the keys from the table and stood.


“Let’s hang his suits and get out of here.”


I followed him into the sparse master bedroom. A queen-size bed was propped against the wall: wooden headboard, immaculately white sheets. Affixed above it was a crucifix. Nothing else adorned the walls. A window faced the stretch of field behind the home. The room had a private bathroom, a closet Charlie opened and left the clothes inside of, and a striking metal door, dead bolted, opposite the bed.


“What’s that?” I asked, chin pointing to the door.


“I haven’t a clue. It’s locked.”


“Good thing you have the key.”


We stared at each other for a beat. Adrenaline warmed my chest. I knew a thing or two about the sinful things men kept locked away.


He fished the keys out of his pocket and walked over, staring at them in thought. I walked up beside him. He fingered each key, settling on a vintage one reminiscent of a warden’s. He looked at me again, briefly, before he inserted it into the lock, twisted it—sending a riffling sound echoing—and pulled the door open.


We were greeted by a wall of heavy, humid ancient air.


It was a cellar. A flight of wooden steps descended into a dim room. Charlie hesitated, but eventually, he dipped his head and walked down. I followed, even as my heart was knocking up against my rib cage. I could not see what lay ahead of us. There was so much quiet, even my thinking shut off. Time felt frozen. We reached the floor level, but it took a minute for my eyes to adjust. Although rectangular windows lined the top of the walls, they were soot-ridden, leaving the room blanketed in darkness.


I reached out to a wall of ragged, sharp rock. It was scratched, lacking pattern but intentionally so, as if a wild animal had dug its nails into it in a frenzy. Beside it were more deliberate markings. Straight vertical lines grouped into fours and a diagonal fifth cutting across them. I counted them. There were forty-four. I felt a sense of dread that was nearly out of body, like I was watching myself in a horror movie and I desperately wanted to cover my eyes. I shivered even as I was sweating.


Charlie made an indescribable noise. It was a guttural sound, a hybrid shout and groan but short, as if choked off.


He was crouching, trembling. He had picked something up off the ground, and he had it in his hands. They were chains. They led to restraints, just large enough for wrists and ankles, others large enough for necks. There were dozens of them bolted to the floor, clear across this rear wall. I stepped closer, leaning over Charlie, to view framed black-and-white photographs nailed to the wall above the shackles.


The people standing side by side in them—some of them children—looked all the same. The same rough, weather-beaten sacks of clothing. The same deadened eyes. The same gleaming black skin. My own skin was crawling at the sight of our vile history. The racist enslavement of human beings preserved like a museum exhibit for no one in some guy’s basement. I felt dirty.


Charlie surged to his feet and darted up the stairs. I ran after him.


He had tossed open the bathroom door and fallen to his knees in front of the toilet. He lost his lunch. I massaged his back as he did, surprising myself with the showing of warmth. It had poured out of me unconsciously. I wasn’t affectionate with people this soon. I wasn’t affectionate with men much at all. Blame my dad. Charlie accepted my touch. I couldn’t begin to imagine how wrecked he must have felt.


He was slow to get up.


“He lives on a fucking former plantation.”


“I’m so sorry, Charlie.”


The car ride back was quiet. His eyes were red.


“What kind of man seeks out such a place for a home?” I asked. My chest felt heavy.


He kept his eyes on the road.


“A dead one.”


He dropped me off at the Hart Building.


“You’re not returning to work?” I asked.


“I have to go see about a locksmith. You know, in case I have committee business after hours.”


We exchanged a long look. I nodded, shut the car door, and walked away without another word.


At the end of the day, Liz checked in on me.


“How’d it go?”


The intern cubicle had emptied. She sat in a chair, kicked her feet up on the desk, and laid her phone down.


“Denton gave his speech without a hitch.”


“I meant with Charlie.”


“Oh.”


I stared at my computer screen and moved the cursor around aimlessly.


“I guess we bonded.”


I cringed at the inadvertent pun.


“Good,” she said. “I want you two to become friends, Cam.”


I looked over at her and smiled.


“Me, too.”


I turned to the old bulky television in the corner tuned to CSPAN. Chairman Williams—bald, liver-spotted, and bloated—was presiding over a hearing on the rise of domestic terror threats. He spoke haltingly, reading from sheets of paper that shook in his wrinkled grasp.


“The fate of regaining a woman’s right to choose rests in that man’s quivering hands,” Liz said.


“He makes a good case for term limits.”


Her phone vibrated. The screen read, Dale Whitehurst. She answered, but she barely spoke, appearing tense until the call ended.


“I thought you were just a staff ass. The senator calls your personal cell directly?”


Her light eyes looked hollowed out, vacant.


“He makes it a point to have the cell of every young woman in the office.”


It seemed inappropriate to me, but she said it so blasé. I wrinkled my forehead as if to ask, but she didn’t expound.


Instead, she got up and walked over to exit, turning back to me with an arm up against the doorframe.


“The gang is getting pizza at the trendy spot down the street. You down?”


The gang. I could be part of the gang.


I hastily shut off the computer and stood in reply.


The others were already there when we arrived. Isla and Scoop, on their phones, didn’t acknowledge me. Lisa waved politely. Chuy smiled. Charlie jerked his chin upward. Randy threw an arm around my shoulders when I sat down beside him.


It felt nice to belong. It was clear that we all had our roles: Liz, Randy, and Chuy prattled enough for the rest of us, while Charlie, Lisa, and I served as their wordless laugh track, and Scoop and Isla comprised the Greek chorus, intermittently lifting their eyes from their devices to insert a dry quip. There was an equilibrium, a balance, and I fed off the rhythm.


I think they liked how easy it was to project and graft onto me whatever it was they loved about themselves. I was a blank canvas in that way, and there was nothing narcissistic people liked more than a mirror reflecting back on them. There was no shortage of self-love in DC. Everyone’s favorite subject was themselves. Sometimes, they let slip out ridiculously privileged and well-heeled thoughts, but I found it as fascinating as watching a different species of animal interact at a zoo. I suffered their lack of self-awareness in engrossed silence.


In a moment when the conversation fractured along pairs, I tried to engage Scoop, who had noticeably not warmed up to me yet. I peered over his shoulder.


“What’s got you so rapt?”


I meant for the inquiry to come off light, but I could tell it sounded accusatory, mocking. His glare indicated he agreed.


“Cap Hill So White,” he said.


“Huh?”


“It started off as a site for Hill staffers of color to gripe about their shit treatment at work. But as with everything, it’s been appropriated by the whites. So now, it’s just a general collection of anonymous stories about horrible work conditions here. Pretty funny stuff.”
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