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PROLOGUE








The United Airlines flight from San Francisco to Washington takes five hours and eleven minutes. On September 14, 2000, Chandra Levy had five hours and eleven minutes to think about what she was leaving behind and what she hoped to find at the other end of the country. She was twenty-three, and her life was just beginning. From high up in the sky, Chandra watched California fading away through the window. She couldn’t make out her hometown, Modesto, ninety miles inland from San Francisco. But that was OK; she’d already seen enough of Modesto.


For eighteen years, she had roamed Modesto’s wide, straight, predictable streets—streets that belonged more in a Midwestern town than a California city. For eighteen years, she had watched truck after truck drive by, passing one Starbucks after another. With a population of 180,000 and fair weather year-round, Modesto had inspired only two things throughout its history: George Lucas’s American Graffiti and a yearning to leave, felt by every young person like Chandra.


Chenault Drive, the street she’d grown up on, was one of the nicest parts of town. A line of sprawling ranch houses stretched all the way down the long cul-de-sac, each backing onto wide, open yards. The Levys had a big pool and even owned horses, although Chandra didn’t care for them much. They were her mom’s darlings.


Chandra preferred to read books, run her fingers up and down the keys of the family’s big, glossy piano, and gaze up at the stars through her telescope. She loved the Star Wars movies, baseball stats, the San Francisco Giants, Reese’s peanut butter cups, and Harrison Ford. When it came to pets, she opted for birds over horses and had four of them: Franny and Zooey, like the J. D. Salinger characters, and Christmas and Hanukkah, for the blend of spiritual beliefs she’d been raised with.


Although Modesto as a whole was unremarkable, the downtown area was dotted with small art galleries, a few retro cinemas, and shops selling little Buddha sculptures and colorful gemstones. Susan Levy, Chandra’s mother, was an artist, so maybe it was this cultural and spiritual side of the town that had quickly won her over.


Though Chandra was now flying more than twenty-five hundred miles away from her parents—determined to build a life for herself—the thought of Bob and Susan always made her smile. There was something a little wacky about her parents. For starters, they had named her Chandra, which is Sanskrit for “girl above the moon and stars.” Her father, Bob, was an oncologist known for his holistic approach to cancer treatments. Around town, people called him “Last Chance Bob.”


He and Chandra were quite close. In his eyes, she could do no wrong. Chandra was his princess, his little ladybug … and Chandra had no problem being a daddy’s girl. In her world, Bob was a rock and the person who could never say “no” to her, which was just as well because Chandra did not take kindly to being told what to do. As for free-spirited Susan, Chandra affectionately called her “Looney Susan.”


Why the Levys ended up in Modesto in the first place was pure luck of the draw. Quite literally. When Chandra, their first child, was born in 1977, Bob had just finished his residency in Ohio and the couple was looking to move. They made a shortlist of cities in dire need of an oncologist, scribbled each name onto a strip of paper, then dropped them all into a baseball cap and drew one at random. The family could just as well have ended up in Las Cruces, New Mexico, or Council Bluffs, Iowa, but on that day in 1977, they pulled Modesto, California, from the cap.
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The day before her flight, Chandra had packed her suitcase. In her room on the second floor, she paused and took in the space around her. As always, the top of her rattan dresser was buried under an overflowing jewelry box and a chaotic pile of beauty products. Her gaze lingered on the beige-and-white walls covered in keepsakes: her ticket stub from the 1989 World Series game she’d attended with her dad—the Giants had lost to the Oakland Athletics, but nothing could tarnish her memory of that day, not the defeat nor the earthquake that delayed the start of the game—her high school and San Francisco State University diplomas, a copy of Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus, and souvenirs from family trips to France, Israel, Tanzania, and Costa Rica.


As the plane flew over the Sierra Nevada, each peak shrouded in cloud, Chandra reflected on her high school years. It would be a lie to say that she was the coolest kid in school. In ninth grade, she wore a retainer and struggled to fit in. It didn’t help that she came down with mononucleosis and missed five weeks of class without even kissing a boy. In class, she was understimulated and struggled to keep her grades up.


Then one day, something just clicked: School wasn’t going to last forever. What if she was destined for a more exciting future than what this small-town high school had to offer? Maybe she’d be better off opting out of the school cliques and their social codes, all the impossible expectations of teens in the nineties, to instead prepare for that future right now? And that’s exactly what she did.


You have to picture it. At just five foot three, Chandra was a small thing with a mess of unruly curls, pushing her way through crowded halls full of high school students, wearing a Modesto Police Explorer uniform with a badge pinned to her chest. To stave off boredom, Chandra had signed up to volunteer with the police department and was relishing every minute of it, as she was drawn toward order and justice. Typically, young interns spent time handing out fines for littering, but Chandra insisted on shadowing cops as they did their rounds.


On weekends, she offered to go undercover and nab grocery stores selling alcohol to minors. So what if it wasn’t cool? If Chandra had watched Beverly Hills, 90210, a TV show that was wildly popular with American teens in the nineties, she wouldn’t have related to Kelly or Brenda, the female characters who talked about nothing but shopping and boys. Instead, she would have been drawn to Andrea Zuckerman, the Jewish journalism intern, who was nerdy, socially conscious, perpetually single.


Like Zuckerman, Chandra wanted to be a journalist, and she landed an internship with the sports section of her local newspaper, The Modesto Bee. She also developed a keen interest in astronomy and began taking college courses to earn university credits in her last years of high school. She wasn’t into any of the boys at school, had no interest in standing out and waving pom-poms with the cheerleaders, and didn’t give a hoot about prom. In her senior yearbook, in 1995, she wrote, “Always have dreams, always make them reality.”


In a few years, Chandra was going to be the person her peers admired from afar, on social media, once she was an FBI agent, lawyer, or congressperson. They wouldn’t be surprised, just a little jealous. She planned to show up to her ten-year high school reunion with her head held high.


Halfway through the flight, past Iowa, she could see the landscape shift from arid expanses to lush fields and wooded hills. Soon the plane would fly over the Great Lakes and then the forests of West Virginia. This wasn’t Chandra’s first time leaving the nest. After high school, she’d already gotten a first, albeit more modest, start, when she attended San Francisco State University, only one hundred miles from home.


She’d lived there for three years, in a small apartment off campus, as she had little interest in the promiscuity of dorm life, where students walked around in bathrobes, down musty halls, and where you had to share your room with a stranger.


Unlike other Californian universities and colleges, San Francisco State was not a party school. It was better known for welcoming adult students, people who were already working. The school was a good fit for Chandra, and she got her degree after three studious years. During this time, she also worked as the sports editor for her college newspaper and found she didn’t enjoy her forays into professional journalism. To Chandra, journalists were too cynical. As her graduation date drew closer, she changed her mind, opting to pursue public administration instead.


During her undergrad years, Chandra also experienced her first heartbreak—not over a student, but with a cop who was ten years older than her. The relationship surprised no one, as Chandra had been into older men since high school. Her friend Channaly had even mentioned it in their senior yearbook: “Older guys are better! I mean, so what if Harrison F. is in his fifties? […] Viva Brad! Viva older men!”


Chandra was determined, ambitious, and stable, and she’d always been drawn to men who shared these same traits. The boys in high school and college didn’t meet her standards, but Mark Steele did. He was almost thirty years old, bright and handsome, with a promising future in the police force. Their relationship lasted two years, and Chandra even introduced him to her parents.


Meanwhile, at the police station, no one heard a peep about their relationship for the entire time they were together. It’s quite remarkable, given that everyone who worked there acknowledged the place was an absolute rumor mill.


Chandra was discreet; her relationships were her business. At school, she didn’t talk about Mark much either, although she’d often go back to Modesto on weekends to see him. He was her first love, and she thought she’d found “the one.” At the end of the day, though, Chandra was still a naive twenty-year-old, and this tended to be most obvious when she was lovestruck. Sure, she was sensible and mature for her age, but she had a blind spot when it came to the men she fell for.


When Chandra set her mind to something, it was hard to convince her to change course. Like when she became a vegetarian at fourteen—she’d stuck with it, even though she was the only one in the family. When she wanted something, she worked for it, stubbornly sank her teeth in, and never gave up. And she tended to come out stronger for it.


In the summer of her thirteenth birthday, for instance, her mother had forced her to take a climbing course with other kids her age. They were mostly boys, who snickered whenever she was around. By the end of the program, she was one of the only participants who hadn’t dropped out.


So when Mark told her it was over, in August 1999, her first instinct was to cling to the relationship. But love doesn’t work that way. You have to learn to let go, to give up, and to recognize when you’ve made a mistake. It was hard for Chandra, but she got there. Within a year, Mark Steele had married someone else. To comfort Chandra, Susan took her on a train ride through the Rocky Mountains. She used the opportunity to teach her daughter that when one door closes, another one opens. To move forward, sometimes you have to look in another direction. And so Chandra moved on.


Soon she had something new to focus on. While getting her master’s degree in public administration at the University of Southern California (USC), she interned with Richard Riordan, the Republican mayor of Los Angeles. The following year, she landed another internship in Sacramento, in the office of Democratic governor Gray Davis.


For her next and final internship, Chandra didn’t think twice: It was going to be Washington, DC, or bust. She sent her application to the US Bureau of Prisons, but also called up recruiter Daniel Dunne, to whom she explained that she didn’t want “just any internship” and was seeking a truly rewarding experience that would “advance her career.” Dunne was sold and immediately offered her a highly coveted internship with a $27,000 annual salary, way above average.


Chandra was certain that in the nation’s epicenter, the bustling heart of American politics, she wouldn’t have to be her parents’ daughter anymore, the dedicated student, the small-town Californian. In Washington, DC, she could be whoever she wanted to be. Start fresh. Out there, with the exception of Jennifer Baker, a friend from college, she knew nobody. And this meant that no one would know her. The United Airlines Boeing 777 was taking her far away from herself, and she was ready.


As the plane began its descent, the landscape came into focus. From the vicinity of the airport, she couldn’t see the Capitol, the White House, or even the Pentagon, but it didn’t matter. All Chandra had to do was close her eyes to see them. She thought back to something her mother had said while helping to pack her suitcase. Susan wasn’t the nosy type and tended to give Chandra her privacy. She even admired her daughter’s independence. Still, it was hard to watch her move so far away. As she folded one of Chandra’s little black tops, a sleeveless garment with a high collar, Susan blurted, “Don’t you become another Monica Lewinsky!”


For the past two years, President Clinton’s young mistress had been all over TV and on the front pages of the tabloids. She was the butt of talk show jokes and the topic of drunken conversations. Just eight months before, Congress had even voted to impeach the president for perjury and obstruction of justice. Chandra Levy and Monica Lewinsky did look quite similar. They were both brunettes, pretty, from well-to-do families, and the daughters of doctors. They were both Jewish, intelligent, and ambitious, attracted to men, real men, and drawn to the bright lights of Washington, DC. In response, Chandra just rolled her eyes. Come on, Mom …


Now at the other end of the country, she was already done thinking about it. Through the window, Chandra could finally see the Potomac River, which bordered the nation’s capital. She heard the wheels hit the tarmac. She’d made it. In a few days, Chandra would begin her internship at the Federal Bureau of Prisons, on Capitol Hill, at the heart of the United States government. Her mecca. The date was September 14, 2000. Chandra’s first day in Washington, DC.













THE WOMAN WHO VANISHED FROM DUPONT CIRCLE


















1.

SEVEN MONTHS IN DC

TWO HUNDRED TWENTY-EIGHT DAYS LATER: CHANDRA’S LAST DAY IN WASHINGTON, DC







On May 1, 2001, Chandra Levy awoke in her apartment. Through the third-floor window, she looked out at a clear sky. She logged onto her bright blue Sony laptop and surfed the web from 10:27 a.m. to 12:24 p.m. Then she vanished into thin air. No one would ever see her again.
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It was October in the Dupont Circle neighborhood. The leaves had begun to turn, and spooky Halloween decorations were strung up. A young woman pushed open the door of the Newport, a nice building at 1260 21st Street NW. She was dressed in athletic wear, with a bottle in hand and headphones on. It was easy to picture Chandra in this scene, looking content, active, splitting her Sunday between a workout at her favorite gym, the Washington Sports Club on Connecticut Avenue, and a stroll through the organic farmers’ market that popped up every Sunday morning by the Metro.


When Chandra was in Washington, the Newport was full of young, active people, about two hundred of them, spread over nine floors. Most were in Washington for their first job on Capitol Hill. The White House, Congress, the Supreme Court, and the Bureau of Prisons were all just a few Metro stops away.


Chandra’s apartment, door number 315, was a 484-square-foot studio that cost $1,400 a month. It had big windows and an open kitchen, an office nook, and a bed tucked into an alcove. She kept a small TV stored in a white cabinet.


Chandra had established a routine in DC, each day much like the one before it. After a morning session at the gym, she would leave the Newport, with her badge around her neck and her curly hair bouncing around her face. She would walk to the Metro, happy to have made a space for herself in this bustling city. She would arrive at the Bureau of Prisons, at 320 First Street NW, a large Art Deco–inspired corner building, and make her way up to the sixth floor to the Public Information Office. Then, she would settle in, read all news articles related to the ninety-eight federal prisons in the country and write up a summary for her boss, answer the phone, respond to emails, process media requests, and handle petitions from death row inmates. Every day was the same. And every day, Chandra was happy with the routine and her DC life.


She befriended twenty-eight-year-old colleague Sven Jones, and together they joked in the hallways and talked sports. At the Washington Sports Club, she also met Robert Kurkjian, twenty-eight years old, a former USC student, like her. He often suggested they go out, but most of the time she turned him down. Chandra had always surrounded herself with male friends rather than girlfriends. As far back as high school, she’d found teenage girls superficial and cruel. In Washington, it was even worse. She told her mother how the women in this new city were cutthroat and highly competitive, how they looked each other up and down, and how they vied for the few spots left behind by the men. Chandra preferred not to get involved in their games.


Fortunately, she had Jennifer Baker, a friend from USC who was also from Modesto, and they spent their weekends together. Jennifer was a petite brunette with a sleek bob parted down the middle. Together, they walked for hours through Washington, enjoying the dozens of vegetarian restaurants in the capital, checking out museums, and talking about their plans for the future.


Both young women were ambitious. They wanted to land permanent jobs in Washington, to settle down there, and build solid careers for themselves. To develop their networks, they organized what they called “political field trips,” where they would, for example, get tickets to attend a debate organized by CNN at Georgetown University. Other days, they’d show up unannounced at the local offices of members of Congress to chat with their staff and start making contacts.


One day in October, they dropped by the office of Congressman Gary Condit, who was the Democratic representative for Modesto, California, and one of the most prominent politicians in Washington. It was the start of a new school year in 2000, and Condit, aged fifty-two, was getting ready to be elected for a seventh term in the House of Representatives. He was delighted to meet two of his constituents and gave them a tour of his office, then brought them to the House gallery to watch a vote. They got a photo together, and Jennifer, who had been out of work that morning, landed an internship at Condit’s Washington office. Not a bad day.


Meanwhile, Chandra pulled every string she had. By leveraging her California roots, she managed to book a meeting with Democratic senator Barbara Boxer. In a photo taken on the day they met, she is wearing the necklace her parents gave her in Israel—she never went anywhere without it—and the same little fine-knit blue top she had worn to Condit’s office. Looking somewhat shy, but proud of herself, she has a little smile that brings out her cheekbones.


On Election Day, November 7, 2000, Chandra and Jennifer left work and hurried over to Hawk ’n’ Dove, a local institution where young Capitol Hill workers met for beers. It was a tight race between George W. Bush and Al Gore. By 8:00 p.m., exit polls suggested Gore would take Florida, with the entire election hinging on this state. By 10:00 p.m., projections had made a full one-eighty. At 2:30 a.m., several news channels claimed Bush had won, but they retracted their statements at 4:30 a.m. In the end, it would take over a month to settle the matter.


As Chandra and Jennifer made their way home from the bar, winding down after a feverish night, they looked out over the lights of the Capitol. Then, they returned to Dupont Circle feeling elated.


On May 11, 2001, Chandra was planning to go back to California for her graduation, where she would stay for a few days. The idea was to meet up with her parents, grandmother, and brother in Modesto, then fly to Los Angeles together. For the first part of the trip, she planned to take a train across the country, starting in Washington, DC. It would be long—two or three days—but she’d heard it was worth it. She’d always dreamed of seeing the country this way.


By the time May 6 came around, Chandra’s parents had not heard from their daughter in a week. They were annoyed. Sure, Chandra was independent, but she could have let them know what she was up to. Should they wait for her in Modesto, as planned? When would she arrive? Was she taking a plane or a train in the end? Her father, Bob, left one message after another on her answering machine. On Sunday, he began to feel dread in the pit of his stomach. It was unlike her to go silent.


So Bob called the front desk clerk at the Newport, as he would have seen all the tenants’ daily comings and goings. But the employee refused to enter apartment 315. It wasn’t his business. Chandra was an adult, wasn’t she? Bob hung up. He had no other choice—his next call would be to the DC police. Panic set in as he told them about his daughter, who had given them no sign of life.


A few hours later, the police sent a patrol to the Newport apartments, and the building manager let them into unit 315. The studio was empty. Two suitcases lay on the floor, open and half filled with clothes. Other outfits were still hanging in the closet. A comforter had been left on the floor in the entryway. In the fridge, they found leftover pasta and Reese’s peanut butter cups. Stranger still, they noticed her phone and wallet were in the apartment, with her credit card, driver’s license, and some cash. They found the necklace her parents had given her, the one she wore everywhere, and her laptop was open on the desk. End of police report. Now Bob was having trouble breathing.
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The cops were slow to call back. The FBI wasn’t answering. The Newport security guard figured his job was done. Chandra Levy was officially a missing person, but no one seemed to give a damn. After all, tons of adults vanished in DC. Most of them came back. Others were less fortunate. America’s capital had a high crime rate, so a missing person was always less urgent than the previous night’s murders. And, in Washington, not a single night went by without at least one murder.


Still, posters were printed and put up around the neighborhood. They showed Chandra’s face and her full name: Chandra Ann Levy. On May 10, a press release was issued. Journalists made a note of it, then moved on. If the kid didn’t turn up, it could be a good story for a quiet day.


Then a rumor began to float around. No one quite knew where it had come from or how it had taken off, but it was there, on the breeze. It spread from one newsroom to the next, maybe over the phone, maybe in whispered conversations. Within just a few days, the rumor had settled in, as if it’d always been there. In Washington, people were saying that the missing Dupont Circle girl had been sleeping with a congressman.


But, then again, it was 2001, in the US capital … This type of story was old news. In fact, sex between young women and politicians was practically a local sport, and tales of infidelity went back all the way to the days of the founding fathers. In the more recent past, US presidents Franklin D. Roosevelt, Lyndon B. Johnson, and John F. Kennedy had all had affairs. One of Kennedy’s mistresses had been a nineteen-year-old intern.


Every summer, a wave of ambitious and impressionable young women rolled into Washington. In their eyes, the elected officials on Capitol Hill were like rock stars. Rock stars with families that lived far away, in their respective constituencies. Rock stars who were lonely … Even more practical was the fact that these girls tended to leave town after a few months, only to be replaced by a new generation of fresh faces. In the 1960s, this had earned them the nickname “ninety-day wonders.” Now, at the start of a new millennium, people called the young women “staff ass.”


Interns and politicians often mingled in the halls of Capitol Hill, at the endless buffets organized by lobbyists and in local bars and restaurants. It was so easy to have an affair and even easier to think that all parties were getting something out of it.
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