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      Denizen looks like something out of a romance novel tonight. All around me, candles flicker on tables set with clean white linen, and bouquets of lilies bloom in their vases. It’s still early, so it’s not busy yet. From my seat at the bar, I can half-hear the murmured conversation of a nearby couple. The rumble of his laugh, and the way she sighs when he reaches for her hand.

      I take a deep breath and try to block it all out. I only have a few minutes before I need to leave, and I want to finish reading this article before I do. Universal basic income has been shown by multiple studies to be one of the most effective ways to relieve poverty and keep people from falling into unsheltered homelessness, I recite to myself. Giving people a small monthly stipend to spend however they want—on whatever they need—is cheaper and more efficient than almost any other method of combating poverty.

      The odds of anyone wanting to talk about UBI at Lana Winthrop’s birthday party tonight are extraordinarily low. There will be plenty of policymakers and lobbyists there—Lana is the prom queen of the high school cafeteria that is Washington, DC. But no one comes to her parties to do business. They’ll be in full-on gossip mode, busy sussing out who’s hooking up with who and who’s thinking of leaving their job. Who has the good drugs. And who they’ll tell if you ask them to share.

      I get it. I do. I used to enjoy the social speculation of these evenings. Before I became one of the unwilling subjects.

      I glance at the time. Guess I can’t put it off any longer. I catch Greta’s eye across the bar and signal that it’s time for me to close out.

      “You’re not staying for dinner?” she asks, sliding me my check. “We got some branzino in this morning.”

      “I wish. Work plans.”

      “Sucker,” she says, but she’s smiling as she leaves me to my tip math.

      After my divorce, most restaurants in DC felt tainted—either they were places Cooper and I had frequented together or the waitstaff didn’t bother to hide their glee at seeing the city’s most famously single woman out on the town and all alone. Denizen was the exception: no one here has ever treated me like anything other than a run-of-the-mill customer. Which is what I ache to be.

      The good news about Lana’s party is that it’s being held in my new neighborhood—right off the water at the fancy Thompson hotel in the Navy Yard. Which means that when I inevitably have to flee, it’ll at least be a quick trip home.

      The bad news is that it’s freezing outside—much chillier than it should be in April. My cold intolerance was a minor but real source of friction in my former marriage: Cooper, who’d gone to boarding school in New Hampshire, never could get over my Southern California–tuned internal thermostat. Of course, then we ended up having bigger problems. Like his inability to keep his dick in his khakis in the presence of a pretty twenty-two-year-old.

      I feel seasick at the thought of him. Nauseated and off-balance. Some small part of me always knew he wasn’t the kindest guy in the world, but I never expected him to blow up both of our lives. At least I have assurance he won’t be in attendance tonight: according to his Instagram, he’s in New York, working on some “exciting new projects!” Gross.

      When I make it to the hotel, I pause outside for a minute to gather myself. Take a few deep, crisp breaths, temperature be damned. I don’t have to stay forever. I just have to make an appearance.

      Then I push inside and walk as confidently as I can across the lobby, head held high. I’m alone in the elevator as it whisks me up, but as soon as the doors open onto the rooftop bar, I hear the din of a party in full swing. I slip off my trench, trading it for a coat check tag before turning to face the room.

      And there it is, that moment that I always have lately, when I feel suddenly and horribly exposed. I went as prim as possible with my look, settling on a crew-neck dress with bracelet-length sleeves and an A-line skirt that makes me look something like the demure political wife I so recently was. A breeze brushes against my wrists and my ankles, stirring my hair, holding strong in a three-day-old blowout, against my collarbones and the back of my neck. I shiver at the contact.

      I’ve been here thirty seconds and I need a drink already. I snag a glass of champagne off a passing tray, nodding my thanks to the waiter who’s carrying it. I always feel such a strange double consciousness at parties like this one, which is supposed to be populated by bleeding-heart liberals . . . who somehow don’t mind that everyone attending the party is white, while everyone working it isn’t.

      Not that this stops me from coming myself. I’m no better than the rest of them, really.

      I need to find our hostess before she’s too swamped; I want to make sure I get points for having shown up. But that plan is immediately disrupted by Ramona Dietrich grabbing my arm with one spidery hand. “Maya!” she cries. “Oh my god, it’s been ages.”

      Subtext: You really went into hiding after your husband cheating on you with a campaign intern—on a senator’s desk, no less—made the front page of the Washington Post, didn’t you?

      I’m instantly grateful to have been in DC as long as I have. Succeeding in this town requires you to make nice with people way more repulsive than Ramona, and my poker face is exquisite.

      I still can’t keep myself from taking a shot right back at her. “A long time,” I agree. “Work kept me so busy last year. It was weeks after the election before I even started to decompress. But every time I see President Knight in the White House, I know it was worth it.” I flash her a big, empty smile that does not reach my eyes.

      Subtext: My candidate is now POTUS, and don’t you forget it. I may be social roadkill, but as a political consultant, I’m still at the top of my game.

      “Well, you look fantastic.” She gives me a smug grin, like she’s scored a direct hit. In my next life, I’m going to pick a career that allows me to live in a city where that sentence doesn’t double as an insult.

      I started working in politics when I was young—too young to understand how careful I needed to be about being a pretty girl in rooms full of older men. Growing up the daughter of a pair of professors in San Diego didn’t expose me to much business casual, and at first, I didn’t understand why people here considered my linen dresses and vintage button-downs any different from their Ann Taylor Loft looks. I learned the hard way that standing out was a death sentence—but not before far too many people decided I was making professional headway because of my legs and not because I can run circles around most strategists in this city.

      And, to make matters worse, I went and married into—and then, dramatically, cast myself out of—a storied political dynasty.

      “She does look fantastic, doesn’t she?” someone says behind me. I could die of gratitude when I turn around and see Gabe Perez. Gabe and I have known each other since college. We have approximately the same bullshit tolerance, and I know he’s swooped in specifically to rescue me from Ramona.

      But she’s not done with me yet. “It’s no surprise she got that Vogue profile, you little fashion plate, you.”

      Barely even subtext: You’re unserious.

      As if I haven’t heard that one before. Still, it gets right under my skin and lodges there like a splinter. My hands move to smooth my hair before I can stop them. Ramona notices, and I hate that she knows she got to me.

      Gabe takes an almost imperceptible step closer. His family is Argentinian, and being brown-skinned in lily-white DC has taught him plenty of lessons about how to hold his ground. “I’m pretty sure Maya was the first person to sneak a cogent description of how the debt ceiling works into those pages,” he says. “Anyway, Mona, how’s life in the minority leader’s office lately?”

      If I could applaud, I would. The election that vaulted Senator Knight into the presidency also flipped the House blue, which means that Ramona’s boss is no longer top dog. And if there’s one thing that Ramona Dietrich lives for, it is her status. Which has recently taken almost as big a blow as my reputation.

      “Oh, you know, busy as always,” she says airily. “Anyway, I think I see Leo over there—if you’ll excuse me.”

      She’s gone, and I’m not sure if I’m holding back laughter or tears. “Thank you,” I say, clutching Gabe’s lapels like a lifeline. “I’m so happy you’re here. I thought you and Aaron were supposed to be—”

      “We were,” he says. “But we broke up a few weeks ago, so instead of vacationing in the Maldives with him, here I am.” He does a little jazz-hands flourish.

      “I’m sorry. I liked him.”

      “I liked him too. He didn’t like how much I worked.”

      I make a sympathetic face. It’s a complaint I know all too well.

      The two of us pull away from the crowd, toward the edge of the roof. The sun is still up—a minor miracle, after what felt like an endless winter—and the Potomac glitters. The cherry blossoms are thick on the trees below us, and for a moment, I remember why I fell in love with DC. How romantic this city used to seem.

      “How are you doing?” Gabe says after a beat.

      I know what he’s really asking. I would lie to anyone else here, but I trust him enough to be unvarnished. “Shitty,” I say. “Coop dumped Cassidy”—The Other Woman—“and now he has some new girlfriend, and I keep seeing DeuxMoi stuff about them out together. Meanwhile, I didn’t button my shirt up to the neck the other day, and the headline was about ‘flashing my revenge body.’” I tug at a sleeve. “But honestly, the worst part is trying to figure out work. I should be able to do whatever I want right now, I should be fighting off offers with a stick! And instead, I feel like everyone is kind of keeping me at arm’s length. Like, they want to work with me in theory . . . but no one can commit to a political consultant who could end up becoming the story again.”

      Gabe sighs and rubs my back. He’s exactly as handsome as he was when we were eighteen, his dark hair still thick, and his brows expressive. But it’s been seventeen long years since then, and it shows on both of our faces: the toll this town has taken on us. “They’re stupid.”

      “And spineless.”

      “Do you have something specific in mind? Or are you just kind of seeing what’s out there?”

      I look out over the water. Coop was an accomplished sailor, and being on the water was one thing we could always agree on. I wish I was out there now, wind ruffling my hair and brine thick in my nostrils. Instead, I’m trapped high up in the sky with a bunch of people who think they rule the world. The worst part is, they’re not entirely wrong.

      “I’ve been digging into universal basic income,” I confess. “It came up during Knight’s campaign—one of his economic advisors knew I was interested in poverty relief.” OK, interested is maybe an understatement. By that point, I was verging on fixated. There’s only so much time you can spend grappling with people’s problems in this country—the credit-card and medical debt, the crazy rents, and the jobs people work just to try to survive—without recognizing that not enough money is their common root. “Anyway, he passed me some of the more recent studies on it. We both knew Knight was never going to go for it. But the dream would be to push something in that direction. What about you? How are things with Powell?”

      Teresa Powell had been a rising star in the House for the last few terms, and now she’s running to be the governor of Massachusetts in a special election. Gabe was one of her first campaign hires, and he’s been so busy since taking the job, we’ve barely gotten to talk.

      “It’s a good gig. The guy she’s up against is fairly moderate, and she’s looking for something that can position her as more progressive. I have no idea if she’d say yes, but . . . would you want to make a UBI pitch to her?”

      A zing goes down my spine, and I stand up straighter. I may look like a lamb, but I’m just as sharky as everyone else in this room when it comes down to it. And I recognize a rare opportunity when it propositions me at a party. “Yes,” I say. “Absolutely. If she’s open to it, I’m in.”

      “I’ll talk to her about it,” he says and eyes my glass. “Time for round two?”

      “Definitely time for round two.”
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      Gabe knows exactly how to find tipsy without getting drunk, but by the time I get home, I am dying for a glass of water. As I stand in the kitchen, sipping, my gaze falls to the copy of Vogue on my kitchen table. Almost automatically, I start leafing through it, landing in the spot where it’s creased from having undergone this routine before: the page that features the absurdly handsome face of Charlie Blake.

      My first celebrity crush, and also something like my political origin story—in the mid-’90s, I was so obsessed with Charlie’s boy band, Mischief, that my best friend Kate and I helped start one of their first national fan clubs as fifteen-year-olds. The club, Making Mischief, introduced me to the power of organizing—and my own powers of persuasion.

      I always bring this up in interviews when I can. Because I think it’s a good reminder that the passions of young girls are worth nurturing no matter how frivolous they may seem . . . and also because someday Mischief is going to do a reunion tour, and I’d like access to good tickets. One of the first rules of being a political operative: know who to flatter to get what you want.

      Usually, though, we’re not being featured in the same issue of the same publication. Charlie’s spread features him modeling clothes from his own line, Char. Apparently it was just acquired by Kering, which means he’s gone from extremely rich to obscenely wealthy.

      Also obscene: the way he looks. At seventeen and eighteen, he was a rangy kid with surprisingly broad shoulders and a wicked dimpled grin. Now he’s thirty-seven and filled out with muscle, crow’s-feet winking at the corner of each eye. His hair is still silky, but it’s dirty blond threaded with the barest hints of silver. And his hands: he has good hands, long fingered where they rest against a Hadid’s slender shoulder.

      In one image, his arms are raised over his head, and his shirt has ridden up to reveal the cut of his hip bone, the faintest hint of a happy trail below his navel. I barely remember what it feels like to have sex—to even want to have sex with someone—but this is starting to refresh my memory.

      Charlie hasn’t done an interview in almost five years, since the New York Times profile he sat for when Char launched. He’s less reclusive than, say, Mary-Kate and Ashley, the career counterparts to whom he is frequently compared—he goes to enough Fashion Week events, and occasionally he’ll pop up at a premiere to support a friend. But he’s hardly as accessible as he was when he was eighteen and nineteen, and seemingly everywhere. Which has to have been a deliberate choice.

      I’m surprised that I’m still so curious about what he’s thinking. What’s going on behind the deep green of his eyes. His role in Mischief was The Artistic One: the creative soul of the group. Fans scrutinized the books he carried with him on tour, and interviewers made note of the fact that he was self-taught on both piano and guitar. How much of that was true, I wonder. Does he miss music? Does he still make it in private?

      I pull myself out of my daze and pick up my phone. I have an email from Gabe, introducing me to Representative Powell’s secretary so we can set a meeting for next week. Right. I’m a grown-up person, with a real life. I toss the magazine on a stack with my other mail, take a last sip of water, and start to get myself ready for bed.
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      Representative Powell’s DC campaign office is in a nondescript building, but I recognize the energy as soon as I walk in. It’s the scent of stale coffee and days-old takeout, and the way sleeplessness and anxiety are thick in the air. There’s nubby, ugly carpeting under my feet and buzzing fluorescents overhead, but still, my heart rate kicks up a notch, adrenaline spiking in anticipation. I’m not in the habit of quoting Hamilton, but this is one of the rooms where it happens. And this is the energy that’s kept me from leaving politics, even when staying starts to feel like self-sabotage.

      Everyone who works here is set up in the main room on folding tables, a few with temporary cubicle walls thrown up around them as a gesture at privacy, except Representative Powell, who has the only actual office in the space. An assistant ushers me in to see her, and then politely disappears.

      Teresa Powell is fifteen or twenty years older than I am, I’d guess, a stern-looking white woman with cornsilk-blonde hair. Imposing and impressive—but both are traits I’m accustomed to by now. She’s dressed in the standard-issue dark DC suit. She must have come straight from the Capitol to meet me.

      “I appreciate you taking the time,” I say as I pull up a seat.

      “Listen, when you hear that Maya McPherson is interested in your campaign, you hear her out,” Powell says, settling back in her chair. “I’ve been following your work for a long time now—since everything you did to get Reese Wright into the House in ’12.”

      “That’s a deep cut.” It was my first big job, and I’m flattered and impressed that she knows about it.

      “I do my research. Gabe said you had a specific policy idea in mind? UBI?”

      Oh, thank god. This is the easy part. I nod and take a deep breath. Smile brightly. “I think it’s exactly right for you. It’s ambitious, it’s smart, it’s progressive, and with all the studies that have been done, it’s defensible. Poverty is still on the rise in Massachusetts, and this is a whole new way of tackling it. I know you’re running as a breath of fresh air, and Representative Powell—”

      “Teresa,” she corrects me.

      “Teresa. This would be fresh. UBI has never been piloted across a whole state. I think that, with the right framing, you could make the case, and I can help you make it.”

      She’s been sizing me up while I’m talking, and when I finish, she nods once, just slightly, to herself, like I’ve passed some kind of test. “Let me talk to my economic advisors,” she says. “But I’m fairly well-versed on the concept and generally open to it. I did want to ask you something else, though. Are you sure you’re the right person to be making this argument? Now?”

      At first I’m confused—what about me seems ill-suited to make the case for UBI? I have no wealth to hoard even if I wanted to, no offshore bank accounts to speak of. My parents are comfortable, but you don’t have to have experienced poverty to be sympathetic toward it . . . and then I realize what she’s actually asking. Teresa is raising the distraction question—wondering if my reputation will get in the way.

      I knew it was coming, but that doesn’t make it any less painful to actually be asked. The acid burn of shame rises in my throat. My job is to control the story, and usually, I’m so good at it. I still don’t understand how I ended up . . . here.

      I take a deep breath. Make deliberate eye contact. Force myself to calmly recite the speech I’ve practiced. “I’m aware that my name comes with certain . . . associations. But Cooper’s affair broke in the middle of President Knight’s campaign, and we still managed to pull out a win. I do know how to shift the spotlight when it’s necessary and how to keep attention where it needs to be.”

      I try to read her face. Did I strike the right tone? Clear but not confrontational? Neither automaton nor trainwreck? I realize in that moment how much I want this, and not just for the platform. My bank account is hanging in there for now, but I do actually need steady income if I’m going to keep paying rent on a one-bedroom in the District.

      I’m so focused on nailing my pitch that I almost forget to be angry about having to defend myself for being cheated on. During a job interview.

      Teresa nods thoughtfully. “I’m not questioning your work,” she says. “But Maya, you and I both know how it is for women, especially in this town. Even if you keep your head down, you can’t guarantee what the press will decide to pick up.”

      She’s right, of course. I know it better than anyone. Better than her even. “Ultimately, it’s up to you whether you think I’m a risk worth taking. But like you said, I do have some experience with this. I can’t answer for my ex-husband, and I can’t make promises about anyone else’s behavior. But my track record speaks for itself.”

      Teresa moves on to other questions. I cite Stanford and McKinsey studies; I share food security and child poverty data, and I know I sound competent and smart. But I spend the rest of the conversation with a bitter aftertaste in the back of my throat. My track record should speak for itself. My measured silence for months, paired with my sincere, carefully worded quotes in Vogue—they should have put a lid on this already. How is it not enough to convince anyone that I didn’t want this attention?

      But rage won’t help me get a job. So I swallow it as best I can and smile until my cheeks ache. I need Teresa to hire me. Because if another woman won’t take a chance on me, who will?
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      I can’t bear the idea of going home to my soulless, empty apartment, so after I leave Teresa, I head to a bar down the block. It’s pretty standard: dark wood, brass fixtures, political memorabilia on the walls. It’s only 3:00 p.m., but I order a martini anyway and spend a few minutes luxuriating in the sharp taste of gin and lemon. Someday, this part of my life will be a long time ago.

      But we’re not there yet. So I give in to the inevitable and start going through the emails I missed while Teresa and I were talking. If there’s one constant in my life—through my marriage, its spectacular end, and all of the aftermath—it’s the flood of fundraising emails from campaigns I’ve never heard of and media inquiries from journalists I’ll never talk to. “Just thinking of you!” missives from women I haven’t spoken to since grade school. Every graduating senior in the DMV area wants to “pick my brain.” I delete, delete, delete so fast that I almost miss a subject line that says Request from Charlie Blake.

      The body reads,

      
        Hi Maya! I’m reaching out on behalf of Charlie Blake—he loved the way you talked about Mischief in your Vogue interview and was excited about your resume and your connection to his career. Charlie is launching a new project and was hoping to discuss having you come on to consult. It’s still in stealth mode, so I’ve attached an NDA for you to sign. Once it’s returned, I’d love to catch you up on details and connect you with Charlie. Let me know if you’re interested and available!

        Very best,

        Merrill

      

      I finish the rest of my martini in a single swallow. It burns going down, and the letters on my screen swim briefly in front of my eyes. But I blink, and there they are again: those same sentences, in that same order.

      Holy fucking shit.

      My fingers navigate to my contacts without any conscious input from me. Since I was fifteen, I have done the same thing every time I was excited about something, especially anything Mischief-related, which is “call Kate and yell.” And that’s exactly what I’m about to do when the bartender interrupts me. He must have noticed my suddenly empty glass. “Another one?” he asks.

      I don’t trust my voice. I just shake my head no.

      God, I don’t think I can even talk to Kate about this. Because she’s going to hype me up. And I need to be rational. I need to be smart. I think I need to say no.

      Because I know what this is. I get this kind of ask occasionally—celebrities want to launch charities, and they want me to come sit on their board or rally advisors to make whatever they’re doing look legit. The causes are as softball as it gets: they feed poor kids the occasional lunch or take veterans to baseball games. Nice gestures, but they never make any kind of meaningful change in the world. Merrill must have seen me giving Mischief airtime and thought, Oooh, Maya McPherson, she’ll be easy. Bet she’s desperate for a gig. Maybe we can get her for cheap.

      The thought makes me feel tired, and sad. The bar back is mirrored, and I catch my own reflection in it. I run a hand through my auburn hair, and it still falls flat. I had put on my best professional face to meet up with Teresa, but underneath the makeup, I look pale and sour. All these years of working in politics, but nothing has made me as cynical as the last fifteen months.

      When I was fourteen, Mischief made the world feel worth living in. I would stare out the windows of my middle school and daydream about meeting them, and how, when I did, everything would change. I’d go on tour and see the world. Become friends with fashion designers and get dressed in fabulous clothes. Mischief was proof that something bigger and more important than eighth-grade formal existed, and eventually I’d get to be a part of it. I used to think my life would really start the day Charlie Blake knew my name.

      And now he does, which is funny, because up until fairly recently, I was pretty sure my life was over.

      Even as I grew out of the fantasy stage, Mischief remained important to me all through high school, and college, and after. They connected me to Kate, and together, we created a community of girls who were just as passionate as we were. I can still tap the thrill of mobilizing a massive group of fans, the awe I felt watching how infectious and powerful our enthusiasm was. Mischief’s music was a perpetual soundtrack throughout my formative years—playing when I drove a car by myself for the first time, when I collapsed into my bed after my first breakup, and when I got on the plane to head to college. Cooper tried to convince me not to, but I snuck one of their songs onto the playlist for our wedding reception. That band—their music—sits at the gooiest, most intimate center of myself.
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