

[image: Images]



[image: Images]





For X and T




“Washington is a very easy city for you to forget where you came from and why you got there in the first place.”


—HARRY S. TRUMAN


“Everybody feels the evil, but no one has courage or energy enough to seek the cure.”


—ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE, Democracy in America





Prologue—



The End of the Summer


You don’t notice it at first.


Initially, you see our nation’s next Speaker of the House, whose all-American grin is rivaled only by the pick me! smiles of the interns surrounding him. You see the gleaming, upright dome of the Capitol in the background—lodged into the building like some massive, neoclassical Fabergé egg. You see good, uncomfortable posture.


It is the official summer intern photo op we are looking at here. A glossy eight-by-ten, automatically sent by the Capitol photographer’s office to summer interns’ homes, a few weeks after they drain out of the city. It’s the picture that will hit the proud local papers. The one that will stay on the refrigerator.


And in my case, some FBI file.


You don’t notice it at first, but then you can’t not see it.


It’s the sweat pouring from my forehead, matting down my hair, and tickling the end of my nose. But I’m not sweating because it’s hot.


It’s the outline of two cell phones—one in each pocket of my khakis.


It’s the smiles that aren’t really smiles—at least not mine. How can you smile when someone is trying to kill you?


That summer was supposed to be my Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, the movie my high school government teacher had shown three times: at the beginning and end of the year and before winter break. He really should have just shown us the sequel: Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, Where Secrets Get You Killed. And the sequel to that: Mr. Smith Goes to Hell.


Forgive the strong language.


“Offensive speech” was forbidden in the intern manual they gave us on day one, after all. I just seemed to have some difficulty following the rules that summer. The first page listed guidelines of conduct for interns:


1. No offensive speech


2. Don’t talk to strangers (e.g., press!). Report suspicious individuals to intern supervisor


3. Do what you are asked


4. Be safe


5. Only enter the congressman’s office when invited/accompanied


6. Ask questions!


7. Don’t e-mail any sensitive documents that you wouldn’t want to see plastered all over the political blogs within hours


8. Build our congressman’s reputation!


9. You’re not here to change the world


10. Have fun!


I technically followed only one of them.


I asked questions.


Just not the ones they wanted to hear.


Oh, and I had a little fun, too.
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The taxi was going eighty miles per hour. And we weren’t even on the freeway yet.


When the driver made eye contact with me through the rearview mirror, I quickly hunched down in the back seat so that he wouldn’t think I questioned his judgment.


“You think I’m going too fast,” he taunted.


“No, no, it’s fine.” I shrugged with a brief smile, not quite grasping the courtesy I felt obliged to offer the man (I was paying him, after all).


As we left the Dulles airport, I saw a sign illuminated in the night sky: Virginia State Route 267.


We were moving too fast. Everything was moving too fast.


Three days before, I was graduating from high school, on a dusty and dry May night. The kind of heat that California’s Central Valley conjures up to warn you about the punishing summer ahead. Three nights ago, I was hugging and selfie-ing and lying to everyone that we would “totally keep in touch.”


I guess they were mostly good people. Though among the graduating class were the guys who’d dipped me into a trash can, headfirst, as congratulations for winning the sixth-grade spelling bee. And the girls who pretended not to know me as they sat poolside and I mowed their parents’ backyard lawns for my dad’s landscaping business. And the vice principal who ratted out Ingrid Cuevas’s family to the immigration authorities, which meant our student body president/softball team captain disappeared after spring break a couple months ago.


Okay, maybe they weren’t mostly good people. But for some reason, three thousand miles away, hurtling toward an unknown city and a lesser-known summer internship, I missed home.


“It’s late on a Sunday night—no traffic. We’ll get to DC in no time,” barked the driver, over the soft jazz station he’d tuned the radio to. “So where’d you fly in from?”


“Lagrima,” I shouted back.


Pronounced Luh-GRIME-uh. My hometown was no exception to the grand tradition of California cities named after Spanish words with butchered pronunciations. The English translation of the word was chillingly accurate: tears. As in, This town makes me cry.


“La-what?” he shot back.


“It’s basically San Francisco,” I answered.


“Basically San Francisco”: two hours inland, filled with tract homes past their prime and abandoned strip malls.


“So are you coming home or leaving home?” asked the driver, as progressive exit signs announced unfamiliar suburbs: Reston, Wolf Trap, Falls Church . . .


“Coming home,” I lied. I’d be going to Lagrima Junior College in the fall, but one could dream. Or at least pretend.


“You work? In school?”


“I work for Congressman Billy Beck.”


Summer intern, to be more precise.


I needed the internship because my mom met my dad while she worked for the Department of Agriculture in DC eighteen years ago. She got her start as a summer intern and then landed a full-time gig after graduating from the University of Virginia. Your parents show you your paths. And when your dad shoots horse manure pellets into rich people’s lawns, and your mom once helped run the country—you choose your mom’s path.


“Powerful man,” observed the driver. “If the Dems take back the House in November, he’ll be the new Speaker.”


“You follow politics?” I was impressed.


“It’s DC,” he said. “Politics follow everyone.”


Suddenly both talkative and surprisingly civic-minded, the driver started ranting about none other than health care reform and if I could please do something about lower deductibles.


I nodded, but my thoughts were drifting.


To when my parents fell in love, or something like it, and I came along. And when my mom left the East Coast so she could get married and raise me. In that crap hole of a town. She went from senate hearings and lobbyist lunches to strip malls and cold cuts. I planned to do the reverse.


A semitruck started to merge into our lane, and the driver slammed the car horn and actually sped up.


“Think they own the road,” he muttered as he coolly gulped coffee from a tall cup. “Sorry about the horn.”


“No worries,” I said.


“Even the name Affordable Care Act is a paradox, and they all know it . . . ,” his rant continued.


Another distraction. A memory, maybe my first: a foggy December morning when my mom drove me to preschool. Someone had too many beers for breakfast and thought our lane was their lane. How do you explain a closed casket to a four-year-old? My dad did his best. Lagrima took my mom away from DC, and then it killed her. And Lagrima isn’t going to kill two members of the Carter family.


“So are you in it for the long haul?” asked the driver. “On the Hill. You know, most folks only last a few years before they burn out. Working all the time, making less than me, even . . .”


“Oh yeah, definitely,” I eagerly replied, naively certain of a career I hadn’t begun. Though if you counted the grassroots committee for the last election, I guess I started a couple years ago. I led other high school students door to door, telling people to get out on Election Day. I even convinced some dude with an oil painting of Ronald Reagan in his living room to vote for Congressman Beck.


And I was hooked. Hooked on all of it. The policy, the possibilities, the campaign. I imagined the people at The Hill and Politico wondered who used that single Lagrima, CA, IP address that refreshed their sites day and night. It was me. My friends got on BuzzFeed to take quizzes that told them which celebrity child was their spirit animal. I read it because it’s the best-kept secret of political news. And all I wanted was to be where that news—where history—was made.


I recognized the first city name on a freeway sign: Arlington. Getting closer. And then a sign for the Pentagon, like the opening act for the main event.


“Foggy Bottom, you said?” asked the driver.


“Yeah,” I said, acknowledging my new neighborhood, which sounded more like the name of a garage band than the metro stop for George Washington University. I pulled out the orientation packet I’d received from the home office, to verify the apartment address. “Corner of New Hampshire Avenue NW and I Street NW.”


I read through a few other details in the packet: I would be living with roommates “Zephaniah” and “Hillary” in an apartment just west of GWU. And I would take the blue line on the metro every day to the Capitol South stop. As in: the Capitol of the United States of America. My office for the summer. No big deal.


And then the leafy trees on either side of the freeway gave way to a view of that giant, gleaming Styrofoam cooler of a monument—the Lincoln Memorial. As we rounded the road surrounding Honest Abe’s shrine, the piercing white Washington Monument appeared briefly in the distance. The driver banked to the left and headed through several clean, abandoned street blocks. We zoomed by a tiny brown sign that identified the hulking marble building behind it as the State Department, and if it was possible to be starstruck by an office building, I was.


The ride came to an end in front of a three-story brick building that looked like it was made of vomit-colored Legos. The driver’s parting words were something about Hollywood fund-raisers, but I had long stopped paying attention. I stood in front of my summer residence, bags in hand. My jeans and long-sleeved shirt were suddenly oppressively hot in the thick East Coast air. The clumsy footsteps and bellowing laughter of some students echoed from the GWU dorms across the street. Though they were probably just a high school graduating class ahead of me, they seemed so much older. College students. Adults. Who lived in apartments with roommates instead of in a house with a dad. Like the apartment I was going to live in, starting in a few minutes. Like the adult I was about to become? An urgent desire to be back home at Taco Bell with my dad tiptoed toward the front of my mind, but it faded as I clunk-clunk-clunked my suitcase up the stairs.


I slipped in the locked front door as an oblivious resident walked out. That wish about Taco Bell kind of came true because the hallway smelled like a food court at three a.m.—all fried/sticky/industrial cleaner. Muted murmurings came from each doorway and floated through the stale air as I searched for my apartment—number 1F. I heard it (opera music) before I saw the apartment door. And that internship brief had not prepared me for the person on the other side.
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“Hilly?!” I question-shouted—half shocked, half comforted by what I thought was a familiar face.


I caught a quick glimpse of Hilly Wallace’s wide eyes—was it really her? The door slammed in front of me. A second later, it slowly opened again, and a newly controlled face and calm voice greeted me:


“Well, you’re not Ingrid,” she deduced. “Ingrid was supposed to be the intern.”


“No—Ingrid was deported, which is insane but true. Hilly—it’s me, Cameron. Didn’t the local office tell you I was coming for the summer?”


“It’s supposed to be the ‘diversity’ intern slot—you’re not . . . ‘diverse.’ ”


I suppose my contribution to “diversity” was being the only intern who didn’t get the gig by having rich campaign donor parents. I was diverse because my widowed father was a failing landscape architect.


She sighed. And some opera lady was getting real through the speakers.


“And why did you slam the door in my face?” I asked, though I thought I knew the answer. Hilly Wallace was in the class ahead of me at Lagrima High School. And not only did her family live in the nicest gated community in town; they owned the whole place. A combination of this fact plus her popularity at school apparently gave her and her girlfriends a license to spray me with a hose whenever I mowed her family’s lawn. They called themselves the Chicas, even though they were as caucasian as the Volkswagen Jetta convertibles they drove and the spray-on suntans they liberally applied on each other.


I felt the undertow of introversion take over as I realized my new roommate didn’t exactly offer a clean social slate.


“Two things,” she spoke with a smart, new crispness, clearing her throat so the whole apartment could hear: “One, Zephaniah apparently did not share the roommate update with me. Two, my name is Hillary Wallace. Who attends the University of California at Berkeley and was the first Theta rush pick if you don’t count Sheryl Sandberg’s second cousin or something, who was technically picked before me, but only because of her Silicon Valley connections and marvelous Chloé handbag. And”—finger quotes—“ ‘Hilly’ is buried under a past of sad midnight orchard parties and embarrassing exes.” A tremor of emotion invaded those last two whispered words. Composure reclaimed: “My name is Hillary Wallace, and I was named after Hillary Rodham Clinton.”


“Ahhhh.” This was all very new. As were her short dark hair and the preppy pink sweater tied over her shoulders. (Gone were the long blond locks and designer short-short shorts.)


I walked in to find a pretty basic living room that merged into a pretty basic kitchen. Four doors surrounded the walls of the living room—our three bedrooms plus the single, shared bathroom. The only closed door opened decisively as an African-American guy wearing a Stanford sweatshirt emerged. Before he could say anything, Hilly—I mean Hillary—declared: “This is Zephaniah Masters.”


“My name is Zeph,” he corrected. “And if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to show our new roommate, Cameron, to his quarters.”


Zeph opened the door to what was a completely empty room, save for a mattress on the floor and a cardboard microwave box next to it, with a tiny lamp on top.


“Nightstand.” Zeph winked. “Why don’t you get unpacked and we can tell you all about the wonderful world of BIB that awaits.”


“BIB?” I asked.


“Oh man, I’m doing you a favor here. BIB. Office nickname for Congressman Billy Irman Beck—our boss for the summer.”


He stepped out as I unzipped my suitcase and started to unpack into the chest of drawers that wasn’t there. I lined the perimeter of the floor with my clothes and doubled up on the limited supply of hangers in the closet. With a few sheets on the bed and a towel-stuffed pillowcase, I was moved in in a matter of four minutes. The window afforded an exquisite view of the neighboring building, about two feet away. It all looked a little sad and spare, but I talked myself into thinking that this must be how college students live, right? College students and heroin addicts chronicled in highbrow photo essays.


I walked out into the living room to find Zeph and Hillary engaged in a vigorous exchange over trade sanctions. Naturally.


Hillary: “If abusive world leaders aren’t humane enough to see the impact of their corruption on their people, then sanctions are the only way to wake them up.”


Zeph: “I’m sorry, but the sanctions just make it worse for people who are already struggling. . . .”


Hillary: “I can’t. I can’t anymore with this one.” She pointed to Zeph and spoke to the vacant air next to her.


They turned to realize that I was listening to their debate.


“So do we get to play angry cable news talking heads every night?” I asked.


Zeph chuckled. Hillary did not.


“Is this your girlfriend?” she asked as she held up a picture that had somehow slipped out of my things as I moved in. “She is so vintage. I love it.”


I grabbed the photo from her and put it back in my wallet. “No. Not my girlfriend.”


It was a photo of my mom, which my dad gave me before I got on the plane. It was her government ID head shot, a picture I’d never seen before, which he put in my hands like a good-luck charm.


“Awkward,” Hillary singsonged. “Anyway, so, Cameron, please tell me you’re not going to one of these faux–vy league colleges like Stanford and going to think your opinions are more valid than everyone else’s. UC Berkeley may be a state school, but it’s really hard to get into, and I got in. Where are you going in the fall?”


“Oh, I’ll be at LJC,” I said to Zeph’s blank stare and Hillary’s recoil in horror. “Lagrima Junior College,” I clarified. “Just so I can help out my dad with the landscaping business, and get some of my generals out of the way before transferring. I’m thinking University of Virginia. . . .”


“That’s really cool,” said Zeph. I think it was his way of saying, I have never used a lawn mower before, and I’ve never spoken to someone who went to a junior college.


Clearly bored, Hillary changed the subject: “So, tomorrow is going to be a big day for you. We’ll leave the apartment together at eight thirty and show you how to get to the office. Rayburn House Office Building 2292.”


“And I have your access badge for the Hill,” said Zeph. “It’s red. Our very own personalized ‘scarlet letters.’ But at least they’re all-access!”


I held it carefully—the official House of Representatives logo and fine print somehow made my laminated senior portrait inside appear . . . distinguished. Until you saw the all-caps INTERN right next to it.


They said good night, and just before Hillary closed her door, she added, “Welcome to Washington, Cameron Carter.”


I went into my room and sat down on the low mattress, bent knees almost at the same level as my hunched shoulders. A frantic siren zoomed by outside, and an oontz-oontz beat from upstairs became increasingly intrusive. It was after midnight, around nine p.m. in Lagrima. So I was certain my dad was walking around the neighborhood, up and back along the perimeter of a nearby farm. We’d done that Sunday-night walk together every week for as long as I could remember. And then, tonight, we didn’t. I thought of Humberto, my best friend since the fourth grade, who was probably having game night with his younger brothers. I always let them win at UNO; he never did. I felt the uneasy freedom of a new routine, a broken tradition. I probably should have called my dad or Berto, but I was worried I’d say something that sounded like homesickness.


Made it, I texted my dad. Hitting the hay.


I pulled out the wallet-size picture of my mom and leaned it against the base of the small lamp, when there was a knock at my door. I opened it to find Zeph handing me something.


“This is the second-most-important access card you’ll have all summer.” He smiled.


It was a driver’s license from Alabama with my senior portrait laminated into it. A twenty-one-year-old, Alabaman version of myself—named Chester Arlington Vanhille III.


“But I didn’t give this to you, okay?” Zeph’s eyebrows were raised.


“Okay . . .” I examined the card cautiously. “That’s a very elaborate name I’ve got.”


“I pride myself on my work.” Zeph laughed and closed the door.


My dad texted back and made me wonder if he’d somehow seen what had just happened: Stay out of trouble.


The jet lag was supposed to keep me up for another three hours, but I crashed hard. For years, I had dreamed about DC. But that night, I dreamed of Lagrima and the walk by the farm.
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As I followed Zeph and Hillary that morning to the Foggy Bottom metro stop, at first it felt like some hazing ritual (make the new kid run!). But I soon realized that was how fast everyone moved in Washington.


Hillary provided unsolicited office gossip as we darted toward the metro. “So you’re going to meet everyone. BIB himself, all of the LAs . . .”


“Legislative assistants,” translated Zeph.


“And the staff asses . . .”


“Staff assistants,” said Zeph.


“Well, ‘staff ass’ might actually be a more accurate title for Ariel Lancaster,” said Hillary, tossing out a morsel of conversation bait.


“She runs the intern program,” explained Zeph. “Also, minor detail: daughter of junior congresswoman from Virginia Nani Lancaster.”


Our hurried commuter numbers grew as we got closer to the futuristic awning that signaled the start of the escalators. I was relieved to stand on a moving panel for a second, but even that had a fast lane:


“Stand on the right, walk on the left!” some exasperated bureaucrat raged. At me.


Hillary grabbed me closer to her, opening a floodgate of disapproving commuters whom I had been holding up.


“Sorry,” I said to each one. “I’m sorry! I’m new here.”


Zeph laughed. “Amateur.”


Hillary sighed and prattled on: “Okay, so most important, Ariel has been in the Fifty Hottest Staffers on Capitol Hill for two summers in a row, which almost never happens,” said Hillary. “And this summer I plan to join her there.”


“Wait a second.” I finally got a word in. “Fifty Hottest Staffers on Capitol Hill?”


“It’s this stupid list that HillZone puts together at the end of every summer—supposedly the best-looking staffers on Capitol Hill, and by that I mean anyone who will hook up with the editors of the blog,” said Zeph.


“It’s legitimate!” shouted Hillary.


We descended into the cavernous Foggy Bottom metro station, a gigantic oblong tube encased in a honeycomb-like design. Sleek silver trains shot in and out of the tunnels, the whirring sound of brakes preceding them and then peaking in intensity before the cars stopped. A friendly chime signaled the doors open, and a voice announced, “This is the blue line train, headed to Largo Town Center.”


“This is our train,” said Hillary. She grabbed my hand and we entered the packed tube of people.


I was riding to work on Space Mountain.


When the train arrived at the Capitol South stop, a mostly youthful crowd—sporting lanyards and badges similar to the one I had—lurched toward the doors as they opened. I kept thinking someone was going to call me out: You’re a landscaper from Lagrima. You’re an impostor. But they didn’t. Maybe they were impostors too? In any case, I was one of them. Part of the army. If only for a summer.


As we emerged from the metro, I found my step quickening, the same way I’d walk faster to the Oakland A’s games with my dad in the parking lot, even though it wasn’t going to make the games start any earlier. I saw the tall marble walls of the Rayburn House Office Building a block away and bolted toward it, when Hillary shouted, “Slow down, cowboy!” The Capitol came into view, and I stopped to take a picture of the scene with my phone. I turned around to see Zeph and Hillary taking pictures of me.


“You’re such a nerd,” said Zeph. “You’ll get used to it.”


I wasn’t so sure.


We entered a stream of Hill staffers walking through a metal detector and soon found ourselves in the lobby. I looked up and around, my mouth gradually opening in awe.


“Mouth-breather,” said Hillary as she pushed my back with her hand. “Let’s go to work!”


We took the elevator to the second floor and turned down a long, white hallway of doors, each one flanked by an American flag and the state flag of the representative whose office it signaled. Flowery leis adorned the entrance of a Hawaiian rep’s office. Country music already blared from the office of a Texan congressman, at nine a.m. And the people inside a New Jersey congresswoman’s office were really loud.


“I know, could it be any more cliché?” complained Hillary.


A trio of intense staffers zipped by, arguing about trade sanctions, which seemed to be a popular topic to debate. At that point, I realized Zeph and Hillary were no longer by my side and an angry set of footsteps stalked me from behind—each heel click a quick, nasty bullet into the hard floor. I turned to see the person, but instead I saw Zeph and Hillary urgently signaling me to get out of the way, which I did.


“Hello, intern,” the woman behind me said, annoyed, as she stared and pecked away intently at her phone.


“That’s Nadia Zyne!” whispered Hillary. “She’s BIB’s press secretary, aka bad cop. She does the dirty work, stuff he doesn’t even know about, so BIB can be the hero. She wrecks people for fun. I heard she had a janitor fired once because they accidentally vacuumed up an Hermès scarf she left on the floor. It’s awful. But she dresses really well.” Followed by, “Oooh, she’s rocking the DVF today.”


We arrived at our office, announced by a plaque that read CONGRESSMAN WILLIAM “BILLY” IRMAN BECK, CALIFORNIA. HOUSE MINORITY LEADER. Aside from the obligatory flags, there were no distinguishing flowers or music or voices, which seemed about right for Lagrima. As we walked across the threshold, my foot hesitated for just a second. The internship, DC, Congressman Beck—it was all happening. I thought of my mom on the first day of her internship at the USDA. She wouldn’t have hesitated. And so I wouldn’t either. I took a deep breath and walked inside the office.


It was a large room, with tall, ornate ceilings, yet it felt cramped with desks and meeting tables and percussive office sounds. Just inside the door, I saw Nadia’s lithe figure deliberately slip around a mess of mail and papers that another woman leaned down to collect. Hillary followed Nadia’s steps, entranced. Zeph and I knelt down to help, recovering the spilled letters and files spread across the floor. The woman looked up at me.


“Happy Monday, I guess.” She smiled and reached out her hand to me. “I’m Katie Campbell, chief of staff.”


“Hi, I’m Cameron. I’m the new intern,” I said, holding some letters in my left hand and a Sharpie pen wrapped in paper in my right hand.


Katie urgently snapped the pen out of my hand at the same moment I realized it wasn’t a Sharpie pen wrapped in paper; it was an unused tampon.


“Oh my Lord,” she said, her voice cracking and her cheeks lighting up red. She stuffed my discovery deep into her briefcase.


Zeph put his hands in the air and walked away, his pained laughter barely suppressed.


“Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry,” I said to Katie, instinctively stepping away from the scene.


“No need to be sorry; we’re just gonna move on here,” she blurted out, now haphazardly cramming everything into her briefcase.


“I mean, I guess you just don’t recognize certain things when you don’t grow up with any sisters. . . .”


“And that’s where you’re going to stop talking, okay, Cameron?” She stormed away to her office, both arms straining to hold the spilled materials and a few sheets of paper seesawing their way to the floor anyway.


“Ugh, tragic,” moaned Hillary as she watched Katie scramble to the other side of the office. “A pushing-thirty workaholic who thinks her Ann Taylor Outlet blazers can hide her muffin top. All those Bikram Yoga sessions can’t save you from your genes, honey,” she added, eyelids flittering to the vacant air.


Zeph rolled his eyes. “You’re just jealous she was made chief of staff in her twenties and you never will be.”


“Hi!” A girl wearing a yellow blouse and billowy linen pants had approached us. “I’m Ariel, the summer intern coordinator.”


“Hi, I’m Lagrima—I mean I’m Cameron, and I’m from Lagrima,” I stumbled, her dirty blond shoulder-length hair and smattering of freckles effectively halting my ability to say my name. “And I’m a summer intern here for the summer. Interning.”


“I figured that.” She chuckled. “So, are you ready to get to know all of the good constituents of the fifty-seventh congressional district of California?”


“Yes, I would love to do that,” I replied, like an idiot.


“Good.” She started to walk toward the mailroom. “Your friend Zeph here knows the ropes, but basically you’ll start each day opening all of the mail. Anything from VIPs”—she pointed to a list of names on a sign marked VIPS—“goes in this pile. Regular names, you’ll process them in the system on the computer. You have access to all of BIB’s people’s contact information in here, so no identity theft, okay?”


“Of course not!” I blurted out. “I will treat it all with the utmost confidentiality. When I was on the campaign back in Lagrima, I managed the donor lists, and—”


“Oh man, calm down. So formal,” she said. “Very cute.”


The feeling’s mutual.


“Well, I can see that you’re a fast learner,” she remarked. “This is good.”


She continued to show me around the office: the kitchen, the reception desk, and the phone system. All the while, I was able to verify every inch of her consecutive years of eligibility for the Fifty Hottest Staffers on Capitol Hill. She was better-looking than any of the girls in Lagrima. Her eyes were light green with tiny slivers of yellow barely peeking through. And the rasp of her voice somehow made a phrase like “tour guide manual” sound like a two p.m. breakfast.


Ariel continued the orientation with introductions to the legislative assistants—four fidgety thirtysomethings who all wore glasses and, with remarkable uniformity, each clutched a coffee in one hand and a smartphone in the other. The whole orientation felt like the opening credits of an old-school TV show—each person giving a brief wave and an even briefer smile before turning away. The senior staffers popped in and out of their own rooms, which surrounded the chaotic main floor. And a set of closed dark brown double doors proclaimed the most senior office of all.


I recognized the conspicuously stylish young man who walked in the door, though his perfectly manicured goatee was new.


“Jigar Shah, nice of you to come to work this morning,” announced Ariel. “This is our new intern . . .”


“I know.” He patted me on the back. “I interviewed this guy when I was visiting the home office!”


And by “interviewed,” he meant talking to me from a bank of urinals as he scanned e-mails on his phone. “Sorry, no time; if you want an interview, the interview’s in here,” he had told me as he’d walked through the bathroom door.


He was scanning e-mails on his phone this morning as well. Ariel snapped her fingers so he’d actually look at me, but he spoke without making eye contact: “How are you doing, buddy? You’re looking sharp. Sebastian, right?”


“His name is Cameron Carter,” corrected Ariel.


“Of course it is! Welcome to DC, bud!” He proceeded through the office, oblivious.


Jigar walked into the office of his boss, Nadia Zyne, the one person to whom Ariel did not make a personal introduction.


“That’s Nadia Zyne,” she said, pointing to the slightly ajar door.


“The one I’m supposed to stay away from?” I asked with a smile.


“Well, I won’t confirm nor deny that, but I will say that you are a quick study, Mr. Carter,” she said. She walked me to her desk. We sat down and she continued, “I just want you to know that I’m here for any questions you may have. I know it’s tough to be away from home for the first time.”


It was, though I’d never acknowledge it to her.


“Well, I do kind of feel like an outsider here,” I admitted.


“Maybe that’s not such a bad thing,” she responded. “Outsiders see things we insiders don’t notice anymore, you know?”


“Yeah, I get it,” I responded. “It’s like this one time I went to a farm and all of these cows were running around, and I was like, ‘Hey, guys, get off the tractor because the cows . . .’ ”


A heavy click sounded from the double doors and Ariel’s eyes immediately darted in that direction, though her head didn’t move. I was actually grateful for the interruption to my word vomit.


“Sure,” she said, not listening, as Congressman Billy Beck opened the doors and emerged from his office. Most everyone else seemed to share the same reverence I had for the moment, but Ariel looked down at her desk and shuffled some papers.


A couple voices sang out, “Good morning, Mr. Congressman,” but they were outnumbered by those who said, “Hey, BIB!” And suddenly, the man, the acronym, was standing in front of me, reaching out his hand.


“Billy Beck,” he introduced himself. And before I could reply: “And you are Cameron Carter.” His bright blue eyes locked on mine from about six inches above, and his long fingers firmly wrapped around my right hand in a hearty, seismic jolt. Like my track coach’s congratulations after a good meet. An honorable mention in the form of a handshake.


“You’re a great guesser!” I exclaimed, which is basically the exact opposite of the first four words I intended to say when I met the congressman. In fairness to me, I wasn’t expecting him to know my name, and it threw me off a bit.


“And you’re going to be a great intern, I can tell,” Beck retorted. His expression looked exactly like it did in those ads I passed out all over town—a smile that curved up to one side, with wrinkly, almond-grower eyes. The fluorescent lights of the office bounced off the signature American flag pin fastened to the lapel of his navy-blue suit. “Your dad has that big landscaping business, doesn’t he? Real salt-of-the-earth guy—that’s what I love about the people of our district. . . .”


“Yeah, he’s doing really well,” I said, though BIB clearly hadn’t heard that my dad had lost out on some major contracts in the past few months.


“That’s great.” Katie smiled as she gently tugged at BIB’s elbow. And then, to him: “You’re going to be late for the vote.”


He slowly lifted his hand to Katie and continued looking at me. “So . . . Lagrima High, I assume?”


“Yes, sir,” I said, a little surprised that he was taking time for small talk with the most junior person on his staff.


“Bolander is still the football coach?”


“He’s retiring next year,” I said, incredulous. “How do you know him?”


“He was the assistant when I started for the team,” he explained.


“BIB . . . ,” interjected Katie with a sharp, quick smile.


“Great man,” he mused. He then leaned in toward me and said, as if a secret, “So please tell me the teenagers are still breaking into the Del Lago golf course at night and ice blocking down the hills?”


My eyes widened as I realized he’d once taken part in a time-honored but unspoken activity among Lagrima’s youth—buying huge chunks of ice at a convenience store and riding them down the green hills of the golf course, destroying the fairways in the process. I had done it two nights ago with Berto.


“Not sure how to answer that one.” I laughed nervously.


“Well, we always used to say it’s only a crime if you’re stupid enough to get caught,” he whispered in my ear.


By that point, most of the staff watched our interaction, surprised and maybe a little jealous at the face time I was getting.


“Look,” said Katie, “you guys are clearly hitting it off, but you’re going to have to continue the nostalgia session later.”


“Okay, okay,” said BIB, like a teenager being picked up from a party by his mom. “But one last thing. Most important advice you’ll get all summer . . .”


I noticed the rest of the staffers were watching intently, hoping to glean any wise tips from their boss.


“The best food on the Hill is on the Senate side, Dirksen cafeteria, to be exact. And Cups for coffee.” He laughed. “Don’t even bother going to the place they have in the basement here. Rayburn’s the worst. Can I say that?” He glanced at Katie, who was texting someone on her phone. “I like this kid,” he concluded, sizing me up.


Katie looked up and said, “Yes, he is going to be a great intern. He’s already proven very proactive.” She playfully raised an eyebrow. “And now, Mr. Congressman, we need to get you to the floor for a vote and prevent those Republicans from scaring more senior citizens.”


“Subtle,” Beck reflected.


“Those grandpas and grandmas will be going to the voting booth in five months; I don’t care what you call it,” instructed Katie as she guided Beck out the door.


As lunchtime neared, I waited for Ariel, who told me she would host a welcome meal for me, with Hillary and Zeph joining as well. However, she apologized for having to cancel twenty minutes into the lunch hour. She repeated this rain-checking for the next few days. Always canceling at the last minute. Something’s come up, she’d say. We’ll do it tomorrow. Always with a concerned, distracted look on her face.


  •  •  •  


The week passed quickly, and though she bailed on lunch, Ariel had taken an interest in me. Or at least, my ability to compensate for struggling staffers. She pulled me off filing duty and asked me to help Marcus with a report on literacy statistics. Marcus, education LA and office Cheetos hoarder, “could use the help,” she said. It was true.


I typed a note to Ariel on MessageNow, the instant message app on our computers: So is this whole thing a joke and I’m supposed to find out that Marcus is the literacy statistic? He spends most of the day watching sneaker unboxing videos on YouTube.


He hasn’t done anything for the report, has he? she replied.


That thing is all me. I finished it this morning, I typed back. Just sent it to him so he can take credit for it. So . . . what’s next? You aren’t going to send me back to letter-opening duty, are you?


No, she responded and paused. I looked at her across the room, her eyes barely above the computer screen on her desk. She continued, We never had that welcome lunch, did we?


Correct. You bailed on us on Monday, I replied.


Rayburn cafeteria, today? she typed back. 11:15 a.m. See you there.


I looked up and made eye contact with her, surprised by the early hour and somewhat confused given BIB’s negative review of the eating establishment. Then my eyes pointed toward Hillary, who was showing Zeph the correct way to store reams of paper in the supply closet. Ariel shook her head back at me: Just us.


She left for the basement at eleven, signaling that we were to walk there separately for some reason. As I walked out of the front door alone, I told Zeph and Hillary that I had to make a phone call to my dad. I was following Ariel’s lead; this lunch was off the record.


The Rayburn cafeteria provided just the right number of people to make Ariel and me anonymous, unnoticed. Two congressmen sat in the middle of the place, and they seemed to draw the attention of any onlookers. Ariel’s table selection (two-top behind a refrigerator filled with preprepared food) added to our privacy. The whir of the machine’s motor masked our conversation to anyone farther than five feet away.


“I hope you like Caesar salad,” she said and pushed a plate of wilted, soggy lettuce toward me. I sat down across from her.


“Oh, the famous Rayburn Caesar!” I feigned enthusiasm. “Lunch of choice for secretive Capitol Hill encounters.”


“It’s not a secret,” she defended herself. Her eyes darted to the left as she said it, which confirmed that it was at least kind of a secret. “I just . . . can’t stand that intern girl with the weird voice thing.”


“You mean, ‘thing-ah’?” I asked, doing my best Hillary imitation. Ariel nodded and laughed. And I realized that I’d made her laugh. As in, intentionally. She smiled back at me. The bottom of my lungs did that weightless thing for a second, before I told myself to get a grip and play it cool.


“So you ran circles around Marcus on that project?” she asked.


“Well, he gave me his Congressional Quarterly login name and password, so I didn’t do everything,” I explained.


“You don’t have to be modest,” she said. “You’re smarter than he is.”


“He’s an LA,” I reminded her. “I just graduated high school.”


“I know, I know,” she said. “But I can already tell. You’re quick. You’re going to do well here.”


The refrigerator motor machine grumbled to life. I could feel the warm exhaust from the vent blow on my ankles.


“So do you mind telling me why we’re eating lunch at the worst cafeteria on Capitol Hill, sitting in the corner next to a dying fridge?”


She laughed again and spun a piece of lettuce around with her fork. “So Sasser from the district office told me that you submitted your résumé like seven times or something,” she said.


“What?” I exclaimed. “That’s crazy. It was just three times.” A pause begged further explanation: “There was a temp one time, and I was pretty sure she didn’t know who to give it to . . .”


“You’re persistent,” she said. “You’re resourceful.”


“And you’re not answering my question,” I replied. “Anyway, I’m not hating on the people back home, but if you lived in Lagrima, you’d understand about the multiple- résumé-submission thing.”


“No offense,” she said, “but I didn’t expect a high school grad from Lagrima to seem so at home here. You fit in, but you’re still normal.”


I fit in. Best thing I’d heard anyone say all week. I wanted to stand up and tell the sparsely populated cafeteria that I fit in! but then I realized that would be counterproductive.


“Oh, I have family in the area, so . . .” I was referring to my mom, eighteen years ago. Close enough.


“ ‘Normal’ is a secret weapon in this town, you know,” she told me.


“A weapon against what?” I asked.


I could tell she had something to say. Or she just needed someone to listen.


She inhaled a bit and then smiled and said, “DC changes people. Power . . . it facilitates things. It’s like BIB, you know? He’s not a big name yet. But he knows everyone. He’s tight with the maître d’ at Old Ebbitt Grill—can get the private room there, just by showing up. He can make tax audits happen, get protesters arrested . . .”


It was her turn for the word vomit.


“What?” I blurted out. My question stopped her increasingly whispered stream of thought. “What are you talking about? How do you know he did that?”


“Anyway,” she deflected, “it’s better to be in the background with a bunch of people owing you favors, I guess. And the biggest favor they owe him is voting him in as Speaker of the House in the fall.”


“Okay,” I told her. “Our boss got the IRS to look a certain way and put some people in jail? You can’t take that back. You said it yourself: I’m persistent.”


She scanned the room and her eyes unmistakably said, Shhh. She looked less cute all of a sudden. More vulnerable, worried even. She sat back and folded her arms, her body language telling that she wouldn’t say more.


And then she did.


She leaned forward and said, “BIB’s buddy in the IRS initiated an audit of the chief fund-raiser for his competitor a few cycles ago. And the protesters? BIB got them arrested in the same phone call he set up a fishing trip with the DC chief of police. The same trip he invited my mom on.” She paused and then explained to me, “Nani Lancaster, junior congresswoman from Virginia Beach . . .”


“I know who your mom is,” I told her.


“Anyway, she hates the outdoors. But ever since she got elected, she’ll tag along wherever BIB goes. Like I said, DC changes people. . . .”


I tried to reconcile her model-next-door looks with the increasing severity of her words. Cute girls back at home could be cryptic—but nothing like this. The conversation made me feel uncomfortable—guilty. But it also made me want to learn more.


“Why are you telling me this, Ariel? These stories about BIB, your mom’s extreme political makeover . . . this isn’t exactly intern orientation material. Also kind of hard to believe.”


“I’m telling you because I might need your help with another project, Cameron,” she answered, “and there isn’t much time.”


I had barely celebrated my apparent promotion from the copy machine when a surprise guest showed up at the table.


“Well, what are you two doing hiding down here? It’s not even lunchtime yet.” Katie Campbell appeared out of nowhere and opened the frostbitten refrigerator door. Ariel cleared her throat and then smiled a very convincing smile. As she pulled out a small cup of yogurt from the shelf, Katie said, “Word to the wise: This is the best yogurt parfait on the Hill. I find myself down here basically seven times a day. Which is why Ariel’s so skinny, and I’m . . .” Her voice trailed off as she examined Ariel’s toned upper arm.


“I was just giving Cameron an orientation—a little bit about the office, the people . . . ,” said Ariel, suddenly all business.


“Oh, she’s telling you where all the bodies are buried?” Katie asked me.


“No,” I quickly answered. Nothing to see here. “No, she’s just . . . I’m learning a lot already.”


“It’s a figure of speech, Cameron.” Katie smiled warmly. “See you back at the ranch, you two,” she said, before walking toward the cash register, both hands clasping her snack.


We followed her to the office a few minutes later. As we got on the elevator, Ariel said, “Look, Cameron. I’m afraid that was a rather serious lunch. And I do have something in mind for you to work on. Just need another day or so to get things ready. And anyway, you shouldn’t forget to have fun this summer either.”
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