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I


      

      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.”

      

      [image: ]

      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.

    

  
    
      
        
II


      

      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.

      If the email was from anyone else, I would ignore it. But I obviously can’t just click delete. So I write back with my phone number, knowing that I’m being silly. Charlie doesn’t care about this enough to chase me down. But just in case he does, well, he’s welcome to contact me directly.
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      Teresa doesn’t keep me hanging. The next afternoon, she calls with good news. Her voice is warm and welcoming when she says, “I know we can do great things together.” Phew, I think. I passed.

      “I can’t wait to come on board.”

      “Well, I appreciate your enthusiasm,” she says. “But.”

      My heart stutters, and my smile dies on my lips.

      “Senator Knight had a long history in politics; my name won’t get us as far if you pull focus. So I do want you to keep a low profile during this campaign.”

      I close my eyes. I mean, Cooper can’t exactly leave me again. But there’s no point in being sharp. Especially before I’ve even signed a contract. So I exhale the words, unsaid. “That’s the plan,” I agree, as cheerfully as I can.

      After we hang up, I see a text from Gabe: Yayyyyy can’t wait to be colleagues!! Let’s get a drink and celebrate later?

      I don’t respond right away. I know I should be thrilled, and I am, mostly. But there’s also a knot of dread in my stomach: a fear that I will fuck this up, and then I’ll never be hirable again. I focus on the rise and fall of my chest. Try to clear my mind of the dark thoughts. Finally, I write back, Of course! Where’s the happy hour spot near the office? IOU at least two rounds.
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      Coming into campaigns late is always challenging, and I spend the first week playing frantic catch-up: learning names and roles, ingratiating myself with advisors, trying to figure out who says they’ll make things happen and who actually does. I reward myself for making it through with an 8:00 p.m. Pilates class on Friday—the last one on the schedule for the day. It’s good to get out of my head and into my body. To be reminded that I have a body, something I’ve found myself trying to forget for the last year or so.

      I’m walking through the front door of my apartment building when my phone starts ringing in my bag, and I jam the volume bar down so that it will go silent again. The call is from an unknown number. Spam.

      Once I’m in my apartment, rinsed off and wearing sweatpants, I go into the kitchen to try to figure out if I have the energy to make dinner or if I’m ordering takeout again. I’m plugging my phone into a speaker when I realize that same number called again. And then sent a text.

      It’s from Maybe: Charlie Blake.

      I drop my phone.

      I have to take a lap around the room before I can pick it up again. Whatever composure I thought I had developed in the decades—decades!—since I was fourteen absolutely deserts me, and all I can feel is my heart fizzing like soda water in my chest. Charlie Blake Charlie Blake Charlie Blake Charlie Blake!

      I sit down on the floor next to the phone, leaning back against the cabinets. They’re flimsy like everything in the overpriced new build I moved into when I was still delirious with divorce grief. My hands are shaking.

      OK. OK. I’m a grown-up.

      If this is some mass text thing—I’m Charlie Blake, and I’m urging you to save the whales—I am going to feel very silly.

      I open it. And it is not a mass text.

      Hey—this is Charlie Blake. Merrill said you wanted to talk, so . . . can we talk?

      I’m actually in DC tonight. Can I buy you a drink?

      And then, a few minutes later: (Is this flattering or presumptuous? I hope it’s a little bit flattering.)

      I stand up, put my phone on the counter. Open the fridge. Close it again.

      The only coherent thought I can muster is that I haven’t gotten Kate a wedding present yet. A video of Charlie congratulating her on her marriage would make her life.

      It’s not a good enough reason to say yes. But the thing is, in this moment, I cannot make my brain produce a single reason to say no. I mean, I’m not going to work with him—there’s no way. But why can’t I tell him that to his stupid, gorgeous face? Don’t I deserve a little treat after all of this . . . everything?

      The Vogue issue is still sitting on the kitchen table. I know if I opened it, it would fall open to his picture.

      I haven’t wanted anything except peace and quiet since the morning I saw Cooper’s sexts to Cassidy in newsprint. The sense of something stirring deep within me—flint striking rock, spark licking tinder, something like desire making itself known—is enough to move me to action. I have to eat dinner anyway. Would it be so bad if he bought it for me?

      I grab my phone with both hands and hit call.

      He answers right away. Like he was waiting for me. “Hi,” he says, and even though we’re not in the same room, I feel his voice like it’s dripping down my spine.

      “It’s both flattering and presumptuous,” I say before I think. “Audacious, maybe, is the right word for it.”

      “Could be worse,” he says. “You calling me is a good sign.”

      “So, I could do drinks. But there has to be food. I just worked out, and I’m starving.”

      I’m not doing the world’s best job at sounding normal. But Charlie just laughs. It’s such an easy, friendly sound. “You tell me where to meet you,” he says. “I’ll be there.”

      It’s close to 9:45, which means most places are close to closing. DC is not a late-night town. But the kitchen at Denizen stays open until 11:00. A small part of me knows that bringing him to my favorite spot is a bad idea—if he disappoints me, which is likely, I’ll never be able to go back there and have it feel the same. But also: I still can’t think.

      “I can be there in twenty,” he says. “Want me to call you a car?”

      I shake my head before I remember he can’t see me. “No. I’ll walk.”

      “See you soon.”

      I barely register hanging up. My brain’s moved on to figuring out what the hell to wear and trying not to spiral over the fact that I have so little time to do it. Ever since I started working in politics, I’ve thought of clothes as a cross between a costume and a suit of armor, and that’s only been more true since the divorce.

      At first, I reach for something soft—a dress. Something I might have worn on date night with Coop in another life. But this is not a date. This is business.

      So I put on a pair of high-waisted, flared trousers that give me giraffe legs. At 5′8″, I’m usually careful about how much I emphasize my height—the wrong heel has me eye level with guys who swear they’re six feet tall and don’t want to be reminded they’re not. Then I add a cream silk blouse, because I do want to look at least a little professional. Small gold hoop earrings. Hair stays up, because I did not wash it, and it shows. A swipe of lip gloss. OK.

      Time to go make my dreams come true, I guess.

    

  
    
      
        
IV


      

      I had figured I would have to wait for Charlie—you always have to wait for celebrities. But twenty minutes later, he’s waiting for me in front of Denizen, hands shoved into the pockets of his jeans. He’s wearing what I recognize to be a Char sweater and a leather jacket, and his hair catches the streetlamp’s light.

      My heart hiccups at the sight as my brain starts to come to terms with what’s happening. I’ve seen him in person before, but only at concerts, and from a great distance. He’s taller than I thought he would be—actual-person tall, not just famous-person tall. I could have worn any shoes I wanted.

      This close, I can register details that Vogue photoshopped out of existence: the scar that runs across the top of the knuckles on his right hand, and the scuffs on his worn-in Sambas. Some celebrities look plastic up close—well-preserved but slightly waxen with the effort of it. Not Charlie. He seems like he would be soft to the touch.

      Not that I’m going to touch him.

      He looks up, sees me, and smiles. His lips are lush. Any plans I had to not stare at him all night fly out the window. “Maya,” he says warmly. “Hey.”

      I nod, and he offers me his hand. I process that I’m meant to shake it and do. His grip is strong. Even after all these years, he’s still got guitar-string calluses on his fingers, and whatever distant spark I felt looking at his picture bursts into flame at the contact. I imagine how they would feel against the skin of my cheeks, my hips, my breasts. I duck to hide my blush.

      I’m torn between relief that I can still feel that way and mortification at my own desire. Be professional. Fat chance.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” I make myself say after what feels like an awkwardly long silence.

      Charlie called ahead for a table, and he must have asked for privacy, because we’re seated in one of the back corners, under a shadowy little overhang. There’s already a candle burning on the table, making the space cozy and intimate. God, he even smells good: the soft bloom of sandalwood and cedar, mixed with something spicy and smoky just underneath.

      As I’m sliding my jacket off, I notice a woman noticing Charlie. She’s my age, maybe a few years older, and I can’t tell if she recognizes him or if she’s just appreciating how handsome he is.

      I turn away quickly so that she won’t see my face. Charlie is more famous than I am by leaps and bounds, but in this town, right now, I might be more recognizable. And then I realize I haven’t thought this through at all. Denizen isn’t a hot spot, but it only takes one person—one photo—for this to become a story. Why did I agree to meet him in public?

      Though would meeting him in private really have been better?

      All of the anxiety I’ve been holding in for the last fifteen months rips through my bloodstream. A cold sweat seeps over my skin, and I feel clammy and dizzy.

      Then Charlie says, “You know, I always thought those shirts you guys made were funny.”

      Excuse me, what?

      “The, um, what were they?” he continues. “The We Like to Make Mischief ones, or something like that?”

      “I Am a Fan of Mischief.” Kate and I ran a little merch business the summer between sophomore and junior year of high school. Fan club members could mail us checks or cash—that’s how long ago this was—and we would send them shirts we’d screen-printed. Mischief’s official merch was hideous, so they were pretty popular. I still have one somewhere, I think. “I didn’t know you guys noticed stuff like that.”

      “I had to look at something while we performed.”

      “Yeah, no, sure, I just—” I blink at this man in front of me, trying to refocus. I’ve never met this person, but also we have a history together. It’s so strange to try to navigate. “It’s nice that you remember.”

      Charlie shrugs adorably. “I didn’t realize it at the time. But I guess I’ve been impressed with you for decades. Big fan.”

      Oh god, I’m blushing again. The waiter arrives to take our orders, and I’m grateful for the chance to get my feet under me. I have no idea what to say in response to this, so I try to get us back on track. “So tell me, what’s the project?”

      Charlie leans in a little bit, and I find myself doing the same. “So,” he says, “I don’t know how closely you’ve followed my career since Mischief, but I haven’t been back in a recording studio since we made Late Breaking. After we broke up, I considered Char my creative outlet, and I thought that would be it. Like I didn’t need music in that way anymore.”

      A lot of people were surprised when Charlie started a clothing company. But it made enough sense to me. He’d spent so many years being told what to wear; of course he wanted to be in total control of his clothing now. And the way he had talked about music—before, when he was still in the band—you could tell that he was someone who had to make stuff. Whose restless energy needed somewhere to go.

      He takes a drink of his water, and I watch his throat work. Notice the tendons flexing in his forearms. It’s a very casual kind of noticing, I assure myself.

      “I spent this past winter hanging out with Devin at his family’s farm,” Charlie continues. “Devin is—” I raise an eyebrow, and he laughs. “OK, you know who Devin is. Well, then maybe you know he’s had . . . kind of a hard time.”

      That’s an understatement. During the four years they were a band, Mischief’s label worked the boys to the bone. They toured and recorded, toured and recorded, in an endless loop. As soon as it ended, Ramsey did his first stint in rehab. Chris became a method actor famous for his on-set tantrums. Devin moved to a farm and took a year-long vow of silence. Apparently, he still doesn’t talk much.

      Even Charlie, who continues to present as the most stable one in the group, had his share of questionable girlfriends and late nights out in those early years. He’s never talked about it publicly, but it was hard not to notice that behavior stopped right around Ramsey’s third visit to Promises Malibu. And just a few years before he started Char.

      “I try to go visit them when I can,” Charlie says. “His daughter is thirteen now, and I want her to know . . . you know. To have some connection to that part of her dad’s life.” There’s a sweetness on his face when he talks about Devin and his daughter. Something so intimate and private that I almost feel like I shouldn’t be allowed to see. “Anyway, she wants to be a musician. There isn’t much to do up there, and at some point, she and I started noodling around on some songs together.” He fiddles with the hem of his napkin, and I’m suddenly more aware of the one I’ve draped across my lap. “Once we really got going, it was like something had unlocked. And all of this music that I’d been holding back for years just came tumbling out.”

      The waiter returns with my white wine, Charlie’s old-fashioned. He lifts his glass, and I clink mine against it. His eyes stay locked with mine as we each take our first sips.

      It’s good luck, I think, but my body is reacting as if it’s something much stronger.

      “That sounds intense.”

      “Yeah. But . . . good intense, I think. It turned out I had a lot to say. Eventually, my therapist convinced me to get into a recording studio. He was basically like, ‘You don’t have to release anything, but stop being so scared of something you used to love.’”

      I remember sitting in Teresa’s office just last week, promising to keep my mouth shut and my head down. I nod. If Charlie can see my mind reeling, he doesn’t acknowledge it. “So,” he says, “it was the kick in the ass I didn’t know I needed, and now I’m releasing a solo album. And I came here because I want you to help me do it.”

      It is very, very alluring to hear him say the words I want you, no matter what follows. His face is so eager and sincere, and he’s so compelling and confident. And so insanely fucking handsome.

      So handsome that for a moment, I forget to respond.

      “Listen, I know you’re beyond this,” he says into my silence. “Helping a guy you were a fan of in high school with his album release. You can name your rate, and I’ll—”

      I have to cut this off before he says another word. “I can’t. I mean, I really . . . I really can’t. I just took on a new candidate. This was my first week.”

      “Oh, shit. Congratulations.” He looks a little disappointed, but he sounds like he’s actually happy for me too. Of course he is. Of course he has to look like that and be a genuinely decent guy too.

      “But even if I hadn’t—I’m a political consultant. I wouldn’t know the first thing about what to do for a musician.”

      Charlie shakes his head emphatically. “You’re a fan,” he says. “Or you were, once. And fans are the people who made the band. You turned Mischief from a joke between me and my friends into something that changed my life. And I think you understand what other fans want better than I, or any record executive or social media manager, ever could.”

      He’s looking at me now, intense and unguarded, and I feel myself getting lost in it. I want to be the person he thinks I am—the person I used to think I was. Mischief Maya had never met a mountain she couldn’t move. “That was a long time ago.”

      Charlie holds his hands up. “I know. I know.”

      Our food arrives, and we busy ourselves with our silverware.

      “So what’s the job?” he asks just when the silence is starting to feel unbearable.

      “I’m consulting for Teresa Powell—she’s running for governor of Massachusetts.”

      “Sure, I know that name.”

      Charlie has been New York–based for so long, it’s easy to forget that before that, he was a Boston boy.

      “Why her?” he asks. “How did she win the Maya McPherson sweepstakes? People must have been throwing themselves at you after Knight’s victory, right?”

      I shrug. We don’t need to get into why that didn’t happen. “We’re introducing a universal basic income platform into her campaign. They did a pilot in Boston a few years ago—giving a five-hundred-dollar monthly stipend to people, to spend however they wanted. The results were impressive, so this feels like the right time and the right person to give it some momentum.”

      “Oh, I know.”

      “You do?” As soon as I say it, I wince at myself. It’s not like just because he’s famous, he can’t read the news.

      “My mom has been a teacher in the Watertown school district for forty years. She says the guaranteed income project made the biggest difference of any of the interventions she’s ever seen.”

      “Oh wow.” The part of my brain that never stops working catalogs that I should reach out to her for a testimonial at some point.

      “How did you get interested in UBI?”

      “I’ve worked on so many campaigns over the years. I’ve heard a lot of candidates explain a lot of ways they’re going to do something about poverty. And then, next election cycle—same poverty. Same ideas. It’s exhausting. Exhausting to go meet people, and shake their hands, and smile, and promise to fix things. And to watch things stay the same.”

      I can feel myself picking up steam, and I know I should probably stop. But Charlie just nods, like, Say more. So I do.

      “So many of the problems in this country stem from not being able to afford things. You can’t afford fresh food, you get sick, but you can’t afford a doctor, and you get sicker. You can’t afford to buy things with cash, so you put it on credit and go into debt that just keeps compounding. Any assistance programs we do have—they’re bureaucratic and expensive to operate. We need to cut through the red tape. We need to put a floor under people’s feet. And selfishly, I need to feel like all the bullshit I put up with—that it actually means something.”

      “That’s it!” Charlie’s eyes somehow get even greener when he’s excited. “That’s like, exactly it. Obviously making an album isn’t like, the same as what you’re doing at all. I’m sorry I’m even comparing them. But that’s so much of what I want: to make the stuff with Mischief—all the bullshit—lead to something meaningful.”

      He pauses, and I wonder if we’re both thinking about his bandmates and the tailspins they have and haven’t been able to pull out of. When Charlie speaks again, his voice is slower, more measured. “I was famous for no reason for so long. I sang songs that didn’t matter to me and did interviews in order to say nothing. Now I would like to say something. To try to actually use my own voice. Or whatever.” His cheeks are flushed, and I can’t tell if it’s from the whiskey, or the warmth of the restaurant, or just how animated he is. It’s stupidly sexy.

      But also: “The songs mattered to me,” I remind him.

      “They did,” he says. “And that does mean something. It does.” He gives me a heartbreaking smile, somehow happy and sad at the same time. “But I was a product, you know? It would be nice to have a chance to be an artist.” Charlie is blushing up to his hairline, and I’m so charmed that I know I’m not masking it. “I know that’s stupid. But I’ve been working on being honest about what I want, and so . . . yeah. That’s it.”

      I think about the recent past. How once I found out my marriage was imploding, I shut down everything that wasn’t required to keep me alive. How much easier it is to be a blank slate. How hard it’s been to wrest myself out of stasis and start pursuing what I want again. “I think it’s brave,” I tell him. It comes out so soft that Charlie has to lean in a fraction of an inch closer to hear me.

      Our eyes meet across the table. And for a moment, there’s no one else here, anywhere. Just us and the way he looks at me, with unearned tenderness. “When we decided to stop being Mischief, it felt like the end of the world,” he says. “It’s taken me a long time to see that I was wrong. The world wasn’t over. Just . . . different than it had been. Anyway.” He tilts his head, examining me from a new angle. “Thank you. For listening.”

      The moment stretches out, and I feel something start to simmer between us. A hum of tension. A flicker of electricity. His eyes fall to my mouth, then rise again.

      He looks away first, and my cheeks heat instantly. What was that? Is there any universe where he . . .

      I don’t have the tools to interpret this, so I don’t try. I busy myself rearranging my napkin. And focus on a truth I can tell. “I loved the old songs. But I want to hear the new ones.”

      Charlie’s grin is back, and I force myself not to imagine it pressed against my mouth. “Well, even if you’re too busy for me, I can make that happen for you.”
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      After dinner, Charlie and I stand on the sidewalk, and he turns toward me. “Even if nothing comes of this, I’m glad I came.”

      “I thought I gave a firm no.” I’m tipsy, though it’s hard to say whether it’s the wine or just him.

      “You did,” he acknowledges. “But if you ever change your mind—or have any thoughts on . . . anything. You have my number.”

      For just a second, I let myself imagine that Charlie’s not Charlie and I’m not me. That we’re just two people saying goodnight after dinner and drinks. It’s tempting to wonder if the easy way we talked—the easy way I feel when he looks at me—has legs.

      But in reality, we are two people with lives pulling us in completely opposite directions. He’s about to be a star again, and I’m still a walking billboard for scandal who should be avoiding anything and anyone who might be even remotely interesting to TMZ.

      “It was really nice to meet you,” I tell Charlie Blake, extending my hand to shake his again. And then I have to turn around and walk away before I can do anything really stupid, like try to hug him, to find out if he feels as good as he looks.
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      A few days later, I’m working late when an email from Charlie appears in my inbox. He’s sent me two tracks from the album. You said you wanted to hear it, he’s written. So here’s a taste.

      I give myself all of ten seconds to think about the corny or dirty interpretations of that wording before very deliberately finishing the task I’m working on. Then I check my email again to make sure nothing important came in while I was focusing and pack up my stuff and get ready to leave for the night. It’s not outrageously late—only seven thirty, and most of the staff wrapped up a couple of hours ago. But I feel like I’m still proving myself to Teresa. Plus, there’s always more work to be done.

      Normally I’d take a car home and save myself the headache of navigating the metro. But I want to experience these songs while being out in the world. Maybe I’m afraid of being alone with them. I start walking to the nearest station.

      I’m halfway through the first track when I realize I’ve been expecting something that sounds like Mischief: big anthemic stadium pop. This is quieter, richer, with instrumentation that laps around the warmth of Charlie’s voice.

      It’s insanely good. Both of them are.

      I listen again, and again, and again, while I wait for the train, while it rattles me toward home. I had forgotten what it was like to feel this way—just totally undone by someone’s art, swept up in their emotions. Experiencing my own feelings as too big for my skin.

      I open up my text history and tap my thumb against the screen, stalling. Charlie did tell me I could call him. He sent me these songs. It still feels crazy that I have his number. That I can just write, These are amazing, and then, I love them. And know he’ll read it.

      He writes back a few hours later, as I’m getting into bed. I’m so glad. We’re releasing “Longer Gone” as a single next week. Unofficially, just as a friend—do you think it’s the right move?

      A friend, I repeat to myself, trying to pretend I’m not disappointed. A friend.

      Definitely the right move, I assure him.

      Three dots pop up on the screen as he types. I hold my breath, watching them and waiting. He doesn’t send anything for long enough that I finally put my phone on my nightstand. I check it first thing when I wake up in the morning, but whatever he was thinking about saying, I guess he decided to keep it to himself.

    

  
    
      
        
V


      

      The next few weeks are hectic. I’m helping plan for the debate where Teresa will officially announce that she’s supporting UBI and the press conference that will follow the day after. When I’m not in work-mode, I’m on the phone with Kate, troubleshooting the last details of her big day.

      I’m hours away from getting on a flight to LA when I take my last morning meeting before the wedding weekend. It’s me, Teresa, and a bunch of junior staffers sitting around in the office, picking at cold pizza and running through details.

      “OK, so we have Pastor Childress, and then Robbie Waller—the economist from Harvard,” Teresa says. “Have we locked down a recipient testimonial yet?”

      “We just did,” one of the aides announces. “Dawson Harris. Single father; the mother died in a car accident. He works three jobs. Used the money to buy winter coats for the kids.”

      “We’ve done a background check?” Teresa asks, and the aide nods. I’m tired, and I have to bite back what I really want to say, which is that it doesn’t matter if this guy has a criminal history. The point of UBI is that everyone deserves the dignity of being able to buy their kids winter coats. Every kid deserves to be warm in December.

      But, I tell myself, Teresa is being practical. We have to convince at least some of the people for whom this isn’t as obvious that it’s a good idea. That’s how we get her elected, and that’s how this pilot gets off the ground.

      “I almost want one more,” Teresa adds, tapping a thoughtful finger against her chin. “Davidson”—her opponent—“just got Ben Affleck. I feel like we could use some kind of celebrity presence to help make this a little sexier. Does Chris Evans do anything antipoverty related?”

      There’s a clacking of keys as people start googling. Staffers throw out names and debate who might be a good ask. I’m barely listening. I don’t need to ask Google anything, because I do know a celebrity with a connection to UBI. One who wants to use his voice more.

      It’s not a leap to picture Charlie on a political stage. He’s so easy to talk to, and he conveys sincerity in a way that can’t be taught. He made me feel like I’d known him forever, and I’ve never been more guarded than I am right now.

      Also, this could score me such major points if it works out. “I have a connection to Charlie Blake,” I say, when it’s quiet enough to interject. “From the band Mischief? His mom is a teacher in Boston and apparently had students who were a part of the program there a few years ago. I could ask him if he’s interested.”

      Teresa turns her steely-eyed gaze to one of the interns. “Does your generation know who Charlie Blake is?” she asks.

      “He has that new song, ‘Longer Gone,’ right?” the intern replies. “A clip from it is trending on TikTok. Or on my TikTok, anyway.”

      Teresa nods at me. “Call him. OK. Who do we have as backup if he doesn’t work out?”

      She’s already on to the next thing, and I’m grateful, because heat is crawling up my chest and into my cheeks. Why do I feel weirdly guilty about this? It could be good for my relationship with Teresa, but what I’m experiencing right now is definitely more than a normal excited-about-work sensation. I’m already plotting the text I’ll send to Charlie and imagining him writing back.
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      The last thing I do before leaving for the airport is duck into one of the makeshift “offices”—a corner surrounded by flimsy dividers—and text him. Congratulations on the release! A twentysomething in the office reports she’s heard of you.

      And I might have a friendly favor to ask you. It’d be for Teresa’s campaign—it’s UBI related. Feel free to say no, etc. etc. If you’re up for it I’ll give you the whole scoop.

      Then I have to just . . . wait. I force myself to make sure that my laptop and various chargers are all packed up before I leave. He probably won’t write back right away. He might not respond at all. Just because he said something at a dinner one time doesn’t mean—

      My phone’s vibrating. I pick up so fast I almost drop it. “Hi.”

      He can definitely hear how flustered I sound. “Hi,” Charlie says, amused. The warmth of his smile carries over all the miles between us, somehow. “Sorry, I started to type, and I just . . . I thought I’d call instead. Is that OK?”

      “Of course. I mean, I’m the one asking you a favor.”

      “I honestly can’t imagine what it is.”

      I thought I could keep my cool with him if I didn’t have to see his perfect face, but it turns out his voice is just as bad, and my whole body is clenching. I turn to hide my smile, though I’m not sure from whom. “So I mentioned I’m working on Teresa Powell’s campaign?”

      “You did.”

      “And that she’s going to announce her support for a statewide UBI pilot?”

      “Mmhmm.”

      I sink down into my desk chair. I kick my heels off under the desk, wishing I had already changed into leggings and sneakers for the plane.

      “We’re holding a press conference afterward, with a handful of people speaking in support of the program. And I was wondering if you might consider being one of those people.”

      There’s a pause. I brace for a no. “Wow. Are you sure you want . . . me?”

      I automatically flip into persuasion mode. “Of course we do. You’re smart, you’re charming, and you have a personal connection. I think it also helps that you’re unexpected. UBI sounds kind of boring to a lot of people. Having you talk about it makes it a little”—I realize too late what I’m about to say—“sexier.”

      All this nets me is another “Mmhmm” from him.

      “Mmhmm what?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Bullshit.”

      I’m worried that I’ve been too harsh until I hear a muffled laugh on the other end of the phone. “OK, yes, that was bullshit,” he says. “I guess what I’m thinking is . . . are you sure you want me, specifically? Couldn’t anyone with a recognizable name do this for you?”

      I spin slowly in my chair, stockinged feet pressing against the carpet. Of course my standard pump-up speech won’t work on him. So many people—especially men—hear you’re special and don’t ask any follow-up questions. But Charlie isn’t that easy.

      Which, of course, just makes him hotter. “I won’t lie to you,” I tell him. “Initially this was about asking a celebrity, generally, before it was about asking you, specifically. But I do think you, in particular, would be good at this. And I think—if you’ll let me be a little obnoxious—it could be good for you. Using your voice more, this time around.”

      “I did say I wanted that, didn’t I. And it’s not obnoxious—it’s the type of advice I tried to convince you to let me pay you for.”

      Another long pause. I’m about to step in to fill it when he sighs and says, “Is it stupid if I’m scared?” His voice sounds smaller than I thought it could, and I hunch forward, as if I’m protecting our conversation with my body. Charlie has guarded his privacy—and his sanity—so carefully for the last ten years. I should have known better than to spring something like this on him.

      “Not at all. There’s a reason a lot of people won’t talk politics in public.”

      I’ve been trying not to think about it, but finally, I let myself imagine Charlie right now. Is he at home, barefoot in sweatpants? At an office somewhere, grabbing five minutes between meetings with label execs? I know that wherever he is, his hands are busy: fingertips drumming on his thigh or fiddling with his watch. Full of the energy that makes him so magnetic and compelling.

      I could give him so many better uses for them.

      “The thing is, everyone says yes to celebrities,” Charlie says. “Everyone tells us our opinions are important and our ideas are good. I feel like I already take up so much space in the world. And part of me still wonders . . . do I need to take up even more?”

      I’m still startled by the intimacy of his confession. How close I feel to someone I barely know. I’ve considered this question a thousand times. Why I or anyone else in DC should have as much power as we do over other people’s lives. “You could look at it this way,” I offer. “You already take up all of that space. In a lot of people’s minds, anyway. This is just . . . doing something different with it. But it’s entirely up to you. You don’t owe this to anyone.”

      “Mmmm.” He sounds amused again, like there’s a joke he’s about to let me in on. “I mean, realistically, I have to say yes though. Because if I do, then you owe me a favor, don’t you?”

      Wow, does this feel like flirting. Is he flirting? “Only fair,” I respond.

      I’m unclear if this is just him being chummy, but my skin still ripples with a shiver at the thought that it’s something else.

      “If I have to speak, I’m definitely going to need help writing the remarks. It turns out you don’t really absorb a lot of English class when you’re touring for half of high school.”

      Is this a yes? “Of course,” I reassure him, nodding much too emphatically for a phone call. “I’m flying to LA tonight, but I’ll be back Monday, and we could set up a time to go over talking points when you’re ready—by phone or in person. Up to you.”

      “LA, huh?”

      “For a friend’s wedding.” I’m resting my elbows on the desk now, as if he’s across the table from me. As if I can get close enough to breathe him in again: that spicy, woodsy scent.

      “So, thing is, I leave for Japan on Monday morning.”

      “I can probably sneak away for an hour for a call tomorrow? Are you on East Coast time, or . . . ?”

      “As it happens,” he says. “I’m in LA right now. So if you can find an hour for me in person, we can have a second drink.”

    

  
    
      
        
VI


      

      My jaw cracks with a yawn, and Kate’s sister, Jane, gives me a polite but firm elbow to the side. “We haven’t even gotten to the toasts yet,” she murmurs.

      “It’s ten p.m. in DC,” I say, but so quietly that I know she can’t hear me. Jane is the maid of honor, and she takes her duties incredibly seriously. Which I do appreciate; I want Kate to have a perfect weekend. But also, I never sleep well on planes, and all my afternoon hotel nap did was make my jet-lag-induced disorientation worse. Arranging to meet Charlie after the rehearsal dinner may have been a tactical error, but it was the only time both of us were free.

      Luckily, Kate’s best friend from college is on my other side. “You want me to see if I can snag a coffee for you?” Pritti asks. “I need a refill anyway.”

      “That would be amazing, thank you.” I’ve abused caffeine so seriously for so long that it would take a lot to keep me up past my bedtime, which is both a pro and a con of a life spent working on a politician’s schedule.

      I’ve barely seen Kate all night—par for the course—but as soon as Pritti gets up, she spots the empty chair next to me and drops into it with a sigh. “Oh my god, it feels so good to sit.”

      Her look is pure, uncut Kate: a perfect vintage ’60s minidress—patterned, because she finds solids boring—and the kind of sky-high heels that give me a headache just from looking at them. There are rhinestone hearts on her nails because my girl has never been anything less than a maximalist.

      Kate and I met our freshman year of high school, but we didn’t truly bond until we discovered our mutual love of Mischief as sophomores. She’s a born cheerleader who had always felt out of place at our uptight, too-cool private high school; my tendency toward bossiness wasn’t winning me many friends either. But it turned out we were perfectly matched. She has the kind of enthusiasm and vision that inspire people; I have the detail orientation and pain-in-the-ass-ness required to get them to actually follow through. In a sense, Kate was my first candidate, and I’ve been campaigning for her ever since.

      “Have you eaten anything yet?” I reach for a bread basket.

      “I managed like half of the salad before my great-uncle Randolph made me listen to a lecture about his wedding day.”

      I nudge my plate in her direction. “I’m getting drinks after this. Eat. I’m sure I can get fries at the bar or something.”

      “You’re getting drinks? After this?” Kate doesn’t pause before helping herself to a bite of my sea bass. “God, this is good.”

      I haven’t told Kate about the Charlie of it all yet. Not right away, when I didn’t want her excitedness to rub off on me—I knew it would hamper whatever ability I could muster to act rationally. Then I thought the moment had passed and she’d be pissed at me for not telling her sooner.

      Now definitely isn’t the time either, so I try to change the subject. “You know how to pick a spot.” And she does: we’re sitting on the patio of a restaurant nestled downtown, right next to the central library. Skyscrapers soar overhead, but we’re lit by the glow of paper lanterns. A fountain in the middle of the space burbles happily.

      Kate won’t be distracted though. “Drinks with who?”

      Kate is already scanning the room, looking for whoever she needs to glad-hand next, and I know I can’t drop a bomb like this.

      “It’s a work thing.”

      Which is, of course, true. But I’m still a liar.

      I’ll tell her after the wedding, when she’s on her honeymoon and supremely relaxed. She might even be impressed that I could be so tight-lipped. Maybe I’ll get Charlie to autograph a napkin tonight or something, to send her as a souvenir.

      Kate leaves it, which probably says something unflattering about how much work I do. “Boring,” she says and flashes me her teeth to check for any lodged parsley.

      Pritti returns with a glass of wine for her and a dainty little espresso for me. “You can keep sitting,” she tells Kate, but Kate is already on her feet.

      “Nah, I’ve got to rescue Leah from her mom. Angie has gotten obsessed with the idea that her dog should be the ring bearer, which is just . . . anyway. Maya, I hope whoever you’re having professional drinks with at nine p.m. on a Saturday is ready for that dress.” She kisses the top of my head and goes to extricate her fiancée from a very animated conversation with her mother.

      I will admit that when I picked out this dress, I had thought that, if someone at the wedding caught my eye, it might help me catch theirs back. The front V is cut low enough to show some serious skin, and my back is almost entirely bare. The skirt bells out into a tulip shape—a ladylike nod, but it’s definitely the kind of thing I could never get away with in DC.

      

      [image: ]

      Two hours later, the only thing I’m thinking about is why I chose to wear these shoes. I’m usually pretty good at enduring heels, but it’s been a day, and I shift from one foot to another, rolling out each ankle in turn, as I stand at my hotel’s bar, waiting for Charlie.

      Then: a hand, warm and heavy, on my arm. Those calluses.

      Charlie.

      “Maya,” he says.

      I turn around and take him in. His cream-colored henley is open at the throat, and a thick gold watch is strapped casually around his wrist. He runs his fingers through his hair and all of a sudden, I’m wide awake. The first time that I saw him, we were both on our best behavior, trying very hard to present our most buttoned-up selves. But now it’s late, and he looks rumpled in a way that suggests he’s packed a lot into the last twelve hours too. I feel every inch of my exposed skin under his gaze.

      “Did you really get in this afternoon? You look . . .” Charlie’s eyes linger on my body, and I feel the tug of my traitorous nipples. “I mean,” he says. “You don’t look like you just got off a plane.”

      I know I should be the one to look away, break the moment, but I can’t. Our eyes are locked, and it’s like neither of us can do anything about it. “I came straight from the rehearsal dinner, so I had to be presentable.”

      The corner of Charlie’s mouth pulls up into a smirk. “Presentable is one word.”

      My fingertips are stroking along the line of my collarbone, and I don’t know how they got there. His eyes track the movement, and I wonder if it’s possible that he feels as undone by this interaction as I do.

      He taps the marble bar. “Have you ordered yet?”

      “Haven’t been able to get anyone’s attention.”

      It takes about two seconds for Charlie to flag one of the women who’ve been ignoring me for the last ten minutes.

      He cocks his head at me to go first, and I angle myself toward him. “A glass of white wine. Something dry.” A rule someone had to teach me after I got tipsy on one too many vodka sodas as a dumbass college intern: at work drinks, always drink white wine. It’s easy to sip carefully enough to stay sober, and it doesn’t stain your tongue, your teeth, or your blazer when someone inevitably bumps into you.
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