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For Charlie—May you grow up to be the kind of man who wants women to win


In politics, if you want anything said, ask a man. If you want anything done, ask a woman.

—MARGARET THATCHER

If I didn’t define myself for myself, I would be crunched into other people’s fantasies for me and eaten alive.

—AUDRE LORDE



CHAPTER 1


July 15, 2017

479 days to Election Day

Tell people one true thing before you tell them a lie. Then it will be easier for them to believe the lie.

It wasn’t the best advice Marty Walsh ever gave to his daughter Charlotte, but it had stuck with her for almost forty years. Marty had been a garbage collector by trade, though he insisted “sanitation specialist” had a smarter ring to it. He wasn’t a successful man by most people’s standards and he died drunk in his bed before his fiftieth birthday. Now his daughter was running for the United States Senate and Marty’s words held a new utility for her.

Charlotte hadn’t expected her campaign to begin with an interrogation—an aggressive one at that—but the questions just kept coming.

“Have you ever used any drugs besides pot?”

“No.”

“Paid any undocumented workers under the table?”

“Nope.”

“Ever killed anyone?”

“Not yet.”

“Ever get an abortion?”

“No.”

“Infidelity in your marriage? Affairs? Secret ex-husband?”

“I love my husband. We don’t have anything to hide.” One of those things is true. Charlotte punctuated her sentence with a chuckle, hoping the laughter would sooth her nerves and add confidence to her answer.

Josh Pratt, who if all went well today would sign on to be her campaign manager, twisted his mouth in a way that told Charlotte he wasn’t sure he believed her. He had a tiny blob of something yellow, maybe mustard, on the side of his thin lips. As he asked his questions, Charlotte had a hard time focusing on anything except for the golden dribble.

I’m running for national political office, she wanted to answer back. Ask me my thoughts on immigration, on the flat tax, on school vouchers, abortion rights. How much do I think we can raise the minimum wage? Can I bring more jobs to Pennsylvania? Will I create more affordable housing? Will I fight for college tuition assistance? What do I think about trade with the Chinese? Why does my marriage matter?

“You’re thinking, ‘Why does it matter?’ Why does your husband matter?” Josh read her mind. “Your husband matters. Your marriage matters. As a woman, you bear the burden of having to appear to be charismatic, smart, well-groomed, nice, but not too nice. If you’re married, you need to look happily married. If you have kids, you should be the mother of the year.”

“Goddammit. It’s 2017. There are plenty of women in Congress. A woman ran for president. It shouldn’t matter that I don’t have a penis.” Charlotte rolled her eyes. “It’s unbelievable that we have to deal with that kind of shit anymore.”

“Well, I’m sorry, but it matters a lot.” Josh shot her a stoic stare. “You do still have to deal with this shit. No one likes to say that out loud, but it’s true. You’re running in a state that’s never elected a woman to the Senate or as governor. That should tell you something.”

“Tug Slaughter is a serial philanderer,” Charlotte fired back at Josh. Pennsylvania’s longtime incumbent senator Ted “Tug” Slaughter had been married three times—his current wife was thirty-five years younger than he. The man was a walking cliché. For more than forty years, Slaughter had reigned as the senior senator from the state. Most men in Congress would be easy to miss in a crowd. Not Slaughter. Pushing eighty, the man still oozed raw ego. He was known to strip his shirt off and perform sit-ups onstage at events. Just last month he’d climbed the trestle of the Black Bridge in Marshfield Station with a pack of teenagers and leapt into the icy Delaware River below. Last winter he announced that he donated a kidney to a complete stranger he’d met at an Eagles game.

“It’s true, Tug does more cocktail waitresses than he does lawmaking, but he’s not the one who needs to create a legitimate candidacy. You do.” Josh had an answer for everything.

“That’s bullshit.”

Charlotte drummed her nails on her desktop, an expensive slab of glass through which she could see her boot tapping the wooden floor. She’d flown Josh here to Palo Alto from Philadelphia on her dime to convince him to run her campaign. He’d insisted on first class because he knew she could afford it, and Charlotte took this as a sign that he didn’t think he needed to impress her. All the right people told Charlotte that hiring Josh, a political wunderkind with four consecutive congressional wins under his belt, could give her a solid shot at winning. She needed him more than he needed her money, though she knew that if he said yes to working with her, she would be paying him in the high six figures for a little more than a year.

Josh paused and smiled. “You curse like a dockworker. You don’t look like someone with such a foul mouth, with your expensive linen suit, sitting in this glass-walled aquarium in the heart of Silicon Valley.”

She was suddenly conscious of what she looked like to him. At forty-seven, Charlotte was often complimented on the fact that she had aged well, and she’d heard it enough that she allowed it to be something she took pride in. She had what her mother once described as a plain face and a sturdy build, meaning she had broad shoulders and a flat chest that persisted into adulthood. She knew her hair was her best feature, more chestnut than brown, with strawberry highlights and just a few strands of silver she easily extracted at the roots. After half a lifetime of feeling insecure about her looks, in her thirties she’d learned to accentuate her best features and had come to see herself as pretty but not beautiful. She knew the distinction had made it easier for her to succeed in a male-dominated industry.

Meanwhile, Charlotte thought Josh looked ten years younger than his actual age, which Google informed her was thirty-five and, with his baby face, husky belly, and enthusiastic acne sprinkled across his cheeks, nothing like the kind of man who played the kind of three-dimensional chess required to get a person elected to national office. He wore dark jeans, a blue blazer, pristine Stan Smith Adidas with black laces, and a rumpled Phillies T-shirt. It took swagger to waltz into a business meeting in sneakers with mustard on his face and Charlotte knew it gave him the upper hand.

“Well, I curse more like a teamster,” Charlotte corrected Josh. “I spent too many nights at my dad’s union meetings.” Marty Walsh might have been a drunk, but he’d been a happy drunk, and because happy drunks are endearing to children, like Santa Claus and puppets, from an early age Charlotte had wanted to be around him all the time. On evenings when her mother couldn’t get out of bed, he brought her to his union meetings and sat her on the floor while deeply angry white men—the room was always all men—cursed and complained about how the world owed them better. Years later, at Marty’s funeral, the same men had the same conversations. Back then those men were still progressive Democrats. Mistrust for authority and misplaced expectations had been the central tropes of Charlotte’s upbringing. When she closed her eyes, Charlotte could smell the Swisher Sweets and cheap beer and hear her father say: “These men work hard, Charlie. They deserve a good turn. Anyone who works an honest day deserves a good turn.” He’d had plenty of flaws, but above all Marty had been a hard worker, and it was that quality Charlotte chose to remember above the others.

“That will play well in rural PA—the cursing, the garbageman dad,” Josh said now. “Easy on the union talk though. Only 10.7 percent of Americans identify with a union these days. Play up the white-trash angle. When you run for office, your life history gets reduced to character points: ‘Daughter of trashman turns Silicon Valley executive and comes home to help voters get jobs like hers.’ That’s your brand now. It’s a better brand than ‘California millionaire who grows heirloom tomatoes, contributes to the Silver Circle of public radio, does yoga, and tries to save the spotted owl.’ ”

“It’s actually the Chinook salmon we’re more concerned about these days,” Charlotte whipped back.

There were other stories Charlotte could have told Josh. Sometimes Charlotte’s mother, Annemarie, had picked up cleaning shifts at a retirement home in Scranton, scraping vomit off the bathroom walls while wearing thick yellow latex gloves. Unable to afford childcare, she’d brought Charlotte with her, placing the little girl on a stool with a book in the corner of the bathroom. But Annemarie had lost that job when they’d found out she was stealing pills from the patients. Meanwhile, Marty had been among the first laid off when Elk Hollow merged municipal services with Abington. He’d picked up some hours at the gas station before it went self-service. In his later years he’d worked as a janitor in the food services department of the University of Scranton. Some months they’d gotten food stamps that her dad was too proud to ever use at the Rainbow market, even when the electricity got shut off for five days. These were memories Charlotte had packed away into dusty boxes in her brain, and when she’d unpacked them, she’d been startled to realize she’d become the kind of woman who bought fifteen dollars worth of organic kale and thirty dollars of non-GMO chia seeds at the Menlo Park True Food Co-op. The trajectory from there to here was vertigo-inducing.

Charlotte’s eyes wandered to the couch on the other side of the room, where Leila Kelly, her executive assistant, raised her bushy eyebrows in tandem as if to ask, Do we really need this guy?

Josh glanced at his notes and continued. “You and Max Tanner have been married for twelve years, with three daughters under the age of six. You’re the COO of Humanity and he’s the head of engineering and product for the same company. How will that work exactly when you run? What will your husband be doing when you move your family to Pennsylvania?”

“Max is taking a sabbatical from the company and taking care of our girls.”

“Don’t say the word sabbatical. You sound elitist, like the kind of person who says ‘holiday’ instead of ‘vacation.’ ”

Sitting in her corner office as the chief operating officer of the technology company that was single-handedly changing how the world did business, Charlotte felt assured in her use of any damn word she pleased. “We call it a sabbatical here at Humanity. We both chose to take one when I decided to run—when we decided I should run. We made a joint decision that Max would help raise our daughters so I could focus on the campaign.”

Charlotte cringed, remembering the intense marital negotiations it had taken to convince Max that her running for office and him becoming the primary caregiver for their small children would be good for them as a family. Even though she understood what he was giving up for her, she also felt vindicated that she deserved this and more from him after what he’d put her through.

“We can talk about how to spin your husband’s so-called sabbatical later,” Josh countered, wagging his head and making exaggerated air quotes with his hands around the word sabbatical. “Maybe Max works on a top secret project from home. Something with virtual reality. People love the idea of virtual reality. They have no idea what the hell it is, but they think it will change their shitty lives. Always say ‘Silicon Valley,’ never ‘San Francisco,’ by the way. San Francisco conjures up images of tie-dyed, pot-smoking, free-loving hippies and transgendered people who want to use your bathroom. ‘Silicon Valley big shot’ is more aspirational than ‘reality television star’ these days, and you and Max hopefully come with less baggage.”

Josh dredged up his next unpleasant topic. “Speaking of baggage, Max has a reputation for being a flirt. There are a few women who claim he made inappropriate remarks to them in the office.”

Adrenaline tiptoed up her spine, but outwardly Charlotte maintained total calm, a skill honed in years of boardrooms filled with other puffed-up men with expensive haircuts.

She took a sip of her lukewarm coffee, allowing her front teeth to clink against her mug. Her husband had been a flirt. It was a reflex for him, the way he made both men and women like him. He made inappropriate, vaguely vulgar jokes at the wrong times. He was a toucher. There was a time, not too long ago, when he would stroll into a team meeting and give both men and women uninvited shoulder massages during pep talks. He used to joke, “An unwanted shoulder massage is an oxymoron.” She’d made him stop telling that joke.

“All men flirt.” Charlotte held her breath and glanced again at Leila. When she made an excuse for her husband, she faltered and raised her voice an octave without intending to. “Do you have any evidence he did anything wrong? No Humanity employees will ever speak badly about Max or me. Everyone signed ironclad confidentiality agreements.”

“How do you know they’re ironclad enough?”

“I wrote them. I’m the COO.” She crossed and uncrossed her legs.

Josh’s chapped lips stretched into a smirk. “People talked to me, and if they talked to me they’ll talk to your opponent and to the press. But you make another excellent point. You have a bigger job than Max. He’s the VP of product and engineering. You’re one step away from the CEO. You run this company.” He waved his hand in an arc sweeping the room, indicating what lay beyond it—the 500,000-square-foot office complex designed by Zaha Hadid, her final project before she passed away. Outside Charlotte’s window she could see the ten-acre rooftop park with its man-made waterfalls and brutalist concrete climbing wall.

Josh continued. “I’ll bet that was tough on Max, having his wife as a boss, the big dog at one of the most powerful companies in the world.”

“My husband is a very evolved man, not a dinosaur.”

Josh rolled his eyes. “That would be a cute sound bite if we were living in Sweden. Don’t say that out loud on the campaign trail.”

He left Max behind for the moment. “Your girls. The twins, they’re five now and you conceived them through IVF?” Josh clearly enjoyed toying with people, had the look of a child dangling a pork chop in front of a starving dog as he asked his questions.

Charlotte allowed her eyes to narrow and her annoyance to rise to the surface. “Yes.”

“Designer babies.”

Don’t talk about my kids like that. I will strangle you with my bare hands. “Oh, Christ! Like hundreds of thousands of women, I had trouble getting pregnant and used modern medicine to help start our family.” Getting pregnant had been the hardest thing she’d ever done. It had convinced her over and over that she was a failure and had nearly broken her. She despised talking about it.

“Because you were old when you got pregnant? Forty-one?”

“Yes, among other things.” Charlotte glared at him. “I’d like to think you know better than to refer to a woman as old.”

Unfazed, Josh continued. “What other things?”

“My uterus sits at an inopportune angle for sperm to properly reach my eggs without assistance. I have sonograms of it, actually. Do you think we should release them on Instagram in advance of announcing the campaign? Maybe they could be our Christmas cards.”

Josh ignored her sarcasm. “IVF is an expensive procedure.”

“The company paid for it.” It was one of the things Charlotte was proudest of—not the fact that the company had paid for her own procedures, but that they paid for all fertility procedures for all Humanity employees. In an effort to keep more women at Humanity, she had instituted a policy of paid family planning for all employees. The plan included compensation for IVF, egg freezing, egg donation, and adoption. At the time, she’d had no idea she would need to take advantage of the benefit herself. With Humanity’s female retention at an all-time low, she’d seen a problem and fixed it. Solving problems and knowing how to fix things was the defining characteristic of Charlotte’s adulthood and had earned her a nickname in certain tech circles—the Fixer. It didn’t matter that she wasn’t the most creative thinker or most analytical person in a room: When she was presented with a problem, Charlotte Walsh could always fix it.

She’d done it quietly, but when the press had asked her about it in 2014—because funding family planning was still considered a rogue move in the twenty-first century—she’d explained, as if she were responding to a very small and not terribly bright child, that it was the right goddamned thing to do to keep talented women in the workforce. That quote had caught the eye of some powerful women’s groups: EMILY’s List, She Should Run, and the Pink Pussy Brigade, which had begun selling Pepto-pink T-shirts emblazoned with the words THE RIGHT THING TO DO on the front and CHARLOTTE WALSH FOR PRESIDENT on the back. After that, a publisher had asked her to write a book, a request which was flattering and daunting. She wrote every night after the girls went to sleep. Her editor offered her a ghost writer, but that felt too easy, and dishonest. She finished the thing in four months, beating their original deadline by sixty days because she secretly feared someone would realize they never should have asked her to write a book in the first place. Let’s Fix It stayed on the bestseller list for thirty-two weeks. When she’d become an unwitting hero for women in the workplace, the kind of people who talk about such things—political pundits, cable news journalists, political strategists, and under-stimulated men who live in their parents’ basements and spend twenty hours a day on Twitter—had started debating the merits of her running for office. Once someone suggests you’ll be good at doing something, it’s not long before your ego kicks in. From then on, Charlotte hadn’t been able to stop thinking about running.

“I’m not ashamed of getting IVF, or of how it was paid for, Josh.” Punctuating a sentence with someone’s name always made Charlotte feel like an unseasoned primary school teacher. “The policies I created for family planning at Humanity paved the way for a better future for women in corporate America.”

Josh rolled his eyes. “Save that for a tweet,” he said. “You should talk about it, but not too much. You can be a strong female candidate, but not a feminist candidate. There’s a difference. The subtle path is the surer one. It’s all in the nuance. And the hair.”

A gurgle of nausea swept through Charlotte’s belly as Josh reached out and twisted a lock of her hair around one of his stubby fingers.

“Thank God you didn’t chop off your hair when you had kids. At least seventy-three percent of male voters prefer women with long hair. Too many liberal lady politicians get that mom helmet. They look like a crop of nuns, or dykes, and men don’t like it even if they won’t admit it in an exit poll.”

This was part of his shtick, semantics as offensive as those of a cable talk show back when talk show hosts were still celebrated for being rude. Charlotte couldn’t believe she needed to hire someone she already couldn’t stand, but she didn’t have to like him; she liked what he could do for her.

Josh pivoted again. “Well, it’s nice that Humanity paid for your fancy treatments, but you could have afforded it with your fancy salary, no? Since you earned . . . let’s see. . . .” He paused while he looked down at his notes. “A salary of 1.7 million dollars last year. That doesn’t even include your stock options, which are more than fifty million. You know you could probably buy this race if you sold half those options?”

Josh carried on with something of a sneer even though, if he agreed to work with her, she would be paying him a salary that was pretty damn fancy. “Are you worried you’re too rich and fancy for the hardworking people of Pennsylvania?”

“Being rich worked for the guy sitting in the Oval Office, didn’t it?” she growled. “I was compensated for successfully running one of the fastest-growing companies in the world.”

Josh held his palm open in front of her face and snorted. “Don’t be angry. No one likes an angry woman.”

She wanted to bite his chubby hand. Instead, Charlotte batted his paw hard enough to hurt him.

“Goddammit, I am angry. That’s why I’m running.”

“Focus on the reasons why you’re angry so that people know you aren’t running just because you have the money to do it. But remember to speak softly and sweetly when you talk about those reasons.”

Perhaps sensing her disdain, Josh paused. The next time he looked at her his combative edge softened in a way that made him look almost friendly, like he was about to consider her as a human instead of a project.

“Look, I don’t like being the dick all the time, but you need someone like me to do this now. It isn’t going to be easy. You’re going to lose your privacy. The press will dredge up things you said and did twenty, even thirty years ago. You might not even remember them. Forget about personal liberty. You may need to do things you’re uncomfortable with, say things you don’t agree with, maybe even lie. Probably lie. Let’s be honest: You’re gonna lie a lot. Normal rules don’t apply any more. You’re running against a guy who spews fantasy like it’s gospel.”

Lying. If he only knew. Charlotte sucked a deep breath into her rib cage and wiped her hands on her black linen pants. Her palms were sticky with sweat. She didn’t fully comprehend yet what the campaign would ask of her, but she knew she was willing to do it. She was prepared to go all in, whatever it took. Just the potential of it exhilarated, terrified, and energized her in a way she hadn’t felt in years.

“We’re the good guys, Josh.” Charlotte realized how naïve she sounded only after the words left her mouth.

“Everyone thinks they’re the good guys. But we can’t all be good, can we?”

“I get it. I realize it’s not going to be easy.” She focused on Josh’s pumpkin-shaped head and called to mind the best advice Rosalind Waters, her old boss and mentor, had given her regarding difficult men. That had been more than twenty years ago and Charlotte had only just started working for the Maryland governor when a right-wing conservative radio host baited Rosalind by telling her that deep down some women really just wanted to be sexually harassed. “How do you handle it?” Charlotte asked afterward, disgusted, curious, and enraged on Rosalind’s behalf. “How do you listen to pigheaded crap like that and keep a straight face?”

Rosalind answered with her signature spiky wit. “I picture them with a ridiculous mustache. Any time a man talks down to you, or at you, or overexplains something to you, picture what they would look like with an excellent mustache. It could be a classic Tom Selleck, a Fu Manchu, a petite Hitler.” Rosalind, known to her friends as Roz, explained this with a sly smile. “If he already has a mustache, just give him a more creative one in your mind. It takes the sting out of whatever they’re saying and lets you concentrate on how to respond. Better than picturing them naked. No one wants to see those men naked, even their wives—especially their wives.” Charlotte also recalled Roz’s more recent advice, the advice she’d offered when she’d encouraged Charlotte to enter this race: “Only let the world see half of your ambition. Half of the world can’t handle seeing it all.”

Now Charlotte directed her gaze to Josh’s upper lip and gave him a Salvador Dalí, long and narrow, with the ends pointing toward the ceiling and just covering the smudge of mustard.

“This campaign isn’t about the fact that I’m a woman. It’s not about how I got pregnant and it’s not about my husband. It’s about the voters of Pennsylvania. It’s about disrupting a broken system.”

Josh delivered a pointed look and raised an eyebrow. “You’re good.”

“You have shit on your face.” Leila finally spoke, as she stood and walked halfway around the table to Josh and used her thumb to remove the yellow stain from his lip. Charlotte loved that about Leila, her willingness to inject herself into any conversation, to save Charlotte when she would never ask to be saved, to lick her finger and swipe it across a stranger’s mouth for her.

“None of this is going to hurt us,” Leila declared. “Charlie got IVF because she has a medical condition. Max was a shoulder rubber? A flirt? News flash . . . everyone likes to flirt with Max. You might find yourself flirting with Max. He’s going to be an asset on the campaign trail. He looks like Jon Hamm. He’s got the sexy day-old beard down pat. He wears flannel like a guy who works with his hands, has dimples for days, and can change a diaper in public in thirty seconds flat. Yes, women like him. But, more important, women voters will like him, a lot. You have nothing to worry about there.”

Leila strode confidently back to her seat in the corner of the room and returned to her note-taking.

“What are you?” Josh asked then, looking at Leila and tilting his head to the side, inspecting her face.

“What am I?” the young woman shot back with a smirk that indicated she knew exactly what he was asking.

Leila was asked this question on a weekly basis by colleagues, business associates, strangers on the street. The features inherited from her Sudanese mother and Irish father, a mismatched pair who parted ways shortly after their only daughter entered the world, caused confusion for anyone who wanted to place her in a particular box. Her parents’ intense but brief union had produced a child with cinnamon-colored skin, light brown freckles, bright green eyes as vigilant as an alley cat’s, and thick dark hair that she wore in a meaty braid on top of her head, coiled like a cobra. Charlotte had heard all of Leila’s responses to the “what are you?” question, ranging from the polite “I’m just an all-American mutt” to the cynical “I was created in a lab to breed the women of the future” to the defiant “What are you?”

It had been nine years since Charlotte hired Leila at Humanity just after Leila had finished her classes at San Jose State on a full scholarship. They had the scholarship-kid thing in common. Leila waltzed into that first interview wearing scuffed teal pumps from Goodwill and delivered an hour-long PowerPoint presentation about how she would make Charlotte’s life easier. She was likable because she didn’t need to be liked, she only wanted to be seen as capable. Charlotte appreciated her ambition and confidence and hired her as a personal assistant later that afternoon.

Leila leaned back onto the couch now. She tugged at her ruby-colored pencil skirt, the one with fat brass buttons up the front. She’d tucked a man’s oxford into the high waist and topped it with a black bolero jacket. Leila called seventies-era Anjelica Huston her personal style muse. She regularly chided Charlotte for her simpler, more conservative taste in clothing. She’d insist: “Charlie, we live in a world where male billionaires dress like they’re homeless. It’s our duty to bring the style to this valley.”

Leila gave Josh her honest answer. “I’m half Sudanese, half Irish, born and raised in Oakland. My mom came here when she was sixteen, applied for political asylum because being Christian in Khartoum could get you killed. My dad played the fiddle and had kind eyes. And even though she was a sweet Jesus-fearing girl, he introduced her to the glory of the Irish car bomb one night in a bar called McGlinchey’s and they made me. Happy?”

Josh bit his bottom lip. Leila clearly unnerved him. “You might want to reconsider the nose ring on the campaign trail. If you’re coming, that is?”

It was never in question that Leila would accompany Charlotte to Pennsylvania, even though Charlotte had warned her it would mean putting her personal life on hold for more than a year.

Leila fingered the black hoop through her septum and shrugged. “I’ll think about it.”

Josh turned his attention back to Charlotte. “Speaking of families . . . your brother? Some guys in Elk Hollow told me he’s . . . Hold on, let me get the wording right.” Josh threw a glance at his notes. “ ‘A drunk just like his dad and a pill-popping freak.’ How accurate is that?”

Charlotte had no idea how accurate it was. Paul, older than her by two years, had a long history of abusing any substance he could get his hands on. His vices were tempered only by his long-suffering wife, Kara, and his inability to afford to maintain a serious addiction. But Charlotte hadn’t spoken to him in about five years. During their last conversation he’d asked her to loan him $100,000 to start a hydroponic marijuana business in his basement. When Charlotte refused, Paul stopped returning her texts.

“I’m not sure.”

“You need to figure it out. Spend time with him. Talk to the wife. Get a better sense of what we’re dealing with. You should have a strong family connection in the state since you’ve been gone for so long. You’re planning to move back to Elk Hollow? Yes?”

Elk Hollow, in the far northeastern corner of Pennsylvania, was just forty-five minutes from Scranton and three hours from Philadelphia when there was no traffic on the turnpike. “Yes. We’re moving into the house where I grew up.”

Charlotte glanced at her phone as it buzzed in her lap. This was the third time Max had called. “I need to call my husband.”

Josh raised an eyebrow and shook his head. “Your husband can wait. This is my time right now.”

People didn’t tell Charlotte Walsh what to do, or at least they hadn’t in a long time.

“Fine. I’ll send a text.” She looked at the phone again. Max had beaten her to the punch.

Charlie-bird?? How’s the boy wonder campaign manager? Pick up phone!

Josh craned his neck to see her screen. “Boy Wonder—I like that.” He nodded his approval, showing no qualms about his invasion of her privacy. “Nicer than what people usually call me. But Charlie, I’m going to need your full attention right now.” He smiled when he used her nickname, plucked the phone gently from her hand, placed it in his own back pocket, and picked up where he’d left off. To her surprise, Charlotte let him do it.

“Elk Hollow . . .” Josh let the name of the town dribble off his tongue. “It’s good. You’re smart. Any path to regaining power in Congress has to go through the small towns. Moving back to your hometown is what I would have advised you to do if you’d hired me three months ago, but you called me late. You’re behind already. How much money have you raised?”

Charlotte was ready to loan the campaign the initial chunk of funding, $500,000 out of her personal bank account to get up and running. Because a cadre of very rich people saw her as part of what they liked to refer to as the Resistance with a capital R, she’d been promised a handful of six-figure and even a couple of seven-figure checks.

“A couple million.”

Josh whistled through pursed lips. “You’ll need at least ten times that.” He leaned back in his chair and spread his legs wide. His next few sentences sounded to Charlotte more like an internal dialogue.

“I feel good about this. According to early focus-group data, voters like you. They appreciate the no-bullshit, take-charge attitude. They think you’re nice-looking. That matters more than you think, and even though they have no idea what you actually do at Humanity, they think it’s the kind of job an important person would have. Voters remember someone they think is important.” He paused and looked directly into her eyes. “But one last question. Be honest. Why you? Why now?”

“Does this mean you’re going to work for me?” She’d expected to feel relief, but instead felt a charge like a static shock—the feeling she’d just gotten away with something, the feeling that she might just be able to pull this off.

Josh held her phone in his hand now like he was considering whether to give it back to her. “I’ll call you tomorrow to give you my answer,” he said as he placed the device facedown on the table. “If we do this, I’ll always call. You will always pick up. I never text. Texting is for teenage girls and teachers trying to have sex with their students. If we work together, I’m the first person you talk to in the morning and the last person whose voice you hear before you go to bed. If you need to take a particularly difficult shit, I should probably know about it.”

Tomorrow was soon. Tomorrow was good. She flipped the phone over. There were five more messages from her husband, but she didn’t bother to open them.

“But answer my question,” Josh repeated himself. “Why you? Why now?”

Can’t it be as simple as “I think I can do a better job than the guy who has the job”? She imagined all the answers she could possibly give about why she wanted to run for office. There was the earnest one: the fact that politicians were failing Americans. Corporations were failing Americans. She hated the hate she saw every time she read the news. She felt terror and anger when she scrolled through Twitter. Americans were at each other’s throats and it was disgusting. She was scared to death of raising her daughters in this country. She wanted to help the kinds of people she’d grown up with have a better life. After the last election, she’d had a real road-to-Damascus moment where she’d stayed up nights wondering if she was doing enough of the right thing, if her corporate job was all bullshit.

All of that was true.

Then there was the honest answer: Her decision to run for office had been born of a combination of idealism, guilt, and ego. The more she had thought about it, mostly late at night when she couldn’t sleep and the voices in her head reminded her she was crazy for even thinking she had what it took to run for political office, the more clearly she’d begun to recognize her motivations. In the two decades she’d worked at Humanity, their innovations in productivity had put hundreds of thousands of Americans out of a job, and entering government could give her the tools to help fix what she’d broken.

And there was another answer, the one it had taken her years to be comfortable articulating. But it was the one she knew Josh would appreciate. This was the first time she allowed herself to say the words out loud, and she grinned with a small shrug of her shoulders when she said them. “I like to win.”

Partial transcript of keynote interview between Charlotte Walsh and news anchor Erika Cabot at the Women Are the Future conference in New York City on August 1, 2017. Segments of this talk were broadcast on MSNBC.

Erika Cabot: In the past five years you doubled the number of women in management positions at Humanity. Some of the men both in and outside of the company have claimed that you actually favor female employees over men, that your goal is to marginalize men. What’s your response to that?

Charlotte Walsh: It’s ridiculous. For the record, I love men. The majority of the men I know are really good men and I adore them. I’m happy to see any employee stand up for themselves in the face of what they perceive as discrimination, even though I’ve said over and over again that I don’t promote anyone based on their sex or the color of their skin. I hire and promote people based on merit and merit alone. If I’ve done anything, it’s make it easier for highly qualified and talented women to have children and then to stay in the workforce after they’ve had their kids. That’s what contributed to doubling the number of women in management at Humanity. Those women are there because they deserve to be.

Erika Cabot: In your book Let’s Fix It, you devoted an entire chapter to how the government could follow Humanity’s lead by implementing similar policies and incentives to help keep women in the workforce. You were attacked by Tom Broadbent and Jim Sanders, two congressmen from Wyoming and Florida, respectively, for those statements as being a bleeding-heart West Coast liberal and a hysterical woman. What was your reaction to that?

Charlotte Walsh: At a certain point you have to stop caring whether people like you. Their comments just made me think, and not for the first time, what hateful, smug men run our country.

Erika Cabot: That brings me to the elephant in the room. Will you be the one to change it? Are you planning to run for national office?

Charlotte Walsh: This is where I tell you I’m flattered and have no plans to seek political office, right?

Erika Cabot: That’s usually how this works.

Charlotte Walsh: I’m not good at keeping things a secret, so I don’t see any point in giving you the runaround. Yes. I’m seriously considering a Senate run in Pennsylvania.

Erika Cabot: That’s the most honest answer I think I’ve gotten from a future politician. You’ve already got the support of plenty of women’s groups. You’ve got quite the tribe behind you. Do you think the future is female? The future of politics?

Charlotte Walsh: I’m hoping the future of politics is competent and hopeful and ready to fix the problems facing Americans. I’m proud to be a woman and I’m proud to be a candidate.



CHAPTER 2


August 21, 2017

442 days to Election Day

Charlotte woke with a twitch, her body sweaty and stiff, with a sharp pain in her neck. It took her a moment to register her surroundings—the front seat of their minivan. Outside the window a vast parking lot. The pain was from the seat belt digging into her left shoulder. More agonizing, though, were the remnants of the all-too-vivid dream she’d been having. It lingered in her mind, as suffocating as the air in the car.

In the dream she and Max were rock climbing in a beautiful park, somewhere out West, with rust-colored rocks and vast plains. Max climbed above her, his wide hands exploring the crags ahead for the next place to clip in, the sinewy muscles in his back flexing and strained. Suddenly, she lost her grip, the rock crumbling into dust in one hand, her feet dangling beneath her into a vast nothing, a gaping blackness. Her safety rope frayed. She opened her mouth to scream for Max to turn around and help, but no sound came. He swiveled his head to look down at her. “I need you!” she screamed over and over. In the dream his eyes went blank, as if he didn’t recognize her. She summoned her remaining strength to reach out to him. If he just reached down he could grab her wrist, but instead he turned his body away from her and continued his climb.

She began to fall.

The nightmare often came when she least expected it, always when she let her guard down, when she finally felt happy and in control of her world again. It had begun almost two years ago. The first one came a week after she found out about Max’s affair.

Going back to that moment was like picking a scab—painful and sickly soothing at the same time. She’d been in their bedroom in California, half-heartedly watching some police procedural on network television while soothing four-month-old Annie to sleep by rubbing small circles on her belly. Max giggled down the hall with the twins in the bathtub. The baby smiled big and wide and Charlotte grabbed Max’s iPad to try to capture it on video to show him when he came to bed. That was when she saw the unfinished email open on his screen. In her memory of that moment, she heard Max’s voice read it out loud, as if it were a monologue coming from the television and not her life.

We can never do this again. I’m sorry if I led you on. Sleeping together was a mistake.

This has to be over.

Her hand trembled and she dropped the device on the bed. It bounced and made a loud thud as it hit their thick oak floor. The baby jerked at the sound and began to wail. Max called out from the bathroom.

“You okay?”

When she didn’t answer he ran into their room in just his boxer shorts, his chest and arms dripping. In real life, as in the dream, it felt as though the world had dropped out from beneath her. She searched for something solid to grasp onto, something to anchor her in reality, and her eyes locked on the baby’s face, crumpled and red and needing her.

Confronting Max had to wait while they finished putting their girls to bed. It was amazing how she could tuck her rage away when she needed to in order to go through the motions of pajamas, bedtime stories, dream feeding, and cuddles. When the night-light caught Max smiling as he kissed both of Annie’s cheeks in her crib Charlotte considered pretending nothing had happened at all, letting their idyllic lives continue as if she’d never seen that email.

But she wasn’t that woman.

After the kids were snoring sweetly in their rooms she stood over him once he lay down in their bed, straightening her shoulders and occupying her entire height.

“Tell me about the woman you’ve been fucking.” Charlotte kept her voice even. She knew how much it unnerved him when she used that kind of language.

His tearful confession came with the few details Charlotte could handle listening to—the woman worked at Humanity, it had begun at a developer conference in Boulder, and had happened only a couple of times after. It was over. He promised it was over.

“She was an employee. Someone who worked for us? Do you know how that looks? What that could mean for the company if she decides to report you? How could you be so fucking stupid?”

“I’m sorry.”

Max assured her that Margaret (her name echoed over and over in Charlotte’s brain as she imagined Max whispering it, moaning it, screaming it in passion) had no interest in making any trouble for them.

Charlotte placed her hands over her ears. “I don’t want to hear any more.” She moved one hand in front of her in a gesture of surrender.

“Charlie, please, just listen to me. You’ve been different. We’ve been different.”

She recalled the past few years of their marriage. More fights, less sex. Her body from her feet to her bleeding nipples felt ravaged by wild animals, children who insisted on sleeping between them in bed. More work, so much work.

Months later they met with a therapist named Carol who tried to give them rules and strategies and ways to cope.

After a year of therapy, it was clear Max would do anything to win her back, even move back home to a place that he hated, even give up a job he loved and take care of their three small children. He would do it because he owed her. They both knew that.

So she told him she wanted to run for office in Pennsylvania. The timing was perfect. When the last election had turned into an unprecedented disaster, with both sides in an almost comical death spiral, the party bigwigs had been dazed, weary, shell-shocked, and searching for out-of-the-box candidates to create a populist surge. They needed to win back five Senate seats in the midterms to regain control. The national party asked Rosalind to ask Charlotte if she would ever consider running in Pennsylvania, her home state.

When Roz came to see her, it had been nearly a year since the affair, but Charlotte was still shattered. Men cheated on their wives every day. Charlotte knew there was no specificity to her situation, and yet what was happening to her felt completely unique and unfair. She’d worked so hard to craft a life that looked perfect on paper, the opposite of the one she’d anticipated she’d have growing up. Max’s affair put her hard work to shame and made her feel like a failure.

“You need to do this,” Roz said over two bottles of her favorite cabernet. At first Charlotte had wanted to keep the affair a secret, but there were no secrets from Roz. Her mentor said all the right words, the ones Leila couldn’t say because young women in their twenties knew nothing about real heartbreak, real marriage. Roz’s husband, Richard, the chair of linguistics at Georgetown, had a liking for coeds who majored in Sanskrit and had pert breasts. Charlotte remembered too well how she’d judged her boss for putting up with her husband’s infidelities when she was a twenty-six-year-old staffer, how she had thought Roz was a damn fool for staying with him.

“Your entrance will put a national spotlight on everything that is wrong and corrupt in a state that’s never elected a woman to the Senate,” Roz insisted. “Why not go home again? Besides, Max owes you this and so much more.”

The challenge made it even more appealing, and having a new purpose chipped away at the sadness that had settled into her bones since learning about Margaret. Momentum was what she craved. You couldn’t get stuck if you were always moving.

Charlotte began to plan her campaign and set up the meeting with Josh Pratt. She felt guilty about lying to Josh about the state of her marriage: The last thing she wanted was for this race to devolve into a tabloid game of cat-and-mouse, but it was Roz who instructed her to keep the affair to herself. “He only takes clean candidates,” she had explained. “And you need him. Apologize later if it all goes to shit. It’s a gamble, but it’ll be worth it when you win.”

Besides, she and Max had been good recently, as good as the parents of three young kids could be. It had taken time to get here, but that was the story of a marriage. There were highs and lows, and those lows could last for months, sometimes even a year; sometimes you didn’t love the person or even like the person, but they’d made it through.

And she’d made sure, during her one and only meeting with Margaret, a memory she buried deeper than all the others, one she never let herself revisit, even in her dreams, that the other woman would never breathe a word about what had happened.

Charlotte looked for the keys now to roll down the window of her new family minivan to release the hot stale air. She swiveled her neck to figure out where they were. The last time she was awake they’d been in Wyoming. Now she caught a glimpse of a grove of Ponderosa Pines just obscuring the perfect Roman nose of a granite George Washington. She was in the parking lot of Mount Rushmore.

This minivan was Josh’s idea, as was the great American road trip to travel from California to Pennsylvania. Good optics. “Approximately sixty-seven percent of Americans and fifty-three percent of Pennsylvanians still road-trip once a year,” he informed her. She wondered where he got his statistics. “It’s a show of your down-home authenticity. Drive your minivan and sleep in dumpy motels, ride a tractor, talk to diner waitresses and take pictures and videos of it for your social,” he instructed.

Josh came on board to work for Charlotte three days after their meeting with two conditions—that she take his call every morning at 6:30 a.m. and that he’d get a $300,000 bonus if they won. Win bonuses were standard, but this amount would be a record for a Senate race. She agreed to both. In their first few weeks together he’d already made her give the family’s nanny a leave of absence. “It doesn’t look good to pay someone to take care of your kids, especially a Mexican, even if she’s legal. You need to be people who can take care of their own. Money hasn’t changed you,” he explained. He’d also counseled her to purchase two nondescript American-made minivans to replace their Prius and Tesla because she needed to “seem middle-class where it matters.”

Yet the road trip was not the romantic adventure she’d hoped it would be. Day five felt like month five, and Charlotte had already checked twice to see whether they could get on a plane in Sioux Falls and pay someone to drive their car; their dog, a half-blind rescue bulldog named Bob; the twins’ bearded dragon, George Washington; and their obese coon cat, Jack the Fat, the rest of the way across the country. Kid squeals, screams, and bloodcurdling cries had ricocheted through the van since they crossed the Bay Bridge. Ella, in particular, knew how to make a noise that sounded as though someone was trying to murder her. One child always needed something. Ella had an insatiable appetite, Rose had a bladder the size of a thimble, and Annie could often only fall sleep if someone was holding onto her left foot.

Bob released a low, sad yowl that announced he was sick of sharing such small quarters with the cat and the lizard and that he probably had to pee if he hadn’t already gone in his crate. Charlotte opened the door instead of the window and swung her legs around to put her feet on the pavement. She placed the heels of her hands into her eye sockets as if she could push the dream out of her skull and gulped swallows of hot, dry South Dakota air.

When she lifted her head she could see her family in the dusty rearview mirror. Max held the hands of the twins, who gripped rainbow lollipops as large as their heads in their opposite fingers. Annie, their youngest, sat proudly atop her father’s shoulders in nothing but a diaper and a too-large safari hat.

“Why’d you let me sleep?” Charlotte called out, standing with her hands on her hips and head cocked to her side in mock frustration as the twins, Ella and Rose, let go of their father’s hands and galloped toward her.

“Watch out for cars,” Charlotte shouted, running to cross the distance between them to block their small bodies from unexpected vehicles.

Max grinned. “I figured you needed rest more than a visit to the most self-congratulatory public works project in the history of our great nation. We spent most of the time in the gift shop anyway.”

Charlotte closed her eyes and took a breath to remind herself to sound pleasant when she spoke next. Having the nightmare often left a residue of resentment as if the affair had happened only yesterday.

Her jaw clicked when she yawned. “I did, baby. Thank you.”

“Did you see the picture I texted you?”

“Not yet.” Charlotte pulled her phone from the van’s center console and opened the text from Max. He’d somehow managed to position their three children in perfect line with presidents Washington, Jefferson, Lincoln, and Roosevelt.

“How’d you get them to pose?”

“So much sugar.” Max lifted the dog out of his crate and placed him by the back tire, where he let loose a much-needed pee on the baking rubber. “Maybe too much. I can Photoshop you into it.” He smirked. “Put it on your Instagram. Boy Wonder would love that, right?”

They were back on the road for less than five minutes before everything devolved into chaos. Rose started, first a whimper that graduated to a yowl. “Annie bit me,” the five-year-old twin wailed, raising a bloody pinky finger toward the front seat. Charlotte stole a look behind her to find her two-year-old smiling with a smear of blood on the side of her mouth like an adorable elfin cannibal.

Without missing a beat, Rose’s twin, Ella, reached over the car’s headrest and punished Annie with a yank of her black curls so hard that fine dark strands came out in her hand. Now two children wailed like flaming banshees. Charlotte climbed into the back of the car and pulled her smallest child out of the car seat and onto her lap on the floor, simultaneously inspecting Rose’s finger to ensure she had nothing more than a simple flesh wound. The floor of their minivan was caked in a thin layer of graham cracker crumbs. The windows were smeared with peanut butter, snot, and now blood. Charlotte’s ass ended up in something wet.

She leaned in to kiss Annie’s head, delighting in the sweetly sour infant scent that still clung to her youngest, and rubbed her cheek along the girl’s downy neck even as she reprimanded her. She could feel the child’s fragile ribs flutter against her breast. Two-year-old Annie, their perfect accident, was a clone of Max, with her dark curls, sulky mouth, and mischievous blue eyes. Her daughter and her husband both used their entire faces to laugh, throwing their heads back with glee.

After working so hard to have the twins through IVF, Charlotte hadn’t been able to imagine getting pregnant again on her own, which was why she and Max hadn’t bothered with birth control. “You want an IUD?” the doctor asked when the twins were two months old. Charlotte laughed. “I’m practically geriatric. I’d rather not bother with the hormones.” Then came Annie. The surprise of her and the way she burst into the world as a preemie with a vengeance made Charlotte’s love for their younger daughter all the fiercer. It wasn’t fair to have favorites. Favorite was the wrong word anyway. The twins had each other, and Max doted on them because they’d been the first. Annie felt completely hers.

Annie smiled at her, tears still glistening in her eyes. She leaned in as if to give her a kiss and bit Charlotte on the soft part of her ear.

“Owwwwwww.”

Max turned toward her shriek and carefully eased the car onto the creaky gravel shoulder, got out, slid open the rear door, reached into the backseat, and pulled Annie from Charlotte. Without a word he marched her into the woods lining the road, every muscle in his body devoted to soothing and admonishing the girl so Charlotte could turn her attention to the twins. Annie bucked her head like a wild thing, her fists tight in his hair.

Thank you, she whispered even though he couldn’t hear her. It was these small moments that reminded her how much she needed him. In the weeks and months following Max’s affair, Leila had asked Charlotte over and over again: Why stay? Leave him. Do it on your own. You have plenty of money. Hire people to help. Kick him out for good.

But it wasn’t that simple. She loved Max. Though in the wake of the affair she had to constantly and consciously remind herself of the reasons she loved and was attracted to her husband. She made an exercise of finding new things she enjoyed on his face and body, small imperfections that delighted her because they were incongruous with how handsome he appeared to the rest of the world. One week it had been his nose. It was slightly squashed and crooked, like he’d gotten into a bar fight or been sacked in a violent rugby match. It had the effect of making his other features seem rougher. In truth, he’d fallen flat on his face while roller-skating when he was ten. She came to enjoy the fact that the base of his shoulder blades were still sprinkled with acne. Began to love his giant caveman feet, shaped more like flippers that fanned out wide around the toes. The nails on both of his big toes were mangled beyond repair from rock-climbing accidents. They were the ugliest feet Charlotte had ever seen and she adored them.
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